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Praise for the Ministry Is Murder Mysteries

A Lie for a Lie

 

“Ms. Richards delivers another absorbing tale filled with both humor and suspense. I can’t wait to read more!”

—TheRomance Readers Connection

 

“A jewel of a book.”

—Follow the Clue

 

“Richards’s Ministry Is Murder series combines her skill for creating heartwarming relationships with her keen sense of mystery plotting that plays out effortlessly in the hands of her clever sleuth. Great pacing and character development lead readers through the discovery of clues and questioning of suspects until they uncover the killer alongside Aggie.”

—RT Book Reviews

 

“Part of the joy of reading Richards comes from her quirky and fully rounded characters.”

—Gumshoe Review

 

Beware False Profits

 

“The heroine seems so natural as a sleuth that the audience will find her investigations believable . . . She makes this a fine small-town Midwest mystery. Fans of intelligently constructed cozies will thoroughly enjoy Beware False Profits.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“I must say that I love this mystery series . . . If you enjoy testing your wits with a good mystery on cold winter nights, pick up this gem. Author Emilie Richards writes intelligent whodunits with some colorful characters.”

—Huntress Book Reviews

Let There Be Suspects

 

“Charming.”

—The Wall Street Journal

 

“A lighthearted study in dysfunctional family dynamics,  Let There Be Suspectsis 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 characters, and I love that she’s mixed murder and mayhem with the church. . . . A delicious Christmas romp into the murderous minds of those that live in 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

Blessed Is the Busybody

 

“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 together 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 mystery 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

 

“Fun and suspenseful.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“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 particularly vivid and all have interesting little twists that make them memorable and very real . . . A lighthearted and endearing 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

Praise for the Other 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
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For Michael, who isn’t Ed,  
but still understands both Aggie and me perfectly.
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The Reverend Godwin Dorchester always claimed that he wanted to die in the pulpit, hands lifted toward the heavens, gaze riveted on whatever parishioner needed his message the most. Godwin, better known as “Win” to his congregations, thought his last breath ought to be put to good use, seeing as none would follow, and his chance to change the world would be over with one dramatic flourish.

Personally I’m hoping to use my final exhalations to say good-bye to the people who love me, but then I’m not a minister. I’m only married to one. And my husband Ed, Win’s successor to the ministry of the Consolidated Community Church of Emerald Springs, Ohio, is young enough that dying breaths aren’t high on his list of things to worry about quite yet.

In fact, right now my husband is worrying about Godwin Dorchester’s memorial service. In half an hour Ed will raise his own hands and fasten his gaze on somebody  in Win’s honor. Because Win did not die in the pulpit. He died taking out the garbage. And according to Hildy, his wife of almost fifty years, the last thing Win said was “911,” which was neither inspirational nor effective. Win was dead before he did a nosedive into the garbage can and found eternal rest on a biodegradable trash bag.

“Doesn’t that strike you as some kind of divine retribution? Dying facedown in a garbage can?” My good friend Lucy Jacobs stopped slathering hummus on slices of whole grain bread at my kitchen table, and pointed her knife toward heaven in emphasis.

Lucy was helping me put together a tray of sandwiches for the reception following Win’s memorial service. She slathered, then I covered her handiwork with slices of cucumber, grated carrot, and alfalfa sprouts. Assembly-line cooperation comes naturally to us, because Lucy and I flip houses together. Compared to installing drywall, sandwiches are a cinch.

“First, Unitarians aren’t big on divine retribution,” I told her, though the fine points of theology are usually not part of our conversational repertoire. “So I’m not reading anything into the way Win died. But if I did believe in a God who points fingers and yells ‘Zap,’ I’d think he had it in for me. For the last week Hildy has told me every single detail of Win’s final moments, over and over, including everything else in the garbage can.”

“You have to learn not to listen so well.”

“That’s not the half of it. When she finishes, and I’m trying to rid my mind of those images, I get these impromptu whispered conferences about how I can become a better minister’s wife.”

Lucy rolled her eyes. One of the things I love most about Luce is her complete lack of interest in joining our church. She’s a nominal member of a Reform synagogue, but she thinks organized religion is an oxymoron. To Lucy, Aggie Sloan-Wilcox is just an unexpected bargain  she happened upon one day in a long checkout line at Kroger.

She went back to work, plastering hummus with a vengeance. “Better minister’s wife? Exactly what are your shortcomings?”

“Too numerous to mention.”

“Try me.”

I layered and sliced as I weeded the casual indictments—clutter on the kitchen counters and matted leaves in the flowerbeds—from the more serious.

