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To Ginny and David Fine,
 who know whats important in lifea good sense of humor, chocolate, and true friendship












Theres no use trying, she said: One cant believe impossible things.


I daresay you havent had much practice, said the Queen. When I was your age, I always did it for half-an-hour a day. Why, sometimes Ive believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.


LEWIS CARROLL.
 Through the Looking Glass
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Prologue






Tell me about the voices.


Not voices, a voice. My voice, I think. But thats not how it starts. When I hear the words in my headthe voiceI know what to do. I know it will be over soon.


How does it start?


I wake up at nightvery suddenly. Im terrified and I dont know where I am. Then, during the following day, it seems as if people are talking to me from far away. They sound as if theyre at the end of a tunnel. Even people I know. Especially people I know.


This must be very frightening.


It is. Frightening. More than frightening. But its not the worst part.


Whats the worst part?


The panic. The terror. My heart races. Usually when Im driving. I cant think. I cant breathe. I have an impulse to steer off the roador straight into the oncoming traffic. I pull over and my fingers are numb from gripping the wheel. Im sweating and nauseous. The roof feels like its pressing down on top of my head. When I close my eyes, it gets worse. A bright light starts to pulsate. Flesh-coloredround and shiny. It feels hot, and if I dont open my eyes immediately, it will explode. When I start to drive again, I tell myself I only have to make it to the next exit or the next stoplight. Whatever I can see ahead of me. Thats how I make it home.


When did this all begin?


I cant remember. Last spring? Maybe last winter. But its always the same. Then I hear the words. I know what I have to do and everything stops. I can function. I can sleep. It stops sometimes for a long time, but not for good.


What you need


No! Ive told you. One personthats enough. And you cant repeat it to anyone else. Not a living soul.


Youre right. I cant. Now tell me again what the voices tell you to do.















One





Patsy, sorry to wake you. Its Faith.


Fully awake, even though it was only 6:30, Patsy Avery got out of bed and walked into the hall, away from her sleeping husband.


Whats wrong? I can hear it in your voice. Whats happened?


I think I may need you; that is, I think I may need a lawyer.


Dont say another word. Im on a cell phone. Get over hereor do you want me to come to you?


Ill come, but Ill have to leave in time to get ready for church.


Heavens above, Patsy said mockingly, I certainly wouldnt want to be responsible for the ministers wife missing the service.


Faith said good-bye without either laughing or responding to the quip with one of her own.


Things must be very bad.


Patsy pulled a dressing gown over her large frame and debated whether to awaken Will. He was a lawyer, too. Shed wait and ask Faith.



She went downstairs to the kitchen, pausing at the thermostat to hike it up several degrees. It was October, and she knew that by New England standards she shouldnt even have the heat on until the first snowstorm forced a grudging acknowledgment that it could be a mite nippy out. She went back and flicked it again, hearing the furnace respond with a satisfying rumble. She was from New Orleans, and as far as she was concerned, it started getting cold up north just about the time you thought summer might finally have arrived. Damn cold.


The days were getting shorter and by the end of the month daylight saving time would end. It would be dark when they got home from work. It was dark now, but an early-morning dark already starting to thin to gray. The birds were up and creating their usual bedlam. Traffic noise didnt bother her, yet when theyd left the city for bucolic Aleford, it had taken months for Patsy to learn to sleep through this avian chorus.


Her eye fell on the calendar hanging near the phone. There would be a full moon tonight. The house gave an appropriate groan. Just the wood expanding and contracting, the Realtor had hastened to explain when a bansheelike wail accompanied their ascent up the attic stairs. Patsy didnt believe in ghosts, especially northern ghosts. She chuckled to herself, remembering her mothers comment: Dont worry, honey, from what Ive heard, those old Yankees dont like giving space to tenants who dont pay any rent.


Patsy had spent most of the fall traveling back and forth to the Midwest on a case, returning from the latest trip only on Friday. She and Will had spent the day before getting reacquaintedand that did not include a trip to the marketbut she knew Will would never let them run out of coffee beans, and their freezer was always full of food. She quickly brewed a large pot, then dug around for some of the sticky buns her mother-in-law regularly sent up, along with vats of gumbo and the occasional sweet-potato pie. Faith Fairchild wasnt just the ministers wife but also a successful caterer. Besides a whole lot of other things in common, she and Patsy shared the sincere belief that food was an antidote to misfortune, easing the pain as well as loosening the tongue.


Why on earth would Faith need a lawyer? A criminal lawyer? Patsy worked mostly with juveniles, but she kept her hand in with a few adult cases now and then. She put the rolls in the microwave to defrost and poured herself a cup of coffee. Despite the urgency in Faiths voice, Patsy knew it would take her awhile to get to the house, although they lived within walking distance. The parsonage was one of the white clapboard houses tidily arranged around the Aleford village green, a hop, skip, and a jump through the old burying ground to the First Parish Church, where the Reverend Thomas Fairchild held forth. The Averys move from Bostons South End last year had taken them to one of Alefords modern architectural offerings, a large Victorian on a side street off the green. But Faith wouldnt be able simply to walk out the door. She was a woman with responsibilities.


Patsy stood at the kitchen window, holding the oversized cup in both hands, bringing the fragrant steaming liquid to her mouth. Still too hot to drink. She turned off the overhead light shed switched on when shed entered the room and looked outdoors. The tomato plants, blackened in late September by an unusually early frost, and other horticultural detritus filled a rectangular plot in the back corner of the yard. Neither Will nor she had had time to put the garden to sleep, as they whimsically expressed it in these parts. Patsy hadnt even had a chance to harvest the green tomatoes. Dipped in cornmeal and fried, they were one of Wills favorite vegetables. How did the man stay as thin as a rail? She smiled reminiscently, savoring the day before. He didnt want a skinny woman, thank God. Next year, shed make sure she harvested the tomatoes or, if she had to be away, leave a reminder for Will. It had obviously slipped his mind. He was even busier than she was. No, she wouldnt wake her husband unless there was a very good reason.


It was almost day now, and she had a sudden impulse to go outside and sit on the bench next to the bluestone path that wound its way through the yard. Will had given her a fountain for her birthday, turned off now. The grasses surrounding it, bleached out, dry, and swaying ever so slightly in the morning air, looked beautiful. But Faith would be here soon, and besides, there was the cold.



