





Praise for

Lol There Be Sugfectg

“Charming.” —The Wall Street Journal

“A lighthearted study in dysfunctional family dynamics,
Let There Be Suspects is an answered prayer for fans of the
cozy mystery.” —Richmond Times-Dispatch

“A great storyteller, Richards writes a humor-filled murder
mystery that works . . . She develops enough suspects and
action to keep readers turning pages. She plays fair and
lays the clues for the astute reader to solve the crime. This
reader looks forward to more adventures with Aggie.”
—Gumshoe Review

“A charming cozy, full of memorable characters, suspense
galore, and the unsinkable Aggie who is at her clever best
when solving a mystery.” —MyShelf.com

“Aggie is a fun character . . . A well-crafted mystery with

plenty of twists and turns to keep you guessing to the end.

I highly recommend this book and the whole series.”
—The Best Reviews

“I love her sharp, quirky voice, her rich and crazy charac-
ters, and I love that she’s mixed murder and mayhem with
the Church . . . A delicious Christmas romp into the mur-
derous minds of those that live and visit Emerald Springs,
Ohio. You’ll want more of Emilie Richards.”

—Armchair Interviews

“Satisfying . . . There are quite a few humorous moments
in the novel, but there’s a poignant side as well.”
—The Mystery Reader

“Zany characters add sparkle to this engaging cozy, where
mystery is never in short supply . . . Witty and entertaining.”
—Romantic Times
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“A well-crafted story with both humor and mystery. Emilie
Richards has a writing style that reels the reader in with
her first words. Aggie is a fun character . . . Any of Emilie
Richards’s books are keepers on my shelf!”

—Romance Junkies

“A delightful cozy that stars an amateur sleuth who feels as
if she swims upstream against the tide . . . All comes to-
gether in this fine Ministry is Murder thriller.”

—Midwest Book Review (five-star review)

“An absolutely delightful mystery that fans of Emilie
Richards and anyone who enjoys light mystery will
adore . . . This novel takes a clever and unexpected turn at
its conclusion. It also marks the beginning of a new mys-
tery series involving Emerald Springs. I think Aggie is just
getting started with her sleuthing and if future adventures
are as well written as this one, we are in for a treat.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

“An enjoyable read . . . Any new book by this gifted author
is cause for celebration.” —The Mystery Reader

“A cozy mystery with style. Aggie is adorable and her
sleuthing efforts will fill the reader with admiration—as
well as chuckles . . . Ms. Richards’s characters are particu-
larly vivid and all have interesting little twists that make
them memorable and very real . . . A lighthearted and en-
dearing read with a great deal of flavor and wit. If you are
a fan of Dorothy Bodoin and Jan Karon, or an avid Murder
She Wrote viewer, then Blessed Is the Busybody is just the
book for you! Great work, Ms. Richards!”

—Roundtable Reviews

“Fun and suspenseful.” —Fresh Fiction



Praise for the Novels of
Emilie Richards

“Multilayered plot, vivid descriptions, and a keen sense of
time and place.” —Library Journal

“Richards writes with rare honesty and compassion and
has a keen eye for detail. This is a beautiful, heartwarming
story that will find its way onto many shelves.”

—Romantic Times

“Richards pieces together each woman’s story as artfully
as a quilter creates a quilt, with equally satisfying results,
and her characterizations are transcendent, endowed with
warmth and compassion.” —Booklist

“Richards’s ability to portray compelling characters who
grapple with challenging family issues is laudable, and this
well-crafted tale should score well with fans of Luanne
Rice and Kristin Hannah.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“A flat-out page turner . . . reminiscent of the early Sidney
Sheldon.” —The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Unforgettable characters and complex relationships.”
—The Romance Reader



Berkley Prime Crime titles by Emilie Richards

LET THERE BE SUSPECTS
BLESSED IS THE BUSYBODY
BEWARE FALSE PROFITS



BevWare
Falge Pr oﬁtg

Emilie Richards

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE



THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England

Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia

(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.)

Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand

(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196,

South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business
establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over
and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

BEWARE FALSE PROFITS
A Berkley Prime Crime Book / published by arrangement with the author

Copyright © 2007 by Emilie McGee.
Cover art by Ben Perini.

Cover design by Erica Tricarico.
Interior text design by Stacy Irwin.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without
permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the
author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group,

a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.,

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

ISBN: 1-4295-8485-8

BERKLEY® PRIME CRIME

Berkley Prime Crime Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group,

a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.,

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

The name BERKLEY PRIME CRIME and the BERKLEY PRIME CRIME design
are trademarks of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.



For a minister’s wife I spend too much time in bars.

Okay, maybe “bars” isn’t exactly the right word. Sure,
Don’t Go There, in Emerald Springs, Ohio, is a working-
class, slugfest, “Daddy won’t you please come home,”
semi-biker bar. And yes, despite the inherent warning in
the name, I've “been” there a few times too many. Just ask-
ing questions, of course.

Technotes, farther afield, isn’t really a bar. It’s a dance
club with enough blinking lights to trigger seizures and
enough taut, gleaming skin to make me sadly aware that
my vegetarian diet isn’t a diet at all. I've had reason to go
there, as well.

But the Pussycat Club in Manhattan’s East Village, with
a fifteen-foot pink cat blinking above the marquee? This
one is new to my radar, and it’s going to be hard to top. No
pun intended, but judging from some of the photographs in
the glass case at the entrance, Saturday at the Pussycat is a
drag queen review with ladies who are weightier on “top”
than I. And I’m often forced to resort to Frederick’s of
Hollywood for a bra that fits.
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I’'m getting ahead of myself, of course. Ed and I did not
come to Manhattan to inspect, spectate, or even speculate
at the Pussycat Club. We came for a much needed romantic
weekend, something that hasn’t happened in years.

This all began when my mother, Junie, decided to call
Emerald Springs her home, too. After decades on the road
between one craft or Renaissance fair and another, Junie
decided that hanging her hat, not to mention her quilts, in
one place was a treat she deserved. She bought an old Vic-
torian house I was flipping with my friend Lucy Jacobs,
and moved in, lock, stock, and barrel.

With us.