I began as graciously as I could. “First, you have to understand Hildy really does believe she’s helping.”

“Helping whom?”

“She’s hard to dislike.”

“I’m having no problem so far.”

“You haven’t even met her.”

“For which I’m properly grateful.”

I looked up. “Hildy and Win moved to Emerald Springs a month ago and rented a house for the next year to see if they wanted to spend retirement here. You might  have met her if you’d been around more, Luce. Not off traveling to who knows where.”

Lucy didn’t look up. All I could see was a mop of red curls falling over high cheekbones and a long, graceful neck. “I told you where. I was in California. San Francisco, then Monterey.”

“Where” was really unimportant. Lucy had been missing for almost ten days. I had my suspicions about “whom” she’d been with, but Lucy would tell me in her own good time if she and Kirkor Roussos, Emerald Springs’s hottest police detective, were now an item.

And did I ever want to know!

“Well, it seems I’m not doing enough to enhance Ed’s career,” I said instead. “I’ve kind of, well, you know, made a name for myself in our fair city.”

“I’m guessing she’s not worried about you flipping  houses.” Lucy looked up. “Not that there’s much to worry about along those lines.”

In theory Lucy and I are still in business, but we recently completed picture-perfect renovations on a house that we haven’t been able to sell again. Any profit we’ve made on our flipping venture is draining away on those mortgage payments, due to a miserable economy. We’re more or less in a holding pattern now. I hold the want ads looking for new employment opportunities. She  holds copies of our bank statements and moans.

I shook my head. “Not the houses, no.”

“Well, I suppose tracking down murderers is a bit outside the usual wifely duties,” she said.

Of course Lucy had nailed the other thing I’m known for in Emerald Springs. For some reason little ol’ minister’s wife me is a homicide magnet.

I slapped a piece of bread in place with a satisfying squish, then I hacked away mercilessly until I realized I was creating enough bread crumbs to track Hansel and Gretel to India. I stopped, blew a strand of hair off my face, and tried to keep my tone cheerful.

“There are no usual duties. I’m married to a man who chose to become a minister. I haven’t signed any contracts, pledged any oaths, taken any vows. Nobody’s paying me. This is the twenty-first century. Minister’s partners come in all genders, sizes, and persuasions. I can do whatever I want, be the person I really am.”

“So, you’ve explained this to her?”

I scrunched up my nose in answer, because she had me there. Okay, I’m a wuss. Despite everything, I can’t drum up any animosity for Hildy. How do you tell a well-meaning do-gooder to find another project, without mortally offending her? And now that her husband is lying in a casket, and she’s coping with the new reality of widowhood, I’m even less apt to confront her.

I took the next hummus-laden slice. “Hildy thinks  she’s helping me. She thinks encouraging me to find my inner Hildy is her legacy. She was a minister’s wife for more than forty years, five of them here, although that was fifteen years ago. ‘Minister’s wife’ is how she thinks of herself, the first thing on her personal identity list—probably the second and third, too. In all the years of their marriage, she never took a job. She was sure she had a calling to help Win.”

“Win what?”

I knew she was being purposely obtuse. “Help her  husband. Win is her husband.”

“With a name like Godwin, settling on Win shows a certain lack of conceit. He could have gone by God.”

“Win was God to a lot of people.” In fact Ed had privately expressed concern that Win might spend his retirement trying to prove he was still the only real minister of our church. It does happen.

Lucy finished, using up her tub of hummus and loaf of bread in the same instant. She’s the only person besides my sister Vel who could pull this off. Under the wild corkscrew curls, behind the gleaming jade eyes, is a realtor who can figure exactly how much money a potential buyer should spend on a house, and a friend who can assess how much advice to give before a friendship starts to wobble.

She pushed her final slice toward me and sat back. “So Hildy doesn’t think finding murderers should be your job?”

Unfortunately, there is something to be said for Hildy’s concerns. The last time I nailed a killer, I did so in our sanctuary, in the very spot where Win’s coffin will lie in state this morning. Some members are just the least bit upset by this.

“My curiosity certainly seems to be uppermost in her mind,” I admitted. “Followed closely by my outspoken children, my refusal to chair and cater the annual pledge dinner—”

“Aggie—”

But I was on a roll now. “My lack of interest in the social action committee’s petition to turn downtown into a pedestrian mall, and my insistence that the church board honor their promise to put a new floor in this kitchen!”

“Cheer up. Once the memorial service is over—”

How I wished that were true, but I waved away the rest of her sentence. “Hildy’s planning to settle in Emerald Springs. She says this is where she was happiest. Even though her daughters and grandkids live in San Diego.”

