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MY ONLY CHOICES WERE a) admit defeat and phone Linda, my dog-trainer friend, or b) try my last idea.

The trouble was, Linda and her ex-husband Karl shared custody of a German shepherd named Tibor, a paragon of a dog who–if you believed his co-owners–could have written the Gettysburg address and delivered it, too. When Linda used him to demonstrate perfection at our be­ginners’ class, the shepherd sneered as if he were Zeus gazing down from Olympus. How embarrassing would it be to confess I can’t teach our four-month-old Irish setter to do anything?

Since we were only after that silly Irish setter personality, not a living art object worth hundreds of dollars, after school one day, my son Garry and I answered a local newspaper ad. A Lancaster-County farmer had bred his own two setters. He described them as “hunters” rather than show dogs and priced them accord­ingly.

Both the man and his wife agreed the puppies’ mother possessed a sweet, affectionate disposition, but his father was...husband and wife exchanged a glance. “We almost got rid of him,” admitted the woman. One more litter, said the husband’s nod. The condition of their living room con­veyed that they needed the money. I cheerfully handed it over.

As we drove out of their lane with our new family member snuggled in Garry’s lap, Daddy Dog pranced through the rain alongside our car, head held high like the champion he reputedly had been. Surely the glint in his eye was just pleasure over his freedom.

It was.

We named our little darling after the astonishing hockey player Wayne Gretzky, (a.k.a. The Great One), and soon learned he had a prodigious capacity for affection. Unfortunately, he was also a scamp with an irritating sense of humor. Just this afternoon, when I wanted to relax with coffee and the morning paper, he barked at me for half an hour. He did not need to go out. He wasn’t hungry. Swatting him produced no effect. Ignoring him? No effect. Gretsky simply wanted to see me jump through hoops for the fun of it.

“Okay,” I challenged. “We’ll see who’s Alpha Dog around here.”

I climbed onto the living room coffee table, put my hands on my hips, and barked right back at him.

Gretsky stopped long enough to blink. Then he joined me in a ridiculous duet of opposing wills. I looked and sounded like an idiot, but luckily the kids were at Bryn Derwyn Academy’s day camp. My husband Rip was there, too, doing the zillion things headmasters do in the summer.

Since I was obviously an unconvincing Alpha Dog, I gave up. Gretsky kept barking, of course, and for a second, I experienced a pang of nostalgia for our previous Irish setter, Bar­ney.

Barney and I had a rapport. If I so much as thought about walking him, he would shimmy with joy. When the kids’ bus was late, he would raise an eyebrow of concern. The morning he bolted for the house next door, I knew for certain there was an emergency involving Letty MacNair, our reclusive older neighbor.

Unfortunately, Barney’s heart gave out shortly after that episode. All four of us Barneses cried for days.

We acquired Gretsky more as a diversion than a replacement. With time and luck, maybe a special rapport would come.

Meanwhile–aspirin. Gretsky had finally run off on his own silent mission, so I was free to rummage around in the kitchen junk drawer for two Bayer, which I downed with water straight from the tap. 

Should I reach for a lifeline? Linda did say anyone in the beginners’ class was free to call about a specific problem, so technically I wouldn’t be im­posing upon our friendship. Although at the moment Gretsky seemed to be behaving himself.

Wrong. Our Great One scooted past me with something light blue in his mouth and his daddy’s glint in his eye.

The little scamp had stolen a pair of my panties. Head throbbing, I set off after him.

We circled the living room coffee table. He zigged when I zagged. I lunged. With four legs to my two, a trot was enough to avoid my grasp.

Prancing like a Lippizaner, he exited the living room and down the hallway past the kids’ bedrooms.

“Come on, Gretsky, give,” I begged as I lumbered after him.

He glanced back on his way into the added-on family room, where a sofa rose like an island centered in front of the television. I knew he would do laps around it until I fell flat on my face, so after shutting the door behind us, I laid a wooden chair between the back of the sofa and the bookcase.

Gretsky leaped over it.

I extracted a broom from the closet, planning to swipe the dog’s hip. Maybe he would slow down enough for me to grab my underwear.

The broom missed the dog’s rear by eigh­teen inches, but Gretsky’s eyebrows straightened with dismay. He oozed forward like Secretariat eying the stretch. I vowed never to miss the clothes hamper again.

“Drop it!” 

A fast glance and another leap over the chair.