The problem is that the Victorian still needs a lot of
work, and Junie can’t live there yet, much less turn the bot-
tom floor into the quilt shop she envisions. Although we’re
working on fast-forward now, Lucy and I had more or less
been taking our time until Junie signed the contract. Lucy
works full-time as a Realtor, and I, well, I work full-time at
being a mother to two daughters, a wife to Ed, and inoffen-
sive to the congregation.

This last role is the hardest.

I wasn’t born to be a minister’s partner. 'm not sure
anyone is, of course, but truly some people seem more in-
clined toward this job than others. I was raised to be as Bo-
hemian and freethinking as my mother. My two sisters and
I traveled coast-to-coast with Junie, attending school here
and there, calling new members of Junie’s Husband-of-
the-Year Club “Daddy” until the next meeting of Junie’s
Divorced-but-Dear Club. Junie has been married five
times, and Sid, Vel, and I each have a different father. De-
spite our upbringing or because of it, no sisters are closer.

But back to Bohemian. On the religion scale Junie’s
friends ranged from shamans to charlatans, Spiritualists to
skeptics. When we went to church as a family, we only
went to churches with names that intrigued my mother.
The Holy Raiders Revival Church. The Sect of Secrets and
Signs. The House of Heavenly Harmony.

Normally we breezed in and out. As a teenager my per-
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sonal theology grew to include the following: There may or
may not be a God. He or She may look like Lord Ganesh,
the Hindu elephant god, or perhaps some amalgam of an
elephant as described by three mythical blind men who are
touching either a leg, a trunk, or a tail.

Then I met Ed Wilcox, seminary student and devoted
attendee of the Unitarian-Universalist Church. They were a
tad more orthodox than I was, but I did immediately feel at
home.

Cut to the twenty-first century and the Consolidated
Community Church of Emerald Springs, Ohio, where I up-
date the archives, throw rip-roaring holiday open houses,
and find naked bodies on the parsonage porch.

You have to remember, I came to this job without a
resume.

Now that Ed has served three churches, one of the
things I’ve learned is that congregations take up most of
our waking hours, and sleeping hours aren’t sacred, either.
Ed and I have learned to steal moments for conversation
and intimacy whenever we can find them. Unfortunately,
sneaking around gets wearing. When Junie moved into the
parsonage, and we had one more person in the house to
contend with, things began to deteriorate.

So when a Harvard classmate of Ed’s suggested we
come to the Big Apple and stay in his apartment some
weekend while he was off on sabbatical, we bought tickets
on the first cheap flight out. And here we are. Standing at
the entrance of the Pussycat Club in the East Village on a
chilly spring evening, looking at the lineup for the night’s
entertainment.

“We wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t given your cell
phone number to Norma,” I reminded Ed, yet again. “What
were you thinking?”’

“I was thinking there might be an emergency.” Ed hadn’t
come to New York with appropriate Pussycat clothes. He
was wearing a pinstripe dress shirt and pleated khaki pants.
He’d planned to ward off the chill with a monogrammed
wool crew neck his mother gave him for Christmas, but I'd
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reminded him we weren’t having tea after a cricket match
and made him leave it at the apartment.

“For pity’s sake, Ed, you knew Norma would give out
your number if a parishioner’s dog got fleas. You might as
well have published it in the Flow.” Norma: our garrulous
church secretary. The Flow: our Emerald Springs daily.

“In this case Norma gave it out because we have a miss-
ing person,” he reminded me. Yet again.

I watched Ed shiver and felt a smidgen of regret that I'd
denied him the crew neck. Had it only been black. Or fray-
ing at the cuffs.

I stepped aside so that two guys in their sixties, one with
a parochial school plaid skirt over dark trousers, could get
through the door. “I really can’t believe Joe Wagner is
missing. And I really can’t believe he was ever here.”

The Wagner saga started this morning. Just as Ed and I
were getting out of bed after a spectacular marital booty
call, Ed’s cell phone chirped Beethoven’s Fifth. We’d been
planning to find a local deli where we could buy lox and
real bagels, spread the New York Times from one end of the
table to the other, and drink quarts of strong coffee. The rest
of the day was filled with glorious possibilities. But the call
changed everything.

I only heard Ed’s end, which went something like: “Uh-
huh. No. Of course you’re upset. I can’t imagine.”

I nearly fell back asleep, but when Ed put down the
phone, I recognized the look on his face. The sweet after-
glow of sex, untarnished by the soundtrack of Saturday
morning cartoons and Junie’s morning mantra, was no
longer reflected there. This was unmistakably the look of a
minister with another problem to worry about.

“Don’t tell me,” I said. “Oh, please don’t tell me we
have to go home before tomorrow night.”

“That was Maura Wagner.”

Maura, her husband, Joe, and son, Tyler, are members
of our church, although of the three Wagners, Maura is least
often on the Tri-C scene. Joe’s a big, handsome guy, the
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director of Helping Hands, the local food bank, and
everybody’s friend. Need tables set up for a potluck sup-
per? Joe will come early to help. Need somebody to count
the dollar bills in the collection plate? Joe’s the man.
Need a chairman for the annual pledge drive? You get the
picture. Joe is one of those people who keeps churches
healthy. He shakes hands and gives out orders of service.
He gives laughing toddlers rides on his strong shoulders
and assures teenage girls that the male of the species can
eventually grow up and clean up spectacularly.

Maura Wagner is Joe’s opposite. She is small and frag-
ile, with Easter egg blue eyes and a halo of curly blonde
hair. If Maura stubs her toe, she calls Joe and asks what
profanity she can use. She’s weak to his strong, unfocused
where he is forceful.

The roles seem to suit them both, because from the out-
side their marriage looks happy. Seemingly the only real
bump on their road to marital bliss was the discovery that
Tyler, now twelve, was diabetic. But even this was a bump,
not a mountain they couldn’t scale. Between Joe’s attention
to proper doses of insulin and Tyler’s resilient spirit, Tyler’s
life has been for the most part normal and happy.

Maura Wagner was one of the last people I expected to
bother Ed when we were off on a holiday. I wasn’t even
sure she knew how to dial a telephone.

“Did somebody die?” I asked, afraid I already knew the
answer.

“No, but it’s not much farther down the list.” Ed ran his
hand over his chin. For months there’s been a beard there,
not a very successful one. Last week he disposed of it,
leaving chin pallor and a small scar on one cheek. He still
forgets it’s gone.