“Maybe she tries to overhaul their lives, too.”

“I talked to her oldest daughter last night. I pointed out how much Hildy will need her family now. I even reminded her how difficult our winters can be.”

“And you didn’t mention that your own mother lives in Emerald Springs, difficult winters and all?”

“I felt it was inappropriate to burden her with my family history.”

“Right . . . And?”

“She said her father’s life insurance and pension are so generous that her mother has plenty of money for airplane tickets and warm clothing, and she and her sister feel Hildy needs to live wherever she’ll be happiest.”

“Did she also make it clear she will make certain her mother won’t be happy in southern California?”

“Pretty much.” I cut the last sandwich and carefully placed it on my artfully arranged stack, just as Ed staggered in from outside.

The last week has been difficult for my husband. Spring is never his healthiest time of year. Ed has always had seasonal allergies, but they’ve grown worse as he’s grown older. Two years ago we realized it was no coincidence that Easter week was always the apex of the season, no matter when it fell. From there it was simple to track the problem to Easter lilies.

Strong fragrances have always made Ed sneeze, but  the spicy scent of pots and pots of lilies in the front of the church was actually triggering asthma attacks. Luckily the flower committee agreed that baskets of tulips and daffodils would serve just as well to herald the coming of spring, and for the past two years, he’s made it through his Easter sermon without wheezing and blowing his nose.

Both of which he was doing now. In earnest.

“Ed?” I gestured him to the chair beside Lucy, and he fell into it like David collapsing after his skirmish with Goliath.

“Lilies.” He gasped the word.

“Where?” My eyes widened. “No! In the church?”

He nodded, eyes streaming so forcefully he had to grab a paper napkin. Junie, my mother, doesn’t cry this hard during reruns of Terms of Endearment.

“But they know you’re allergic to them.”

“Not Hildy.”

“What, she’s decorating the memorial service with lilies?”

He nodded. “Win’s favorite. She said . . . she wanted the flowers to be an Easter . . . gift to the church. Two birds, one stone. Her treat.”

Lucy and I looked at each other. Today was Tuesday. Easter was this weekend. Hildy’s a practical woman. Whatever flowers she chose for the memorial service would still be in good condition by Easter morning. And in typical Hildy style, she had simply acted on her own, most likely canceling the flower committee’s order for the holiday service, and substituting hers as a gift to the congregation. Since she always knows best, she wouldn’t have consulted a soul. Hildy would be certain she had done a good deed for everyone.

Not.

Ed was as pale as, well, a lily. “You’ve never seen . . . so many in one place. It’s a . . . lily blizzard.”

I could imagine this. An overabundance of flowers  fit with the rest of today’s event. Despite every caution, Hildy had ignored Ed and planned a service for Win that was worthy of a king.

Ed is a “less is more” kind of minister. His eulogies are powerful. He knows how to draw the essence from a life and talk about the things that mattered most. He doesn’t make saints out of sinners, or use the service to tell cautionary tales to the living. He doesn’t ramble or tell pointless stories. His readings and music are chosen with the greatest care. He asks the family of the departed to limit speakers to two or three of the most important. His services last an hour, and not a moment is wasted. Best of all, people are both moved and conscious when it’s over.

Hildy’s thoughts on the matter are quite different. Last week when she grew tired of Ed’s counsel, she marshaled forces. A committee of the congregation’s old guard—those who thought the church should be frozen in time to preserve Win’s ministry—arrived at our doorstep. Ed was encouraged to let Hildy have her way in all things. Since he knows when to fight and when to retreat, we now have an interminable service to look forward to, with representatives from every major committee of the church. The choir will sing every anthem they’ve performed since Christmas. Anybody who has a memory of Win they want to share, will only have to raise a hand to be recognized. Even those who never met him.

Afterwards Hildy may take her show on the road. Win served a total of ten churches during his ministry, and Hildy has been in touch with each of them, discussing memorial services throughout the remainder of this year and into the next.

At least Hildy will be spending time on the road and won’t be constantly available to remind me that a good minister’s wife never draws attention to herself.

Ed finished his explanation. “She says lilies were Win’s  favorite . . . flowers!” The last word came with a sneeze like none I’d ever heard. Luckily he’d turned his head away from the sandwiches.

I got up to whisk the platter to a faraway counter. “What are you going to do?”

Ed glanced at his watch and sneezed again. “I have a new prescription. I took one an hour ago. I’m going to take . . . another.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Lucy asked, before I could. “I doubled up on an antihistamine once and slept for twenty-four hours.”

“I . . . don’t have a choice.”

