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Chapter 1
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“TODAY, A BURGLARY on the 6000 block of Argonne Avenue in Bryn went horribly wrong," said the slender woman on my thirteen-inch kitchen TV. When she extended her graceful hand, the house, an elaborate collection of driftwood cubes connected by glass, appeared to rest comfortably on her palm. 

"At 10:15 this morning Ms. Corinne Novak returned home early from her Sunday aerobics class. She said she had been feeling a little ill..." 

The newscaster displayed flawless ivory skin and perfectly bobbed chin-length black hair. Her collarless blouse and sculpted pink suit said, "I refuse to dress like a man just to get paid like one." Very now. Very Main Line. I wouldn’t have traded places with her on a bet. 

Of course, if she had a caterer on speed-dial...But no, not even then.

I extracted a smoking cookie sheet covered with cheese balls from the oven while the miniature reporter pressed on. "Caught in the act, the burglar panicked, and the unfortunate Ms. Novak walked into the business end of a blunt instrument." 

A little too Mickey Spillane perhaps, but she was new to local news and an import, too. The unfortunate Ms. Novak didn’t seem to mean a thing to her.

My cheese balls rolled around like little billiards. They smelled like cordite and looked like a kindergarten kid's first effort with clay. I poked one just for fun and burned my finger. The garbage disposal growled as I fed the ruined hors d’oeuvre into the sewage system.

"After the intruder delivered a near-fatal blow to the back of Ms. Novak's head, he got away with furs, jewelry, and a coin collection valued at eighty thousand dollars. Police believe this to be the same man who has burglarized several other homes in Chester and Montgomery counties..." Encompassing most of the Main Line, they were wealthiest counties in the state. What self-respecting burglar would bother going anywhere else? 

I surveyed the inside of the refrigerator. Fortunately, tonight's guest was Rip's mentor, Gregory Burack, who was practically family. Ah. Cream cheese and mango chutney. Plunk the former on a plate, slather it with the latter, stick in one of those little cocktail spreaders with a mallard on it, throw a few crackers in a basket. Back in business. 

Pink suit had begun to interview a neighbor. "I just don't feel safe here anymore," said the young mother. Due to the three-year-old straddling her hip her white blouse was wrinkled and askew. "We're putting our house up for sale," she told me sadly. 

I poked the TV off with the cracker-basket hand and headed around the corner toward the men. 

Our daughter, Chelsea, intercepted me at the eating end of the long main room. "May I have some money for new sneakers?" she asked quietly enough that her father and our guest couldn't hear. 

At thirteen Chelsea was four inches shorter than me, five-foot-two, and wore her cinnamon-colored hair in a short, curly fluff. Coloring alone identified us as mother and daughter, but this year our body shapes strengthened the resemblance­–she was adding contours while I was struggling to keep mine.  

"Please?" Her fluttering eyelashes were thick and dark, the better to beg with, which may be why I suddenly caught on.

When there is company in the house, parents do not say "no" as often as when we are, say, taking out the trash. Children are born knowing how to make use of such information.

"How much?" I asked.

"About seventy?" 

"No way," I replied. Moving over to the Main Line when Rip became a headmaster had not meant giving up my favorite flea market. I'm pretty sure the word "frugal" was coined by someone living on a private school salary. 

"Mom!"

"Nada," I responded with emphasis as I proceeded to deliver my foolproof hors d'oeuvre to our distressed-pine coffee table. Set between a blue plaid sofa and a walk-in stone fireplace it worked, or rather it would have to until our son and his friends stopped kicking it.

Chelsea retreated down the hall past the kids' two bedrooms to our added-on family room. She made sure I could hear her footsteps. We would talk again later.

I claimed my spot on the living room sofa. Rip, diagonally across the coffee table in a wing-backed chair, continued with his story. "...so when the whole middle school left the lunchroom clucking and flapping their elbows, she came straight to my office and threatened to quit–for the third time this year."

Behind silver-rimmed glasses Greg's pale gray eyes crinkled into half-moons. "What did you tell her?" he asked.

"I wanted to say I was sorry she was leaving, and I hoped she'd be happier in her next job–hell, I'd eaten her chicken as often as the kids–but I handed her a tissue and patted her on the back."

Greg waved his head. "Finding a school cook in April..." 

"I know," Rip agreed. "Scarce as hen's teeth."

Naturally, we were having chicken for dinner. 