“Please don’t make me guess.” I could envision all man-
ner of crises. I’ve had too much experience with crises
lately, and wasn’t longing for more.

“Joe’s disappeared.”

“Disappeared is a big word. Is he late coming home
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from the grocery store? Sitting through a twelve-inning
game at Jacob’s Field? Or did he make off with their entire
bank account last week and she’s only just noticed?”

“No, he was here, in the city, for a meeting. And he
didn’t come home.”

“Joe in New York?”

“Supposed to be.” Ed rubbed his hand over his hair,
which was still, fortunately, intact. It seemed to calm him.
He dropped down to the bed beside me. “He was supposed
to be home last night, but he didn’t show. At first Maura
thought maybe his plane was just late.”

“Then she knew what flight he was on?”

Ed looked at me as if my 1Q had suddenly dropped into
an unacceptable range. “Aggie . . .”

“So okay, Maura isn’t a detail person. But knowing Joe,
he left all the information. He probably laminated copies
and posted them all over the house. He probably made
Tyler memorize arrival times and airline phone numbers to
repeat back to Maura at hourly intervals.”

“Maura says Joe goes to the same meeting in Manhat-
tan every month and has for over a year. He leaves on
the first flight out of Columbus on the third Thursday and
comes home at the same time on the third Friday evening.
And that’s all she knows.”

“Only this time he didn’t come home? And he didn’t
call her?”

“That’s the strange part. Apparently she did get a call.
She has caller ID, so she knows it came from Joe’s cell. But
the call was garbled, the way they are when the tower’s too
far away, or the caller’s inside a building. She thinks it was
Joe on the other end, but she’s not even sure of that. And
she couldn’t understand a word.”

I could just imagine how frustrating that had been. But
Joe had called home. Maura knew he was alive and proba-
bly just held up in New York. Why had she bothered Ed?

“Did she call his hotel?” Ed gave me the “look” again
and I narrowed my eyes. “You're telling me she doesn’t
know where Joe stays when he’s here?”
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“Apparently he moves around. She says he shops for the
best deal every time. She doesn’t keep up.”

This didn’t sound believable. “Joe knows Tyler could
have a problem while he’s away. He would never leave
without telling Maura where he’s staying.”

“That’s why he carries the cell phone.”

“So, has she tried to call him back?”

“She’s not that helpless. Repeatedly, apparently. Through
the night and all morning until she called here.”

“How did she know to call you?”

“The whole church knows we’re in New York this week-
end, even Maura.”

“Can’t she just wait and see if he shows up today on a
later flight? It’s a weekend. Maybe Joe just figured he’d
take a little time for himself for a change.”

“You’re forgetting something.”

I racked my brain, then I realized what Ed meant. “May-
day!”

“You got it.”

Mayday!, complete with exclamation point, is the Help-
ing Hands yearly fund-raiser on the first Sunday afternoon of
May. It’s a big deal for Emerald Springs. Unless you’ve lived
in a small town, you can’t understand how important an event
like this one is in community life. We don’t have a symphony
or ballet—unless you count the annual spring recital of
Bela’s Ballerinas, featuring seven-year-olds wearing tutus
and lipstick. There’s no auditorium for fifty miles that’s large
enough to showcase touring companies with third-rate casts
of old Broadway musicals. So for the most part we entertain
ourselves. And each year Mayday!, a spring carnival with
pony rides, games of skill, and more junk food than you can
shake a corn dog at, is happily anticipated.

Planning for Mayday! takes all year, and dozens of peo-
ple spend the whole weekend doing the necessary physical
labor. Last year I spent an entire day setting up and taking
down tables in the food tent. I'll confess removing myself
from table duty was one of the joys of coming to New York
this particular weekend.
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“Joe told me once that they raise more than a quarter of
their yearly budget at Mayday!,” I said.

“So Joe would never willingly miss it.”

“But what does Maura expect you to do?” I saw the an-
swer in Ed’s eyes. “No, Ed. We aren’t going to spend our
only Saturday in Manhattan looking for Joe, are we? Please
tell me we aren’t.”

But of course we did.

Now, after a day of following clues, here we were at the
Pussycat Club on a borderline seedy East Village street.
There had been compensations. I’'ve done a lot of detective
work on my own this year, and this was the first time I hadn’t
been forced to shield my activities from my husband’s sus-
picious gaze. Today Ed and I were a team, albeit a reluctant
one. And even if our activities weren’t as much fun as a
leisurely stroll down Fifth Avenue, at least we were together.

“Let’s go over what we know one more time,” I said,
“and maybe we’ll have a great idea, which will include
hopping in a cab and going somewhere else. Like out to a
great restaurant for dinner.”

“Repeating the facts won’t change them.”

I repeated them anyway. “Joe was supposed to be in the
city at a meeting of an organization called Funds for Food.
He told Maura he came here to attend a similar meeting
every month.”

“And now we know there’s no organization in New York
called Funds for Food, and that nobody at any of the local
food banks has heard of an organization by that name.” Ed
glanced at his watch.

Behind us, the perpetual serenade of police sirens and
honking horns crescendoed. I spoke louder. “Our repeated
calls to Joe’s cell phone have gone unanswered.”

Three guys pushed past us. One was dressed as a cow-
boy, the second a cop, and the third was unmistakably an
Indian chief with a headdress that almost didn’t clear the
doorframe. They were three guys short of the Village Peo-
ple. I stifled the impulse to raise my arms and make the let-
ters YMCA in salute.
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Apparently Ed had no such impulse, because he was
still listing facts. “Unfortunately, just as we were about to
give up and tell Maura we’d hit a brick wall, you had to try
one more time.”

I wrinkled my nose in apology. “Sorry, I get going, and
I just forget to stop.”

“Whoever picked it up—”"

“A guy with a gravelly voice,” I reminded.

“Said there was nobody named ‘Joe Wagner’ there.”

“But just before Gravel Voice spoke, I heard—"

Ed sang the finale: “Pussycat, pussycat, I love you. Yes,
Ido.”

“Welcome to the East Village’s own Pussycat Club,” I
finished on an exhale.

“See any good reason to hail a cab?” Ed glanced at his
watch again.