Never mind keeping my sneakers off the upholstery, I climbed over the back of the sofa. 

Gretsky faked right and bolted left. From my high position on the seat cushions, I thrust the broom in front of the oncoming dog. He stopped just long enough to entice me to the floor. Then he rounded the broom, flew over the chair, and stood with his back to the wall like a gunfighter covering a roomful of enemies.

I flopped onto the sofa, arms folded over my heaving chest, and glared at him while I caught my breath. 

Gretsky saw the door had bounced unlatched enough for him to nose his way out.

“Bad dog!” I shouted after him. Wasted breath.

Rubbing the back of my neck, I contemplated the phone resting on an end table. Linda really had invited her students to call anytime.

“I need another private lesson,” I confessed after we exchanged hellos.

“Sorry, Gin. I just...no. Sorry.” 

The strong, assertive woman no dog dared disobey sounded shaken and vulnerable.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Linda took a slow, ragged breath.

“Karl’s dead,” she said. “Tibor did it.”
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“OH, MY, LINDA! How?” I blurted regarding her shocking news.

“Karl practiced with Tibor every morning.” 

She slurred her words, and the prickles of apprehension I felt when she first an­swered the phone returned tenfold. Linda was hypoglyce­mic, and if she had forgotten to eat...

“I’m afraid I don’t understand. Practiced what?” I en­couraged, hoping to hear her talk some more.

“Tracking. That was how Tibor got fed.” Clearly, she had to concentrate on each word.

Horrible visions of a hungry dog stalking down and killing his master flashed onto my mental screen. 

“You’re saying Karl always made Tibor find his food that way?” The routine must have had something to do with the unusual sport Karl loved, some­thing starting with an “s.” The hobby was the reason he demanded, and received, joint custody of the dog.

“Yesh. In the field behind the trees.” 

Linda referred to the far back of the property that had once been half hers. Now she lived on an inherited estate in Gladwyne, an especially spacious section of Philadelphia’s Main Line. Who got which real estate had been the easiest part of her and Karl’s divorce settlement, yet it still took their attorneys a month to negotiate.

“Akeesha said Karl’s throat...he wasn’t moving, and Tibor had blood on his mouth, his ears, all over. He was growling and circling around Karl’s body, and the poor girl was too scared to scream. She just ran.”

“Akeesha?” Linda was slurring so badly I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. 

“Office manager,” she clarified, which gave me a better idea of what might have evolved.

A nutritionist specializing in weight loss, Karl conducted his extensive private practice out of his Chestnut Hill home. When he hadn’t appeared for his first appointment, this Akeesha person probably figured he was still out back with his dog. Maybe she waited a few minutes before searching for him, maybe not. Either way, she was in for quite a trauma. 

Rather than dwell on such terrible thoughts, I switched my concern to Linda. She had answered my questions well enough, but she sounded increasingly spacey, almost drunk. During the stressful time after her mother died, I knew she’d been hospitalized for neglecting her illness, which was why I asked whether she had eaten.

“Wha’? I dunno.”

She hadn’t.

Gauging how far her condition had already deteriorated was impossible over the phone. All I knew for certain was she probably wouldn’t eat unless some­body stood there and watched her do it.

I told her I’d be right over. After I satisfied myself Linda was on safe ground, I would line up a relative or neighbor to monitor her until she was again ready to monitor herself.

She gulped in a big raspy sob. “He’s dead, Gin. He’s really dead. All those times I wished it...” 

Time for me to get going.

From the kitchen doorway Gretsky watched me extract my keys and hook my purse over my shoulder. His eyes and body seemed to anticipate a reprimand, but for what? I couldn’t quite remember.

The setter’s deep brown eyes flicked toward a scrap of blue cloth. Ah, the infuriating underwear war.

He’s dead. He’s really dead I heard Linda mumble in my memory, and the vast gap between her problem and mine produced such a lump in my throat I had to open my mouth to breathe. 

“You keep them for now,” I told my dog, and the worry in one small world slipped away. “We’ll have a rematch when I get home.”

Before I knew better, I’d have supposed summers on Gladwyne’s gently rolling lawns were all croquet and lemonade beneath hundred-year-old oaks. Where Rip and I bought, only a few miles away, it was still carpool to Little League and ice cream after. Not that we didn’t have lovely hills and trees. We just didn’t live in Gladwyne.

