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EXPOSING A KILLER

“If you were going to kill yourself, wouldn’t you leave the note sitting out where someone could find it?” I asked.

“Well, Ms. Travis, I don’t like to speculate about something like that. However, I will tell you that in this case the possibility of suicide seems remote.”

“Why is that?”

“According to the medical examiner’s report, Mrs. Maguire died of circulatory failure brought on by chronic arsenic poisoning.”

Petronelli paused as though that should mean something to me. It didn’t.

“Traces of arsenic were found not only in the victim’s digestive tract, but also the hair, fingernails, liver, and kidney,” he explained.

“So she died of arsenic poisoning.”

“Chronic arsenic poisoning.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Acute poisoning would mean that she ingested a large quantity of arsenic and died as a result. In the case of Mrs. Maguire, however, traces of the element were found in her organs. It was the opinion of the medical examiner that the poisoning had happened slowly over a period of time.”

“Slowly, over a period of time,” I said, frowning. “So she was definitely murdered.”

“Right now, it looks that way. . . .”
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For Bruce and Chase




One

Bringing a new puppy into the family is not unlike having a new baby. Both cry at night when you wish they were sleeping. Both benefit from being kept on a regular schedule; and both immediately set about demonstrating how little you really know about the job of parenting.

My son Davey just turned five, so he’s had plenty of time to acquaint me with the things he thinks I should know. Our new Standard Poodle puppy, Faith, is six months old. One theory has it that the first year of a dog’s life is equal to fourteen human years. Each year thereafter is worth seven. That makes Faith and Davey approximately the same age so I wasn’t surprised when they immediately became best friends.

At six months, puppies are both hopelessly endearing and full of mischief. In the case of Standard Poodle puppies, they’re also smart as a whip. Davey’s already got Faith carrying his backpack, sleeping on his bed, and eating the broccoli he slips her under the table.

I should protest, but my son has wanted a pet for a long time. I don’t imagine a little over-indulgence will harm either of them and I’m a single parent, so it’s my call. We had a frog briefly last summer but Davey took it outside to play and lost it in the grass. We’re trying hard to take better care of the puppy.

If we don’t, we’ll have my Aunt Peg to answer to and Margaret Turnbull is not a woman to be trifled with. She’s nearing sixty, but she could probably outwrestle a person half her age. I know she could outtalk one. She wears her gray hair scraped back off her face and has sharp, dark brown eyes that notice everything. She was married to my Uncle Max for more than thirty years until his death last spring. She is also Faith’s breeder, and in the dog show world that counts for a lot.

Aunt Peg can be blunt to the point of pain, which is why she’d be the first person to tell you that her Cedar Crest Standard Poodles are among the finest in the country. Rank has its prerogatives and Aunt Peg doesn’t sell her puppies to just anybody. Rather, a prospective buyer must deserve the privilege of owning a Cedar Crest dog.

Or, as happened in my case, you can earn it.

Of course, nothing is ever as simple as it seems and Faith came with strings, as do most of Aunt Peg’s projects. She’d had a litter of puppies in the spring—all black, the only color Cedar Crest Poodles come in—and had run on the three best bitches. That means she kept three girls until they grew up enough so that she could be certain of their potential for the show ring. When the puppies were five months old she did another evaluation and made her decisions. Hope she kept for herself. Charity went off to a show home in Colorado. And Faith came to live with Davey and me.

Aunt Peg showed up one Saturday morning in early October with the Poodle puppy sitting beside her on the front seat of her station wagon. She and I had spent a good deal of the previous summer together and I’d learned enough about showing dogs to realize what a Saturday visit meant: there weren’t any good judges at the area shows, otherwise Aunt Peg would surely have been off exhibiting. Instead she sat down at the kitchen table, drank a cup of strong tea, and introduced me to the joys of dog ownership.

I’ve seen Aunt Peg lose her car in a parking lot because she thinks all station wagons look alike, but when it comes to her puppies, she’s very thorough. She plunked a ten-page booklet down on the table—mine to keep, for easy reference—and worked her way from “b” for bathing all the way to “w” for periodic worming.

By the time she got to the part about how she fully expected Faith to finish her championship in the show ring, then spent an additional half hour outlining the extra time and effort that endeavor would involve, Davey had long since fallen in love. Aunt Peg and I sat in the kitchen and watched child and puppy scamper through the autumn leaves in my small backyard. We both knew it was already too late to say no.

Aunt Peg likes wringing unexpected commitments out of me and she seemed to take great delight in the way she’d managed this one. Even so, she doesn’t make things easy. Before she left she pressed the number of a fence builder into my hands. Clearly there was to be no roaming about the neighborhood for any Cedar Crest Poodle.

On my teacher’s salary it seemed much more likely that I’d be putting up econo-mesh myself than having someone else install post and rail, but I took the card and figured I’d think about it later. For the first few weeks I solved the problem by walking Faith on a leash. It was not a perfect solution.

Poodles are shown with a mane coat of long thick hair. In order to grow the coat required for competition, the hair must be protected at all times. Show Poodles are never supposed to wear collars except for training or when they are actually in the ring. Then again, I’ve had a lot of practice with making do in my life and I thought I was managing okay.

Peg apparently disagreed because one day in mid-October, Davey and I returned home from school to find our backyard fully enclosed.

“Wow!” cried Davey. “When did you do that?”

Like a deer entranced by oncoming headlights, I stared at four feet of post and rail and wire mesh that hadn’t been there in the morning when we’d left. “I didn’t.”

“Cool!” Davey still believes in Santa Claus and the tooth fairy. No doubt the image of a fence fairy was taking shape in his mind.

As we climbed out of the car, he grabbed the key from my hand and ran ahead to let himself into the house. With his light hair and dancing brown eyes, my son is the image of my ex-husband. They also share approximately the same level of maturity. Then again I may not be the best judge of that as I haven’t seen Bob in four years.

He and I had bought this house together, back when we were newly married and filled with dreams, before he’d decided he was far too young to be tied down by the demands of something as mundane as fatherhood. Putting all the money we could scrape together into a down payment had seemed like a great leap of faith at the time. But then again, so had marrying just out of college. Frankly, the house had turned out to be a better deal.

It’s a really cute little cape in a subdivision in Stamford, Connecticut, that was built in the fifties. In step with those times, we got solid construction, an extra half bath and sidewalks on most of the streets. What we didn’t get was land, or for that matter, privacy. There isn’t much that goes on in Flower Estates that the neighbors don’t have an opinion on. I was sure I’d be hearing from mine in due time.

I took one last look, then went inside to call Aunt Peg. The machine was on, taking messages. No doubt she’d guessed I was going to be steamed over her high-handed tactics and made herself scarce. It’s hard to work up a good head of anger on a recording and I didn’t even bother to try.

She couldn’t hide forever, though, because two days later we had breed-handling class together. Among the new things I’d discovered since Faith became part of the family is that there are all sorts of classes dog owners can take their pets to: everything from puppy kindergarten, to agility, to advanced obedience training. The purpose of our class is to teach a dog and its owner how to present themselves correctly in the conformation ring.