I opened my mouth to say no, that it looked like we
were stuck with paying the cover charge at the East Vil-
lage’s own Pussycat Club, and trooping inside to see what
we could discover. But as I avoided eye contact with my
significant other, my gaze fell on the photos displayed in
the case just in front of us.

“You know, we could be in and out of there in minutes,
Aggie. But first we have to go in.”

“Ed”—I took his arm—"I, well . . .” I turned him a lit-
tle. “Look at these photos and tell me what you see.”

I didn’t want to influence him, so I forced myself to
watch as three heavily made-up women in sequins and
fishnet stockings sauntered into the club.

Ed sounded tired. It had been that kind of a day. “I see
what I’d expect to. The Pussycat Club’s a no-holds-barred
kind of place. Old-fashioned burlesque on Monday and
Tuesday, vaudeville on Wednesday and Sunday, female im-
personators on Thursday and Saturday. Something for
every—"’

He stopped. I let my gaze drift back to the photos.
“That’s some coat, isn’t it?”’ I said.
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Ed leaned closer. But I didn’t have to watch to know ex-
actly where his eyes were riveted. He was staring at the
gorgeous dame, third from the left, posed in a stunning
full-length fur coat, with just enough shapely leg peeking
out the opening. How many animals had gone to the happy
hunting ground to provide enough pelts for that number?
Because the gorgeous dame had to be six foot three in her
bare feet and was broad shouldered to boot. She had
straight black hair and thick bangs, like the younger Cher,
and the toothy, flirty smile was Cher’s as well.

But the face was not. Nope, under the false eyelashes,
the layers of foundation, the close, close shave, the face
was even more familiar.

“Maybe we’ve been working on this so many hours
we’re just seeing him everywhere,” Ed said at last.

“Or maybe we’re looking at the real reason Joe Wagner
comes to New York once a month.”

We both stared at the photo a minute longer. Then Ed
sighed. “Exactly what are we going to say to Joe if we find
him in there dressed like that?”

I took Ed’s arm and pulled him toward the door. “‘I Got
You, Babe’?”



Dorothy Gale wore the requisite ruby slippers, although
this particular pair looked to be a size twelve. She also
wore lace-trimmed ankle socks and a blue gingham dress
and accessorized with a brown terrier named Toto who
thought I was the Wicked Witch of the West. Toto hadn’t
stopped baring his sharp little teeth in my direction since
Ed and I accepted the invitation into Dorothy’s dressing
room. Growl rumbling, beady eyes narrowed, Toto was
plotting how to rid the Land of Oz of another interloper.
And not with a bucket of water.

“Oh, he’s just too sweet, isn’t he?” Dorothy cooed, rub-
bing noses with her pet.

Ed was trying to look comfortable. He was finally warm,
which was a good thing. The dressing room was maybe
seven by eight, minus two feet of metal clothing racks and
another three of table jutting out along the longest wall. The
stained white Formica surface was flanked by mirrors and
overflowing with what looked like Macy’s entire range of
cosmetics. Dorothy, Toto, Ed, and I were sharing body heat,
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and Ed was beginning to sweat. Although the reason was up
for grabs.

“Tell the dog I have no intention of siccing my flying
monkeys on the pair of you,” I told Dorothy.

“Oh, little Totes is so not violent.” Dorothy rubbed her
nose with Toto’s, then straightened. She held the little dog
out to Ed. “Here. He’ll love you.”

Ed had no choice but to accept. Had Dorothy been
standing she would have loomed over us. Ed is tall, but
Dorothy had inches on him, about six foot four, with shoul-
ders that suggested when she wasn’t skipping along the
Yellow Brick Road, she was working construction. One
whack of her punching bag hand, and Ed—no slouch in
the physical department—might end up flying through the
dressing room door to sprawl on the stage twenty yards
away, where a trio of drag queens in skintight sequined
dresses were lip-syncing the old Pointer Sisters hit “T Want
a Man with a Slow Hand.”

Ed might have a slow hand, but I don’t think he’s will-
ing to demonstrate for this audience.

Toto licked Ed’s beardless chin. The dog’s beady little
eyes were now a liquid, adoring brown. I kept my distance,
which meant I edged ten inches away from my husband
and his new canine groupie.

“I’ve got to finish getting ready,” Dorothy said in her
gravelly voice. “You can stay if you like.”

Having never in my unusual life watched a man change
himself into a woman, I was fascinated. Ed, for all the pre-
dictable reasons, seemed less so. But he was also a guy
who spent his life fighting stereotypes. He stood his ground
and didn’t even pull his collar away from his neck when
sweat began to trickle in that direction.

“Thanks for letting us be here,” Ed said, as if he meant it.

“No problem. I’ve been worried about Josephine. I'm
totally thrilled somebody else is worried, too.”

I shifted my weight, lurching an inch toward Ed. Toto
growled menacingly.
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Shifting back, I beamed at Dorothy as if I wasn’t about
to be shredded by pointy little teeth. The stage manager
had been less than thrilled to let us backstage, but Dorothy
had overheard our questions, interceded, and led us through
narrow winding corridors to her dressing room. Unfortu-
nately, it all happened too fast to suit me. I missed an on-
stage rendition of Madonna’s “Material Girl” performed
by a guy whose ice-cream cone breasts made the real
things, well, immaterial. And when would I ever have a
chance to see anything like this in Emerald Springs?

“We’re glad we found you. Were you the one who an-
swered Joe’s cell phone earlier?” Ed asked.

“I feel like such a fool.” Dorothy smiled ruefully. She
had a wonderful voice, rich, deep, and simpering. I was re-
ally hoping we could stay long enough to hear her warble
“Over the Rainbow.”

“So it was you?” I asked.

She shook her pigtailed head sorrowfully. The pigtails
were luxuriant, as long as my arm, and sticking out of hair
that was teased into cottony poufs. Had I tried this with my
youngest daughter Teddy, she would have asked her father
to remember me in his prayers.

“I forgot the phone was here,” Dorothy said. “Isn’t that
silly? I guess I dropped it back on the table Thursday night.”

“I’'m confused. Why did you have it? It belongs to . . .
Josephine, doesn’t it?”

“Oh sure, it’s Josephine’s. He was just so upset that
night. He came off the stage and made a call to somebody,
then I guess he came back in here and changed. By the
time I finished my act he was gone. Like the wind—and
without his phone.”