I considered suggesting that Ed turn the service over to Teddy. Teddy is our eight-year-old daughter, and she’s continually fascinated by all things ministerial. I thought she would do a credible job. Both she and her sister look like their father. Same dark blue eyes and pale reddish hair. Maybe nobody would notice.

In the end I decided not to joke. Ed was in a fix, and besides, Teddy was already helping today, chosen as the representative from our religious education program. She was the only child in the whole congregation who actually wanted to attend the service.

“Take the second pill about ten minutes before the service starts,” I said. “The drowsiness will probably kick in about the time you’re done. I’ll drive you to the cemetery and prop you up.”

Ed headed upstairs, and Lucy headed home. I headed to the downstairs bathroom to comb my hair and make sure I didn’t have anything edible clinging to my green dress.

No one would mistake either of my daughters for me. I’m the only brunette in the family, the only member with hair that’s not bone straight, the only one with more or less hazel eyes, and certainly the only one with a curvaceous figure, although our oldest daughter, Deena, will  probably give me a run for my money before long. There’s nothing remarkable about me, and nothing to pity. I’m just a normal mother of two who happens to be in the wrong place at the right time far too often. I’m sure there are mothers all over the world who find murderers in their spare time.

Still, I was supremely glad that for once the memorial service I was about to attend had nothing to do with me. Win had died a perfectly natural death, which is sad enough. I didn’t have to search for clues. I didn’t have to defend myself against bad guys. I could just be a member of the congregation and the comforter of the bereaved.

Oh, and the wife of the man sneezing his head off in the pulpit. Surely that was enough of a job for any reasonable woman.
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Emerald Springs is the largest town in a ruralish county. Officially we’re a city, but we’ve retained our small-town feel, despite an excellent liberal arts college and a historic hotel and spa that feeds its reputation on the mineral waters of Emerald Springs. Our church sits on the town oval, a pastoral green space complete with bandstand and a statue of a former mayor, Josiah Sparks, who personally led an Emerald Springs brigade in the Civil War. Our present mayor, Browning Kefauver, is more apt to lead us to rack and ruin. His statue will, in all likelihood, be larger.

The parsonage, a spacious Dutch Colonial, is just across an alley from the church, and our not-so-bustling downtown begins just a few blocks away. Having the church so close is a mixed blessing. Ed can zip home for coffee or something he’s forgotten; I can roll out of bed and attend a meeting or a service without a thought to commuting time or parking. On the other hand, some  people see the parsonage as an extension of the church. Until I finally summoned the courage to change all the locks, a number of people had keys, some of whom let themselves in regularly to check on things.

Although Ed served two urban churches before accepting the call to this one, I’ve more or less made my peace with our quieter life. I grew up traveling the craft show circuit, and from Junie, my mother, I learned that home is wherever and whatever I want it to be. In Emerald Springs, with fewer distractions, we learn to know each other intimately, and we take time to breathe. And the fact that I am consumed with intimate details about people who have stopped breathing? Well, that seems to fit here, too. At least the locals haven’t yet gifted me with a one-way ticket out of town.

When I opened the back door of the parish house with my sandwiches in hand, the kitchen was alive with activity. Although most of the time the spouse of the departed allows our memorial service committee to take charge of the reception, today Hildy Dorchester was in the center of things, arranging a platter of cookies while she told two other women what they should do next. No one was arguing, and despite being a grieving widow, Hildy was energetically dealing cookies to the platter like the winner in a high stakes poker game. This was the center of her comfort zone.

Hildy looked up and beamed. She’s a broad woman, shaped a bit like one of the Potato Head family, with short, thin legs and large feet, which add to the resemblance. Her hair is as blonde as it is white, and she wears it parted in the middle and pulled up in a knot at the top of her head, revealing a plain, square face and ocean blue eyes. When Hildy smiles, which is often, it’s hard to decide which is more attractive, the eyes, the smile itself, wide and absolutely unforced, or the warmth both of them convey.

“Aggie, what have you brought us?” She stopped dealing cookies and came to peek at my sandwiches. “My goodness, they look so healthy.”

“The vegetarians will appreciate a little something just for them.”

“I’m so glad you thought of that. I always say it’s important to think about everybody’s needs.” She lowered her voice. “I always say that’s part of our job.”

I had no job here, but this was no time for that discussion, and I certainly wasn’t going to point out that Hildy’s role as the wife of a minister was now well and truly behind her.

Hildy reached for my plate. “I’ll just trim off the crusts and arrange them on a tray,” she said, looking genuinely delighted. “There’s a better chance they’ll be eaten if I fancy them up a bit and put them in among the other sandwiches. This was so kind of you.”