Class is held at the Round Hill Community House in back country Greenwich. Despite its auspicious address, the white clapboard building is durable rather than pretentious. Things in New England are built to last and the community center has been around for more than a century, serving as a gathering place for several generations of Fairfield County residents. On Thursday nights, it goes to the dogs.

The class is run by a husband and wife team named Rick and Jenny Maguire. Both are professional handlers. Their specialty is sporting dogs and according to Aunt Peg, they maintain a large and successful string serving a variety of clients. Luckily for me, they also like to teach beginners.

Judging by the cars in the parking lot, I’d gotten there before Aunt Peg. Davey was home with a sitter, so that was one less distraction to worry about. I parked just beyond the door, slipped on Faith’s leash and collar, then exercised her on the grass for a few minutes before going in.

I had more practical things in mind, but the puppy sniffed, and scampered, and danced playfully at the end of her lead. All Poodles are clowns at heart and Faith was no exception. Of the three sizes of Poodles—Toy, Miniature, and Standard—Standards are the biggest. Faith wasn’t going to be large for a bitch, but already her head was level with my hip.

Her ancestors had been bred to retrieve and I could see how that capability had been preserved through the generations. Her beautiful head had a long muzzle, strong underjaw and even white teeth. Faith’s dark brown eyes were meltingly expressive, and her compact body was covered with a plush coat of dense, coal black hair.

Poodles are certainly among the most intelligent breeds; but what really sets them apart as companion dogs is their innate desire to please and an almost intuitive connection to their owners’ needs. When I glanced at my watch, Faith knew it was time to head inside. Don’t ask me how. I’m new to this dog-owning business. I gathered the leash in my hand and followed along behind.

Before class starts, Rick gets the room ready by laying down the mats the dogs need for traction, while Jenny takes attendance and collects fees in the lobby. A long line had already formed and Faith and I took our place at the end.

I hadn’t known Jenny Maguire long, but already I liked her a lot. She was bright, and funny, and had a wonderful hand on a dog. I was also intrigued by her viewpoint on the sport of dogs since I’m a real neophyte and she’s been around forever. I’m not tall, but Jenny is truly petite. She has shiny, seal-brown hair and an engaging, dimpled smile. She’s the kind of girl I’d spent my high school years envying: the one born to be a cheerleader and have all the boys think she was cute.

She and Rick make a great pair. Even after seven years of marriage, his eyes still follow her around the room. His sturdy build complements her slender frame and they often teach the class standing side by side, with one of his arms draped protectively over her shoulder. I should be so lucky.

Slowly the line inched forward. Faith was busy touching noses with the Pointer in front of us and eyeing the male Beagle to the rear. She’s a natural-born flirt and the more I thought about that, the more I realized that maybe I shouldn’t be so upset about the fence.

When we’d almost made it up to the doorway, I started looking around for Jenny’s dog, Ziggy. Despite her background in setters and spaniels, her pet is a black Miniature Poodle. That’s probably one of the reasons why we hit it off so quickly. Jenny was delighted to find two Poodles signed up for her class along with the usual assortment of Cocker Spaniels and Bichon Frises. I told myself that that was why she’d singled me out for extra attention, and not because I’d looked as though I’d needed it so badly. She’s also been generous with lots of Poodle specific advice about top-knots and coat care and feeding.

While things are getting organized, Ziggy’s usually racing around the room. His favorite game involves tossing his stuffed rat high in the air and catching it on the fly. Even though he’s seven—middle age for a dog—he hasn’t lost a step. Once the class gets down to business, Jenny settles Ziggy on the stage, where he lies down to oversee the proceedings.

But when Faith and I finally reached the front of the line and I got a look at Jenny, I knew immediately that something was wrong. Her hair was pulled back into a careless ponytail; her eyes were red-rimmed and downcast. When I held out a ten-dollar bill, she made change without even looking up.

“Jenny?” I said. “Are you all right?”

Wordless, she shook her head.

“What’s wrong?”

“Ziggy”

The word was so soft, I could hardly hear it. I looked around the room but didn’t see the little black Mini anywhere. “Where is he?”

“He’s gone.”

“Gone where?”

“He’s dead.”

“Dead?” As if repeating the terrible news would help. “What happened?”

“It was all my fault.” She bit down hard on her lower lip. “He’s always so good. You’ve seen him. He would never run away.”

“Of course not.” I tangled my fingers in Faith’s topknot, looking for comfort, or maybe just the reassurance that she was all right. Sensing I was unhappy, the puppy pressed against my legs. She tipped her muzzle upward and licked the inside of my wrist with her tongue.

“I was out in the kennel and he was back at the house. I guess the front door wasn’t latched securely because it must have blown open. Ziggy got out and he was run over on the road out front.”

“Oh Jenny, I’m so sorry.” The words were hopelessly inadequate, but I couldn’t think what else to say. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No. I’m dealing with it.”

I stepped out of line and the Beagle man took my place. He paid for the class and moved on. Two other students followed, then we were alone.

“Where are you and Rick showing this weekend?” I asked.

“Northern New Jersey. Why?”

Good, that meant the shows would be day trips. “Come to my house for dinner tomorrow night. I make a great lasagna. We can drink a little wine . . .”

Jenny smiled wanly. “And forget all about our troubles?”

“Something like that.”

She thought about it for a minute. “Sure. Why not? I’d like that.”

I scribbled directions down on the back of the sign-up sheet and we decided six o’clock would work for both of us.

“Come on, people!” Rick clapped his hands loudly. “Let’s get ourselves into some kind of order or we’ll be here all night. Everybody line up along the side. Big dogs in front, please.”

I was moving to comply when the front door opened and slammed shut in the outer hallway. “I’m here! I’m here!” called Aunt Peg. She and Hope came barreling into the room and she was shedding her coat as she ran. “Don’t start without me!”

Rick grinned and shook his head. Even Jenny managed a small chuckle. Good old Aunt Peg. Never let it be said she didn’t like to make an entrance. She stopped grandly in the middle of the mats.

“Where do you want me?”

I’d taken a place about halfway down the line. Aunt Peg purposely avoided looking my way.

“How about right up front?” said Rick.

Some things never change.
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Two

We started by gaiting around the room in a circle, just as a class would begin in the dog show ring. More than a dozen dogs were present and once we all got moving, the old wooden floors shook. When we were back where we started, Rick and Jenny began the individual examinations: Rick up front with the big dogs that were to be gone over on the ground, and Jenny in the back with the smaller dogs on the table.

That gave those of us in the middle a chance to relax, play with our dogs, and talk to our neighbors. People come to breed-handling classes for one of two reasons. Either they know what they’re doing and they’re trying to train a new puppy; or they haven’t a clue what the dog show business is all about and they’re hoping to learn. Our group was pretty much evenly divided along those lines, which was good because it meant I wasn’t the only beginner.