Well aware that the gloppy appearance of chutney and cream cheese puts some people off, I fixed a cracker for our guest and handed it to him. I happened to like the combination, but when you’ve been raised by the most eccentric cook in Ludwig, Pennsylvania, you learn to eat anything. Once I peeked into one of my mother’s pots and discovered a nice big batch of pigs' feet.

Greg popped the cracker into his mouth and mumbled "umm." 

"How's my Lisa doing?" he asked when he finished chewing. 

"Fine, fine," my husband replied, leaning forward on his knees. "She's got a lot of potential as a teacher. I think she's going to be fine."

Last March when Lisa decided to switch from retail sales to teaching, she had applied for an opening at Bryn Derwyn Academy. Rip worried about the wisdom of hiring the daughter of a friend but figured that Lisa had probably learned enough to get by as a teacher at the Burack breakfast table. Hadn’t her father nurtured him through his own first year of teaching? Hadn’t he also positioned him to run his own school at the tender age of thirty-three? 

True, Bryn Derwyn was a struggling upstart compared to places that had been chartered by William Penn, but it had potential that Rip was working hard to develop. Not unlike the eager young Lisa. 

"Good, good." The older man nodded his pleasure over Rip's encouraging reply. 

They then went on to discuss the horrors of health insurance plans for small businesses; and once again I felt left out, a feeling that was becoming all too familiar. 

The stove timer interrupted my private griping, and I excused myself to put out the food. While I tossed salad and heated rolls, I eavesdropped via the pass-through to the table. 

"Faculty's had cabin fever ever since the last snow...don't know how we'll raise the money for the new gym...neighbor complaining that after school the kids collect in front of his house to smoke cigarettes...ran out of lacrosse uniforms..."

"Dinner's ready," I chirped to interrupt Rip's complaints. So far Greg, while bobbing his white head with understanding, had offered little in the way of advice. 

The kids fixed their plates and retreated to TV tables, we adults settled down to our civilized chicken and white wine, and Greg finally responded to his protégé’s laundry list.

"They're fairly common problems, Rip," he remarked while rubbing the back of his arthritic wrist. "Sounds as if you need to develop some coping techniques."

I choked on a bit of broccoli and stared at the wise man we had invited to dinner. Could it be that Rip hadn’t completely settled into his job? Was that why he worked thirteen hours every weekday and most of Sunday while I felt like a single mother with an adult male boarder?

"How about starting a journal? Good way to blow off steam," Greg advised with a casual wave of his wine glass.

Rip snorted. When he lowered his eyes to his plate, a clump of his straight brown hair slipped onto his forehead. He raked it back with a hand. 

"What's wrong with sex and booze?" he asked with a smirk. "Isn't that what everybody else does?"

My chest felt like an empty cavity. Sex and booze? Where on earth had Rip dug up that insulting, sorry-for-himself remark? 

Greg carefully avoided my eyes, a sure sign that he, too, thought Rip was being a jerk. "That road leads to divorce, buddy," he told my husband. "And you don't want to throw away your best asset." 

Arms crossed on the table in front of him, Rip gave Greg and me an empty glance before turning his attention to his food.

Awkward. I gazed into my wine and changed the subject. "When I was cooking, I saw a disturbing item on the news."

"Oh?" our guest prompted.

"A woman surprised a burglar in her home and he...he hit her with something."

"Near here?"

"Yes. A few miles away. Bryn Mawr." 

"That's terrible. Did they have a security system?"

"I don't know."

"Do you?" Greg inquired.

"Just Barney," I answered, referring to our aging Irish setter. Barney is friendlier than most salesmen, but noisy.

"You think a burglar would bother robbing us?" Rip asked as he topped off his wine glass. Greg and I waved away his offer to refill ours.

"Why not?" I asked. 

"Because this isn't exactly Bryn Mawr." He meant that in the context of the Main Line our street would be described as modest. Our house in particular had been a handyman's special purchased out of financial necessity. Another of Rip's many sore subjects–our mortgage. If he actually started a journal to list his grievances, it would soon be thick as the Philadelphia phone book. Why, I wondered was he revealing so many of these dissatisfactions tonight?

Because before he went the consultant route Greg had been there. Of course.

Quite suddenly I felt abashed. Sitting so firmly in my own seat, I had temporarily forgotten the view from Rip's. To outsiders his duties sounded like three full-time jobs. Even a school as small as Bryn Derwyn had the same areas of responsibility as a huge university. Maintenance, fundraising, PR, student recruitment, athletics, curriculum, hiring, firing, alumni, community relations, faculty this and that, student problems of every description, around and around and around again. All very human stuff, all potentially stressful.

