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Chapter 1
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RYAN COOPERMAN was fifteen going on thirty to life, and he was mine for the next couple of hours. I was waiting for his mother to come out of my husband’s office; he was trying to stare the skin off my nose. 

Had he been an ordinary teenager, I’d have snarled, “Stop that,” right in his face, but this was the infamous Terror of Bryn Derwyn Academy, so I chose to assert my authority in a more mature manner. I struck up a conversation about upholstery.

“Kind of worn,” I remarked, rubbing my finger along a thinning edge of cording. We were seated on two blue sofas separated by a coffee table strewn with recent yearbooks. I had selected the furniture myself only two years ago, but the reception area of even a fledgling private school like Bryn Derwyn got plenty of use. 

“Maybe burgundy and light blue would look nice next time.” A committee would probably redecorate now that the school had a larger community body, but that wasn’t the point. The point was to show this surly mutt he couldn’t get to me.

Of course, I probably knew too much about him; for example, why he was expelled from his previous school.

Ryan Cooperman had stolen a pair of hundred-dollar running shoes from a track star who’d saved months to buy them. The proud owner initialed the heels with big block letters; but that didn’t deter Ryan. He simply unloaded his booty (for $20) on a runner from another school. Eventually, the two track teams had a joint meet, the victim recognized his stolen property, and the new owner fingered our boy as the thief. Ryan’s remark at his expulsion hearing: “The kid shouldn’t have bragged.” 

I was also aware that attached to his Bryn Derwyn Academy application were three testimonials stressing his intelligence, young age, and willingness to learn from his mistake. 

The letters were true. Getting caught taught Ryan to hurt others without incurring such a high price. Teachers were now insulted via double entendres, female classmates teased to tears. By themselves, none of his many physical pranks merited expulsion; they simply earned him the title of Least Loved Student. 

“What do you think?” I inquired mildly, referring to the upholstery.

The homely teenager sneered with exactly the deprecating superiority one might expect, so I countered with my Cheshire smile. Men, especially young men, hate that even more than they hate upholstery conversation, and this afternoon I would need any advantage I could manufacture.

For as soon as my husband finished talking to the boy’s mother, Ryan and I would take a train into Philadelphia for a meeting with Federal Judge Gerald Rolfe. Rip regularly tapped Bryn Derwyn board members for their professional expertise—that was part of the deal—and when Ryan’s latest questionable endeavor came to light (call it the second-to-last straw) Rip immediately thought of Gerry. A father of five boys as well as a hard-nosed proponent of justice, he was the ideal person to scare the hell out of an arrogant, self-involved erstwhile criminal.

The chore of escorting the teenaged miscreant to his downtown appointment had fallen into my lap the usual way—I volunteered—but that didn’t mean I was happy about it. Married to the head of an understaffed, under-endowed private school, I was dangerously susceptible to suggestion, especially when Rip got that crooked little wrinkle between his eyes, as he had last night at dinner.

“Why tomorrow?” he groused, giving his mashed potatoes a wicked poke, “when everybody—and I mean everybody—is tied up with the mid-year faculty meeting?”

“Any reason I can’t take Ryan to Gerry’s office?” I foolishly wondered out loud.

Rip’s face had widened with endearing astonishment, but he tried not to sound too eager. “No reason at all. Can you spare the time?” 

Unfortunately, we both knew I could.

So now it was Tuesday afternoon, the second day back at school after New Year’s. Ryan and I were locked in a generational faceoff, while Rip was busy correcting Mrs. Lawrence Cooperman’s view of reality as it applied to her son. 

Finally, the office door opened and a woman emerged. A winter-pale champagne blonde with no defining edges, Ryan’s mother had chosen the stunned-speechless response to Rip’s ultimatums when tears might have demonstrated a better grasp of the situation. 

I did my best, her expression apologized to her son.

Not good enough, Ryan’s pressed lips complained as he dropped his book bag at her feet. 