I watched Aunt Peg go through her routine with Hope. As usual her handling was both graceful and effective. Even though the Standard Poodle puppy was obviously inexperienced, they still made an impressive team. One thing I’ve learned so far is that handling a dog correctly is much like rubbing your stomach while patting yourself on the head. There are moments when it seems as though your hands—and your attention—must be everywhere at once.

And I’ve only tried it in practice. I hated to think how I might perform in the actual show ring with the added pressure of nerves and competition thrown in.

When Rick was finished with Aunt Peg, she and Hope came back to join those of us waiting our turn on the sidelines. But now that I finally had a chance to yell at her for the sneaky way she’d outmaneuvered me, the news about Ziggy had pretty much taken the wind out of my sails.

I went over anyway. Hope and Faith immediately touched noses, wagged their tails in happy recognition, then leapt up to air-box with their front paws.

“Go ahead,” said Aunt Peg, juggling her lead from hand to hand so the puppies wouldn’t get tangled. “Spit it out and get it over with. But bear in mind that the job needed doing and I didn’t see you getting anywhere with it. You know perfectly well I don’t sell my puppies to people without fenced yards. Just because you’re family doesn’t mean I was going to make an exception.”

I was pleased to see she was on the defensive. That probably meant she was feeling guilty. “I wish you hadn’t done it, but I am grateful. I’m also going to pay you back.”

A brow lifted. No doubt she’d expected me to make more of a fuss. I would have, too, if I hadn’t just heard about what could happen to dogs whose yards weren’t fenced.

“Finish Faith to her championship. That’s all the payment I require.”

Not exactly a small order, but one I was already pretty much resigned to. “Have you heard about Ziggy?”

Automatically her gaze went to the stage. “No. Where is he?”

“He was run over.”

“Killed?”

I nodded, and she harrumphed under her breath. There’s nothing Aunt Peg hates more than people who are careless with their dogs.

“So that’s how I got off the hook.”

Was I that transparent? I guessed so.

“Jenny must be devastated. She adored that dog.”

We both looked toward the other end of the room where the handler had a Dachshund up on the table. She was running her hands down its long sides and chatting happily with the little hound’s owner.

“She’s covering it up,” I said, thinking of the near-tears I’d seen earlier.

“Poor girl. I guess she’s had a lot of practice.”

“What do you mean?”

“I gather she didn’t have the happiest of childhoods. Her parents were handlers, too. Did you know that?”

“She told me when I signed up.”

“Roger and Lavinia Peterson. They’ve retired now and gone on to judging, but that pair was one of the strongest handling teams in the country for several decades. As children, Jenny and her sister, Angie, were always at the shows with them. Everyone just assumed that someday the girls would take over the family business.

“But the moment Jenny turned eighteen, she moved out and started up on her own. That wouldn’t have been so odd, there’s no rule that says parents and children have to agree all the time. But what made people wonder was that a few months later, Angie joined her. The girl was barely sixteen at the time.”

I glanced once more toward the back of the line. Jenny was repositioning a Cocker and talking about cow hocks. She seemed to have forgotten about Ziggy, at least for the time being. That was probably just as well.

“Do you know what the problem was?”

“No. They weren’t Poodle people,” she said, as if that explained why she’d missed being privy to the best gossip. “But there definitely was some sort of estrangement there. I don’t think they talk to this day.”

A throat cleared loudly in front of me and I turned to find that while Aunt Peg and I had been chatting, the line had moved on. Faith’s turn was next and while Rick was moving the dog ahead of me, I was supposed to be getting ready and setting up. I led Faith up to the front of the mat. Taking control firmly but gently, as I’d been taught, I stacked the puppy, which means I set her up in the four square position that best showed off her conformation and balance.

When I was done, she looked terrific. Unfortunately, the effect only lasted about ten seconds. That was how much time Faith gave me before deciding she’d held the pose long enough and demonstrating her feelings by leaping straight up in the air. She landed just as Rick turned our way. Perfect timing.

“Ah, the flying puppy. I believe I saw your sister earlier.”

“Yes,” I said, mortified. “But she behaved.”

“Wouldn’t you with Margaret Turnbull on the end of your lead?” Rick slipped me a wink, and I immediately felt much better. But when I started to reset Faith’s legs, he reached out and stopped me. “Rather than fussing with her again right here, walk her in a small circle and start over. We want her to learn how to do this right from the beginning.”

I followed his advice and, of course, it helped. Faith stood for his examination and we performed our triangle—trotting down one side of the mats, around the end, then back across the middle—smoothly and steadily. Faith even stood and baited for a piece of liver at the end.

“She’s learning,” Aunt Peg said when I’d rejoined the line. “And so are you.” Coming from her, that was high praise.

Satisfied with what we’d accomplished, I watched the last of the big dogs take its turn. The sleek gray Weimaraner was being handled by Jenny’s sister, Angie. Since she worked as Rick and Jenny’s assistant, that probably meant he was a client’s dog that was being tuned up for the shows.

Angie Peterson was a taller, paler version of her sister. Her medium brown hair fell to below shoulder length, but I’d never seen it hanging free. Tonight, as usual, it was fastened back with a clip. Her eyes were nearly the same shade of brown as Jenny’s—soft cocoa with amber highlights. A spray of freckles stood out against her fair skin.

She wasn’t plain so much as unremarkable, and the same held true of her handling. She presented the Weimaraner well, but it was easy to see why Jenny headed the operation and Angie was the assistant. Though technically proficient, Angie’s handling skills lacked the intuitive magic of her sister’s. Although to be fair, so did most everybody else’s.

Even my untrained eye could see that Jenny was one of those rare people who could pick up a leash and have the dog at the other end suddenly appear two hundred percent better than it had only moments before. It was as though an electrical current passed between them, and magic was the only way I’d figured out to explain it. I’d seen her take class dogs in hand to illustrate a point and within seconds, the animals were transformed from everyday hounds into show stoppers.

It was a gift, Aunt Peg had told me. Unfortunately it was one I didn’t share.

Faith, being a puppy and having a Standard Poodle’s sense of humor, felt honor-bound to demonstrate that to me repeatedly over the course of the next half hour. I prayed for patience and wished for invisibility. Class clown was not a role I intended to assume willingly.

“Don’t worry,” Aunt Peg said, when Rick finally called a halt to the proceedings and I celebrated by sinking in an exhausted puddle into one of the chairs that lined the walls. “It will get much easier as it goes along. The problem now is that you and Faith are both trying to learn together.”

“No, the problem is that she’s faster than I am and has more energy.”

“You’re raising a child. Puppies are easier than that.”

“Only because when you really get worn out, you can put them in a crate and take a break.”

“I’ve seen children I thought deserved the same.” Never a mother, Aunt Peg had wasted no time mourning the loss. She tolerated children politely, but I’d never yet seen her clasp one to her bosom.

“Not Davey, I hope.”

“Not usually.”

Well that was comforting. “Jenny’s coming to dinner tomorrow night. Why don’t you come too?”

“Tomorrow?” Peg thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I can’t.”

“Got a date?”