I could not find my voice. The bread was homemade, the crust shiny golden brown and sprinkled liberally with sesame seeds, which are something of a splurge on our budget. I watched Hildy carry the platter to another counter and instruct one of her “helpers” to slice and dice.

She returned, and spoke in a confidential whisper. “It’s so important that everything go exactly right today. Win deserves a perfect service.”

I didn’t remind her that Win wouldn’t really be able to appreciate it, although Hildy, against Ed’s advice, had  insisted that Win’s coffin be present in the church. For the most part, our memorial services take place after the cremation or burial service, but Hildy had been adamant that Win’s body should be in the service, too, and that everyone go to the cemetery afterwards. Luckily she  had agreed to a closed coffin, since the body had not been embalmed and had indeed spent the past week in refrigeration. I wondered if his death would finally seem real to her at the graveside. I had yet to see any signs of  mourning, and I wondered if Hildy was just good at hiding her feelings.

“I think you need to stop worrying about the reception,” I said, putting my hand on her arm. “Where are your daughters?”

She glanced at the clock above the sink. “I’m supposed to meet them in Win’s—Ed’s office. I guess I better go now.”

Hildy’s grieving daughters were waiting for her, and she was arranging cookies. I didn’t want to think what that said about their family togetherness. On the other hand, maybe the church office was where they’d seen Win most often.

Hildy removed her apron, patted shoulders and said chirpy thank-yous and good-byes to everybody in the room, then she left.

I was immediately flanked by Dolly Purcell and Yvonne McAllister. Yvonne is not quite fifty, and Dolly’s in her eighties, but both women had been part of the congregation when Win Dorchester was the minister.

“What did you say to get her out of here?” Yvonne asked. “What magical incantation?”

I took in Yvonne’s expression, a mixture of annoyance and gratitude. I didn’t think the annoyance was aimed at me. “I pointed out that her daughters were probably waiting.”

“We have a routine,” Dolly said. “We do these receptions regularly, and do them well. Hildy has, perhaps, forgotten.”

Relief seeped in. I had expected to be chastised for my sesame seeds. I summoned some charity. “We all cope with grief in our own way.”

“Let’s get everything in the refrigerator or under cover and get over to the service,” Yvonne said. “I think we can do that much without guidance.”

We cleared the kitchen in record time, nonperishables  under plastic wrap, everything else in the refrigerators. From the window over the sink, I saw Ed and Teddy heading for the church, and plenty of other people, too. The service would be well attended.

The last to leave, I got stuck behind the other two women who had been in the kitchen with us. Fern Booth and Ida Bere are not my compatriots, not even my admirers or my husband’s. Neither Ed nor I are as devoted to every passing cause as Ida thinks we should be, and Fern is simply ornery. I am fairly certain no minister and family in the parsonage have ever pleased her. But Fern cured me of that delusion as I turned off the kitchen light.

“It was a sad day when the world lost Win Dorchester,” she said to Ida. “He and Hildy were models for the next generation . . . although from what I can tell, few are following in their footsteps.”

She’d had the grace to lower her voice for the last part, but I caught her words anyway. I wondered if Fern really approved wholeheartedly of the Dorchesters, or if this was nostalgia. She had been fifteen years younger and fifteen years less disappointed when Win was minister here. But she had always been Fern.

I followed everyone through the social hall, which was decorated with flowers and photos of Win and his family, as well as Win in our pulpit and others. In the reception area I passed our secretary’s desk. I was three steps past when I turned and went back. I was right. I’d done too many “what’s wrong with this picture” activity books with my daughters. The object on the left corner really did not belong there.

I picked up the iPhone and turned it over in my hand. A label with Ed’s name and our address peered back at me from the case.

“Yikes!” I slipped the phone in my purse. The iPhone was Ed’s most prized possession. The girls and I had saved for six months to buy it for his fortieth birthday last  month. It did everything except preach his sermons. If I ever climb into a lifeboat with Ed’s iPhone in my hand, he’ll grab the phone first, maybe even check to see if it’s working, before he helps me inside.

The fact that the phone had been lying forlornly on Norma Beet’s desk was a bad sign. Ed was feeling terrible, but that terrible? I shuddered and hoped he remembered where the pulpit was and the name of the man he was about to eulogize.

As I made my way toward the church, people stopped to talk, and by the time I got inside, there were only a few seats left, all at the front. Hildy and her daughters, as well as almost a dozen out-of-town relatives, were standing by the entrance to one aisle, with Ed and two ministers from our area behind them in robes. I recognized the introduction to a hymn often used at the ordinations and installations of our clergy, and knew the procession was about to begin.