There werent any swing sets, sandboxes, bicycles left outevidence of younger Averys. But there would be someday. Thats why theyd moved to white-bread land, moving-on-up land. Schools and safety, baby, Will had argued. We owe our kids that. Driving down Alefords Main Street Friday on her way home from the airport, Patsy had seen three middle-aged women sprawled motionless on a bench, waiting for the trainbronze statues, weariness etched deep on each face. Their hands were clutching the bags that held their work clothesand maybe an old tired-out shirt or pair of scuffed-up shoes, gifts from a charitable employer. They werent even talking to one another. Bone-weary. Their long day was ending as it had begun, with a long ride, a welcome ride, coming and going, before the work started up all over again. She felt ashamed for the whole world and, catching her own reflection in the rearview mirror, saw her own guilt. She was tired, too, but like it or not, she was home.


Schools and safety uh-huhand here was the ministers wife needing a lawyer.





Thirty minutes later, Faith arrived, breathless. Had to feed the kids, then popped good old Blues Clues in the VCR and Amy in her playpen. Benjamin Fairchild was five and viewed his sister, Amy, at two, as a cross between an amusing sort of pet and total moron, incapable even of intelligible speech. Tom is frantically rewriting his sermon, as usual.


Patsy nodded. Part of her yearned for motherhood with an intensity that often surprised her. Part of her flinched in abject terror at the thought of no deposit, no return.


She poured Faith a cup of coffee and placed the plate of warm rolls on the table. Sit down and tell me all about it. You havent been arrested?


Faith shook her head. Not yet. She took a deep breath. Where to start? Coming to talk to Patsy was exactly the right thing to do, but now that she was here, she didnt know where or how to begin. Last night? Last month? Last summer? Her childhood?


Begin at the beginning. Patsy had sensed her quandary. Im not going anywhere. Do you want Will to hear all this?


Faith shook her head. Too distracting to look from one sympathetic face to the otherand besides, Patsy was a woman, and there were some things Faith didnt want to talk about with a man, any man, not even her husband. Last night couldnt have been her fault. She knew that for certain. Yet the agitation and the thoughts that had followed were her responsibility alone. She grabbed her pocketbook and took out a dollar bill, shoving it across the table.


Youre on retainer. Its all privileged information now, right? You cant repeat it to anyone else. Not a living soul.


Patsy took the money and put it in her pocket. All right. Im on retainer. Whatever Faith wanted.


On the way to the house, Faith had thought about her choice of confidante. Pix Miller, who lived next door to the parsonage, was her closest friend and they had been through a great deal together. Patsy was a new friend and didnt really know the Fairchilds that well, but it was what Faith wanted now. Legal advice and someone who wasnt enmeshed in their lives. Tom and Faiths life. Someone who wasnt a member of the congregation.


Patsy Avery was used to clients who had trouble getting to the point. With kids, it sometimes took weeks. Sometimes, it never happened. Faith was picking at the sticky bun and Patsy kept quiet. The hum of the refrigerator sounded unnaturally loud.


I dont mean to be so melodramatic and I will start at the beginning, but you have to know where were going. I was catering an event last night and someone died. Someone died after eating one of my desserts. The police are calling it a homicide.


Holy shit! Patsy said, shocked from her normal calm. She paused a moment to place her warm, smooth hand over Faiths, then reached for the pad and pencil shed taken from her study. Okay, lets go.













Two





The beginning. Faith let her gaze soften as she cast back in her mindfar back, months ago.


The First Parish Church of Aleford, Massachusetts, had no intention of letting the congregations 250th anniversary slip by them without proper notice. It coincided with the upcoming year, 2000, which was noted with varying degrees of interest. There had been a handful of dreary sticklers insisting that it wouldnt really be the millennium until January 1, 2001, and the vestry had reached a swift, rare, unanimous decision to concentrate on the event of real importance. That decided, how, in fact, should the church mark the occasion?


A committee was formed, and after several interminable and increasingly rancorous meetings during the summer, it reached a stalemate. Half the members wanted to restore the steeple, the other half the crypt. When ex officio member Tom Fairchild returned home to tell his wife the news, she was sure hed made it up.


No, really, darling, you cant be serious. Its too perfect. Steeple or cryptdiametrically opposed proposals. The paint in the sanctuary is starting to peel and the organ could use overhauling, yet no ones pushing them. Its pique, thats what it is. You want the steeple, then Ill take the crypt. She put a cool mug of Killians Red ale in his hand and set a plate with a sandwich within reach on the coffee table. As usual, Tom had had no time for much of a dinner. Most of the clergy Faith knew had adopted grazing as an eating habit born of necessity long before it became fashionable.


They were sitting on the couch, which Faith had moved from in front of the fireplace to a spot perpendicular to it. During the summer, shed gotten tired of looking into an unlighted hearth and decided shed rather face the cemetery and church through the wavy glass of the windowpanes instead. Besides, from the marks on the floor, she was sure a couch had always been in front of the fireplace, and she was feeling uppity. Virtually every parishioner entering the room since had remarked on her avant-garde decorating. She had never heard four wordsYouve moved the couchuttered so many different ways. Tom was slumped comfortably against its deep cushioned back. He was the only person who had not commentedunless one counted a slightly raised eyebrow.


Unfortunately, its not a joke. I hate this kind of thing. Its a side to the congregation Id rather not know anything about.


Like your parents having sex.


Worse. Like your children having sex.



Faith thought of Ben and Amy mushrooming into adolescence and adulthood. Hair growing in new places. Hormones. Muffled sounds from behind closed doors. Tom was right. It wasnt something you wanted to considerthis leap from Little Tikes to Trojans.


What do you think the church should do? Are you for the heavens or the bowels of the earth? There were so many ways to express the dilemmaand Faith was sure shed be treated to them all in the months to come.


Im not supposed to have an opinion and Im sticking to that. Much saferand saner.


Come on, I know youve wanted to use the crypt for Tenebrae and other services. You can tell me. I promise not a word will cross my lips, even if the entire vestry shows up en masse and threatens to toss the new pew cushions into the Charles River.


The old cushions, consisting after many years of two worn pieces of fabric with a thoroughly compressed millimeter of stuffing and thereby unworthy of the name, had finally been replaced the previous summer when a sudden and dramatic infestation of moths had rendered them holey. Suspicion had briefly fallen on Faith, who had made no secret of her pious discomfort, and mutterings of Just like the gypsy moth that escaped from that scientists house in Cambridge were heard. But the cushions had been replaced, to Faiths delightand surprise. Talking with friend and fellow parishioner Pix Miller, shed voiced her fears that the congregation would opt for the hard, unadorned wood as more conducive to penitence. But First Parish had had pew cushions for as long as anyone could remember, so, with a bow to tradition, pew cushions it had been.


Youre right. I would like the crypt to be restorednot only for services but also because the memorial stones need cleaning. Theyre a significant part of the churchs history, and if we dont take care of them, theyll disintegrate. The steeple is certainly more visible and it does need repair and new paint, but it can wait.