“I should be so fortunate.” Her look was stern. “And now that you mention it, so should you.”

Aunt Peg heartily disapproved of the fact that since my divorce, my relationships with men had been sporadic and largely unsuccessful. Not that that was my fault. I was hardly the first thirty-year-old woman to discover that all the good men were already spoken for. And adding a young child into the mix didn’t improve my chances.

Then last spring, I’d met Sam Driver. Even though I’d suspected he might be involved in the theft of one of Aunt Peg’s Poodles, I’d still been intrigued. Luckily my suspicions had been wrong, and things had progressed from there. Neither one of us was sure where the relationship was headed, and we were enjoying taking our time about finding out.

Try explaining that to Aunt Peg, however, whose two speeds in life were full throttle and fast forward. She had a soft spot for Sam because he was a fellow Standard Poodle enthusiast and she’d taken an interest in the relationship from the beginning. Which is another way of saying that she’d pushed us together repeatedly without finesse or subtlety, neither of which was her strong suit.

I knew what she was asking and it was easier just to give it to her. Persistence must run in the family because I’d seen Davey use the same method to get Popsicles before dinner.

“Sam’s traveling,” I said.

“Business, I hope.”

“Either that, or he’s meeting his new girlfriend in L.A.”

“You needn’t be so flip, Melanie. I’m only trying to look out for your best interests.”

That was precisely the problem. When it came to my love life, I wasn’t sure my interests needed quite so much attention.

“Did you say Jenny was coming over?” asked Aunt Peg. “Just Jenny? What about Rick?”

“He can come along too if he wants. I asked her on the spur of the moment. Jenny seemed so down over Ziggy, I was looking for a way to cheer her up.”

“She seems fine now.”

I turned in the direction Aunt Peg was looking. Jenny was talking and laughing with a young man who handled a Smooth Fox Terrier in class. As they chatted, the terrier was busy wrapping his leash around their legs, binding them together.

Angie and Rick were on the other side of the room, rolling up the mats. Rick must have looked up about the same time I did because he got up and went over to help Jenny. Taking the leash, he disentangled dog and people then hooked an arm over his wife’s shoulder and drew her to his side. The terrier man stayed on only a moment longer. When he left, Rick and Jenny headed our way.

“What’s this I hear about my wife coming to your house for dinner?”

“Girls’ night out,” I said, teasing him.

Was it my imagination, or did Jenny stiffen slightly? There was no mistaking Rick’s frown.

Too late, I began to back-pedal. “Just kidding. Of course you’re welcome too. I’d love to have you come.”

“The night before a show weekend? I don’t think so. There’s too much to get done at home.”

If I put my foot in my mouth one more time it would be a wonder if I could still talk. “I guess I wasn’t thinking,” I said to Jenny. “I’m pretty new at all this. It doesn’t have to be tomorrow. If you’d rather make it another night. . .”

“No,” she said quickly. “Tomorrow’s good. Really. I’ll see you then.”

“Angel?” called Rick, turning away. “How are you coming with those mats?”

“Almost there.” She looked up at him and smiled. “Why don’t you bring the van around and you can help me load.”

“You got it.”

The room was nearly empty by now. I got up and Aunt Peg and I headed for the door. “He didn’t look happy, did he?” she mused.

I’d noticed the same thing, but I wasn’t about to give her the satisfaction. One thing about Aunt Peg—hand her the ball and she’d surely run with it.

“Clearly you need a man of your own,” I said pointedly.

“I might take yours. You don’t seem to be getting much use out of him.”

She led the way out the door and there was nothing I could do but follow. This business about always getting the last word was just like handling. It was a gift. It had to be.
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Three

Five days a week from nine until three, I work as a special education teacher in Stamford’s public school system. I still think of myself that way because back when I got out of graduate school, that’s what we were called. Since then, in an ongoing effort to make everything as needlessly complicated as possible, my title has been modernized. I am now known as a Learning Disabilities Resource Room Teacher.

Same job, same pay; bigger sign on the door.

I’m lucky in that most days I really like my work, especially when I’m with the kids. I could do without some of the administrators and most of the politics, but I’ve been at Hunting Ridge Elementary long enough so that I don’t have to deal with either too much if I don’t want to.

Davey started kindergarten in September. After five years of juggling daycare, pre-school, car pools, and baby sitters, not to mention sick days, snow days, and holidays, we are finally both on the same schedule. What a relief. Not only that, but if he sits on his lunch somewhere along the way, I can usually slip him part of mine in the cafeteria. My stomach may growl a bit, but my thighs appreciate the sacrifice.

On Friday, Davey and I went straight to the supermarket after school. I envy women who make dinners ahead and freeze them. At my house, I’m lucky to have the ingredients for a meal on hand, much less the finished product. Impromptu guests get nachos and salsa if they’re lucky; Pop-Tarts if they’re not. Aunt Peg has been known to solve this problem by bringing her own pastries. Either she has to find a low-fat bakery, or I’m going to have to develop some self-control.

Jenny arrived promptly at six. I was back in the kitchen, but my early warning system spoke up loud and clear. First Faith began to bark, then Davey ran to the front hall, jumping up and down and yelling, “She’s here! She’s here!” From the way these two were carrying on, you’d think we never had company.

With that much notice, I had time to get the door open before she could even ring the bell. Jenny stood on the top step with her hands full.

“The wine’s a gift,” she said, handing me a bottle of cabernet sauvignon on her way in. “The book’s a loan. It belongs to Rick and he’d kill me if I gave it away. But there are a lot of good tips in here, and I think you might enjoy reading it.”

The book was called An Owner’s Guide to Successful Dog Showing. I tucked it under my arm. “Thanks. I’ll give it back to you next week.”

“No hurry.”

“Hi,” said Davey, thrusting himself forward. There’s nothing he hates more than to be left out of a conversation. “I’m Davey. I’m five.”

Jenny grinned down at him. “Five? Really? You must be big for your age.”

“I am.” Davey’s small chest swelled with pride. “This is my Poodle. Her name is Faith.”

Even without the introduction, the puppy would have been hard to miss. As soon as I’d opened the door, Faith had launched herself at our guest. Luckily Jenny was used to dealing with exuberant puppies and the initial onslaught had barely fazed her. Now that her hands were free she had one scratching behind Faith’s ears and the other rubbing under her chin.

“Faith is a Standard Poodle,” Davey informed her. “That means she’s going to be big.”

As if she wasn’t already.

“Did you know that Poodles come in three sizes?”

“I’m sure she does, Davey,” I broke in. Once my son started showing off how much he knew, he could go on for quite a while. “Let’s give Jenny a chance to get in the door before you monopolize her. You can talk to her some more later.”

“Okay. Can I have a snack?”

“No. Dinner’s in half an hour.”

“But I’m hungry now.”

“Good, then you’ll still be hungry in half an hour. Why don’t you take Faith to the back door and see if she wants to go out?”

The two of them headed off down the hall and Jenny’s gaze followed their departure. “They’re so cute at that age.”