And, personally, I didn’t care. I’d been living on the “Main Line”—the main line of the old Pennsylvania Rail­road—just long enough to know that who lived in which sized house was much more whimsical and random than the stereotypes suggested. Also, everyday human problems were just as prevalent as anywhere else.

Linda happened to live in a rock of a house formerly owned by her mother and her grandmother before her, a gray stone pile softened by apple-green ivy that turns red in the fall. Compared to its neighbors, the surrounding thirty-acre patch of relatively flat turf supported surpris­ingly few trees, but I liked the airy simplicity of the place. When you were out in the yard for a dog-training class, the sky seemed vast. And now, as the June sun was just beginning to carve sharp edges onto everything in sight, the shade inside the stone arches leading into the house were especially welcoming.

I knocked on the dark-blue door.

No answer.

I was considering whether I should climb through one of the leaded casement windows to rescue Linda when the door creaked open, revealing a wan face with dark hollows under her eyes.

“Linda, it’s me, Gin,” I alerted her. The shadows seemed to absorb her attention more than me, but she stepped back enough to let me through.

Goose bumps rose on my arms from the chill of the house. Apparently, the small rooms of the previous century had been reconfigured into the more hospitable expanses popular today. Alcoves and other odd-shaped recesses sug­gested the original charm, but the lightened hardwood floors and red, black, and ivory furnishings transformed the house into a designer’s dream.

Linda seemed to be studying my knees.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

She lifted her chin to peer into my face. The crease on her forehead questioned why I was there.

I addressed her the way one would a timid child. “When we spoke on the phone, you said you hadn’t eaten, and I remembered...” Linda wasn’t listening. “Can I get you something now?” 

She stared at the closest end table as if wondering what it was.

I left her to puzzle it out alone and made my way through the long living area into a huge yellow and white kitchen. Eight six-over-six windows on the three rear walls overlooked a patio, the grape arbor, an ancient lilac, and a tennis court. 

After a bit of rummaging around, I came up with choc­olate milk and a handful of glazed oatmeal cookies to try to repair Linda’s body chemistry. 

“Here,” I said, handing them to her when I returned.

Linda had lowered herself onto the sofa, knees together, hands curled in her lap. She wore a summery, olive-green outfit that showed her to be waif-thin. So thin that my okay figure probably looked Junoesque in comparison. Her short, dark-brown curls revealed small, pretty ears and her everyday gold hoop earrings. 

I calculated she must have gotten the news about Karl sometime between getting dressed and eating break­fast. As it was now three in the afternoon, she was way overdue for nourishment.

“Come on,” I urged. “Drink this.”

Linda sipped at the milk.

“All of it,” I insisted, like the mother I was. 

“Let’s go. Atta girl.” 

She finished the milk then nibbled the first cookie all by herself. Several minutes later she had eaten them all.

I ventured to ask her doctor’s name.

“Why?” she inquired, wiping the crumbs from her lips.

“Because I have to ask him, or her, something.”

“What?” 

I reminded her that the last time she’d had a shock like this she ended up in the hospital. “Since nobody else is here to see whether you lapse into a coma, I need to know if it’s okay for me to go home sometime soon.”

“Oh, you can. I just have to eat regularly.” 

“What about your training classes? Do you have any calls to make?”

“Oh, Roxanne, yes. Thanks.” She stepped into the kitchen to conduct a brief conversation on the phone, opening with a sketchy something’s-come-up-can-you-take-over-the-next-couple-of-classes? with a bit of thanks-for-the-sympathy-but-I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it at the end.

While she took care of business, I reflected about how strange it felt to be there. Linda and I had attended tenth and eleventh grade at Ludwig High School with a few hundred other ordinary suburban kids in a town closer to the shrinking farmland stretching away from Phil­adelphia than to the city itself.

As a result, the levels of sophistication in our high school covered a wide range, with a median of about four on a scale of ten. I put myself at three; Linda was at least a nine. I admired her style but lacked her nerve. I suspect she paraded me in front of her parents to delude them into thinking she was clueless as me. She then went out and raised hell, usually leaving me to find my own ride home.

After her family moved up and away from Ludwig, Linda married a nutritionist named Karl Vogel and set her­self up as a professional dog trainer. Financially, she never looked back.