So, whats going to happen?


This is an incredible sandwich. Whats in it, anyway? Tom had inhaled it in a few bites, and the beer was almost gone, too.


Chvre, roasted peppers, and red onion. Ill make you another, but I dont have any more of that bread. It will have to be focaccia.


My tough luck. Tom grinned. He was feeling better, much better. He followed his wife into the kitchen.


To answer your question. I have no idea. It could go either way, but theyre going to start the fund drive immediately.


Faith nodded. This was the maddening thing about the congregationand probably about any congregation. They could be at each other tooth and nail, irrevocably divided one minute, then in complete accord the next. Theyd conduct the campaign in total equanimity while thrashing out the object of the effort behind closed doors.


Whats the plan? Or is it another committee?


A subcommittee. Specifically to plan a kickoff event for sometime in October, raise a moderate bundle that way, then pledge cards in the mail the next morning, before the rosy glow of a good time had by all has had a chance to wear off.


That doesnt give them much time. Do they have any idea what this event is going to be?


Paula Pringle proposed one of those mystery dinnersas in solving a crime, not whats being served. She wants to hold it at Ballou House, very swish, with luscious foodher wordsand fun people. Again


Her words, Faith interjected, finishing the sentence for her husband, then handing him another sandwich. Are you sure thats her real name? Paula Pringle Parties has such a made-up ring to it.


I dont know how she started out, but she is definitely married to a Mr. Pringle, although I have never met the man. Hes not a spiritual being. Again


Neither of them bothered to finish.


Faith laughed. Oh dear, this wasnt what you signed on for, was it? Was there ever a time when you believed you would be simply practicing theology with a pastoral call or two?


Some nasty types at the Div School used to spread it about that all was not to be loaves and fishes, but I didnt listen. Such is youth.


Well, Paula Pringle is a professional party plannerIll bet you cant say that six timesso you wont have to be involved in this part at any rate.






The phone rang the next morning precisely as Faith closed the front door, having put her son on the kindergarten bus and waved good-bye to her husband and daughter, who were setting off for a morning of work and day care at the church.


Mrs. FairchildFaith dearits Paula. Paula Pringle from church.


A deep sense of foreboding swept over Faith.


Yes? Then hastily remembering her manners, she added, How are you?


Fine, and you, too, I hope. The woman had not called to waste time in exchanging pleasantries. Perhaps Reverend Fairchild told you about our plan of action for the Anniversary Campaign?


It had a distinctly militaristic ring to it phrased that way, Faith realizedand Paula Pringle was definitely the one to marshal the forces.


He mentioned youd formed a subcommittee to do some fund-raising for a commemorative project, Faith said cautiously, mindful of the word crypt and nervous at the possible intent of the call. Her ministerial spousal radar system was bleeping loud and clear. Paula Pringle wanted her to volunteer.


I know how busy you are.


Here it comes, thought Faith


Your business is soooo successful. Everywhere I go, people only want Have Faith to cater their events.


In which case, Faith wondered, why is it that Ive never worked at one of your functions?



After the meeting last night, a few of us got together at my place and sketched out some rough ideas for a really fabulous fund-raising kickoff party.


Dont these people sleepor work? It had been after eleven by the time Tom came home.


And this morning, I was lucky enough to reach Mattie Hawthorne, who manages Ballou House, and we have a date.


Up with the chickens as you both were. Faith was fatalistic, possibly resigned. Whatever was coming, she was no match for this woman.


Have you ever catered at Ballou, Faith? Such a treasure, and right here in our own Aleford.


Faith had catered several weddings at Ballou House. It was an extraordinary eighteenth-century country estate built in the Georgian manner by Increase Ballou as a forty-acre retreat from his Beacon Hill mansion. True to his name, he had taken the modest shipping company founded by his father and made a fortune, staggering at that timeor any time. Ballou House had a large ballroom, punctuated by the classic columns beloved by the Georgians. At one end, French doors, a later addition, opened onto a patio overlooking Italianate gardens. At the other end of the room, an architectural wall, complete with pediment and more columns, surrounded a huge fireplace with a gray-veined marble mantel wide enough to display the shiploads of Chinese export porcelain Increases ships had used for ballast. The cargo was an example of the perfect marriage between pragmatism and aestheticism that characterized so much of New England, even up to the present day.


Subsequent generations had added wings and outbuildings to Ballou House, making it still more of a grand mixture. The furniture that had not been given to the Museum of Fine Arts, along with Copleys portrait of Increase, was a hodgepodge of Queen Anne, Chippendale, Gothic, Victoriana, and Arts and Crafts. The original Chinese wallpaper graced the drawing room, protected by glass, and a grand Palladian window above the front door had also happily been left alone.


Besides Ballou House, there were several other rustic retreats tucked away in Aleford. During those long-ago summers, the towns sturdy populace, mostly farmers descended from its first settlers, was outnumbered by these wealthy landowners and their servantsfrom Ireland, the Maritime Provinces, and Italyall essential to maintain their masters way of life. Eventually, many of these employees and their descendants became year-round residents, distinctions supposedly blurred as the twentieth century brought dramatic changes to the rural character of the town. Typically, however, Aleford was slower than most to embrace any newfangled notions, actually voting to keep their streetlights filled with kerosene until 1910long after neighboring towns had electrified.


The Ballous had continued to prosper, at least financially, and when Increases last direct descendant died childless sometime in the forties, he left Ballou House to the town and an ample trust fund to keep it in good repair. The thrifty town fathers and mothers promptly began to rent it out for weddings and other appropriate functions, while using it themselves for the yearly Patriots Day Ball, the reception following the close of Town Meeting, Milk Punch with the selectmen at New Years, and other joyous occasions. A manager was installed in the former coach house, and it was his daughter who had the job now. Ballou House was an inspired choice for First Parishs kickoff campaign. Aleford residents received a reduced rate, and if the whole idea was to inspire a sense of worth and well-being, there was no other place like it.


Yes, said Faith, reluctantly abandoning her reverie to answer Paulas question, Ive done a number of events there.


Marvelous! Now, I know how busy you are, but you are our absolute first choice and we are so hoping you can do the dinner.


Faith knew what she had to sayand in truth, she really didnt mind. It wasnt as if she was being asked to take on the church schools Christmas pageant.


Id be happy to help. And of course Ill do it at cost.


I knew you would, Paula said appreciatively, letting the words sink in, then added briskly, Now, we havent got a moment to spare. When can we meet? You dont need to worry about a thing. Im going to be with you every step of the way. Such fun! Well do it in tandem!