“Puppies or kids?”

“Both.” Her tone held the wistful sound of someone who’s never lived with a five-year-old twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. “I can’t wait.”

Jenny couldn’t have been more than a year or two younger than me. I wondered what she was waiting for. “How does Rick feel?”

“Ambivalent. He thinks we ought to be better established, have a larger base of clients. But the problem with handling is that except for a few regulars that you work with all the time, it’s not a steady thing. Dogs come and go. We have a champion Cocker now that’s been doing a lot of winning, but he’s retiring at the end of the year. After that, who knows? There’s an English Setter coming along that might take his place, but we won’t know that until we try. Sometimes I think that if you want something badly enough, you just have to jump in and do it.”

As she talked, we’d been walking back to the kitchen. I could see Davey through the window over the sink. He was running around the backyard with a jacket on over his pajamas. Faith was chasing him. I set the wine down on the counter, found a corkscrew, and poured us each a glass.

“Davey’s father thought we were too young too. And actually, we probably were. But I got pregnant and neither one of us liked the idea of abortion, so there we were.”

“Was he angry?”

“More resigned, I think. He spent the nine months I was pregnant in denial. Like if he didn’t think about it, or talk about it, it wouldn’t really happen.” I sampled my wine, decided it tasted good and followed the first sip with another.

Jenny’s gaze strayed out the window. “How long did it take him to get used to being a father?”

“I don’t think he ever did. As far as he was concerned, Davey was just this unexpected interloper who kept waking us up all night long. He moved out when Davey was ten months old.”

That was the polite version. In reality, he’d skipped in the middle of the day, taking the car and the stereo system with him. He’d left behind a three-line note in which he’d spoken about his unmet needs. I’d read it twice—incredulous the first time, furious the second—then burned it.

“It must be hard being a single parent.”

A comment like that called for more wine. I topped off both our glasses. “Harder on Davey than me, unfortunately. I’m coping. He’s just beginning to figure out that most of the other kids have two parents and he only has one.”

The screen door banged as it swung open against the wall of the house. Davey and Faith came barreling inside. He looked at the two of us standing there. “Isn’t dinner ready yet?”

“Soon.” I reached out and tousled my son’s hair. Grimacing, he squirmed out from beneath my hand. “Everything’s about done. I just have to finish the salad. Why don’t you set the table?”

“Can’t we eat in the kitchen?”

“Davey, we have company.”

“I’m not company,” Jenny said with a grin. “I’m a friend.”

So we ate in the kitchen. When I pulled the small butcher block table away from the wall, there was just enough room for the three of us to sit around it. Jenny poured on the dressing and tossed the salad, while I got the bread and lasagna out of the oven and onto plates.

Faith, who knew a good opportunity when she saw one, managed to wedge herself underneath the table, ready for handouts. With Davey in attendance, she didn’t have long to wait.

“I saw that,” I said as Davey took a piece of tomato-covered noodle from his plate and slipped it beneath the table.

“But Faith’s hungry. And she likes lasagna.”

“She likes anything she thinks she’s not supposed to have. And she wouldn’t be so hungry if she’d eat her own food.”

“She doesn’t like her food. It tastes gross.”

“How would you know?”

“I ate some.” Davey stuck out his tongue and grimaced. Nothing like having the weight of empirical evidence to support the hypothesis.

On the other side of the table, Jenny looked as though she was enjoying herself. “What do you feed?” she asked.

I named the brand of high-quality kibble that Aunt Peg had recommended. “I mix that with some cottage cheese and a little bit of canned food. Aunt Peg says her Poodles love the stuff. But Faith is fussy. She barely picks at her food.”

“Does she get a lot of table scraps?”

“Not that many.” I shot my son a glare.

“Let’s see. Come here, girl.” Jenny enticed the puppy out from under the table and ran an experienced pair of hands down her sides. “She is thin. You don’t want a puppy to be fat, but she should be carrying more weight than this.”

“Aunt Peg’s told me the same thing. She says that conditioning’s one of the most important aspects of getting a dog ready for the show ring.”

“She’s right. Especially in a breed like Poodles. Once they’re a year old and you shave off that hindquarter there’s no hiding a thing. If a dog has no muscle or is underweight, it’s just about the first thing the judge sees. Lots of Poodles are finicky about what they eat, and that makes it tough. I had a terrible time keeping Ziggy in weight when I was showing him.”

I was glad to see she could mention the Mini’s name without becoming visibly upset. Maybe our company was cheering her up. Or maybe it was the numbing effect of the wine.

“What did you feed him?”

“In the beginning I tried just about everything which is terrible for a dog. They thrive on routine. But then I met Crystal Mars. Do you know who she is?”

I shook my head.

“She owns a small boarding kennel in Stratford. It’s about half an hour from here. She’s an interesting woman, a big believer in holistic care and homeopathic medicine. Everything at her place is pure and natural. You know the type?”

I did.

“Apparently she’d been doing the same thing I was, switching from one brand to another, looking for the perfect dog food. Running the boarding kennel she had plenty of dogs who were upset about being away from home, and that meant plenty of bad eaters. After a while she simply started making her own food, mixing everything together in big bowls and baking the kibble in the oven.”

“What’s in it?”

“It’s a rice and chicken base, with lots of garlic and corn meal, and God knows what all. The dogs love it. Ziggy, too. It’s expensive, but it’s worth it.”

“You mean she sells it?”

Jenny nodded. “I was just up there last week and business is booming. Lots of her customers were pleased with the way their dogs came home and asked what she was feeding. Pretty soon she was selling as much kibble as she could make. She calls it Crystal’s All Natural Dog Munchies. You might want to give it a try.”

The name was a little overly cute, but then again so were lots of things people did to dogs, like putting Dachshunds in raincoats and tying bows on Poodle’s ears. If Faith would eat it, I could manage to deal with the label.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll look into it.”

“When’s dessert?” asked Davey.

His plate was suspiciously clean. I wondered how many mouthfuls of lasagna Faith had enjoyed while my attention had been elsewhere. At least that might put a little weight on her.

“Dessert’s when everybody’s finished,” I informed him. “Grown-ups like to eat more slowly. Why don’t you go and play for a little while and I’ll call you when we’re ready?”

“Okay.” He hopped off his chair and left the room. Faith went with him. She’s only been around a month, but clearly the puppy knows which side her bread is buttered on. Davey turned on the TV in the living room and found Roseanne in syndication. He liked to root for D.J. and was trying to develop a big belly laugh like Roseanne’s. There are worse goals.

“I hope you didn’t send him away on my account,” said Jenny. In contrast to Davey’s plate, hers was still nearly full. She pushed the lasagna around with her fork, but didn’t pick any up. “I think he’s great.”

“He is great. But like every five-year-old, he has no patience. He knows full well there’s cake for dessert, and we’ll be lucky to get a moment’s peace from now until he gets his.”

“I can sympathize.” Jenny laughed. “I have a sweet tooth, too.”