I married the wise and winning Robert Ripley Barnes, and we had a daughter and a son. While Rip, initially a private-school English teacher, learned how to run a school, I completed a trial-and-error course on do-it-yourself re­pairs titled “How to Save Money Or Else.” After Rip got hired to head the fledgling Bryn Derwyn Academy, we re­located to the campus, which happened to be on the Main Line.

Buying dog food one day, I noticed Linda’s card on the store’s counter, realized we once again lived minutes apart, and decided to find out whether we had matured enough to become real friends.

We had not. But we were acquaintances with a history, and that was enough to support a few nostalgic laughs over an endive salad now and then.

I certainly liked Linda well enough not to let her slip into a coma. I did not kid myself that she liked me well enough to accept chocolate milk and oatmeal cookies from me more than once. So before she could hang up, I eased into the kitchen and held out my hand for the phone.

Linda glared, but she did hand it over.

“Roxanne,” I said. “This is Gin Barnes, an old friend of Linda’s.” In the interest of expediency, I pressed the issue. “Something really disturbing...”

Linda’s hand flew up in a stop-sign gesture, and her scowl hardened.

“...a family problem came up; and it might be a good idea if somebody checks whether Linda is eating regularly. Can you do it?”

Roxanne didn’t live close enough, but she told me the name of another part-time assistant who did. She also agreed to call the person and explain. 

“You always were the motherly sort,” Linda remarked. 

“Thank you,” I said. We were both smiling.

“Is there anything else you don’t want me to do before I go home and get out of your life?”

She actually laughed, and I experienced a fleeting memory of all the faces of all the peo­ple my mother helped over the years—after the faces melted with acceptance. Cynthia Struve was a woman of convictions, annoying and interfering as those convictions were. Catching myself behaving just like her gave me the shivers.

“You going to be all right now?” I asked as we eased back into the living room.

“Sure. It was just such a shock. And Tibor, I’m awfully upset about Tibor.” Her brow clouded over again, and she had to bite her lip to keep it from trembling.

And I finally realized how I would feel if a dog I trusted and loved turned vicious.

A knock at the door ended my moment of empathy. Linda rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and offered an apologetic “What now?” smile. Then she walked swiftly and surely to the door,

Minding my manners, I waited by the sofa while she greeted her next guest.

Except it wasn’t a concerned friend or neighbor. It was two uniformed police officers. 

The one in charge asked whether Linda was indeed the former wife of Dr. Karl A. Vogel.

She admitted she was. 

The officer nodded grimly. Then he began to read from the card he held in his palm. 

“You have the right to remain silent...”
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THE OFFICER finished the last line, asked if Linda under­stood her rights, glanced briefly at me, then addressed her once again. “You’re being arrested for the murder of Karl A. Vo­gel.” 

“But I was here, right here, all morning!” she stated.

Watching Linda’s profile, I tried hard to catch more evidence of indignation or shock. Anything but mild consternation.

She told the men she would get her purse.

That was it? How could she allow herself to be es­corted to jail so easily?

“But you didn’t...” I objected for her. “You couldn’t have. You said you were here.”

“Yes.”

“Tell them again,” I urged, jerking a thumb at the arresting officers.

“I’m supposed to keep quiet.” The Miranda warning. 

“You can, but you don’t have to.” I couldn’t believe this was the woman I’d heard berate a miniature poodle who refused to heel, the woman who finessed 120-pound Newfoundlands into compliance. Had the divorce undermined her confidence so totally? Had Karl? Could her blood sugar level possibly be that low?

Watching her make her way across the room, collect her purse, then retrace her steps, I concluded it must be a combination of all three. Unless she knew a big-shot lawyer who would clear up the problem in a hurry.

“It’ll be all right,” she told me as she passed by, so maybe she did know a big-shot lawyer. 

At the door she turned back to coolly ask me to lock up her house.

Back home I went through the motions of starting dinner, but all I thought about was Karl’s horrific death, Linda’s arrest, and how suddenly tragedy can wreck a person’s life. 

Gretsky eyed me with concern from his favorite sun spot; and when at last I dried my hands, I joined him on the braided rug for a comforting snuggle. 

Tears of frustration and fatigue led me to think about my mother. How she believed in doing what needed to be done simply to put things right with herself. 

I also considered Linda’s hasty arrest. She was a professional dog trainer, true, but didn’t that mean she would never ever turn a family pet into a lethal weapon? The thrust of her whole career was to domesticate dogs, to make them loving and loveable companions. With all the other methods of mayhem avail­able, if she actually intended to kill Karl, she would have cho­sen another way. Using a dog she loved simply wouldn’t occur to her.