Thats what Faith had been afraid ofa yoke.






By the end of the first week in October, Faith was ready to kill Paula Pringleespecially Paula Pringle, Party Planner. The menu was set; the menu was changed. The color scheme and table decorations were set; they were changed.


If she would only let me do my job and stick to planning the entertainment, I might, just might, get through next week, Faith fumed to Niki Constantine, her assistant.


Thats supposed to be puff pastry, remember? Niki commented as Faith pressed the slab of buttery dough with the intensity of a laundress attacking an intransigent wrinkle.


I never was very good at sharing, Faith muttered. Poor Mother. It must have been mortifying. Faith needs to work on her sharing skills. My first kindergarten report. Apparently, I wouldnt pass the guinea pig on to the next child for a turn. But Eleanorthat was her name (the animal, not the child) was happy with me, and who would want to be handed around like that anyway, being squeezed too hard? Tommy Martin almost strangled her.


Faith! Get a grip! Whats going on? Niki meant it. This wasnt like her boss. And Faith was good at sharingespecially food.


I dont know, Faith said slowly, matching the tempo of rolling the dough to her words. It suddenly seemed like an enormous effort. Most things did lately. She got up tired and she went to bed tired. Tom and she passed, nodded, and went on their appointed rounds. She thought back. The last time theyd sat down for any length of time together had been that Sunday night when the whole steeple/crypt fund-raiser had first come up. Since then, shed been working, he had, or theyd both had to be out togetherand not at the movies. When was it theyd taken to leaving each other notes on the kitchen table? Last spring, she thought. Not love notes, but Put dinner in oven at 350 degrees notes and Home latehope not too late notes.


Weve worked with plenty of difficult clients. In fact, difficult clients are the norm. Thats why you need never worry your pretty little blond head about my wanting my own business. You know me and tactgives me hives. Think about what the Bullocks were like. This cant be worse than Stephanies wedding!


True, Faith admitted as she sat down to let the pastry rest. Its me or, rather, Its I, but that sounds terribly affected.


Have you noticed you seem to be going off on tangents latelyconversationally, that is? Not that hearing about Eleanor the guinea pig or proper grammar isnt truly fascinating, but why dont we focus on the here and now for the moment? Starting with the Pringle caper. God, I cant wait to meet her. Big smile, right? And really, really sincere. Party planners are like that.


Paula did have a big smile and sparkling teeth, perhaps a bit too pointed in the bicuspid department, but lipstick always in place, no matter how many cups of coffee she drank. As for the rest of her, the image that came to Faiths mind was of an Afghan hound crossed with one of the Bloomsbury females. If not Virginia Woolf herself, then perhaps Lady Ottoline Morrell. Paula Pringle: long of face and tall in stature. There wasnt an ounce of extra flesh to be seen on her bodynot that much flesh was ever revealed. Paula favored Eileen Fisher skirts that grazed the anklebone with matching jersey tops and cardigans. She loped about with a certain amount of grace, head and shoulders above the hoi polloi.


You saw the invitations. They went out right away. Im sure Paula had sent them to the printer even before the meeting.


Niki nodded her head. Trs clever: A Murder Is Announced.


And she put Tickets Limited in boldface at the bottom. Theres nothing like trying to beat out your neighbor. Youd think they were seasons passes to the Fleet Center, the way the town has responded. Were sold out and theres a waiting list.


It was also a clever idea to invite those mystery writers. People like to rub shouldersor, in this case, break breadwith celebs.


The Boston area was particularly rich in talented authors mining veins of suspense, horror, terror, and fright to supply the voracious need readers have to try to outsmart them and guess who done itor, as one writer had told Faith, to provide reassurance in what at times seemed like an increasingly wicked and capricious world. In my books, she said, evil never goes unpunished. Paula had had little trouble finding four honored guests. Few writers are loathor in a positionto turn down a free meal and a chance to sell some books. Paula had also promptly enlisted Kate Mattes, famed mystery bookseller of Murder Under Cover: Kates Mystery Books in Cambridge, to come with plenty of wares. Kate was donating a portion of the proceeds to the campaign and, much to Faiths delight, had expressed the wish that they go to the crypt. Since the stores street number was engraved on a headstone in its front yard, this was no surprise.


The Boston Globe covered it in their Names and Faces column with a list of the writers attending. Very impressive. And how did our Ms. Pringle get Anson L. Scott? He never does anything like this. Doesnt have to.


He lives in town. Didnt you know that? Faith said. But youre right. Even with this, I was surprised he agreed. Hes not a member of the church and hes not active in town, but apparently she was able to play on his sentimental attachment to Ballou House. Several generations ago, some ancestor was a parlor maid. Im sure being lionized in the very same room where great-grandmother cleaned out the fireplace ashes must appeal to him.


I read everything he wrote when I was a teenagerand couldnt get to sleep many nights because of it. The man never gives you a chance to breathe. Just one totally terrifying moment after another, one mutilated corpse after another, one totally psychotic killer after another. Niki smiled reminiscently. That scene when the woman opens the trunk of her car


Faith recalled reading some of the books, too, but only vaguely, and she didnt want any more details. Dont remind me. Real life had provided too many scenes straight from a Scott book since then.


I havent read one in a long time. But I guess hes still very hot stuff. Ill have to pick up the latest.


They worked together in companionable silence for a while. Tonights job was a dessert table for a bridal shower. Niki loved to make desserts and had increased her repertoire with courses, besides reading every new dessert cookbook on the market. The puff pastry was for hazelnut mille-feuilles. There would also be chocolate brioche bread pudding with whipped cream, fresh berries with crme anglaise, a white-chocolate mousse cake, champagne sorbet, pumpkin cheesecake, warm apple crispthese last as a nod to the seasonand plenty of mini-pastries and cookies.


Ill have to run over to the church and get Amy soon, Faith said. When she had opened the business, shed had to remodel the existing catering facility slightly and had added a play area for the kids. Ben is staying for extended day. I dont know whether to be happy or sad that he doesnt want to come here or go home. This had been a recurrent theme throughout the fall, ever since Benjamin Fairchild had walked into his kindergarten classroom with merely the briefest of backward glances at his stricken mother. She was proud of his independence and immediate, self-confident adjustment to the rigors of block corner, storytime, snack, and recess, but some slight reluctance, some small sign of separation anxiety, would not have gone amiss, so far as she was concerned. Instead, from day one, it had been a cheery See ya! and he was off into the arms of another woman. Faith liked the teacher, Mrs. Black, a straightforward yet clearly nurturant lady, who was doing a fine job of setting her sons feet on that long and twisted path known as school.