I looked, but the lasagna on her plate still didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Maybe that was her way of telling me she was finished. “Right,” I said. “On to the cake.”

I’m not a good enough cook to get offended when people don’t eat something I’ve made. But the chocolate mousse cake I had for dessert came from the St. Moritz bakery in Greenwich, which means it was probably about the best in the world. But when I’d piled the dinner dishes in the sink, brewed some coffee, given Davey his dessert in the living room, then served our cake, Jenny started pushing that around her plate, too.

Well, that made me wonder. It’s probably possible that there are people in the world who don’t like lasagna or who don’t like chocolate. But both? I doubt it. Jenny didn’t look thin enough to be anorexic, and though I’d invited her over to cheer her up over Ziggy’s death, she didn’t seem terribly depressed.

I’ve never been one for finesse when bluntness will work just as well. It’s a family trait.

“Not hungry?” I asked.

“Hmm?” Jenny looked up. She finally had a piece of cake in her mouth and was chewing slowly. She seemed to be enjoying it.

“You’ve hardly eaten a thing. I know I’m not the greatest cook. . .”

“No, the food’s wonderful. You must have really worked hard. I’m sorry I haven’t done it more justice. It’s just that I haven’t been feeling all that well lately. I guess I caught some sort of bug, but it’s been hanging on for a while and I can’t seem to shake it.”

“Like the flu?”

“Something like that. It comes and goes, headaches, nausea, cramps.”

I’d heard all those symptoms before. Lately everyone on Fairfield County seemed to be coming down with them. “You should have a Lyme test. Even if you haven’t seen a tick or a rash. You’d be amazed how many of the people I work with have come down with Lyme Disease this year. Especially working with dogs like you do, there’s probably a pretty good chance you’ve been exposed.”

“I know. I’ve been thinking the same thing. I’m going to get it checked out. Just as soon as I have some spare time.”

“Spare time? What’s that?”

We laughed together, and I was pleased to see her finish the rest of her cake. Later, she even let me wrap up an extra large piece to take home. I knew that Rick was waiting for her, so we made it an early evening. Davey fell asleep on the couch in front of the TV around eight-thirty and she and I took him up and tucked him in. Jenny left a few minutes later.

The book she’d brought was still sitting on the table in the front hall. “Thanks again,” I said, picking it up.

“No problem.” Jenny lingered on the step. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

“Sure, you too. I’ll see you at class on Thursday, right?”

“Not this week, I’ll be away. But don’t worry, Angie will be filling in for me and I’m sure she’ll do fine. Thanks for dinner. It was great.”

“Anytime,” I said, and meant it. Next time I’d know better than to ask her for a Friday night though; and to make sure there weren’t any ruffled feathers, I’d invite Rick along, and maybe even Angie, too.

Davey and I spent most of the next week going to school and raking leaves. The yard isn’t that big and the job wouldn’t have taken so long except that every time I got a decent-sized pile together, Davey and Faith dove in. They were so cute together that I had to go into the house and get the camera. Now I’d have to be sure that Aunt Peg never saw the pictures of her show puppy with leaves intertwined through that all important coat of hair.

Wednesday afternoon, we finally bagged the last of what was on the ground. While Davey was taking a bath, I brushed through Faith’s coat with a pin brush, then took down her top-knot which is the hair on the top of her head. If a Poodle is going to be shown, that hair is never cut. Eventually it will grow nearly a foot long. To keep it out of the dog’s face, the hair is gathered into a series of small ponytails which are held in place with tiny colored rubber bands. I cut loose the old bands, brushed through the hair, then reset it with new ones. I was just finishing when the phone rang.

It was Aunt Peg. “This is so awful,” she said.

“What is?”

“I was just talking to Rick Maguire.”

As I waited for her to continue, I slipped Faith a piece of cheese as a reward for being good, then hopped her down off the portable grooming table I’d set up in the kitchen.

“What?” I asked again when a moment passed and she still hadn’t said a word.

“I just can’t believe it.” Peg’s voice was oddly flat. “Rick was so upset I could barely understand what he was saying. Melanie, Jenny Maguire is dead.”
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She couldn’t be dead, I thought. I just saw her. She was much too young, much too vibrant, to be dead.

“Melanie, are you there?”

“I’m here.” All at once I felt drained. I leaned back against the counter and let it support my weight.

Years earlier, when I’d heard the news about my parents’ deaths, how their car had run off a lonely stretch of road and plunged over an embankment, I’d wanted to scream out loud as if noise alone could negate the awful truth. But this time grief had a different effect on me. I could barely summon the energy to make a sound.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. Rick was hardly coherent. He said Jenny collapsed last night right after dinner. He and Angie thought she’d fainted. They lifted her up on the couch, then Rick realized she wasn’t breathing. They called for an ambulance but by the time they got her to the hospital, it was too late.”

I exhaled slowly, feeling pain as the air left my body. There was a constriction in my chest I couldn’t seem to breathe around. “She told me last week that she hadn’t been feeling well. I thought maybe she had Lyme Disease.”

Aunt Peg snorted softly. “People sometimes die from Lyme Disease, but not suddenly like that. It had to have been something else. What did she say was the matter with her?”

I thought back, trying to remember. “Something like the flu, except it wouldn’t go away. She wasn’t eating much, that’s how it came up, and she said she’d been having cramps.”

“They’ll do an autopsy. They’ll have to. People can’t just up and die for no reason. That girl was a child.”

Not quite, but I knew what she meant. “Rick must be devastated. The two of them seemed so close.”

“They were always together,” said Aunt Peg. “Even at the shows where things get hectic and the handlers with big strings have to be everywhere at once, you almost never saw one of them without the other.”

“I wonder what he’ll do now.”

“Carry on, I’d imagine. What choice does he have?”

Davey called from the bathtub, and I went to dry him off and bundle him into his pajamas. He was warm and clean and filled with excitement about the field trip his class was taking the next day to the fire station. I hugged him close and let him chatter on.

He didn’t notice how quiet I was, so I didn’t have to explain. And that was good. I couldn’t break the news to Davey just then. I couldn’t even understand it myself.

The next morning when I had a break, I stopped by the office and called Rick and Jenny’s kennel. A kennel girl picked up, and I was able to find out that a wake would be held on Friday evening in Ridgefield. I called Aunt Peg and gave her the news and we made arrangements to go together.

That’s when it began to sink in that Jenny was really gone. I wished I’d had the chance to get to know her better. Even so, her death left me feeling all hollow inside. She’d been so young. She should have had so many things still ahead of her. How could she have already run out of time?

On my way to my next class, I stopped by Davey’s kindergarten classroom. There was a glass panel in the door and I was able to look in without disturbing anyone. Davey was at the block station, constructing a skyscraper and laughing with two of his friends.

I went back to work feeling a little better.

 



My only sibling is a brother named Frank, who lives in Cos Cob. He’s four years younger than me and there are times when the age difference seems enormous. Most little girls grow out of the idea that their brother is one of the most annoying people they’ve ever met, but I never have. Frank can be irresponsible, opportunistic, and thoroughly charming; often all at the same time.