I sniffed and wiped my eyes on my sleeve and sat upright. Then I made my way into the family room to turn on the TV. It was after five. Maybe I could catch the local news before Rip and the kids got home.

As expected, the news director used the sensational item as a teaser. “...shocking death of a prominent diet doctor when his own dog turned on him. More after this...”

I endured a bunch of commercials, the daily car crash item, the daily fire-somewhere-around-here item, the pressing question of how many of the city’s foun­tains would be turned on this summer (of most interest to the homeless who bathed in them). Then the camera finally switched to Karl’s front lawn where a reporter wearing a wheat-colored jacket and hot-pink tie lowered his eyebrows to confide to his greater-Philadelphia audience.

“This morning a German shepherd trained to attack assailants apparently turned on his master. Dr. Karl A. Vogel, the prominent diet doctor, was an enthusiast of the sport called ‘schutzhund,’ which when translated means ‘protection dog.’ His own pet, Tibor von Toten haus, is a third-level schutzhund champion, but today some­thing went horribly wrong.”

Our front screen door slammed, and Garrett Ripley Barnes shouted, “Hi, Gretsky, ole dog, ole buddy.” 

Simultaneously, the newsman reported, “Instead of following the usual commands to track his owner’s footsteps to where his food had been placed, the German shepherd went berserk, attacked Dr. Vogel, and killed him.”

Our front door slammed again, followed by “Hi, Mom.” “Hi, honey.”

“Quiet!” I shouted with one ear cocked to the TV. 

“The police are questioning the vic­tim’s ex-wife and Tibor’s co-owner, Linda Arden, regarding the matter. Ms. Arden is a well-known dog trainer, having won many obedience ribbons with the same dog that attacked Dr. Vo­gel.”

The “questioning” part wasn’t quite accurate, but for once I was glad they’d hedged on the facts.

Framed by the doorjamb, Robert Ripley Barnes tugged at his red tie. Observing me from beneath a shock of straight brown hair that forever tumbled forward, his smile gave way to concern.

“Something wrong?” he asked, setting aside the folder of work he’d brought home.

“News. Never mind. It’s over.” I turned off the set.

“What happened?” He sank down beside me, and I noticed his socks were smeared with mud.

I told him about Karl. And about Linda.

“Wow. Must be some pretty compelling evidence against her.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” The authorities, ever conscious of the cost of a false arrest, would never have acted so decisively without evidence. “But she wasn’t on the scene, so what proof could there be?”

Rip patted my thigh. “Let’s eat before Garry starts on the woodwork.” At age eleven our son was contemplating a growth spurt, if the quantity of food he devoured was any indication—hence the family nickname, “Termite.” Chel­sea, age thirteen, was a wealth of conflicting diet infor­mation all gleaned from the Internet and gossip. Consequently, her eating habits were less predictable than the weather.

“How’s the gym coming along?” I asked my husband as we settled around the plank table for our meal. The ex­pensive project had been a surprise fundraising headache bequeathed by Rip’s predecessor and Bryn Derwyn’s attorney, Richard Wharton, a troublesome guy who managed to get himself murdered in the school’s com­munity room. The fallout from that disaster nearly closed the small, private school, which would have put its new Head out of a job and his family out on the street.

“First rows of cement block today,” Headmaster Barnes proudly announced. His green eyes sparkled like a boy with a new box of Legos. The biggest set.

“That explains the mud,” I remarked.

“What? Oh, yes.” His head bobbed in agreement. 

My hope was for Rip’s Christmas-morning smile to last all summer. Then, if the off-season problems that cropped up at school were small enough, Bryn Derwyn’s Fearless Leader might face September with his bat­teries recharged and ready. If the summer proved to be tough, it would be a long, weary winter.

“And how’s camp?” I asked our kids.

“Ms. Hepple went home sick,” Chelsea announced with a mixture of amazement and regret. “I had all seven six-year-olds by myself for three hours.” 

Bryn Derwyn ran a small-scale day camp of the old-fashioned, all-round variety. Swimming, various other sports, arts and crafts, nature study. As a three-year veteran, Chelsea was now a Counselor-in-Training. Garry was an older camper, and not too happy about it. Yet he stayed on while his sister earned extra money babysitting the late pickups, so apparently, he didn’t mind too much.