I scooted up the aisle. The available seats were one behind the other, smack dab in the middle section on the first and second rows. I reached the second row and inched my way in front of people, apologizing in whispers as I stepped on feet and knocked an old man’s cane to the ground. Finally I reached the empty space. Someone harrumphed and told me to move over so she could see the coffin, which had already been placed at the front. I had landed right in front of Fern and her husband, Samuel, a rotund little man who functions as the enforcer of Fern’s edicts.

We stood for the processional. The coffin had been placed in front of the pulpit, rimmed by at least a dozen pots of lilies wrapped in gold foil. There were lilies everywhere, along with fragrant hyacinths and narcissus, but none on top of the coffin, as if the florist had wanted to make sure Win could pop out on cue and preach his own eulogy. The image made me shiver. Or maybe that  was Fern staring at my neck. No matter, the mood was set. Good Aggie hoped the service went well. Bad Aggie wished it were over.

Things started well enough. The processional was stirring, and best of all, Win did not rise and join the other ministers. The Dorchester family took up one long pew at the front, and whatever they were feeling, they looked stoic and resigned. The choir’s first selection was blessedly short. Then the readings began, and Ed announced that Teddy would be first.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, what was Ed thinking?” I heard from behind me. The remark had been addressed to her husband, but Fern’s whispers eat through silence like battery acid.

I wanted to turn and assure Fern that this had not been our idea, but that, of course, was pointless. I watched my daughter, dressed in a dark skirt and pale gold blouse, climb to the pulpit. Ed turned the microphone to accommodate her, then he sneezed into the arm of his dark robe, cleared his throat, and sneezed again.

So much for extra-strength antihistamine times two.

Teddy looked adorable, at least what we could see of her. She’s small for her age, although athletic and wiry. Deena had fixed her shoulder-length hair, pulling it back from her face with two barrettes that matched her glasses. From what I could tell, Teddy felt right at home where her father so often stood. She read a wonderful poem—and wonderfully short, too—that equated the soul of the departed with birds in flight, winds that blow, stars that shine. I had practiced it with her for two days, but even I was surprised at the sweet resonance of her voice.

I wanted to turn and smile slyly at Fern, but I’m just one hair too evolved. Teddy came down to sit in the row with the other participants. Ed announced the next one, but his voice cracked, and he had to clear his throat before he tried again. He ended with a sneeze.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and fingers like steel.

“If Ed is sick, should he be spreading his germs?”

I have some training in martial arts. I pictured grabbing the hand digging into my flesh, and flipping Fern over the pew. Maybe the lilies were getting to me, as well.

Instead I turned my head. “Allergies,” I said firmly. “They’re not contagious.”

“Perhaps he should have taken some medication.” She sat back.

Fern is not my favorite person in the congregation. Okay, Fern’s tied for last place with the divorced mother of two who tries to maneuver Ed into corners and tosses her blonde hair over her shoulder at least three times in every conversation. But this was a new low. I wondered if she was fighting grief. Perhaps Win had been a particular comfort to her at a difficult time in her life, or his sermons had inspired her to be a better person.

Okay, that last possibility was a stretch, unless she had started life as Godzilla.

I turned back to the service in progress. By now the third reading was under way. My Fern musings had taken me to this point, at least. Trying to be kind, trying to pay attention and listen to the rest of the inspirational readings, the prayers, the anthems, took me a little further. Worrying about Ed, who was sneezing ever more violently, carried me even closer to the moment when we would follow the coffin to the cemetery. Poor Ed sounded worse each time he spoke, croaking now and fumbling, which is completely out of character. I winced so frequently anyone watching probably thought I’d developed a tic.

Finally the minister of another church, who was representing the local clergy association, got up to give his remarks. We were on the homestretch. Only the open mic, the eulogy, and the final anthem and prayer were left. The minister finished and left the pulpit, and Ed  sneezed twice. Then Ed simply sat there, his eyes half closed, and not, I was afraid, in prayer.

Agonizing seconds went by. At last my husband seemed to realize the room was silent, and he was supposed to say or do something. He got to his feet. I think he swayed. I wanted to run to the front and catch him if he fell, but I was completely blocked in by knees and feet, as well as a cane. I could only hold my breath.

Ed made it to the pulpit, which he gripped with both hands, knuckles a sickly lily-white. For a moment I thought he might apologize or explain, then I remembered his gender. Besides, even if he had been capable of mastering his own biology, his desire not to focus attention on himself would squash the impulse.