Back to School Night had been an eye-opener. Perched on a tiny chair, Faith had watched Mrs. Black field questions with aplomb. She was bombarded with queries about college entrance requirements, spelling tutors, and whether particularly creative Giant of the Week presentations would be noted on a childs permanent record. Apparently, it was all old hat to her. It was new to the Fairchilds, though, and they were shell-shocked. At least they had been prepped on Giant of the Week. Ben was counting the days until his turn. You got to sit in the special Giant chair and wear a paper Giant hat. This was apparently the only effort required of the child. The parents, on the other hand, had to prepare an All About Me poster, complete with family photos from birth to the present, attractively arranged with meaningful captions, supply a favoritenutritionalfamily snack for the class, and enhance our students learning experience with a cognitively challenging presentation about what Mommy and Daddy do all day. The current Giants father, a doctor, had come dressed for surgery, and he had brought those little blue paper booties and things that looked like shower caps for each child. The mom had baked cookies in stylized shapesstethoscopes, lungs, hearts, and brainsand theyd hired a graphic designer to do the poster and a video.


Faith had promptly called Pix. There were three Miller children, not counting the dogs. Danny, the youngest, was in middle school, Samantha was a freshman in college, and Mark, the oldest, a college junior. Pix had been there and done that. Faith had a feeling shed be calling her frequently about the mysteries of education in years to come. Nobody told me kindergarten was going to be so much work! Faith had wailed. And what are we going to do? Tom cant pass out surplices and Communion wafers.


Youll cook something with the children. And if Toms free, he can help or read a story. It doesnt matter what you do, so long as you do something. All the kids care about is sitting in the chair. Its the parents who are out of controland if you join them, you might as well close Have Faith, because youll be too busy sewing costumes for the all-school musical or running the book fair, Pix had cautioned.


Just as Faith had been about to let her breath out, Pix had added, You do need to be an active presence at school, though. Otherwise, you wont know whats going on, and in Aleford, that often means some unpleasant surprises. I remember when Samantha was in third grade, a very nasty group of parents had it in for the teacher. It was her first year and they didnt think she was seasoned enough.


And little Ignatz might not get into Harvard because of it? Faith had immediately flashed on the group of intense adults at parent night.


Exactly. George handled it beautifully, but a great deal of damage was done. It was insidiousthe way they undermined her self-confidence. George got some of us to volunteer in the classroom, and eventually we were able to get her to see what a marvelous teacher she was. Shes still at Winthrop, and now parents complain if they dont get her.


George Hammond was the principal of Alefords Winthrop Elementary School and had been for so long that he now had students in the school whose parents hed had. A widower, he was a member of First Parish, and Faith was glad Ben was starting school with such a kind, patient man at the helm.


Faith! Where are you? Niki had seen Faith distracted, distraught even, but these abrupt, deep withdrawals into the world of her own thoughts was something newlike the meandering conversational tangents.


Faith managed a smile. Sorry. Thinking about Ben at school got me thinkingwell, about Ben at school.


But I thought it was all going fine. Niki was fond of the little Fairchilds, especially Ben, who could hold up his end of a conversation. She hoped he wasnt flipping out and becoming a biter, sayor, worse, a whiner.


Everything is fine. We now have The Sayings of Mrs. Black as our guide to life, and its hard not to laugh when Ben solemnly tells us that keeping things in place makes it easier to find them again or Cross words trip us. She paused and looked at her assistant. I know Ive been kind of out of it lately. Its not the kids; its me. Maybe its winter coming. All those cold, dark days. Maybe its the parish party. I dont knowbut no big deal.


A touch of weltschmerz, Niki said, noting Faith had omitted any mention of Tom. Or, as some people call it, the blues.


This time, Faith smiled for real.


You got it, baby.





Paula Pringle called the meeting to order.


People, people. I dont need to remind you that we have less than a week before our party, and this is the last chance well all have to get together.


Faith glanced longingly out the window at the parsonage. The late-afternoon sun had turned the leaves of the big oak in the backyard to Midas gold. The foliage had peaked, according to the Farmers Almanac, except no one had told the trees, which continued to cling to their leaves, hues from a childs paint box against the deep blue skies of autumn. But nothing gold can staythe Robert Frost lines came back to her: So dawn goes down to day. Nothing gold can stay. Until next year. There was always next year.


The various subcommittee heads were giving their reports, and Faith grudgingly admitted to herself that Paula had whipped the benefit into shape in an amazingly short period of time. In addition to the revenue from the ticket prices, Paula had scoured the area for silent-auction items. She planned to run it all evening, confiding to Faith that as people imbibed, theyd up their bids.


That sounds wonderful, dear, she said, congratulating the woman who had done the seating. Faith would be in the kitchen, so she hadnt been paying much attention to the table arrangements. Paula didnt intend to be seated, either. She and her husband, Sydney, would be roving about the room, making sure everyone was at approximately the same point in the game.


Faith wanted to get the timing down. Paula had coordinated the courses to coincide with the unraveling of the whodunit.


Could you give me a final timetable? I know you want drinks and hors doeuvres before everyone sits down and starts playing.


Thats right. In the foyer, but the ballroom will be open so people can check out the auction items on the tables by the windows and start making bids. And theyll be introducing themselves, both in character and out.


Faith hadnt read the script, yet she had a general idea of what would be happening. Paula had sent each ticket holder the name of his or her character, a description, and genial encouragement to dress up and bring props. The mystery was set on a large Long Island Gatsby-like estate during the twenties. Tom planned to borrow his fathers black-and-orange-striped Princeton blazer and had himself, somewhere along the line, acquired a straw boater. His name was Willoughby Forbes III. Each round table seated eight and, accordingly, there were eight suspects. The crime had already occurredthe murder of Willoughbys grandfather Willoughby Forbesa crusty but likable curmudgeon with no known enemies. Paula had asked one of the mystery writers, a former actress, to read the description of the scene of the crime; then everyone was to do his or her best to fool everyone else while unmasking the real killer. Paula had obtained elaborate scripts for each player, including facts about themselves or the others that could be revealed in answer to questions and facts about themselves that could be concealedthings like so-and-so was overheard arguing fiercely with the old man the night before he died, and various relevant hobbies, such as the study of plant poisons. It sounded rather complicated to Faith and the plot was not exactly Conan Doyle, but Paula had assured her that everyone would love it.