Dorothy swept a bejeweled hand in a graceful arc. “I
saw the phone and picked it up. I tried to return it, you
know, but no such luck. So I put it back where he dropped
it, in case he came back. And this dressing table is just such
a mess. I guess I forgot about it. I guess none of the other
girls saw it, either.”
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“I guess nobody heard it ringing. Because people have
been calling Joe.” I didn’t say the “wife” word. I wasn’t
sure how that would go over here.

“The phone was set to vibrate. I only heard it because it
rattled the bottles in front of it this afternoon. I was here
practicing my new number.”

Dorothy flipped open a case and took out a false eyelash
as thick as an Ohio woolly caterpillar. She dotted glue
along the edge, then waved it in the air. “They go on better
this way, you know. What girl needs glue in her eye? Right,
sweetie?”

I didn’t know. My own average eyelashes have to suf-
fice, although now I felt a sting of jealousy, compounded
by the flawless red nails on the hand that was holding the
lashes. When was the last time I had enough time for a
manicure?

Clearly Ed was as confused as I was. He tried for clar-
ity. “So you answered today . . .”

She carefully attached the eyelashes to her lid, then re-
peated the ritual for the second lid before she answered. “I
did. Then I got up to close the door so I could hear whoever
it was, and by the time I got back to the table, the phone
went dead. The battery, of course. Gone with the wind.”
She smiled shyly. “I guess you can tell I’'m Scarlett O’Hara
in the final revue of the evening. You should see me in a
hoopskirt.”

“I’d like to,” I said. ““What color is your dress?”

“Aggie . . .” Ed frowned at me, and sensing his annoy-
ance, Toto made a lunge in my direction. I shrugged as Ed
jerked him away.

“We don’t want to take up a lot of your time,” I said.
“Here’s the thing. Joe seems to have disappeared. His
wife”—I paused, because now that secret was out—"“He has
a wife.”

“He wouldn’t be the only one. A man’s gotta do what a
man’s gotta do.” Dorothy winked. At Ed. The new lush
eyelashes created a much needed breeze, although the
sweat seemed to trickle faster.
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I went on. “The thing is, nobody at home knew about,
uh, this part of his life.”

Dorothy rolled her eyes. “See my last statement.”

“Okay. Well, can you maybe tell us how long he’s been
performing here?”

Dorothy pursed her lips and stared at them in the mirror.
Either she was thinking hard or about to touch up her lip-
stick, which, I might add, was already perfect. I was hun-
gry for lip liner tips, but with Toto and Ed menacing me, I
knew better than to ask. In extreme circumstances I was
afraid Ed was capable of setting the dog loose.

“I’ve only been here about six months,” Dorothy said. “I
came up from New Orleans. Before Katrina I was a star on
Bourbon Street, and afterwards, well, it just wasn’t fun
anymore. Josephine was already here. See, Pussycat has
this contest once a month. We take men in the audience
who want to transform and make them stars for the night.
The audience votes for their favorite and she gets a prize. A
facial, makeup tips, you know.”

I didn’t, but I was learning fast.

“And Joe . .. 7 I asked.

“I’m pretty sure that’s how Josephine was born. He was
such a hit, he got a regular gig as his prize, I guess. You
never heard him sing?”

“In our church choir. Baritone. He gets all the solos.”

“Oh, such a voice. Lots of us lip-sync. But not Josephine.
His tone is so gorgeous. When he sings ‘Gypsies, Tramps,
and Thieves,’ I get all choked up.” She put her fingertips to
her cheeks and swallowed hard. “That poor girl in the song,
left alone and pregnant by a cad. Men!”

Now Ed did pull his collar away from his neck. Me, I'd
always felt the same way when I heard the song. I couldn’t
help myself. I sang a little. “I was born in the wagon—"

“Of a traveling show . . .” Dorothy joined in. Then she
shook her head. “Oh stop, I’ll cry and mess up my eyeliner.”

For Ed’s sake, I did. “So Joe performs regularly?”

“I don’t want to get him in trouble. The girls and I stick
up for each other. He’s one of us.”
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“Nobody’s trying to hurt Joe,” Ed promised.

Ed has a wonderful voice, too. Deep, resonant. He’s
mesmerizing from the pulpit—and that’s coming from the
woman who washes his dirty socks. The voice and the in-
herent sincerity seemed to soothe Dorothy and make her
decision easier.

She started dusting sparkly powder over her cheek-
bones. “He came in on Thursday, like he was scheduled to
do. He’s just here that one day a month, although he could
be here more if he wanted. He’s such a favorite. Anyway,
he opened his set the way he always does, with ‘If I Could
Turn Back Time.” He brought the house down.”

She put down her brush and stood. “Let me show you
what he wore.”

We didn’t exactly have to follow her anywhere, so Ed
didn’t protest. Dorothy took four steps and started rummag-
ing through the rack. She paused, swept some more clothes
aside, then she pulled out a dress I would have given a year
of chocolate chip cookies to own. It was silver lamé, with a
plunging neckline, rhinestones and pearls, and a hemline
slit to eternity.

“And that’s not all,” Dorothy said, shoving the dress
at me.

I grabbed it. I couldn’t help it. I held it to my nose and
sniffed. I'm not sure what I expected. A whiff of testos-
terone? Old Spice aftershave? Chanel? But it smelled a lit-
tle like sweat, a lot like a cheap Halloween costume. I was
disappointed.

“Here.” Dorothy whirled, holding the fur coat I'd seen
in the photo out front. She cuddled it against her, clasping
the bottom of the sleeves with her fingertips.

The coat was gorgeous. I’d never seen anything quite
like it. It was made from strips of fur of all colors and
types. Silver, gold, ebony, spots . . .

“Leopard? That’s against the law.” T threw back my
shoulders and narrowed my eyes. “For that matter, every
bit of it should be against the law. That’s not the Joe I
know. He’d never wear that coat.”
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“Oh sweetie, relax. Take a deep, cleansing breath.”
Dorothy demonstrated, and I was vaulted back to Lamaze
class, training for the first labor pain.

“It’s not real fur,” she said after the long exhale. “It’s
fake, every bit of it. He had it made out of scraps Larry—
he’s our manager—found in the garment district. But you
better believe every girl here wants it. Every girl!” She
held it out for me to feel. “See?”