I glanced at Rip. 

“Appendicitis,” he answered my unasked question about the counselor. “She had surgery this afternoon. Out for two weeks.”

“Oh, no,” Chelsea moaned.

“She’s fine,” Rip assured her. “And I’m already asking around about a temporary nature counselor, so you can stop playing Camille.”

Chelsea gave a humorous groan of relief before switching her attention to her spaghetti.

Garry held his plate out for more.

I gauged the camp’s personnel problem to be too short-term to ruin my husband’s summer. However, it just might ruin mine. Chelsea was okay with little kids, better than okay probably, but two weeks of seven-hour days? Not even professional day­care specialists did that to themselves.

“How about tomor­row?” I inquired.

“You volunteering?” Rip asked with a crooked smile. He knew my weaknesses and wasn’t above using his knowl­edge. “Haven’t rushed in to solve enough problems this week?”

I threw up both hands. “Completed my row of stars to­day,” I said in my own defense.

Rip spun a forkful of pasta, paid attention to anything but me.

In about two minutes I crumbled.

“So what about tomorrow?” I asked again.

“Field trip to Goodwin’s Dairy Farm. Plenty of mothers going. You’re off the hook.”

“Phew,” I said, pretending to wipe sweat from my brow.

Rip laughed.

After the dinner dishes were cleared up and the kids went off for showers and TV, Rip and I took our iced tea out back to the lawn chairs. Robins indulged themselves in their loud twilight peep, and the pleasant sound of neighborhood children playing reached our ears through the shrubbery. 

“Linda really had to be hospitalized after her mom died?” Rip remarked.

“Oh, yeah. She passed out in the church.”

“And you knew just talking to her she was in trouble?” 

“Well, yeah,” I replied, but then my mind went off on its own. “You think the police are making sure she eats?”

“Probably not.” Rip settled back and gazed at the fading sky.

I began to twitch. He was right. The police would have no interest in how much Linda ate or when, and today proved she was incapable of monitoring herself when she was under duress.

“I’ll just call in the morning and see if she’s all right,” I concluded out loud.

“I knew it,” Rip crowed, clapping his hands together, then glancing at his watch. “Less than half an hour. You really are Cynthia’s daugh­ter.” 

I punched his arm. Playfully, of course.

“Ouch,” he complained. “That was a compliment.”

“Doesn’t matter. You tricked me.”

“Into what? Admitting to what you were going to do anyway? Sorry, Gin. You’re a nice person. Get over it.”

I had absolutely no idea how to respond to that.
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IN THE MORNING I dressed for the grocery store rather than the police station, sneakers rather than flats, and an em­broidered denim vest over my white shirt and jeans because the air conditioning at my store is frigid. It was my way of promising myself to check on Linda’s welfare, then to go about my own business. Rip’s remarks about my Cynthia-like habits had hit home.

The local police station was of the low-budget, low-maintenance variety. A one-story, new brick structure with a flat roof, a tidy yard with little red and yellow marigolds at the base of the flagpole, and a parking lot for about thirty cars, it seemed to wait quietly in the June sun for something significant to happen. The mail delivery perhaps.

Inside was only slightly more active. Half a dozen men and women in uniforms or civilian clothes moved about doing their Wednesday-morning business. At such an early hour they were mostly concerned with speaking on the phone and drinking coffee.

I approached the desk clerk closest to the door. “I’m a friend of Linda Arden, and I just stopped by to see if she’s okay.”

“Hey, Gin Barnes, isn’t it?” a voice called from halfway along a row of desks. Spotting the speaker caused one of those sink­ing, sorry feeling you get when someone reminds you of a bad time.

The voice belonged to Sergeant Detective Kriebel, who had responded to the 911 call when my neighbor Liz Kelman had been mugged. As he approached the front desk where I stood, I noticed his hearty greeting had an underlying skeptical/serious quality, a sort of facial what- are-you-doing-here? accusation. Of course, the few times we spoke about Liz’s case he’d been polite, suspicious, condescending, and irritable all at once. That my theory about her death proved to be correct probably didn’t endear me to the man.

“Anything I can do?” he asked, wig­gling his fingers to dismiss the woman minding the desk. She narrowed her eyes but pushed back her chair and sidled over toward the coffee machine.

“Sure, why not?” I answered. “I came to see how Linda Arden’s doing.”