With what appeared to be superhuman effort, he outlined the procedure for the next part. Two microphones had been set up, and people were asked to come forward and speak. I wondered if Easter week would be over before they finished, but I was wrong. The remarks were brief and few. Fifteen years had passed since Win was minister here. Twenty minutes later, when no one else came forward, Ed got to his feet once more, again unsteadily. For a moment he looked like a man who didn’t know where he was or why. His eyes were unfocused. He looked like he was going to pitch himself on the coffin for a twofer.

Then he began to speak. Although Ed always makes a copy of his eulogy for the family, normally he only peeks at the text to ground himself. Not this time. Clearly my husband realized he was not himself. Sneezing and wheezing, he began to read, word for word. Considering how awful he felt, he was masterful, awe-inspiring.

Without considering that? Not so much.

Halfway through, Ed turned a page, and stared at the next one, as if he wasn’t sure why it was there or what he was supposed to do with it. His eyes began to close. Before I could catch myself I moaned softly.

He straightened, forced his eyes open, and continued in a monotone.

We were so close. So close! I sat rigid, as if the energy my effort took would somehow transmit itself to my husband.

Hours passed. Okay, maybe not, but at last the eulogy ended. We had learned about Win’s early years, his call to ministry, his family, the many churches he had served. I had heard very little, but I was practically moved to tears, just because the service was nearly finished.

The choir sang their final selection, a musical setting of the Twenty-third Psalm. Since this anthem is not their best effort, Esther, our organist, was trying to drown them out on the old tracker organ. As she got louder, so did they. If the building collapsed, I was willing to claw my way out.

I was counting down the minutes. Ed had only to do the final prayer, and give instructions to the mourners about what was to follow. The plan was for all of us to rise as one after the coffin was removed and the family made its exit. We should file respectfully out of the church and load ourselves into cars for the short trip to the graveside service. Luckily—oh, so luckily—Hildy had asked a friend of Win’s to do that one. Then we would all come back to the church for the reception, and after a brief appearance, Ed could go home and sleep off the antihistamines.

The anthem ended. Ed stepped up to do the closing prayer, and in that moment of silence, as he struggled to keep his eyes open and his body upright, “Rocky Raccoon” began to play. Like everyone else, I looked around trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. Ed didn’t appear to notice. I guess his Eustachian tubes were blocked, as well as the blood flow to his brain.

Understanding came in baby steps. The noise was a cell phone. The cell phone was nearby. The cell phone was in my purse. The cell phone was Ed’s.

In college Ed’s nickname was “Rocky Raccoon.” Something to do with Gideon Bibles, and Ed’s desire to enroll at Harvard Divinity School for his graduate work. When the girls and I gave him the iPhone last month, Deena, in charge of all things techie in our household, had been in charge of programming it. Here was proof she’d done it well. Playing away. In my purse.

I froze. Technology is not my friend. Last week I braved YouTube to watch a video made by Teddy’s class, and instead I got an ancient Belorussian woman singing Polish folk songs. Now every time anyone turns on our computer, the kerchiefed one picks right up where she left off. No one can make her stop. For some reason, they blame me.

The strains of “Rocky Raccoon” finally ended. By now my cheeks were bright red. I tried to look innocent, but I wasn’t fooling anybody. I stared straight ahead.

Ed made his way unsteadily to the pulpit, and I closed my eyes in gratitude and humiliation. “Rocky Raccoon” began again.

This time I knew I couldn’t ignore the phone. Fern Booth knew it, too. I felt her fingers on my shoulder again. “Turn it off!” she said, her breath scalding my neck.

I grabbed my purse as Ed began the prayer. I am as unfamiliar with the iPhone as I am with quantum physics. But even I could read the directions on the screen. I slid my finger where it told me to, and held the phone up to my ear.

I don’t think Ed knew what was happening, but as if he felt obliged to make up for wobbling his way through the eulogy, he was nearly shouting into the microphone now. Or maybe he couldn’t hear himself. Whatever the case, I could barely make out the voice on the other end as the pulpit microphone screeched and bellowed.

I didn’t know how to hang up or turn off Ed’s phone. I held it out and stared, hoping that if the iPhone was all  it was cracked up to be, it would figure out what I didn’t know and patiently instruct me, but no luck. I held it up to my ear again.

“Please, is anybody there?” the voice asked again.

I whispered yes.

Then the man began to speak.

Ed was still praying. I put my finger in my ear and listened. I didn’t have to do or say anything else except grow more stunned with each word. The voice stopped at last, and although the phone wasn’t off, I figured no one else could call now that the man on the other end had disconnected.