And then Rip said, "Gin has been a bit of an alarmist ever since she solved that murder."

My ego took a short leap off a long pier.

"That was quite an accomplishment," Greg said with a sympathetic glance.

"Thank you," I replied. 

"Oh yes. The police couldn't have solved it without her." 

Rip had not been there to hear it, but that sentiment actually had been expressed by my old elementary school acquaintance, then a scrawny African-American kid who was now a brawny inner-city cop. Put in charge of a murder at the prestigious Philadelphia Flower Show, he soon found that he related to the victim's social strata not at all, while I at least knew how to blend. "Hi. I'm Ginger Struve Barnes. Welcome to Bryn Derwyn Academy." My mantra. My job. 

Yet it was pressure from my mother that originally shamed me into investigating her friend's murder. Cynthia knew what I had already done for Bryn Derwyn, and that happened to be a story I hoped Rip would never hear.

"So now she sees sinister plots everywhere she turns." Shiny lips. Slightly goofy smile. Challenging don't-especially-care-what-I'm-saying stare. My husband was deep into about one wine too many. 

"Oh I do not." I waved away the thought. Sometime when Rip might actually listen, I would explain how much that flower-show experience had rattled me. If lately I’d seemed a little preoccupied by crime, it was because I was trying to cram it back into its proper perspective. 

Greg sighed. "Nobody's safe anymore. Used to be people left their doors open, looked out for each other's kids, returned wallets..."

"Returned wallets?" Rip laughed.

"I got mine back once." Our guest blushed when he said that.

"When?"

"Nineteen fifty-two," he admitted with a chuckle, and we all relaxed into ourselves again.

We had coffee and pineapple pie with a walnut crust, and Rip and his mentor shifted into male conversational neutral–sports–allowing me to retreat almost willingly to my kitchen chores. 

I hoped Greg would take the opportunity to share a few more coping techniques with Rip; yet if another exchange of advice occurred, it was murmured in the hall just as our guest was departing. Rip nodded somberly, maybe because Greg's point had reached its target. Or maybe he was just putting on the elaborate good manners of somebody with an alcohol buzz. 

The opportunity to fine tune my reading ended when Garry shouted, "Mom, I think the Browders are fighting again."

I shrugged to Rip then kissed our guest's cheek. "Good night, Greg," I said. "I better see what's up." Actually, I was pleased to give the men one last moment of privacy.

Our eleven-year-old waited for me in the family room. Already up to his sister's height, he stretched tall in his ski pajamas, his straight brown hair slicked down from his shower. Oversized bare feet extended from his narrow legs like the last pair God gave out–take 'em or leave ‘em. I couldn't tell whether he was distressed or titillated by our neighbors’ behavior.

"What made you say the Browders are fighting?" I asked. 

"Door slammed."

"You playing newspaper reporter or what?"

Garry folded back down onto the floor, elbows on a sofa cushion, legs waving in the air, the Tinkertoy version of a boy. 

"I just thought I'd tell you. You're the one always interested in what everybody's doing." 

"You must have me confused with Nana."

"Sorr-eee."

I tried to muss his hair, but he pulled away. 

Arms folded as if keeping to myself, I glanced uphill out of the slightly opened window at the far right end of our house. The arguing couple's spotlighted drive was about thirty yards away, just past another narrow drive leading back to Letty MacNair's. The trunk of Eunice Browder's black Mercedes sedan gaped open. 

Suddenly Ms. Real Estate herself emerged from her kitchen door, flung two suitcases inside the car's spacious cavity then slammed the lid closed. Thirty seconds later she carried out a large cardboard box, which she loaded into the back seat. Slam, slam, good-bye Sam. The Mercedes hit forty as soon as Eunice aimed it out of Beech Tree Lane. 

"Thought you weren't interested," Garry said.

"Wise guy," I teased. "It's a school night, buckaroo. Head on out." That would teach him to be so astute.

I wanted to touch my husband, to reassure myself. I wanted to talk about the disturbing scene I had just witnessed and to read in Rip's eyes that, like me, he didn't want that to happen to us.

Yet when I went back down the hall, he was gone. Not literally, thank God. He had closeted himself in the cramped room off the vestibule that we call his office. With his back toward the opened door, I could see him sending his troubles off into cyberspace.

He scrolled off the screen before my hands rested on his shoulders.

"What's really wrong?" I asked.