One thing I will say for Frank though, is that he loves his nephew dearly. Over the years, he has stepped in to provide Davey with a stable male influence in his life, and for that I will always be grateful. He also spoils Davey shamelessly. I’m less appreciative of that, but I figure it comes with the territory. Frank has always been a bit of a hedonist.

One Saturday a month, he comes and collects Davey for what the two of them have come to call “boys’ day out.” Their adventures have included everything from roller blading in Binney Park to a trip to the Maritime Center in Norwalk. So far he’s always brought Davey back in one piece and since they both seem to enjoy having secrets that I’m not privy to, I try not to ask too many questions.

Frank had called early in the week, hinting around about tickets to a Yale football game for that Saturday. Needless to say, I was not invited. After talking to Aunt Peg, I checked with Frank. His love life must not be much more exciting than mine because he said he’d be happy to have Davey sleep over on Friday night. All that remained after that was to call the funeral home and get directions.

Most of the towns in lower Fairfield County serve as bedroom communities for New York City commuters and they look it. There’s an urban sophistication to the downtown areas which owes much to the rapid growth of the eighties and the advent of the ubiquitous chain store. A dozen miles north, the town of Ridgefield has resisted such changes. With its quaint shops and clapboard buildings, it still maintains much of the character and flavor of a small New England village.

The Falconi Brothers Funeral Home was a white brick, two-story edifice on the outskirts of town. It was early evening when we arrived but the sun had already set. Aunt Peg was driving, which meant that I spent much of the trip holding my breath. Her station wagon is new this year, but already it’s showing signs of strain. Going sixty miles an hour on curving back country roads will do that to a car.

We were met at the door to the funeral home by a somber-looking man in a black suit, one of the Falconi brothers, no doubt. He directed us to the proper room whose door was the only one leading off from the wide center hall that was open.

The room was large and already crowded, but the first thing I saw when I entered was the casket. It was closed, for which I was grateful. I’ve never had any desire to look at dead people and I’ve never figured out why anyone would. I wanted to remember Jenny as she’d been, not lying pale and still in a satin-lined box.

Rick was standing near the front of the room. Angie was at his side. They were talking to two men who looked familiar in a vague sort of way.

“Sean Summers and his partner, Doug Henry,” Aunt Peg whispered. “They handle terriers. You’ve probably seen them in the group ring.”

Now that she mentioned it I realized that nearly all the faces in the assembled group were those I had seen at dog shows. Some were exhibitors; others handlers. A few were judges.

“I heard that the funeral tomorrow is private,” Aunt Peg continued in a low tone. “It’s just as well. The rest of the weekend nearly everybody here will be at work.”

“There’s certainly a crowd tonight.”

“There would be. Rick and Jenny are popular, but Roger and Lavinia Peterson lived in the area back when they were handling. Lots of old friends would come to pay their respects.”

I looked around the room, scanning some of the older faces. “Speaking of Jenny’s parents, which ones are they?”

“I don’t see them. They live down in Louisiana now. Maybe they’re on their way.”

Jenny had died Tuesday night, I thought. How long did it take to get on a plane and fly up?

Slowly we worked our way to the front of the room. Of course we had to pay our condolences, but I was dreading the moment we’d get there. I’m terrible in situations like this; I never know what to say. One look at Aunt Peg and I knew she wasn’t going to be much help. When we reached Rick and Angie, she was staring off in another direction entirely.

Rick held out his hand and I took it in both of mine. There were shadows beneath his eyes and his Adam’s apple bobbed prominently in his throat, but he seemed to be holding up pretty well. It was Angie, beside him, who looked like she was on the verge of breaking down. Her make-up was smeared as if she’d been crying and she held a wad of crumpled tissue in one hand.

“Thank you for coming,” said Rick, and Angie nodded silently.

I wanted to kick Aunt Peg to get her attention. What could she possibly have been looking at? “I was so sorry to hear about Jenny. She was a really wonderful person.”

Angie sagged against Rick’s side and he reached out as I’d seen him do so often with Jenny and placed a comforting arm over her shoulder. I’d been holding my emotions in check pretty well, but that simple gesture was enough to bring me to the verge of tears.

“Angel?” he whispered. “Are you all right?”

Her lower lip trembled. Wordlessly, she shook her head.

“Do you want to sit down?” I asked. There were chairs all around, although none up here near the casket.

Ignoring my question, Angie looked up at Rick. “I want to get out of here,” she said. Her voice was low and choked with emotion.

“I know this is hard, Angel, but we can’t leave—”

“I won’t stay here. You can’t make me.”

She sounded like a child and I realized I’d always thought of her that way. She was only a few years younger than her sister but while Jenny had always seemed mature for her age, Angie had retained the youthful demeanor of a teenager. Right now there was enough of the lost waif about her to bring out my maternal instincts.

“Come with me to the ladies’ room,” I said. “You can splash some water on your face and sit down for a few minutes. It’ll make you feel better.”

The vague look Angie gave me made me wonder whether she even knew who I was, but obediently she disengaged herself from Rick and prepared to follow me from the room. Rick gave me a grateful glance and turned to the next person waiting for his attention—Aunt Peg, who’d finally managed to get her mind back on the business at hand.

People parted for us as we made our way out. Angie walked slowly like an invalid. I took her hand in mine and she didn’t protest. Her fingers were cool and limp.

One of the doors in the hall was marked “Rest Rooms” and I guided Angie there. There was a small sitting area as well as a bathroom. She sank down on an ornate brocade love seat and covered her face with her hands. Over by the counter I found a stack of paper cups and poured her some cold water. She drank only a sip, then put the cup aside.

The couch was hard and scratchy when I sat down beside her. Clearly it hadn’t been designed for lingering. Though the room was warm, she felt cold, and I found myself rubbing her back.

“It isn’t fair,” Angie sniffled.

There was a full box of tissues on the counter. I got up and brought it over. “No, it isn’t.”

“I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to think about her lying there in that box. I knew she was unhappy but. . .”

I stopped where I stood. “But what?”

“I don’t know. . .” Angie shook her head forlornly and her ponytail swung from side to side. “I just never thought she’d go this far.”

My legs felt heavy, like lead. I sank down on the couch. “Angie, what are you talking about?”

She looked up as though the question surprised her. Instead of answering, she took a tissue from the box and blew her nose loudly. When it became clear she wasn’t going to answer my first question, I tried something a little easier.

“What was Jenny unhappy about?”

The girl’s slender shoulders rose and fell. “Just stuff, you know. . .”

No, I didn’t know, and stuff could mean anything. Or nothing at all. “You mean like what happened to Ziggy?”

“Yeah, that too. My sister really loved that dog.”

“Angie,” I said softly. “How did Jenny die?”

She turned to look in my direction, but rather than focusing her eyes seemed to stare right through me. “She just stood up and fell over. And then she was dead.”

“But—”

Abruptly Angie stood. “I’ve got to get back, or Rick will come looking for me. He looks after everybody, you know?”