I did. The coat felt lush and silky, but it was clearly not
real.

“The coat is a problem,” Dorothy said. “Josephine is
such a star. A lot of the regulars don’t like him. But they’re
just jealous old biddies. He gets a lot of perks for a part-
timer, you know. He shares this room with me when he’s
here. He makes a suggestion, Larry says, ‘Fine, do it.” He’s
the favorite, that’s for sure. But hey, he’s here one day a
month. I always say, ‘Get over it,” you know? Marilyn, she’s
the worst. She actually clapped her hands when Josephine
left early on Thursday. And when she performed later? She
was better than usual, although ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best
Friend’ still sounds like rhinestones to me.”

Ed’s eyes were glazing over. Maybe it was the hot little
room or the fragrance of a vat’s worth of cosmetics. Maybe
it was his hypnotic stroking of Toto’s fur. Or maybe, heck,
it was a guy having trouble with another guy’s lifestyle. A
liberal guy.

“Can you tell us more about Thursday?” Ed didn’t add
quickly, although I knew it was on the tip of his tongue.

Dorothy seated herself on the bench again, squinted at
her face in the mirror, then began to stroke a soft brown
powder under her cheekbones. “Well, he came backstage
after he finished the opener, and he looked radiant. I mean
Cher never looked that good, if you know what I mean. His
hair, well he has the most incredible taste in—"

I interrupted. “Did something happen after that first
number? Does he normally do more?”

Although Toto snarled, Dorothy didn’t hold my rude-
ness against me. “His set is usually about five numbers.”
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She counted silently on her fingers. “Six. He always does a
quick change after the first one. Hangs up the coat until the
finale, wraps a gold shawl around his shoulders for the sec-
ond number. He seemed just fine. He got ready and went
out. He sounded great. He sang ...” She thought a mo-
ment. “ ‘Bang, Bang’.”

I’'m a big Cher fan. I knew the words to this one, too.
But I was fairly sure Ed might pass out just to avoid hearing
it. “And then?”

“Well, I was standing in the wings when he walked off-
stage. They were cheering out front. He’d given it his all,
although it’s not his best song by a long shot. But when I
saw his face, I knew something was wrong. He was as
white as a geisha. Just so pale you couldn’t be sure he was
still breathing. I asked him what was wrong, and he said he
was sick. Then he ran to the loo and locked himself inside.”

“Wow.” Wow is my fallback word. I didn’t know what
else to say.

Dorothy shook her head. Then she leaned forward and
peered at her face. Seemingly satisfied, she uncapped what
looked like eyebrow pencil and began to dot more freckles
on her cheeks.

“When he came out, he really looked bad. He told me
he was done for the night. I told him the show must go on
and all that garbage, but he just shook his head. Said he
was making a phone call, and I should tell Larry he wasn’t
going back onstage.”

Dorothy stopped dotting and turned to look at me. ““You
can guess what Larry said, right?”

“I’'m pretty sure I can. What happened next?”

“I went on instead. And I really had to work up some
enthusiasm, you know? I mean, was I in the mood to sing
‘Ding Dong the Witch Is Dead?’ I didn’t even have my
freckles.”

I clucked in commiseration. “But I meant what hap-
pened to Joe?”

“Well, I guess he made that phone call.”
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I pondered this. “You were out on the stage.”

“Well, T was, yes. But Marilyn wasn’t. She told me
everything.”

Ed pulled himself together. “Do you mind filling us in?”

“She said that Joe went out in the alley for a few min-
utes, then he came back inside and changed his clothes and
scrubbed his face. She went in to see if he needed any-
thing. Of course that’s not why she really went in. I think
she was hoping she’d catch him at something that would
get him thrown out for good. She’s all about herself, our
Marilyn, and just between us, she wants that coat. Anyway,
she said his hands were shaking. She said she was afraid he
might pass out, but he said he didn’t want any help. On the
way out Larry tried to talk to him, but Joe brushed him
aside and took off through the alley door. Larry said he
wasn’t steady on his feet. And that’s all I know.”

Even though we knew a lot more now, I was afraid what
we did know was something of a bust. We knew once a
month Joe performed as a female impersonator. That was a
bombshell with all kinds of implications, but it didn’t be-
gin to explain where he was at the moment. He wasn’t
here; he wasn’t at home. How many secret lives did this
man have?

“You mentioned something about trying to return the
phone,” I said.

“That’s right. After I finished up for the night and
changed out of my hoopskirt”—Dorothy winked at me—
“blue, almost a turquoise. With a neckline cut right to
here”—she demonstrated with index fingers—“Ecru lace
trim. I have a matching hat with more feathers than Vivian
Leigh ever had. I'd show you, but it’s hanging in the
wardrobe room because it takes up so much space. Any-
way, I found the phone on the table. I knew where he usu-
ally stayed when he was in town, so I went over there to
check on him and return it.”

“Where?” Ed asked.

“A small hotel on Seventeenth. The Chelsea Inn. There’s
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a bar in the neighborhood where we go sometimes after we
finish here. You know, to eat and let off steam. Nobody
looks twice. Splash is that kind of place. I'd walked with
Josephine back to his hotel a few times on the way to my
apartment. So I knew where he liked to stay. But by the time
I got to the Chelsea Thursday, he was gone. Checked out,
and they wouldn’t give me an address so I could send him
the phone. You’ll take it back to him?”

“Sure, only we don’t know where he is. But we can give
it to his wife.” I imagined that conversation and winced.

Actually, I'd been steadily wincing inside since the
story began. The thing is, Joe Wagner is one of my fa-
vorites in our congregation. Not everybody sees me as a
person in my own right. Joe has always made it clear he’s
interested in Aggie Sloan-Wilcox, human being, and not
Aggie Sloan-Wilcox, ministerial appendage. And by inter-
ested, I don’t mean “interested.” Not in a sexual way. Just
interested, as in he likes my sense of humor and brain. It
endeared him to me right from the beginning.

There were too many parts of this saga that worried me.
First and foremost, Joe was missing and possibly lying ill
somewhere or worse. I couldn’t think about “worse” right
now, but the possibility wasn’t going to disappear until I
knew he was okay.