When he swiveled to look up at me, I saw that the wine glow had dimmed, leaving him weary. 

"Nothing, babe," he lied. "Just little things."

"Okay," I said, but I was lying too. 
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MONDAY MORNING found me in the perfect mood to replace the innards of a toilet tank. I had a Sears kit and my wrench at hand. All systems were go.

I almost succeeded, too. Got down to the last quarter turn on the little stack of washers and nuts underneath the tank. A very tricky call, I discovered. A quarter turn gave me a slow ooze, but a half turn produced a steady drip. A whole turn of the wrench squirted me in the eye. There was no such thing as starting over.

"We have a leak...," I reported to our plumber's wife withholding the part about it being my fault, because the last time I told the whole truth she guffawed right in my ear. "...so could Dominick please stop by as soon as he can?" He knew our house offered only one overall shutoff valve, so he would realize the extent of our inconvenience.  

"After lunch," his wife informed me with only a hint of smirk in her voice.

The kitchen clock said ten, about time for a coffee break with my horoscope and "Hagar the Horrible." Fortunately, my clothes, a sweatshirt and jeans, were warm enough for a hurried trip outside on an overcast April day. 

Just as I picked the newspaper off the driveway, an unfamiliar car stopped beside the Browders’ mailbox. A woman wearing high heels and a mauve raincoat emerged from the vehicle, took the red and white FOR SALE sign of Eunice's company out of her trunk, and proceeded to hammer it into the Browders’ lawn with a rubber mallet. 

"Quick work," was my first thought. 

"The house must be in her name," was my second.

Both insights were immediately underscored by Sam bursting through the front door shaking his fist. Still in his bathrobe, he charged across the front lawn toward the intruding woman like Lawrence of Arabia. 

Under his flapping blue velour robe were yellow-and-blue striped pajama bottoms and apparently nothing else. Vertical stripes emphasized the slenderness of his waist, which spawned a little speculation on my part about whether the garment would endure all the sudden activity. 

It also spawned some unsettling speculation about other activities involving pajama bottoms, and my hormones gave me such jolt that my mouth dropped open. 

My best friend Didi watched men, even lusted after them, but not me. Ginger Struve Barnes was too oblivious, too married, too busy to bother. So naturally my response to Sam Browder set off all sorts of alarms. The resulting fears doused what remained of my hormonal rush. 

Perhaps the most frightening part was that my disloyal impulse made a certain amount of sense. Rip had grown increasingly distant in recent weeks, and last night's final exchange had shown–for whatever reason–that he preferred it that way. I felt neglected, isolated and just plain lonely. 

So this morning I got the hots for the first attractive man I laid eyes on. Naturally. And yes it was pleasant and yes my mind went through acrobatics until it decided to be scared as all get out. 

Sam ranted and raved a while longer, stomping down grass with his bare feet, pounding his right fist into his left hand. I had retreated by then, the better to cower in my doorway; but I heard his intensity, if not his words.

Finally, the invading real estate woman wiggled the sign to check her work and, lips pressed tight, stalked back to her car. Sam abruptly loped into his house, where I imagined he would be on the phone to Eunice's office within seconds, scorching her ear with his indignation. He worked out of their home, after all.

As for me, I resumed breathing and managed to lower the crushed newspaper from my chest. Then I went inside, away from Sam's marital problems to address my own.

Clearly, this situation required the counseling of a level-headed confidante, someone who knew how to survive—and even bloom—on very little rainfall.

My neighbor, Liz Kelman, was just such a cactus. Her husband was responsible for some huge corporation's data-storage needs. The main office was local, the needs—mostly elsewhere. In honor of the warming April weather I changed into a clean chambray shirt. Then I took a white bakery bag of cinnamon buns out of the freezer, clipped Barney to his leash, and locked the door behind us. If Liz was busy, at least the dog would get a walk.

A breeze pleasantly cooled my cheeks and ruffled the long auburn feathering on Barney's legs and ears. All around us grass was greening, birds chirped, and the air tantalized the nose with that earthy, sappy smell that drives everybody to distraction.

Nearby a struggle was going on. I could hear oofs and ouches and thumps. Barney tugged me past some shrubbery into the street where I could see Bonnie Diamond, our next-door neighbor to the right, wrestling with a large, flat cardboard carton at the back of her Volvo station wagon.

"Hello," I called.

"Aah!" our new neighbor exclaimed. The carton began to slip off the bumper toward her foot. As Barney and I approached, Bonnie eased it onto the macadam.