“Friend of yours?” Kriebel asked. His clean-shaven face still looked impossibly young beneath pale brown hair. The blue-black uniform slacks were as perfectly pressed as ever, but his short-sleeved uniform shirt revealed winter-white arms dotted with little brown spots. The muscles weren’t anything to brag about, but the flint in the man’s hazel eyes made up for any perceived weaknesses. 

“Yes. More or less,” I answered. More her friend than you are. “I know her well enough to know she’s hypoglycemic and doesn’t take care of herself when she’s under stress. Like now.”

“Well, I’m sure it’s very kind of you to inquire about Ms. Arden’s health, but we’re responsible for that right now...” The rest of the sentence was an unstated. “So why don’t you run along and play in somebody else’s yard?”

“She collapsed during her mother’s funeral—I was there—so how about humoring me and checking on her condition this morning? If she’s okay, I promise I won’t bother you again.”

Kriebel sighed, torn between serving the public interest his way and mollifying me. He must have decided I was part of the public, too, for he picked up a phone and told whoever was on the switchboard to connect him to a nearby prison.

“She’s there?” I asked with alarm.

He covered the mouthpiece with his hand. “We don’t have an overnight lockup here.”

After a short wait, Kriebel began explaining to someone on the other end. “Friend of Ms. Arden’s wants to know if she ate her breakfast.”

I held out my hand for the phone. Kriebel pulled a face and glumly relinquished the instrument.

“She’s hypoglycemic,” I said. “She goes into a coma if she doesn’t eat at regular intervals, and if she’s under stress she withdraws and forgets to take care of herself.”

“We can’t make her eat if she doesn’t want to,” a reasonable-sounding male voice told me.

“Does that mean she hasn’t been eating?”

“I’m not sayin’ that,” the man replied. “All I’m sayin’ is...”

I handed the phone back to Kriebel, who hung up with­out saying good-bye.

“How can she get out of there?” I asked.

“Post bail.”

“She have a lawyer?”

“Court-appointed.”

I imagined an overworked do-gooder just out of law school with no discernible people skills. Linda had been difficult enough for me to befriend, and I’d been trying. It would be impossible for an underpaid attor­ney to learn how to connect with her in time to mount a successful defense.

Then another thought occurred to me.

“Does her father know she’s there?” I asked.

Kriebel was resting against the desk with his arms spread like a tripod. From this bent-over position he squinted up at me and shrugged. Mr. Warmth.

I skipped the grocery store and drove home. Linda’s elderly dad lived somewhere in Florida, and if she had settled for a court-appointed attorney, it was a good bet she hadn’t alerted him to her predicament. If the Honorable Kenneth Arden, retired, still drew breath, he would have called out the troops to save his little girl. When we were teenagers, my main function in Linda’s eyes had been to perpetuate Daddy’s glowing image of her. I had been so naive and so in awe of Linda’s sophistication that I considered the whole routine amusing.

Naturally, I lost track of both father and daughter when the family relocated to the Main Line after our junior year of high school.

However, my mother probably knew how to reach the retired judge. Cynthia Struve keeps a ridiculously extensive mailing list. Getting on it means you met her. Getting off it means you died.

She answered her phone on the third ring.

“Hello?” Mother asked.

“Hi, Mom. It’s me.”

“Yes, dear. What can I do for you? I’m baking English muffins.” That meant she was up to her elbows in flour and dough, and she wanted to finish focusing on the in­structions before she got confused and had to start over. She wasn’t senile—not yet anyway—just easily distracted.

I went straight to the point. “Do you have Linda Arden’s father’s current address?”

“Kenneth Arden from Ludwig?” Nobody really left Ludwig to my mother’s mind. “Certainly,” she said as if people frequently called to make use of her mailing list.

“Oh, dear, now I’m going to get my address book all sticky. Hold on.” She set down the phone and was off the line for a few minutes.

When she returned, she carefully pronounced every num­ber and word of Kenneth Arden’s condo address in Boca Raton. “You want his phone number?”

“You have it?” I asked with genuine surprise. It had always been my father who revered Judge Arden, reading news items about his esteemed friend at the dinner table and essentially boring Mother and me with every turn of the man’s career. With Dad gone, I couldn’t imagine my mother having any reason to speak to Linda’s father at all.

Then again, my mother and the retired judge were both widowed, and
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