I told them we had to get going, and Ryan said, “After you,” with a pseudo   charming sweep of his hand. 

Behind me the nimble fifteen-year-old could duck out of sight in a second. Searching the school would cause us to miss our train, and also Ryan’s appointment with Judge Rolfe. To prevent this, I crooked my arm around his bony elbow and aimed him toward the door. 

We were Felix and Oscar, the oddest of couples, me a thirtysomething substitute authority figure with an acorn cap of nutmeg hair. I wore leather boots, brown wool slacks, a fuzzy turtleneck, and an overcoat. 

Ryan wore an expensive, multicolored down jacket over the school-required khakis, white collared shirt and emblemed green pullover. My height, about five foot six, he would never be considered a handsome boy—too much nose, too little chin, and a thick crop of wooly brown hair chopped into a wedge and unevenly bleached by both bottle and sun. He looked like an exotic, ungainly baby bird until he fixed you with those laser-like black eyes. 

I told Mrs. Cooperman I would let her know where and when to meet our return train. 

Her flicker of hesitation reminded me she had a much younger daughter to care for, so I mentioned a local train station I knew to be more convenient for her than for me. At eleven and thirteen my own kids would be okay without me for a couple hours. They were also quite used to an erratic dinner schedule. 

I jostled Ryan to get him moving. 

Loose on last-period errands, half a dozen other students paused to watch. I couldn’t guarantee any were Ryan’s friends, but they comprised an audience, so he smirked and wiggled his fingers bye-bye over his shoulder. Three steps back, mother dear tortured the strap of her Coach bag and bit her lip. 

“Mrs. Barnes!” She hurried to press a twenty-dollar bill in my hand for train fare.

Ryan snatched at the money, but I yanked it away. 

“Thank you,” I told the boy’s mother. The gesture had been an attempt to take some responsibility for her child, and I felt a pang of pity for the woman. No spine, this habitual screw-up for a son, and a husband too infatuated with his corporate success to care a fig about either of them. It was all in Ryan’s file, not that the knowledge suggested an easy solution. If this afternoon’s outing worked, anybody ever connected to Ryan would throw up his hat and cheer. 

“That’s very thoughtful of you,” I added. “And please call me Ginger, or Gin.” 

Ryan snorted, but his mother’s features softened. “Thanks,” she said. “I’m Krystal.” 

I was mentally answering, “Of course you are,” when a sob and a ragged gasp of breath drew everyone’s attention to the inner edge of the lobby. One of the teachers, Geraldine Trelawny, scurried by crying and biting her fist. She disappeared into the women faculty’s rest room.

Ryan Cooperman’s eyes glinted with amusement over everyone else’s concern. He actually laughed when I lifted his arm to hustle him along, and I began to gloat over the pleasure it was going to be to dump him at Gerry Rolfe’s doorstep.

Outside, an unkind breeze stung my eyes and parted my hair with an icy comb. I dug gloves out of my pockets and put them on. A depressing roof of dirty, pigeon-gray clouds promised an early twilight. 

My tan Subaru wagon was parked in the school’s front circle, so our walk was mercifully brief. 

“Seat belt,” I reminded my charge before shutting him into the passenger seat. 

His latest desperate bid for attention had been a departure from the usual peeing in somebody’s sneakers/tossing a cherry bomb onto the playground syndrome. It was a moneymaking scheme involving the Internet, not coincidentally the medium in which Daddy had made his bundle. A concerned eleventh-grader confided to Rip that Ryan had been buying A papers from his fellow students for months. Five dollars cash. Any topic. The informant claimed our young entrepreneur intended to sell these highly marketable documents via e-mail as soon as he owned a large enough selection. 

Technically, Ryan would have been within his rights to re-sell material he legally owned; but most of his customers probably intended to pass off the papers as their own, so the morality of the scheme was a murkier matter—conspiracy to commit plagiarism, perhaps. Not good any way you looked at it.

“You have kids, don’t you?” Ryan asked as I turned out of the school driveway. 