"Ginger Barnes from next door," I reminded her. "Want help taking that into the house?" 

Bonnie's limp brown hair was restrained by a headband, which unkindly overexposed her pasty round face. Smears of dust dirtied her blouse and slacks. Her worn-looking loafers had obviously been chosen for comfort rather than show. She replied, "Thanks, but I'm putting it into the car." 

We each took two corners and easily deposited what felt like a television into the back of the Volvo. Two other boxes were already inside. 

"Didn't work," she said with a self-conscious blush.

"Workmanship's awful these days," I sympathized. Maybe a little curiosity had crossed my face, but only a little—certainly not enough to cause the woman any embarrassment.

She nodded, and a small silence grew.

"Well, I'll see you tomorrow at Margaret's," I said by way of an exit. Margaret Raymond, an older, dyed-in-the-wool Main Liner, had invited the neighborhood women to a welcoming tea in Bonnie's honor, ten AM tomorrow morning. For some of us these infrequent social events were the only times we actually spoke to each other. For others, such as Liz and me, the old-fashioned custom had fostered a genuine friendship. 

Judging by Bonnie's pinched smile, she looked forward to the party more with dread than eagerness. I wanted to reassure her with what I had learned, that people who lived on Philadelphia's Main Line were roughly as good, bad, or indifferent as anywhere else; but since that wasn't a driveway sort of conversation, I settled for a wave good-bye and a promising smile.

Barney and I proceeded past the houses to our left, past the local eccentric, Letty MacNair, past Sam and Eunice's and then Margaret and Sol Raymond's until we reached the Kelman's sizeable cedar shake and black trim Cape Cod. I tied Barney under a budding red maple, and he rolled and stretched in appreciation of the new spring grass.

"Gin!" Liz greeted me with both surprise but no discernible displeasure. She was dressed with tasteful perfection—patterned yellow slacks and a white, short-sleeved sweater. Her short, streaked blonde hair curled toward her face in a style that both hid and emphasized the suntan wrinkles she had nurtured throughout her outdoorsy thirty-five years. 

"I should have phoned," I remarked, suddenly feeling like an intruder.

"Nonsense," she said without diminishing my guilt by one iota. "What brings you here?" She smiled and moved back from the door.

I stepped into her early American living room, shadowy and cool compared to the midmorning sun outside.  

"Men," I answered, waving the cinnamon bun bag as an offering. 

Liz tilted back at the shoulders and grinned as she shut the door behind me. "Oh boy, have you come to the right place." 

Judging by the sparkle in her smile, it appeared that we might be coming at the topic from different directions.

"Coffee?" she offered.

"Do you have time?" I asked. "You look as if you're ready to go out."

"A few minutes," she replied without elaboration.

Even a vague deadline wasn’t ideal conditions for spilling your guts, but I settled into my side of a cushioned kitchen alcove and tried not to feel disappointed. 

As I watched Liz fill flowered mugs from her stainless-steel coffee machine then set out the sticky buns, butter, utensils, and plates, I tried to analyze what seemed different about her. A veil of privacy? A little self-absorbed perhaps? Dropping in on her had been a mistake, yet I could think of no polite way to escape. 

"What does Ringo think of the new do?" she asked. Joking about my "early Beatles" haircut was almost a signal between us, a shortcut to our usual easy familiarity. "I hear he's a grandfather now."

“Great grandfather, probably.”

“I bet he is a great grandfather.” Liz’s lips curled with mischief.

My laugh sounded a bit forced, but also relieved. We both wanted to get past our strained start and get to the good stuff.

I asked if she planned to go to Margaret's tea.

Liz slid into the breakfast nook across from me, relaxed her elbows on the table, and stirred her coffee. "No," she said. "No, I think this time I'll pass."

"But why?" I blurted. 

A surprised glance, then Liz shrugged and stirred her coffee again. To my knowledge, she never added sugar.

"What's the point? A roomful of women eating pastries and drinking tea! In this day and age?" She wagged her head. "I just don't feel obligated to waste my time on Margaret's old-fashioned...sense of duty."

"We met at Margaret's," I reminded her.

Liz lifted her eyes to meet mine. "You walk that fleabag of yours so often we would have met anyway.” She pointed her chin in the direction of the sticky buns. "So what's the complaint this time? Rip leave a wet towel on your side of the bed?"

"Worse." I held the back of my wrist to my forehead. "I think he's doing his job!"

"Isn't that just like a man?"

Yes, it is. Lots of them anyway, not to mention lots of women, too. But whenever did statistics interfere with a good kvetch?