I tried to figure out what to do. The prayer was winding down. Next Ed would launch into instructions, and the pallbearers would get to their feet to help wheel the coffin to the back.

I got to my feet to slip out of the pew, but by now, people were slumping badly. On both sides of me legs were sticking straight out as people struggled to make themselves more comfortable. I couldn’t even get past the stranger beside me. As I prepared to rise she narrowed her eyes, and I could tell she was as unlikely to move as a crow in a cornfield. On my other side the man with the cane had his eyes closed in respect. Panicked, I saw only one route to the front.

I put one hand on the back of the pew in front of me, and stuck my leg over it until my foot was resting on the cushion. Then I prepared to lift myself over the seat, taking great care to aim carefully so I didn’t stomp on the people on either side. There was just enough room to heft myself up and over, but in that brief moment when I was actually standing on the pew, Ed said, “Amen.”

I heard the rustling of people opening their eyes, and a few nearby gasps. I leapt off the pew and made a beeline straight for my husband, waving my hands to try to capture his attention. So okay, if the congregation had needed  proof their minister was married to a crazy woman, now they had it. If anyone had needed proof Ed was well and truly not himself, the fact that he completely ignored my charge was enough.

He wrestled with the pile of papers littering the pulpit, as if he was searching for his directions. I took the steps leading up to the front platform and reached him just as he began to speak.

He turned, eyes unfocused and red-rimmed. He sneezed in greeting.

I tried not to listen to the gasps from the family row where Hildy and her relatives sat, tried not to notice the whispers that were rapidly turning into a loud buzz.

“Ed, there isn’t going to be a graveside service,” I said, pulling him toward me so only he could hear my words. “Tell them to go right to the reception.”

He looked at me as if I were a stranger. His eyes narrowed, but only because his eyelids were closing again.

“Ed!” I shook him, and this time I spoke louder. “Just tell them there won’t be a service at the cemetery. Tell them to go to the social hall for the reception.”

He looked confused. “That’s not right.”

I had no choice. If there was any decorum left to preserve, I was going to have to step forward myself. The announcement had to be made here, before everybody followed Ed’s prompting and got into their cars to go to a service that was not going to take place.

I moved around him and went to the microphone. I stood on tiptoe, afraid that if I grabbed hold to adjust it, I would somehow reroute my message to Beijing or Bora Bora.

“Friends,” I said, and that’s when I saw a familiar man, wearing a sports jacket and jeans in the back of the church, leaning against the wall.

Detective Kirkor Roussos.

For a moment I was frozen, then I cleared my throat  and tried to smile as if this happened every day. “I was just informed by the funeral director that there’s been a change of plans. Instead of a service at the cemetery, we’ll all go next door for the reception. You may call the church office next week to find out when the graveside service will be scheduled.”

The buzzing got louder, but not loud enough to drown out the shriek from Hildy’s row. Hildy leapt to her feet.

“Of course there will be a service today,” she said in a voice that probably carried as far as the bandstand at the Oval. “There is no change of plans.”

I hadn’t had time to reckon with Hildy. I turned in her direction. “I’m sorry. I can explain the situation later, but for now—”

“There will be no changes! This has been carefully planned.”

Only the truth would shut down this conversation. Hildy’s daughters were trying to pull her back to her seat, but they had no hope of success. As if we were all involved in some sort of bizarre tug-of-war, now Ed had taken my arm, as if he thought I was the one who needed to sit. I shook him off, not a difficult task under the circumstances, although I was afraid I might send him sprawling.

I leaned closer to the mic. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Dorchester, but I’m afraid we have to let the funeral director take Reverend Dorchester’s body to the coroner’s facility.”

“That’s ridiculous! We already have a death certificate. Everything is all arranged.” When she pulled away from her daughters and started toward me, I realized Hildy was not going to let this go. She was heading for the microphone to give directions to the cemetery herself, and she wasn’t above arm wrestling.

I looked up and saw Roussos, arms folded, watching with interest. Roussos is not a fan of churches.

I had no choice. I was forced to add a final phrase.

“For an autopsy.” I cleared my throat. “Autopsy. They’ve decided to do an autopsy. And that’s why Reverend Dorchester won’t be buried today.”

There wasn’t a person in the sanctuary, except perhaps Teddy, who didn’t understand what that meant. Win wasn’t going to be allowed to go to his final resting place in dignity. Somebody might well have propelled Win Dorchester into that garbage can portal to eternity.

“I’m sorry,” I said, just one moment before the buzz in the sanctuary turned into a roar.
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