“Yes,” I answered. “Two.”

“I bet they never get into any trouble.”

Knowing whatever I said might be tailored into juicy gossip for Bryn Derwyn student consumption, I gave that question a silent smile. 

“Boy? Girl?” he pressed, fishing for an exploitable weakness. 

“Yes,” I said, which got a laugh.

“The girl as pretty as you?”

Again, I didn’t answer, so my passenger turned away and looked out the window.

Our surroundings were mostly large, elderly homes on mature, wooded lots. Contrasted with my unpretentious hometown “across the river,” Bryn Derwyn Academy’s locale was fairly upscale. However, I’d encountered a few serious crimes since we moved here, and I learned first-hand that no place is exempt from tragedy. In my Pollyanna heart I liked the idea that my present excursion was a preventive measure.

The Radnor train station was on SEPTA’s R5 run, formerly the Pennsylvania Railroad’s 
“Main Line.” If you’re not a regular commuter, you park on either side of a long drive running out toward the turn off Matsonsford Road. Instructions insist that you park nose in to leave your license plate exposed. Curious as always, I finally realized the rule made it easier for police to spot stolen vehicles, or escapees of any sort. 
After dealing with the parking kiosk, I hustled my charge through the chill down to the station, which was closed to ticket sales this late in the day. 

We proceeded through an arched plaster and brick tunnel to the inbound track, crunching on rock salt meant to keep the underground dampness from icing up. Brightened now by graffiti art, the tunnel was still a dungeon I’d never wish on anybody after dark. Even during daylight it felt uncomfortably isolated. 

Ryan noticed my unease and grinned.

“So, you going to find out why Ms. Trelawny was crying, or what?” 

Arriving up at the train platform, I wheeled toward him. “That’s none of our business.”

“Maybe not mine” he replied with a smirk. “But you care about everybody, don’t you? That’s why you’re here.” 

My blush was so sudden and hot the wind on my cheeks felt good. Ryan the Kid had nicked me, and he knew it. 

Content with his victory, the teenager sat patiently at my side until just before the train was due. 

I was thinking about how well metal benches conduct cold, musing on the rotten underside of the roof covering the far platform. Or perhaps I was zoning out even more completely, because I suddenly realized Ryan wasn’t beside me. He was twenty yards down the platform leaning over the track. Should the train have come through with him in that position, his entire potential would have been in his past.

“Ryan!” I called as I trotted toward him. “What are you doing?”

“Penny,” he said, holding one up for my inspection. “If you put it on the rail, sometimes the train will flatten it. Looks really cool.”

“Too bad,” I said. “I’m not bringing you back here to find out if it worked.”

“Oh, it works. Unless the vibrations shake it off first or somebody sees the penny and picks it up.”

“That’s swell,” I said. “Forget it.” I hooked his arm again and led him to a safe location behind the yellow line. 

The train arrived, and we got on. I chose a seat that rode facing forward, one at the back edge of a wide oval window. When I had commuted to a downtown office job before our children were born, I discovered that only seats to the back of the oval offered you a view. Daydreaming out the window offered an appealing escape from Ryan’s booby-trapped conversation.

I paid the conductor and pocketed the receipts. Villanova station came and went, and the few college students who boarded settled around the nearly empty car. Ryan glanced at them with little interest and returned to peering at me. 

“So, do you work, or what?” he asked, the deep timbre of his voice deceptively adult.

“Certainly,” I answered. 

Ryan read my response for what it was. “No, I mean like in a career.”

I told him I made hors d’oeuvres.

“No, seriously,” Ryan tried again. “What do you do?”

“I solve problems,” I answered, my mother’s words. Running a school has been described as dancing with a bear. “You dance until the bear gets tired.” To give my husband time for a private life, I tried to relieve him of anything I could. 

“What does your mother do?” I asked in return.

“Shops, I think. And whines.”

Even though Krystal Cooperman struck me as a bit of a wimp, I felt sure she had the basics of nurturing more than covered. If anything, her son seemed overindulged. 