While I elaborated, Liz buttered a bun and savored a big, sinful bite. "Butter really cuts the sugar, doesn't it?" Her silver tennis-racket earrings swung forward and backward as she chewed.

"Ummm," I agreed. 

"So farm the kids out for a night," she suggested, leaving the rest to my imagination.

"Yeah, yeah," I groused, recognizing the advice I could have given myself. But, of course, that’s the way it works. You refuse to listen to your own common sense until somebody else says it out loud. 

I polished off my bun and used my napkin. "Better go," I said. "Dominick's coming to fix a toilet."

"You been at it again?"

"I almost had it," I swore with my hand up.

"That's what they all say." She was packaging the remaining sticky buns for me to take home. "Save these for the morning after. I want to hear everything."

"Not bloody likely," I told her. 

She smirked at me like she usually does, and I felt somewhat better about us. I'd just caught her at a bad time, that was all. 

Still, I thought she breathed a bit easier now that I was ready to go. 

"Come to Margaret's," I implored as I prepared to step out the front door. "Bonnie's a country mouse. She needs you."

Liz rolled her eyes. "Not another one." I had been an unsophisticated transplant from the other side of the river myself.

"Yes," I emphasized. "And I haven't come far enough to solo without you. She's from the Midwest!"

"Lend her your map to the grocery store. Unless you still use it."

I did the tight-lipped grin. "Believe me. Bonnie needs the whole orientation spiel—from A to Z. From the master."

"I'll consider it. But no promises." The door latched decisively. 

The yards on Beech Tree Lane sloped downward from the east to the west, putting Liz’s doorstep on an eye level with the opposite neighbor's squirrels, a view that Barney apparently no longer enjoyed. As soon as I untied him from the tree, he pulled me three car lengths down the drive into a tunnel of trees and shrubs. We emerged onto the street at a fairly lively clip—and I nearly collided with Letty MacNair.

I yelped. 

The frail, older woman groaned and staggered. 

"Letty, ohmigod, are you all right?" I had grabbed her arm to steady her, and the flesh inside her sleeve felt like bone surrounded by sponge cake. 

"No, I'm dang well not all right. Ye nearly skeered me ears off." Her eye wrinkles confirmed that she was peeved.

Barney, however, was delighted to see our neighbor to the left. He smiled and pranced and commenced licking her hand. She blinked with surprise, patted his head, then went back to scowling at me.

"I'm really sorry, Letty." I saw now that the sweater was the same droopy brown cardigan of last year and probably a few years before that. The dress—interchangeable with any I'd ever seen her wear. She had smooth, oval cheeks, no visible eyebrows, and a large-pored nose. Her hair amounted to a handful of limp gray strands fastened with a blue rubber band.

Barney positioned his head under her hand so that maybe she would scratch behind his ears. When that didn’t happen, he divided his time between licking and hinting.

"Is there anything I can do for you?" I offered. Judging by the set of her small mouth and recessed chin, she was still peeved.

"What's that?" she asked with a crafty squint.

"Excuse me?"

"The bag. What's in it?" 

Oh. Change of subject.

"Some sticky buns." I had forgotten all about them.

"That'll do then." Letty deftly relieved me of the whole package.

Not a change of subject after all. The sticky buns were payment for crossing the troll's bridge. "Fair enough," I said, to complete the apology. 

After the exchange, the mouth and chin lifted, and the eye wrinkles relaxed into as tolerant an expression as I was likely to receive from this strange woman. This was possibly my one and only chance to learn something about her, so naturally I choked and referred to the weather. 

"Beautiful day."

"Guess so," Letty conceded. Holding the white bag away from Barney's mouth, she leaned down and tickled him under his chin. He grinned his appreciation, his wet tongue dangling.  

"Pretty soon everything'll be growing. Grass, bushes. Buds everywhere." 

"Yep." Barney cozied up to Letty's leg, and she rocked back and forth on a pair of black lace-up shoes worn with white socks. "Me friends'll soon be back." She smiled at the sky. 

Was this woman daft? I'd lived next to her for two years and never once saw another human being so much as deliver a package, let alone pay a visit.

"Hey," she said. "What's 'e doin' to that mailbox?"

I followed her line of sight. Forty yards away Sam Browder had angled himself against his mailbox in order to stretch his left Achilles tendon.

"He's getting ready to run...for exercise," I explained, not at all certain of this woman's frame of reference. 