The notion of combining a game, any game, with the kind of dinner Faith had planned was an alien one. Each course was meant to be savored, and conversation, possibly witty, the only accompaniment required. She seriously doubted whether anyone would notice that the game hens had been smoked with apple wood or that Nikis panna cotta dessertthat luscious Italian creamhad homemade crushed amaretti biscuits on top. Faith was tempted to tell Niki to use imported Lazzaroni biscuits instead, but theyd know. Maybe they should have some of them on the table anyway with the other cookies and small pastries that would accompany coffee at the end of the meal to sweeten the denouement. They were so pretty, wrapped in brightly colored tissue paper. After eating the cookies, you flattened the paper, rolled it into a tube, set it upright on a saucer, and gently lighted the top. In a darkened room, watching it rise, glowing, toward the ceiling was lovely. If they wanted a game, this should be sufficient. Then Faith thought of possible fire code violations and nixed the idea.


Soup at eight, Paula instructed. Theyll have had an hour to arrive, drink some champagne, chat, and bid before sitting down. Then the main course at eight-thirty, dessert at nine-thirty?


Id planned on serving a salad course after the main course, Faith remarked.


Paula wrinkled her brow. Were giving them soup and salad? She made it sound like caviar and foie gras.


Yes, Faith said firmly. The tickets werent cheap, and besides, Paulas timetable would have them eating dessert before ten oclock. It was Aleford, but even so, the guests wouldnt be ready to leave that early. Suitably, a combo would be playing twenties music and people would be dancing as well as sleuthing. Of course, each course would inevitably stretch out longer than planned. Faith hated events where plates were whisked from the table before you had a chance to finish, or if you had, the next was arriving while you were still full.


Then salad it is. Our salad days! But surely after the soup and before the main course.


Faith sighed. If everyone insists, but I like to serve it after the main course. It refreshes the palate for dessertlight, you can always eat salad.


The party planner brayed her distinctive laugh and cried, We bow to the expert, of course. Its going to be a madcap night, so why not have salad then? Im sure you know best, dear.


The next day, she called to change the table decorations one absolutely last time. It was revengea reminder to dear of who was really in charge. Faith had already sprayed the gourds shed selected to use with gold paint and decided to let them come as a surprise to Paula the night of the party. She planned to group them around the centerpieces, clear glass globes filled with crushed colored tissue that bled beautifully when wet. The flowers themselves would be simplesnowball dahlias, tiny late sunflowers, burgundy astilbe, and sprigs of boxwood lightly touched with the same gold as the gourds.






At last, the night of the First Parish 250th Anniversary Campaign Kickoff arrived. Faith and Niki were at Ballou House, getting ready. The sun had set in a glory of roses and magentas streaked with molten rays, but the evening was still warm, especially for October 23. At breakfast, Ben had informed the family that today was the day the swallows left Capistrano. More lore from Chairman Black? Faith hoped he wasnt becoming precocious. This yearly event was something she had never given much thought to, but now a host of questions crowded into her mind. How did the birds know when to leave? Where did they go, anyway? Why did they always come back to the same place? She could imagine a group of birds challenging the leader: Cant we go someplace new for a change? Just because you like it so much doesnt mean we all do.


When shed tuned back into the conversation, Ben had been posing the same queries, except for the bird conversation part. Shed felt relieved. He wasnt ready for Jeopardy yet.


A bird flew by Ballou Houses kitchen window. Niki looked up from the bread she was cutting. Faith had combined the salad with a cheese course by serving mixed greens in a vinaigrette topped with warm chvre on a lightly toasted round of thin ficelle.


What a place! Can you imagine the staff they must have had to keep everything running? Talk about Upstairs Downstairs!


Faith nodded. Shed brought plenty of staff tonight herself. It was a big party and, so far, a great party. Her spirits had been lifting steadily since shed arrived.


The kitchen door swung open and Tricia Phelan, who worked for Faith part-time, came through with an empty tray. Nobody wants to sit down. Lots of people are out on the veranda watching the moon rise. Its almost full and I need another tray of hors doeuvres. Her words rushed together and she was slightly flushed. The party mood was infectious. Were also pouring champagne like theres no tomorrow. You could almost believe it is the twenties, the way people are acting. Hubba, hubba! I never knew your husband was such a good dancer, Faith. Hes doing the Charleston with some babe in a beaded dress, and they are moving!


Faith knew Tom was a good dancer, but hed kept his Charleston act a secret. She took the tray out herself to get a look.


Most of the guests were in costume, and from the slight smell of mothballs as she passed some of the older people in attendance, she guessed that their raccoon coats or fringed silk chemises had been fathers or mothersstowed in the attic along with all the other generational accumulation that just might come in handy someday.


She spotted Tom on the dance floor and winked. He waved and motioned her over, but she shook her head. She had to get back to the kitchen. He was dancing with Gwen Lord, a striking brunette who was engaged to Jared Gabriel, First Parishs choirmaster and music maven in residence. Jed had composed some music for the church and was working on the Anniversary Chorale. Gwens beaded turquoise dress shimmered as she shimmied. She worked in a gallery on Bostons Newbury Street and her stylish, sleek haircut fit both eras. Faith didnt know her that well, but this was only the second time shed ever seen Gwen in an outfit that wasnt black or gray and Armani.


Someone grabbed Faiths elbow, neatly tipping the tray sideways. The last of the coconut shrimp toppled to the floor. The parquet had been covered by a thick Aubusson carpet in Increase Ballous day, a symbol of his taste and success, but it had been removed and sold by his heirs. Too French.


No harm done, Faith said, pulling a cloth from her pocket and turning with a smile to reassure the partygoer. Except it wasnt a partygoer, but a party planner, and she never needed any reassurance.


We have got to get people to sit down, or well be here until the wee hours of the morning! Paula wailed. She was wearing a vintage beaded black flapper dress. A black velvet band encircled her brow, complete with feather trim sprouting straight up above her eyes. She looked like something youd rather not see circling in the desert sky.


The wee hours of the morning wouldnt be so bad, Faith couldnt help teasing her. People are having fun. But Paula was right. It was time to start servingand start the game.



Have the mystery writer (whats her name?Veronica Brooksideand is that really her name?) invite everyone to be seated and give the combo a break. Well stop pouring wine. That should do it.


As Faith offered the solution, she wondered why Paula was in such a state. The woman did parties all the time and must have encountered this problem before. Paula had been mildly crazed all evening and had not said a word about the table decorations. What was the woman so worried about? The silent-auction bids were already higher than theyd projected for final bids and Kate Mattes was running out of books to sell. The mystery writers were circulating, happily signing their books and greeting fans. Even Anson Scott was smiling. As Faith passed him on her way back to the kitchen, he stopped her.


From your attire, I surmise you are the chef. My compliments. If those toothsome vegetable fritters and scallop seviche are portents of what is to come, we are in for a sublime gastronomic experience. Faith had rented twenties servants attire for the wait staff, but she was wearing her usual checked chefs trousers and white jacket.