I recommended that Ryan ask her what she did sometime, which ended the conversation and gave me a chance to daydream.

The Main Line back yards had given way to junk piled on scabby earth and desolate-looking buildings trimmed with frozen laundry or industrial equipment—Philadelphia’s ugly edge.

The train burrowed under it. Thirtieth Street Station led to Suburban Station and then Market East, our stop. 

Most of the remaining passengers jostled through the doorways and down onto the platform. There they threaded through the waiting crowd and rejoined into two lines at the base of the nearest escalator and stairs. Others strode toward more distant exits leading up to the street. 

When I realized Ryan was out of sight again, my skin broke out in a panicky sweat. He wouldn’t! instantly became Oh, no! He didn’t. 

Did he?

“Ryan! Where are you?” I shouted into the crowd, but this time the teenager was totally gone from sight. 

Missing the appointment was no longer my biggest fear. This was the city. Predators of all sorts spent their day hoping to snare strays, misfits like Ryan and me who didn’t know what or who to avoid. Together we had the protection of purpose—a deadline and a destination. A boy wandering loose was another matter altogether.

I rose up on tiptoe to scan faces. I scurried around clusters of moving people. I ran toward the next bank of stairs and back again. My purse weighed fifty pounds. My knees were made of pasta. My eyes burned and my head pounded. Where was he?

“Ryan!” I called. “This isn’t funny. Ryan! Come on. Where are you?” 

Within two minutes the crowds thinned to half a dozen people.

Ryan Cooperman was not one of them. 

Last I saw, he had been behind me. But maybe he’d escaped my notice and taken the stairs.

I knew I should check the next level up, but my body refused to leave the platform. Instinct told me Ryan was still nearby.

A flash of bright color from behind a wide post caught my eye. Ryan’s multicolored ski jacket. I wanted to collapse with relief but didn’t dare; the battle was still on.

Clomping loudly toward the bottom of the stairs, I shouted into the cavity, “Ryan Cooperman! Are you up there?” City noise deadened my voice before it reached the middle steps, but that didn’t matter. 

Pivoting on tiptoes, I retraced my steps to the far side of the square, three-foot wide post. Ryan was just turning to run when he smacked into me. His gleeful expression switched to shock. 

I pinched his earlobe between my fingers before he could speak.

“Don’t bother trying to suck up, you little worm,” I told him. “You will never, and I mean never, do that to me again. Do you understand?”

“Oww,” he complained. “Let go. That hurts.”

“Good,” I said without releasing his ear. “Hold still and listen. I have something you need to hear.”

He blinked and squinted, but I knew I had his attention.

I said, “You are a very intelligent, very spoiled kid, Ryan Cooperman, and you have no idea how lucky you are. Whole armies of adults are trying to stop you from destroying your life, but for some unimaginable reason you refuse to cooperate. 

“Look at yourself. Listen to yourself. You’re so angry at who-knows-what that you can’t see what’s really going on. You’re in a nosedive, and you’re the only one who can pull you out of it.

“It won’t be easy, but your mom, your dad, they’ll get over whatever you do to yourself now. They’ll move on because they’ll have no choice, but at the rate you’re going you won’t.” 

He squirmed his shoulder around so he could stand more upright, which was probably more uncomfortable. I hoped it was.

“So. You will accompany me to the Federal Courthouse. You will keep your appointment, and you will not step one inch out of my sight until I turn you over to your mother, because if you do, I swear I will instruct my husband to find a way to make your school year—wherever you are—pure hell. If it means telling your father just how big a jerk you are, if it means getting a court order grounding you until the beginning of the next decade, I will personally see that it happens. Do you understand me? 

“Do you?”

Ryan tried to nod without shifting his eyes from mine.

“Say it,” I ordered.

“Say what?”

“Say that you won’t leave my sight again.”

“I won’t leave your sight again.” It came out singsong and whiny, but it was all I was going to get, so I let go of his ear.