Meanwhile, I openly stared at Sam's muscular legs and the contour of his shorts. I might have sighed, too, because Letty lifted a non-eyebrow.

"'E live there?" she asked.

I was surprised that she hadn't recognized her immediate neighbor, especially since Sam did his architectural design work at home. Of course, some people just aren’t observant; and, to be fair, Sam was wearing fewer clothes than usual.

Letty grunted again. "Think I'll be goin’.” She began to waddle toward the mouth of Beech Tree Lane, the direction she'd been walking when I’d startled her.

I wondered if the old woman's avoidance of Sam had anything to do with the arguments he and Eunice so frequently held in their kitchen. If Garry could catch a few words and most of the volume from our TV room, Letty probably heard much more, possibly everything, including what precipitated Eunice's dramatic exit last night. 

Anyway, by the time her next-door neighbor finished warming up, Letty was nowhere in sight. 

With a steady, fluid gait, Sam began to jog toward me. When he nodded hello, I thought I perceived an extra tightness to that fatalistic, determined expression runners always wear. Sam Browder was definitely exercising stress control.

After he passed, I succumbed to temptation and turned to admire him loping around the corner onto Monroe. What could Eunice possibly want that this guy didn't have?

"Dumb question, huh?" I addressed the family pet. 

Barney tugged on his leash.

––––––––
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AFTER LUNCH, I took advantage of the sixty-degree weather and found something to do in the front yard—trimming and shaping our assorted evergreens. With me I carried a trash can and an air of incompetence I had no reason to hide.

I started with a lopsided hemlock that was part of the thick windbreak between the Diamonds’ drive and ours. When I reached out to trim a branch, an anguished scream scared the clippers out of my hand. 

"No, oh no, oh no," continued the voice, which I realized could only belong to Bonnie Diamond.

I ran around the shrubbery to her side as fast as I could. "Are you all right?" I asked, gulping in breath.

Bonnie stood white faced and rigid at the back of her Volvo wagon, staring in horror at its emptiness. The television box I'd helped her load into the car that morning was gone. The two remaining cartons had been shifted as if someone had examined them before taking off with the TV.

Bonnie blinked. "I just got back from the bus stop. The kids are changing clothes, then we were going straight to the mall." To return the TV and the other two items, I realized.

"Did you lock the car?"

Taking no offense, Bonnie merely nodded and flicked fearful eyes toward her house. I scarcely knew her husband. The few times we’d exchanged hi's and good-byes he had seemed to be a reasonable person, not the sort to berate his wife over a theft that was really not her fault.

"Could Richard have taken the TV back into the house for some reason?"

"No. No, he's at a job interview." The recollection of her husband's whereabouts visibly relieved her, but not completely. 

"If the car was locked, won't your insurance cover the loss? Won't the police find evidence of forced entry?"

Bonnie's face took on sudden color. "Police?" She swayed and placed fingers on the car to steady herself. 

I empathized—not even unpacked from moving in and already she needed to call the cops. Unsettling, to say the least. Maybe Bonnie overreacted a little, but maybe she had a nervous temperament. Or maybe some other circumstance contributed to her panic. Maybe their Pennsylvania car insurance wasn't yet in effect.

Just then Dominick's truck rattled into view and thumped into our drive.

"That's our plumber," I said, revealing a bit of concern.

Even in her addled state Bonnie understood what that meant. Plumbers require patience of their customers, but they never have any of their own. "Go ahead," she urged.

"You okay about this?" I asked. "Do you want me to come back?" 

"No. I mean, yes. I'm okay." She smiled for me, which was good, because before the smile I couldn't have left—plumber or no.

Dominick grinned at me through the open truck window. In the shade of his greasy Phillies cap his blue eyes shone with humor, possibly even glee. 

"You been at it again," he said fondly.

The next time I glanced out front, a police car was pulling into Bonnie's drive.
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Chapter 3
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UNDER ORDINARY circumstances at a gathering of four or more people I automatically shift into hostess mode, which is to say I try to make other people feel comfortable. Tuesday morning was an exception. I was too cranky to help anybody else.

I parted the sheer white curtain at Margaret's front window and impatiently gazed out at Beech Tree Lane. Would Liz do the right thing and come? Should I have stayed home, too?

Mindful of Margaret's standards at the expense of my own I had dressed up for the occasion—I put on a skirt. I even worked up my going-out-in-public face: dark brown mascara for my dark brown eyes, blusher, coral lipstick. Scarcely visible gold earrings and a splash of Victoria's Secret Peach/Hyacinth stuff, and I looked and smelled good enough to greet anybody. 