Second, at the very least Joe had a double life. He left
Emerald Springs every month, lied about his reason for
leaving, and came to Manhattan to perform in a drag queen
revue. Some people might be worried about that last part. I
was worried about the first. Joe was not a man who would
lie easily. I suspected this was not an easy deception to
maintain, not logistically, and not emotionally.

Third, I didn’t think we were any closer to finding Joe
than we’d been this morning. Yes, we knew more details
about Thursday night, but how could we follow up? We
would certainly check the hotel, and maybe the bar Dorothy
had mentioned. But I was pretty certain this trail was going
to go cold quickly.
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Of course there was one more thing we could try, al-
though the thought gave me shivers.

“We have to call all the hospitals in the city.” I won-
dered who we should ask about, Joe Wagner or Josephine
Fairheart? Would each hospital require two phone calls or
just a long explanation?

Ed gave Toto one last stroke, then held the fawning dog
out to Dorothy. I leaned as far from the transaction as I
could. Toto gave the air between us a ceremonial nip.

“She’s really not a bad person,” Ed told Dorothy, inclin-
ing his head toward me. “Most dogs tolerate her pretty
well.”

Dorothy nodded gravely. “It’s a guy thing.”

Ed turned to me. “That’s a lot of hospitals.”

“I guess we’d better get started.”

Dorothy deposited Toto in a basket, then walked us the
three steps to the door. Ed thanked her. I thanked her with a
wary eye turned toward the dog. The door was already
open when my curiosity overcame me.

“Dorothy?”

She looked expectant, a hulking Judy Garland with the
same dewy-eyed intensity. I was really sorry we were go-
ing to miss her gig. I had a feeling she was one heck of a
performer.

“Here’s something I noticed. You referred to all the
other . . . performers as ‘she.” But whenever you talked
about Joe? Well, you referred to Joe as ‘he.’ Would you
mind telling me why?”

Dorothy leaned closer. I noted that the freckles looked
real. This time she was all set for her trip to the Emerald
City. “You noticed that?”

“Uh-huh. I was wondering if there was some kind of
message [ can’t decode.”

“Like if Joe’s different from say, me or Marilyn? You
really want to know if he’s gay or he’s not. Does it matter?”

Ed clarified what I hadn’t been able to ask. “I think Ag-
gie’s wondering if Joe might have a special friend here in
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town. Somebody he’s staying with? Somebody we could
check with?” When Dorothy didn’t answer, he went on.
“Maybe one reason Joe disappeared is that he’s tired of
pretending he’s something he’s not.”

“No, you’d be barking up the wrong tree looking for an-
other guy in the wings. Josephine liked to strut his stuff on
the stage, but when he walked off? Nobody had any
doubts, and nobody ever tried to push him on the subject.”

“You’re saying Joe’s not gay? That he’s straight?”

She smiled. “There’s no requirement. Nothing in our
contracts. You’d be surprised. Lots of guys like to hang out
in their wives’ clothes once in a while. But they also like
being married and going to bed with a woman. Joe’s just a
great performer. Me, I wish he’d been different.”

“Gotcha. Um, any idea why he’d perform here?” I tried
not to stress the last word, but that turned out to be impos-
sible.

“Don’t know and don’t care. I just hope he’s okay and
plans to come back. There was this moment at the end of
his set, when he’d come out in a white jumpsuit all span-
gled and sparkly wearing a long white wig. The crew
would flood the stage with color, and he’d sit on a trapeze.
They’d crank it up and he’d swing over the stage out into
the audience and sing ‘Believe.’ I get shivers thinking
about it. I don’t know if I want to live in a world where I
don’t have that to look forward to.”

Dorothy looked so crestfallen I considered giving her a
hug, but decided against it. Toto looked like he was ready
to leap out of the basket.

She pointed us toward the exit door, and we took off as
somebody on stage crooned “Stormy Weather.”

Outside on the street Ed pulled me against the building
and we stood quietly a moment.

“So ... what do you think?” I asked at last.

“I think this is going to be one of those ministerial mo-
ments I don’t look back on with pleasure.”

“You mean telling Maura?”

“Among other things. Finding out what’s happened to
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Joe isn’t going to be much fun, either. Whatever it is can’t
be good.”

“I guess at this point we go back to the apartment and
start making calls.”

“Ag, unless we discover something that keeps us here, I
think we have to go home on the first flight in the morning.
Maura has to know what we discovered as soon as possi-
ble, and I can’t see keeping her waiting or explaining
something like this on the phone. She’s going to have to
figure out what to announce at Mayday! Joe’s always such
a huge part of the celebration.”

I’d thought the same thing, although rebelliously my
mind had skated through other possibilities first—just in
case there was some way to salvage our romantic weekend
together. No such luck.

We walked toward the front of the club in silence. A
platinum blonde in a raspberry miniskirt and a sweater
tight enough to diminish lung capacity gestured at one of
us. I wasn’t sure which, and it didn’t matter, because as if
he’d been born to it Ed quickly hailed a cab. He was so
comfortable in the city, I wouldn’t have been surprised if
he conversed with the driver in his native language.

I settled on the bumpy seat while Ed gave directions. In
English. Then when he sat back I tapped him on the shoul-
der. “The Plaza Hotel?”

“I thought we’d take a carriage ride through the park,
then find a nice place to eat, if it’s still possible to get a
table on a Saturday night. But we’ll try.”

I didn’t know what to say. As our cabbie sped into the
heart of traffic, Ed shined his sexiest smile on me. I even
forgot to be terrified.

“I’'m sorry,” he said. “I really am. I know you were look-
ing forward to this time away. But we’ll have the rest of the
night to make calls to the police and the hospitals. Let’s
take a little for ourselves, okay?”

I leaned over and kissed him. I barely noticed when the
driver stomped on the brake, and the resulting snap of my
seat belt launched me backwards.



24 Emilie Richards

I’m married to a great guy, and when he has time, he
can be wonderfully romantic. I was delighted we were go-
ing to be spending a few hours doing what we’d come to
New York to do. But I wondered, even as I kissed him
again, if either of us would be able to put the saga of Joe
Wagner, alias Josephine Fairheart, behind us tonight.