“Jeez,” he said. “I probably have a lawsuit.”

“You would lose,” I declared, not at all sure that was true.  Still I felt much better. I clapped the kid on the shoulder.

“Let’s go,” I said. “We gotta hustle.” 

I steered him to the Market Street exit, up the stairs, then left, away from City Hall. As we passed the Hard Rock Cafe, he pretended to go in, but I shot him a nasty look so instead he circled around me whistling Pop Goes the Weasel.

When we reached the block of Market Street commanded by the Federal Courthouse, I almost checked myself the way a motorist spotting the police will glance at his speedometer. The court’s dark windows seemed to scan the wide brick sidewalk for strewn gum wrappers and passersby wearing furtive expressions. The row of trees edging the street displayed NO STOPPING signs, “Temporary Police Regulation, City of Philadelphia,” but two white, squared-off police vehicles with light bars and door shields that read, “Police/Federal Protective Service,” waited at the curb. 

Across the way a medium-blue banner directed tourists toward Betsy Ross’s house, Independence Hall, and Visitor Center Parking. Other “Historic Philadelphia” banners in red, white, and blue decorated the light poles. The United States Constitution, which guaranteed the right to a trial by jury, had been written a mere block away; and of the ninety-four federal courts currently in existence I knew Philadelphia’s to be one of the oldest, dating from 1789. Yet its residence was solidly modern—brick for the first floor, something darker and more austere for the second story and above.  

Ryan nearly walked right past.

“Hey,” I alerted him. “We’re here.” And, thanks to all our rushing, we were early.

Entrance to the vast black marble lobby involved a metal-detecting arch and x-ray conveyor. Serious guards in serious clothing performed the expected duties. Ryan holstered a make-believe gun, and the muscular woman who had just cleared my purse rolled her eyes at me with what I determined to be sympathy.

“We have half an hour before his meeting with Judge Rolfe,” I confided. “Is there an interesting trial we could sit in on until then?”  

The woman reexamined Ryan with the detachment of a skilled professional. “We got a fraud just starting in 6-A,” she decided.

“Perfect.” I thanked her with a smile, but it wasn’t returned. 
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Chapter 2
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THE HALLWAY to Courtroom 6-A was empty of anything but long walls and infrequent doorways. In comparison, the railway station had been Club Med. Ryan and I traversed the hundred feet to the left indicated by a permanent sign with an arrow.

At the door opposite the courtroom entrance a female sentinel in a pink suit projected stern authority. Bleached hair puffed in the lingering style of a cliquey Philly neighborhood suggested an evening life quite different from her job. Hands at parade rest behind her severe suit jacket, she remained the only person in sight.

“Will we be intruding?” I asked, jerking a thumb toward the room where the fraud trial was being conducted.

“Nah, anybody’s allowed in.” 

No sound could be heard coming from the courtroom. “You sure?” I pressed.

The blonde gave me a pitying frown. “It ain’t like church. Youse can come and go.” 

She must have noticed I was still uncertain, because her expression eased. “Anyhow, dey’se just startin’.”

The room was smaller than the average church with similar maple-colored paneling and intensely teal industrial carpet. Shrugging out of my coat, I slid into one of five long pews provided for spectators. Ryan seemed almost eager to join me, but whether that was due to curiosity or glee over someone else’s misfortune I couldn’t say.

“Yes, I was assigned to the case immediately after Officer Evans called us in,” a menswear model answered into a microphone attached to the edge of the witness box. 

The prosecuting Assistant U.S. Attorney, a spectacled man with dark hair going thin at the pate, nodded before asking his next question. “Agent Hoopes, please tell us how the FBI handled the investigation from there on.”

“Certainly, Mr. Lloyd. First we visited the victim’s house to take his statement."

The witness began relating the victim’s address, who was present during the complaint, and other details that meant nothing to me, so I took a moment to glance around the courtroom.  