However, I felt like the poster girl for a heavy-duty PMS remedy. Rip had been late for dinner last night—very late. Something about the lacrosse bus breaking down and a kid stranded at the school because of the ruined timing. The boy eventually got picked up—at 7:30 PM—and by that time Rip and the lacrosse coach thought they had earned themselves a beer. When my husband finally came home, he had the nerve to be in a good mood. Lonely and then jealous. Not a particularly forgiving combination.

Although Liz's romantic rendezvous idea was still the best idea going, I hoped to pry a few more long-term marital endurance techniques out of her. 

Even more than that, I wanted to see whether the changes I noticed in her were a momentary thing or the beginning of the end of our rapport. 

Ten-fifteen. Where was she? Had I failed to talk her into coming after all?

Margaret sidled up to me with a tray of tiny pastries. She was a remarkably fit older woman with perfectly white hair and silver half-glasses dangling on a chain across her pillowy breast. "Beautiful street we have, isn't it?"

For the first time today the panorama of green registered in my eyes. Full grown oaks, hemlocks, rhododendrons and azaleas, grass struggling in their shade, daffodil spears swelling into buds—we truly did live on a beautiful street, if you didn't care too much about architecture. 

Architecture. Sam was an architect. I had been told the inside of the Browder house was a showcase of his creativity, their bedroom a marvel of imagination...

Guilt swallowed me in one gulp. I couldn't even fantasize about being unfaithful to Rip without wearing a scarlet letter.

"My son wants us to move to one of those retirement condos," Margaret confided. Her gaze seemed to stroke the view of her lawn the way some people pet a purring cat. "Ever since he got engaged that's all he talks about." Her pale blue eyes hardened around those words, and she turned away.

"Wait," I said. "Johnny's engaged?" The guy was pushing forty-five, a thin, bespectacled clothespin who always wore black slacks and a white shirt. Whenever I noticed him disembarking from his Dodge sedan for the occasional Sunday night dinner with Margaret and Sol, he always struck me as the least interesting man on earth. I was genuinely pleased that he found a woman who loved him.

"Oh, yes," Margaret turned back cheerily. Her half-glasses slid back to their center position on her chest. A handsome, if sometimes prissy woman, today she wore a short-sleeved dress that already revealed the beginnings of this year's golfer's tan. 

"He and Diane are to be married October the eighth." Then, although she tried to sound amused, Margaret's smooth face sagged. "Johnny says it's time we gave up all this work." 

What work? I wondered, pretty certain that the Raymonds hired people to mow the lawn and clean. 

"What would happen to your house?"

When Margaret raised her left eyebrow, I realized she had meant all along that Johnny and his bride expected to move in. "It seems perfectly logical to him," she said, knowing I had guessed the rest of the plan.

"But you aren't..." I began and quickly stopped myself. Always compelled to fix things, I tend to offer help without regard for whether I can bring it off or not. I’m trying to learn to control that impulse. Mother Cynthia's admonitions notwithstanding, I cannot do everything she thinks I can. I can't even do everything I think I can. 

In this case maybe Sol or Margaret had a medical problem and their son really was exhibiting concern. Maybe a lot of things, and none of them would benefit from my opinion.

Meanwhile, Margaret's eyes widened at my blunt half question. "Why, no, dear. Sol isn't ready to retire." She and her pastry tray moved on to the other women seated around her soft blue living room.

I felt sorry that I had inadvertently criticized Johnny's scheme, but at least my first instinct was right—the Raymonds did not want to move, despite their son's pressure.

I refocused my attention onto Bonnie Diamond, the beneficiary of Margaret's neighborly good manners. Ensconced in a huge wing-backed chair, she seemed overwhelmed and concerned, and not just because something had been stolen out of her car yesterday. Whatever her background, it probably had not included teas with carefully dressed-down, intensely I'm-me, Main Line women. I felt like slipping her a card. "If you ever need a friend from the other side of the river, put the coffee on and open your kitchen window." 

The doorbell rang, startling everybody, especially me. Since I was already standing, I scurried to answer it. However, it was not Liz. It was Eunice Browder. 

My face displayed inordinate surprise before I could temper it. Eunice's extended stare told me she’d picked up on my knowledge of her and Sam’s separation. She waved her head in an almost imperceptible "no."

My hearty and probably transparent, "Hi, Eunice. How nice to see you," was my way of indicating that I meant
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