She tossed the wad of tissue in the wastebasket and walked out. The door had swung shut behind her before I even thought to move. What had Jenny died of? Aunt Peg had mentioned she’d thought there’d be an autopsy, but I’d forgotten to follow up. Obviously a cause of death had been established, otherwise they couldn’t bury the body. But what was it?

I found Aunt Peg back in the room where I’d left her. Angie had returned and was once again standing at Rick’s side. She looked somewhat better although still not strong enough for the task at hand. Aunt Peg was over to one side, talking to Crawford Langley, a long-time Poodle handler who lived in Bedford.

Crawford was one of the first people I’d met in Poodles after Aunt Peg. According to what she’d told me he’d been the top Poodle handler on the East Coast for many years. He’d had the best clients, the best dogs, the best buzz. In his fifties now, he was gradually being nudged aside by a new generation of up and comers, but fighting every inch of the way to maintain his advantage.

“Hi, Crawford,” I said, joining them.

“Melanie.” He nodded.

“We were just discussing Jenny’s parents,” said Aunt Peg. “Crawford’s an old friend of theirs.”

“Not that old,” Crawford corrected, his gray eyes glinting. “But we did all get started around the same time.”

“Why aren’t they here?” I asked.

“They’ve been in Australia, judging. I haven’t spoken to them, but I understand that they’re flying in tonight.”

Aunt Peg’s connections were legion, but Crawford Langley’s were no less impressive. “Do you know what Jenny died from?” I asked.

Aunt Peg frowned. “Now that you mention it, we never did find that out, did we?”

“Rick told me yesterday when I called to find out about the arrangements,” said Crawford. “Somehow Jenny ingested a fatal dose of arsenic.”

“You mean she was poisoned?” Aunt Peg’s voice rose and I jabbed an elbow into her ribs.

“Apparently so.”

I thought about what Angie had said earlier. “How did it happen?”

“I don’t know,” Crawford admitted. “But it must have been an accident. Rick didn’t want to talk about it and I certainly wasn’t about to push him. Gossip being what it is in this sport, I’m sure we’ll all get the details soon enough. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to have a few words with Sean and Doug.”

“I don’t believe it,” I said as the handler walked away.

“I don’t blame you,” said Aunt Peg, looking no happier than I felt.

I was standing too close to a large arrangement of orchids. Their heavy scent seemed to permeate everything. I took Aunt Peg’s elbow and guided us both a few steps away. “Angie just told me that Jenny was unhappy. Were you aware of that?”

“Not in a general sense, no.” She thought for a moment. “I mean everybody has days where everything seems to go wrong. And with Rick and Jenny working and living together, it can’t have been easy. Handling’s a high-stress job. The pressure’s always on to produce results. They’re out there week after week, especially with the top dogs. And if they don’t win, well . . . you’d better believe everyone else is keeping score.”

“But Rick and Jenny were winning, weren’t they? She told me something about a top Cocker . . . ?”

“That would be Charlie. Champion Shadowland’s Super Charged. He is good. I think he even has a shot at the Quaker Oats Award this year. Of course, now with Jenny out of the picture, that may change.”

Aunt Peg had been coaching me on how dog shows worked for nearly half a year now. Little by little I was getting so I could understand most of the shorthand. All of the different breeds recognized by the American Kennel Club are divided into seven groups, according to form or function: Sporting, Hound, Working, Terrier, Toy, Non-Sporting, and Herding. The Quaker Oats Award is an extremely prestigious prize given out just before Westminster to the dog in each group that had won the most group firsts during the preceding year. Jenny’s Cocker Spaniel would have been competing in the Sporting Group.

“Rick will continue to show the dog, won’t he?”

“I imagine he will. Of course that will be up to Mrs. Byrd, Charlie’s owner, but this close to the end of the year, they’d be foolish not to go for it. Charlie was Jenny’s dog, though. I’m sure the judges thought of them as a team. With Rick, it just won’t be the same.”

Aunt Peg turned and looked across the room. “I imagine Harry Flynn will be pleased about that. I wonder if that’s why he’s here.”

A thin stoop-shouldered man was standing off by himself next to a spray of lilies. His wiry hair had receded back to the middle of his head and was graying slightly at the temples. His suit, a drab shade of brown, had been paired with a loud multi-colored tie whose tails hung down below his belt. Despite the two “No Smoking” signs posted at either door, he’d cupped his hand around a lit cigarette he held down at his side.

“Is that who you were staring at before?”

“Staring?” Aunt Peg mused. “Was I really? I just hadn’t expected to see him here, that’s all.”

“Why? Who is he?”

“Another sporting dog handler. He’s got a Cocker and a Springer of his own and they’ve both been bumping up against Charlie all year. After he’d lost one too many times, I gather he lodged a complaint accusing one of Jenny’s dogs of being dyed.”

“Dyed? Is that possible?”

“It’s more than possible, it happens all the time in Poodles and in some of the other breeds as well. The Cocker in question was black, and Harry alleged that the dog had a rather large white spot on his chest that was being covered up. If that was true, the dog would have been disqualified and the AKC would have taken punitive action against Jenny as his handler.”

“And what happened?”

“As things turned out, not much. At the moment, the American Kennel Club doesn’t have a testing procedure in place for proving or disproving an allegation like that. And to disqualify an entry simply on the basis of hearsay? I can’t think of anything that would expose them to a lawsuit faster.

“In the end, there was nothing they could do. The black Cocker quietly finished his championship and went home, while Jenny continued to win everything in sight with Charlie. Of course, there’s been bad blood between Harry and the Maguires ever since.”

“It does seem surprising he’d come here then, doesn’t it?”

“After all the years I’ve been showing Poodles, nothing surprises me anymore. I think we’ve stayed long enough. How about you?”

I nodded and we headed for the door. Aunt Peg has always been pretty crafty and I wondered later whether her sudden desire to leave was prompted by the fact that Harry Flynn was also making a move in that direction. Whether by accident or design, we met at the door.

“Mrs. Turnbull,” said Flynn, nodding briefly.

It was clear he intended to keep on walking, but Aunt Peg thrust me forward. “Harry, I don’t believe you’ve met my niece, Melanie. She’s new to showing dogs.”

He stopped then and looked me up and down. “Nice to meet you. Since you’re new, I’ll offer you a bit of advice. Find another hobby.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so for a moment I said nothing at all. That gave Aunt Peg the opening she needed. “I didn’t expect to see you here today, Harry.”

“Why not? Just because we weren’t friends doesn’t mean I wouldn’t show up for something like this. Hey, for me this is good times. Besides, I wanted to make sure the bitch was really dead.”

Well, that turned a few heads. Including mine. Thank goodness Rick and Angie weren’t close enough to hear.

Aunt Peg drew herself up to her full height which was a good several inches higher than the handler. “If you weren’t leaving, I’d throw you out myself.”

“I’ll save you the pleasure, Mrs. Turnbull. Maybe some other time.” He was whistling under his breath as he left.
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