It looked like most of the stage sets I’d seen on TV with a few interesting additions, such as a large gold medallion set into the wall behind the expected Stars and Stripes. The jury sat in a raised section front right, and the judge was centered behind his even higher bench. 

Facing inward between the judge and the litigators’ stations were two desks and a shared computer. I supposed the occupants to be the bailiff and the court stenographer.

The long left wall was trimmed with vertical strips of walnut and a portrait of some man. The high ceiling was covered by a gold grid that may or may not have been functional. The upper half of the walls were painted off white and indented inward a foot on the left and as much as six feet over the jury’s heads and above the audience. The architect’s concept must have been to place odd-size blocks inside the confines of a larger box, but the result didn’t seem worth the bother, unless the peculiar shaping had something to do with climate control. 

At present Lloyd—Samuel Lloyd, if I remembered my local newsmakers correctly—stood at a microphone in front of his table where both the witness and the jury could most easily see him. The defendant and his attorney observed from the remaining table to the left.

The accused man, a soft-bodied senior with zinc white hair that included a short white beard, slouched in his brass-studded chair like marshmallows in a sack. Mostly I saw the side of his head; his face was obscured by the hand he held across his mouth and chin.

Something about his lawyer seemed familiar though. Just a little something, so I watched until he reached farther sideways for the pitcher of water. Eric Allen. Jeez, I hadn’t seen Eric Allen in years.

He was one of my husband’s many high school chums. Those of us still living in the Philadelphia area had hung out as a group during the pretzel-and-beer years, the early post college period when some of us were married and some were not.

I remembered Eric as sarcastic, cynical, and very very funny. But I was newly in love, so to me all of Rip’s friends were exceptionally clever. 

Later I realized what they had in common was their prep school entrance exam—not money, as most outsiders automatically assumed. Immersed by then in the world of private education (literally living on a campus), I observed that how a student’s tuition was paid rarely meant much of anything to his peers. Once you were in, wit became your currency. 

Off the playing fields, it was also the weapon of choice. Eric’s humor ruthlessly preyed on the weaknesses of others. A hooked nose would spark a wicked can-opener joke, an unexpected pregnancy half a dozen lewd one-liners. You laughed along with everyone else, or risked the group’s disdain. Taking yourself deadly seriously was a given, but showing it was not done. “A” types. Rip and I were acquainted with more than our share.

“So you took steps to determine the rug Mr. Ignatowski bought was not as old as it was represented to be.”

“Objection.” Eric addressed the judge with the condescending tone of defense attorneys everywhere.

“Overruled. I’m sure Mr. Lloyd’s next witnesses will clarify Agent Hoopes’s statement. Am I correct, Mr. Lloyd?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

Eric pinched his lips then threw up his hand in a “whatever” gesture. He wore a well-fitted gray-green suit that I knew would match his eyes. His tie, which he habitually stroked, would be thickly textured silk, although I couldn’t swear to that at my distance. His wavy, medium-brown hair was stylishly perfect, his shoes shiny, his chunky watch masculine but not aggressively so. 

The last I heard Eric had paid off his ex-wife with a house and a portfolio, left his center-city law firm, and joined another located in my suburban hometown of Ludwig. 

The Ludwig connection made me wonder whether I knew the defendant. Since I hadn’t recognized the white-haired man, I looked for clues to his identity among the onlookers. 

To my immediate left sat a pear-shaped retiree with no hair—not even eyebrows—wearing red suspenders over a white shirt. His companion had posed for the classic painting “American Gothic” in his younger years.

Two or three assorted adults gave off the diffident aspect of reporters. 

One man in the back row wore a dark suit and a darker expression. Arms tightly crossed, his concentration on the speaker didn’t lapse even when I twisted halfway around to stare at him. He had to be the wronged party, the victim of the fraud. 

The only person left to scrutinize was a tiny woman positioned in the second row directly behind the defendant. She wore a plum-colored crepe dress and a matching sweater. Her hair had been hastily styled and appeared pinkish where her scalp showed through. Her back refused to rest against the pew, and her hands gnawed at each other like young cats on the verge of causing serious harm. The defendant’s wife, of course.