Thank you, she said. Did he always speak this way, or was it a result of the ambience and what hed been drinking?


My good lady, that was not an idle compliment. Food is a passion with me and I fancy myself a knowledgeable connoisseur. Do not let me leave without one of your cards.


A kindred spirit. There are cards on the table in the hall, and if you dont pick one up, the name of my firm is easy to remember, Have Faith. My name is Faith, Faith Fairchild.


Clever, very clever. I believe I will be sitting with your husband at dinnerif the Reverend Thomas Fairchild is that man.


He is, and Im sure hell be delighted.


Well, I mustnt keep you from what awaits. Have Faith. Yes, an inspired choice. And do you?


Have faith?


Yes. He fixed his gaze directly on her. His deep-set brown eyes invested the question with mock gravity. Anson Scott was a mountain of a man, whose girth was keeping pace with his height. Hed dressed for the occasion in a well-cut shawl-collared tuxedo. Instead of a boutonniere, he sported a tiny silver dagger in his buttonhole, dripping ruby droplets of blood. He was clean-shaven, but his hair reached his collar in back, a mass of tight curls, more gray than black. He wore a large signet ring on his right hand, nothing on the left.


Quite a bit, she answered, judging it neither the time nor place to describe her somewhat pantheistic beliefs, which still managed to fall under First Parishs rubric. Hed be a fun dinner guest, so long as he didnt talk shop, regaling them with his villains modus operandi. He traveled a great deal and was never seen about town, but she was sure she could lure him to her table with the promise of something like a risotto with lobster and wild mushrooms or an herb-encrusted rack of lamb.



Welcome to the party of the century, Faith heard as she pushed open the kitchen door. The room almost immediately quieted. What a voice! Low, rich, incredibly sultry. It was Veronica Brookside. Veronica wrote a hard-boiled series that featured a foulmouthed female former librarian turned private detective who could hit a knothole at seventy-five feet while quoting the ruder parts of the Canterbury Tales. But what am I thinking of? Faith chided herself. They had to get the soup out! Ginger squashand it had to be served hot.


By the time theyd cleared the main course and started to serve the salad, Veronicas declaration was well on the way to becoming a reality. Aleford was uncharacteristically letting its hair down to Rapunzel length. Faith had been drawn out of the kitchen several times, ostensibly to check up on things, yet really to watch the fun. The mystery game was an uproarious success. People were switching tables and sharing cluesand from what Faith gleaned, the floor should be awash with red herrings before the night was over. Paula and Sydney Pringle had completely given up trying to organize the game. Faith took pity on them and squeezed in two more places at Toms table. Besides Anson Scott, there were Janice Mulholland, a parishioner and single mother with an elementary-school-aged daughter; Jared and Gwen; Nick Gabriel, Jareds cousin and owner of the gallery where Gwen worked; and Pix and her mother, Ursula Rowe. Sam Miller was out of town. Faith had advised Paula to reserve spots for the two of them, but Ms. Pringle had been adamant that they would not have a moment to sit down. She continued to pop up and flit about the room, adding to the confusion. Sydney didnt budge, devoting himself to the food and devouring the entire contents of the bread basket Faith had replenished.


The combo had returned and was playing Gershwin and Cole Porter. Looking through the glass of the French doors, Faith could see couples dancing on the veranda in the moonlight. She half-expected a pool filled with shrieking flappers to appear on the sloping lawn beyond. The moon, almost full, illuminated the scene with what appeared to be artificial light. The Hunters Moon. It was so clear, the canals and craters stood out, but not like Roquefort cheese, Faiths usual thought. No, tonight there did seem to be a man in the moon, armed or not. The pattern was a face, a face with a slight smileindulgent or sardonic, Faith wasnt sure which.


It had been impossible to link the courses to the gamesome tables were still happily mired in part onebut she thought shed try to see how close Toms table was to the solution and serve dessert based on that. With Anson Scott close at hand, they definitely had an advantage, and Ursula had kept them all on track, moving things right along. Pixs family, like Toms, were inveterate game players and considered a night without Scrabble while on vacation in Maine or Nantucket much worse than a day without sunshine. Fog or rain was natural. The inability or disinclination to pit ones wits against all comers was not. Faith fell into this category, much to her friends and familys bewilderment. Not even the dictionary game? Not even tiddlywinks, shed asserted. She did play a mean game of poker, however.


I believe you are secretly engaged to Willoughby Forbes the Third, Miss Prettyman, and his grandfather had objected strongly to the match on the grounds that you were nothing more than a gold digger. Pray tell us what you have been hiding. Ursula fixed her daughter with a gimlet eye.


Well, if it comes to that, Pix retorted smartly, I believe you have been blackmailing the old man for years, Mrs. Hardcastle. Your position as housekeeper made you privy to certain family secrets.


But, Anson pointed out in a reasonable tone of voice, why would she want to kill off her goose? Lets get back to the question she addressed to you, missy.


Everyone laughed at Pixs discomfort. Thats supposed to be concealed information, Mother. How did you find out? Im sure its not in your script.


No, it isnt, but theres always a secret engagement in this kind of story, and rich grandfathers always object. Jealous, probably.


Have you ever thought of writing a book, my dear? You have the formula down perfectly. Anson raised his glass to Mrs. Rowe and then to Faith, with a nod at the winean excellent, full-bodied Hawk Crest merlot.


Ursula demurred. At my age, its quite enough to read one through to the end.


Jed Gabriel jumped in. Now, Mrs. Rowe, you cant get away with that. We all saw you kayaking your way past everyone else during the retreat last spring.


Pix met Faiths eyes. They were used to the way Ursula became the focal point without so much as pointing a finger toward herself.


Paula, however, wasnt. Are you ready to make an accusation? she asked Anson.


Accusation? he asked, puzzled. Oh, you mean do I want to guess who the guilty party might be? Gracious no, were having too much fun. Besides, Ive known since the soup. Excellent, by the way. Just a touch of Jamaican ginger, if Im not mistaken.


Faith nodded and smiled. The man certainly knew his ingredients. She leaned over to Pix. Wheres Tom?


I think hes dancing with Gwen.


I have got to take lessons before the wedding. Jed sighed. Ive always been hopelessly clumsy. Good of Tom to do this. Gwen adores dancing.


Faith was surprised at the admission. Jared was a slender, compact man, neither too tall nor too short. He moved with a great deal of grace, and when she watched him conduct the choir, she was always struck by how balletic he was. His normal expression was calm and relaxedwith a touch of humor. When he was conducting, his face became plastic, moving swiftly from grimace to grin. She would have thought him a natural dancer.