Maura and Joe Wagner live in a perfect Cape Cod on a per-
fect street in Emerald Springs. Using perfect twice in the
same sentence doesn’t begin to point out the, well, picture-
perfect, storybook setting for their lives.

The Wagner’s neighborhood, Essex Village, is just old
enough to have towering trees and homes built when
quality and individuality were valued. Luckily, the neigh-
borhood isn’t so old that houses are being torn down to
make room for more contemporary specimens. Maybe the
houses don’t have today’s recreational bathrooms, or me-
dia rooms where moviegoers can park a fleet of Hondas
drive-in style, but they have class. It’s even possible to
walk into town without packing a lunch. Of course it’s eas-
ier to drive the family Volvo or Saab, which is more often
the case.

If I was going to buy a home in Emerald Springs, I would
first look in “The Village,” as locals call it. An area has ar-
rived when it coins its own nickname. Although real estate in
general sells slowly in our little burg, houses in the Village
are snapped up immediately. Our richest citizens live in the
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modern, pretentious homes of Emerald Estates, but young
professionals with luck and taste congregate here.

The Wagners’ house is white frame, with slatted spruce
green shutters and a mulberry front door. The windows are
multipaned and double-hung, and three dormers nestle into
the roof. A cupola with a rooster weather vane graces one
side, a fieldstone chimney juts from the other, and a wide
front porch looks over the neighborhood. The yard is sur-
rounded by a picket fence corralling displays of herbs and
perennials, flowering shrubs, and a superb rose garden. I
know from attending a Valentine’s Day brunch here last
year that one of the two flawlessly proportioned wings
holds a parade of bedrooms. The other contains the garage,
master bedroom, and bath. Maura is only too delighted to
show guests through her pride and joy.

The term housewife has gone out of favor, but Maura is
more or less married to her house. I'm convinced she thinks
of her charming little Cape Cod the way some of us think
of best friends or lovers. She never seems happier than
when the two of them are alone together. She gifts the
house with precious finds, fusses over it until it’s in peak
condition, and murmurs sweet nothings when no one is
around to hear them.

Okay, so I’ve never really “heard” her murmuring sweet
nothings to the family room fireplace or laundry chute. But
some things are obvious without a shred of proof.

When Ed and I drove up, the lilacs stationed at the en-
trance to the driveway breathed a sweet welcome. I could
smell them before I opened the car door, and once outside,
the fragrance was enough to root me to the spot. On one
side of the yard a crab apple flowered in cotton candy puffs,
and underneath it, drifts of daffodils outlined the walkway
to the porch. Beside the front door a deacon’s bench sported
two life-sized rag dolls dressed in Amish clothing and
posed back to back.

I know from my tour that Maura changes the dolls’
clothing whenever she feels the whim. She has an entire
guest room closet filled with everything from yellow rain
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slickers to a ball gown and tux. The day of the brunch they
had been dressed as Romeo and Juliet. Today the dolls
looked as if they were about to head down to the barn for the
morning’s milking. Mama would come back with enough
cream to churn the day’s butter.

“It’s all just so strange,” I told Ed as reluctantly, I lifted
the pineapple door knocker and let it fall above a shiny
brass plate that said The Wagner Family.

“I know.”

“How do you get from this to belting out ‘Dark Lady’ at
the Pussycat Club?”

“One agonizing step at a time, [ guess.”

The door opened, and Maura stood at the threshold.
There was no sign of emotional trauma. She looked much
as she always did. Maura is slender and small, with pert
features offset by amazing blue eyes. Her naturally curly
blonde hair was neatly combed, each curl a shining tribute
to the masses. She wore a pale blue twinset and camel-
colored slacks. I was most impressed that under the cir-
cumstances, she had still found the presence of mind to
add a gold chain, small hoop earrings, and an impressive
watch.

“It’s bad news, isn’t it?” She looked vaguely puzzled, as
if hearing bad news was so far from her universe that this
moment was akin to preparing for an alien invasion.

“We haven’t found Joe,” Ed assured her, “but we need to
talk to you.”

“Of course.” She stepped aside and gestured us in. “I
have a fresh pot of coffee and a cinnamon coffee cake.”

Had my own husband disappeared, I probably wouldn’t
think to break out the lemon Pledge. But the telltale aroma
proclaimed that Maura had just polished the furniture. In
one glance I could tell the house was spotless. She could
serve us coffee cake on the foyer’s maple floor without
concern. As we passed the living room I was fairly sure that
the needlepoint pillows on the sofa and love seat had been
recently plumped, and the collection of antique mantel
clocks had all been wound.
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In the blue and yellow kitchen she gestured us to the
table by a bay window and without speaking set botanical-
themed dishes in front of us.

“Maybe you should sit down, too,” Ed said gently.

“Oh, I will in a minute. Just let me get organized.”

Organized meant five long minutes, a silver tea tray
with a coffeepot and all the accoutrements, the aforemen-
tioned coffee cake, a vase with one fragrant narcissus to
adorn the center of the table, and napkins straight from
Provence. By the time she joined us, I had taken stock of
everything in the room and was fighting back the urge to
report Maura to some higher female authority. Not a thing
was out of place. No keys on the counter, no newspapers on
the table, no dishes in a drainer. No drainer, in fact. I sus-
pected she washed, dried, and put away every single dish
without the need for one. Next to Maura, the Stepford
wives were slobs.

Everything in plain sight had been placed there with
care. The walls were embellished with cheerful embroi-
dered sayings augmented by kittens or cherub-cheeked
children. Shining red apples filled a pottery bowl. From an
uncapped crystal jar, potpourri added its rose scent to the
lemony air. I had a sneaking suspicion Maura had spent
more time folding and ironing her dish towels than I had
spent remodeling the parsonage.

We were both relieved when she finally sat. Me because
I could stop imagining how often she cleaned out her re-
frigerator, and Ed because he needed to get Joe’s story out
in the open.

She sliced the cake and we accepted pieces. She poured
coffee, then cream. I stopped her at the sugar cubes. It was
time to move on.

“I didn’t know you would be here so early, or I would
have sliced some fruit.” She lifted her cup gracefully and
took a dainty sip. “It was kind of you to come.” She could
have been thanking a neighbor who had brought her a
piece of misdirected mail.

“Where’s Tyler?” I asked, hoping Joe and Maura’s