Then something the FBI Agent said amped up my heartrate as suddenly as a shot of adrenaline. “Students,” he said, followed by, “...Philadelphia College of Textiles and Science.”

Couldn’t be, I argued with myself. 

Could it?

The defendant’s wife turned her concern toward the jury, revealing enough of her face to make me gasp. 

Ryan Cooperman asked, “What?” 

I was too stunned not to answer. “They’re Birdie and Charlie Finnemeyer.”

Ryan’s delighted, “Cool!” reminded me of where we were—and why.

With only five minutes before Ryan’s showdown with Big Brother, I slid along the bench to whisper a quick question to the suspender guy. 

“What’d I miss?” 

The man’s wrinkles converged on each other. 

“This morning was just jury selection,” he whispered, “which was inter-esting but not pertinent, if you know what I mean.” 

I nodded, afraid a verbal response would silence my only source of information. 

“Then they had the cop that took the complaint.” 

Nodding some more, I risked inching a little closer—close enough to notice the shine of saliva on his lips and the chocolate on this breath. 

“Course fraud of a certain dollar value bumps the crime up to federal status, so the cop called the FBI, and that’s the guy we got talkin’ now. You heard most of him.”

I had and I hadn’t, but I was certainly paying attention now. Unfortunately, in two minutes Judge Gerry might duck out for a cup of coffee and forget all about the computer criminal-in-training presently watching my every move. 

I stuck out my hand for Suspenders to shake. “Ginger Barnes,” I whispered. “I’ll be right back.”

“Jack Armstrong,” he replied. “I’ll be here.” 

Hadn’t there once been a boxer named Jack Armstrong, All American Boy? The tag couldn’t apply to the man I just met, yet I tried to unearth the reference while Ryan and I waited for the elevator. 

Ryan interrupted with another bated question.

“So, you know the defendant in there, right?”

Technically, Birdie Finnemeyer had been the one my mother paid to look after me. But in reality, her husband Charlie had become my playmate, my honorary “Uncle Wunk,” my sweet-natured grownup friend. Until I no longer needed a babysitter, I’d loved him nearly as much as I loved my father.

“Yes,” I answered. “I knew him.”

“He a relative or something?”

“No.”

“Couldn’t have been a friend.”

“Why not?”

“Way too old.”

My scowl showed him what I thought of that.

Ryan threw up his hands. “Okay, okay. But I’ll tell you one thing.”

“What?” I snapped as the elevator doors opened.

“He’s in a shitload of trouble.”

Luckily, a man in the elevator said, “Hey! Watch it, kid,” because I was tempted to boot Ryan Cooperman where it would have done him some good.

Judge Gerald Rolfe nearly filled the doorway to his chambers. His expression made me gulp. Even Ryan held his ski jacket between his hands as if it were a hat.

Performing my duty, I recited, “Judge Rolfe, Ryan Cooperman. Ryan, this is Judge Rolfe.”

The judge showed no sign of having eaten meatloaf at my table. He seemed not to know me or even care to know me. He was Blind Justice. He was Ryan’s executioner, or savior, or perhaps neither.

He glanced at his watch.

“Four-fifteen?” He was suggesting I return in half an hour.

“How about four-thirty?” 

Gerry checked my face to ascertain that Ryan Cooperman really required double the usual time it took for him to prevent future misery and public expense.

I nodded. 

“Very well. Four-thirty it is.”

The hulking judicant arched an arm just above Ryan’s shoulders and hooked him into his chambers without a touch. 

The door closed lightly in my face, and I stood there for a moment willing productive energy to follow them into the room. 

Then I sprinted back to the elevator and fidgeted all the way up to the sixth floor.
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Chapter 3
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AFTER DELIVERING Ryan Cooperman to Judge Rolfe’s chambers, I rushed back to Courtroom 6-A and slipped into the pew beside the elderly gentleman I’d spoken to before.   