She went back to the kitchen by way of the dance floor and soon picked out Tom and Gwen. They were a perfect match, effortlessly weaving their way in between the other dancers, matching their steps to Cheek to Cheek. Gwen, like Ginger Rogers, seemed to have no trouble tripping the light fantastic backward and in heels. Faith tried to catch Toms eye to wave, but he didnt see her. He was looking through lowered lids at Gwen. His lips were moving slightly and she was sure he was singing softly. The song was one of hisone of theirfavorites.


Faith slipped into the kitchen and surveyed the scene. The dessert was ready to go as soon as the salad plates were cleared and the tables crumbed. Trays of Nikis confectionthe panna cotta with the crushed amaretti topping, surrounded by a raspberry coulissat on the counter. Niki herself must have gone to the bathroom or out to watch the goings-onthe party, that is. The rest of the staff was either in the large butlers pantry, now equipped with sink and dishwasher, starting to clean up, or out waiting on the guests. She was alone for a moment in the empty room. She sat on one of the high stools and leaned her elbows on the table, resting her face in her hands. She was getting tired. Tom would be tired, too. Good that he was having such a nice time. He hadnt expected to and had been dreading the event. Hed been sure that both the steeple contingent and the crypt group would try to corner him. With all the joie de vivre in the air, Faith thought it would be the perfect time to get one group to give in. Take a quick vote. But no, that would instantly destroy the mood. It would be back to business with a vengeance.


Yes, she was happy that Tom was happy. Except it was, she admitted to herself, a little like Ben and school. Just as a tiny bit of regret on Bens part would not go amiss; she wouldnt mind if Toms steps were not in such perfect synchrony with Gwens. If an occasional toe got stepped on. She didnt expect him to dance with her. She was working, after all, and it was important to keep professional and personal lives separate, but, damn it, did he have to be having such a good time?


The kitchen door swung open violently and Paula burst in. Ive decided to change the schedule and close the silent auction during the dessert course. Some of the tables have solved the mystery already and they might leave right after dessert. You never know with people.


This was certainly an understatement, but Faith agreed that closing the auction sooner rather than later was a good idea. Aleford might look like it was in for an all-nighter at the moment, but old habits die hard and once dessert was over, they, like lemmings, might all rush to the sea of their bedchambers in a single reflex. It was way after ten oclock.


Ill have Bill Brown make the announcement, Paula declared.


Let me get the desserts on the table first to avoid any collisions. You know how people are with silent auctions. Theyll be running back and forth until the last second to check their bids. It wont take long. Everythings ready to go. Well wait and serve the coffee afterward.


Paula nodded and left. Niki returned and the room filled up with staff. Faith was suddenly too busy to dwell on Toms dancing partners.


Dessert out, she signaled Paula and told the band to take a break. She had food for them in the kitchen.


Bill Brown wrote a series featuring an ex-rabbi, exhomicide detective, ex-gambler who ran an unorthodox private detective agency when he wasnt hang gliding, sailing, or fishingHemingway-type fishing, not Thoreau. Brown himself was a small man, solidbrush haircut, nothing extra, nothing wasted. His character was a six-footer with hands like mutton chops and the ability to slice them through bricks, stacks of cordwood, and the like. Brown announced the impending close of the auction. He had a surprisingly mellow, blurred Southern accentlike Shelby Footes, incredibly charming and incredibly sexy. Had Paula Pringle selected the writers on the basis of their voices? Certainly Veronica and Bill were star turns.


For the next ten minutes, everyone concentrated on the tables by the windows. The combo returned and Brown led them in a dramatic countdown. Paula shrieked her thanks, but, cannily she did not announce the total raisedIf it sounds too good, they wont pledge enough, shed confided to Faith earlierthen told everyone, Keep on dancing.



They started serving coffee and plates of small confections. Niki walked over to Faith.


Give me five! This was a good one.


Faith raised her hand. She had to agree. The aggravation of the last few weeks was already receding and soon would be a distant memory, just as all her other work-related woes tended to be.


Its partly the place. I love working here. All the ghosts of sumptuous repasts past. The courses, the silver, the china, the flowers


I get it, boss. Niki laughed. Except in those days, I think I would much rather have been a guest than in the kitchen.


Youre right, but I could see myself here as an American version of the British chef Rosa Lewis, Duchess of Duke Streetstyle. Nothing else. Which reminds meI never asked Anson Scott about what his ancestor did.


You dont think hes touchy about it?


I think all the rumors about how difficult he is have been vastly inflated. Hes been charming all evening. Hes signed books, even just given autographs. It must be hard to have people always wanting things from you, trying to invade your privacy.


I thought that was how you describe your life.


Faith punched her assistant lightly on the arm and tried not to think how apt the comment had been. Living in a parsonage wasnt simply like living in a fishbowl; it was like living in a fishbowl on-line.


Im going to see when Tom plans on leaving. Danny Miller has been baby-sitting for us now that Samantha is at Wellesley, and this is his first really late night. I told him to go to sleep, but I bet he wont.


Faith got to the table as Tom was pushing in Gwens chair. He caught his wifes eye.


A last dance, he said quickly.


Gwen looked up at him. Their eyes met.


And a perfect ending to a perfect evening.


Then she smiled brightly at the table. But I wouldnt have wanted to miss dessert and the end of the game. Then we must all go out and look at the moon. Its incredible tonight. So, whos the murderer? She took a large spoonful of the almond cookiecrusted panna cotta and continued to eat with relish. The conversation at the table had turned to suspects and Faith lingered to hear the possibilities. Gwen joined in, offering her own theory that the old man had probably killed himself to spite everyone. She looked into her empty dish.


This was absolutely fabulous. Ive been trying to eat slowly to make it last, but I couldnt. Jed knows what a sweet tooth I have. Her voice slurred over the words. She swallowed the last bite, and the spoon dropped from her hand, clattering against the bowl. She clutched her throat and began gasping for air. Jared and Faith were the first to react, offering water.


Honey, are you okay? Whats wrong!


Gwen slumped into his arms and Faith sprinted for the phone to call 911.


As she passed the band, she screamed, See if theres a doctor in the house. Table twelve. Gwen Lord. Hurry! What could be wrong? There was nothing in the dessert large enough to block Gwens airway.


Faith wasnt gone more than a few minutes, but by the time she made her way through the hushed, frightened crowd, Gwendolyn Lord, a bloody froth at her mouth, one hand twisted in the folds of her beaded silk dress, was past all human help and Tom was bending over his dancing partner, saying a prayer.


It may have been a perfect evening; it hadnt been a perfect ending.
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