When I’d caught my breath, I whispered, “Where’s your friend?” into Jack Armstrong’s ear. I referred to the other older man who’d been observing the trial, the American Gothic look-alike.

“Huh? Oh, you mean Joe,” Jack realized. Sitting far enough back from the action, our lowered voices couldn’t be heard. 

“Place he lives serves supper four-thirty. He hadda get back.” 

Retirement-home schedule. Gerry Rolfe once told me courtroom groupies like Jack and his friend were called “roving jurors.” Retirees hooked on real-life drama, they rarely missed a day.

The mention of dinner reminded me about the bite-size Hershey chocolates at the bottom of my purse. Nudging my new companion, I dropped three into his hand. For a minute we silently ate candy.

On the stand the FBI agent continued to testify in excruciating detail, something about canvassing the Finnemeyer’s neighborhood. Apparently, they no longer lived on Sixth Street in Ludwig, but then neither did I.

“So is Charlie Finnemeyer in big trouble, or what?” I inquired as soon as the chocolates were gone.

“You know ‘im?” Jack asked, surprise deepening the wrinkles on his brow.

“Used to be my babysitter.” 

“No kiddin’?”

“So what kind of trouble is Charlie in?”

“Antique fraud. If you know him, how come you don’t know that, if you don’t mind my askin’?”

I told him I hadn’t needed a babysitter in a while.

Jack laughed. “Me neither,” he agreed, “but my niece threatens to get me one if I scare off any more of her boyfriends.”

“Do you really?”

“Only the jerks.”

I registered my alarm, and Jack patted my hand.

“Not to worry. I own the house.”

I released a sigh then tilted my head toward the proceedings. “Actually, I just wandered in here. Gave me quite a shock to see Charlie up there.”

“Guess so,” he agreed. This Jack Armstrong was no longer much of an All-American boy, but he appeared to be a compassionate “roving juror.” I hoped the real ones were equally as kind and fair.

“So what is Charlie’s situation?” I asked again.

Jack rubbed his knuckles across his chin. “So far we got him passing off an Oriental rug as an antique when it probably wasn’t. That sound like your guy?” 

I shrugged. I hoped not, but by now I honestly didn’t know. 

Jack returned his focus to the front of the courtroom and actually listened to the FBI guy’s tedious testimony. I continued to tune it out, preferring to revisit my childhood memories of Charles and Birdie Finnemeyer.

Most vivid was the vision of sunlit Saturday mornings prowling the yards of household sales, Charlie holding my hand in one big paw and his even younger daughter’s in the other. In and out of the milling crowds we wove, pausing occasionally while my honorary “Uncle Wunk” poked through a box of items waiting for the auction block. 

There would be furniture, too, but it was of little interest to Charlie. As a professor at Philadelphia College of Textiles and Science, fabrics of any sort were his passion. Quilts and tapestries were favorite finds, but patterned rugs deserved close scrutiny, too. Lacy linens or old cross-stitch samplers also made his day. 

I learned later that he usually resold undervalued items he picked up at estate sales. Yet when we were together, he was Peter Pan finding a useful bit of string, or a boy on Easter morning hunting for colored eggs. I caught his spirit of discovery and soon set off on my own explorations. 

The kitchen of the soon-to-be-sold house almost invariably became the cashier’s domain for the day. With steady traffic in and out all morning and afternoon, nobody bothered to stop a little girl from looking around the rest of the rapidly emptying house. Adults did it, too, and sometimes I eavesdropped on their comments. “This could be Rory’s room,” or “Not much closet space.” 

“And what did that portion of your investigation yield, Agent Hoopes?” the prosecutor asked into his microphone.

Two years younger than I, Karen Finnemeyer was her mother’s child, a feminine, fussy kid who found our Saturday outings tedious. She was forever tugging on her father’s pant leg begging for another brownie from the baked
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