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One

There’s a lot to be said for dying in the midst of something you love. But fond as Uncle Max was of his Poodles, I doubt that he’d ever envisioned himself being found dead on the cold, hard kennel floor, his curled fingers grasping at the open door of an empty pen.

For their part, the Poodles didn’t seem to think much of the idea either. All seven of the big black dogs were scratching at their doors and whining when Aunt Peg came out the next morning looking for Max, who was inexplicably missing from her bed when she woke up. The moment she saw him, she knew what had happened. The Turnbull men weren’t known for their strong hearts; the doctor had warned Max more than once to slow down. But in the end, all the things they’d done together—giving up smoking, taking up walking, watching their cholesterol—hadn’ t made the slightest bit of difference.

Not one to panic when composure served better, Aunt Peg had closed her husband’s eyes, then covered him with a blanket before picking up the phone and calling for an ambulance.

I learned all this from my brother Frank, whose name she’d supplied when asked by the police if there was someone they could call. One look at Aunt Peg and they must have realized that the sedatives the paramedics had so thoughtfully left behind were going to go to waste. That’s when they started making comforting noises about next of kin.

We’ve never been the type of family to advertise our emotions. Aunt Peg would no sooner keen and wail than join the chorus line of the Rockettes. Nevertheless Frank had arrived prepared to offer whatever support was needed. That none was soon became apparent when Aunt Peg declared that his hovering was making her nervous and sent him home.

Now, three days later, Frank was kneeling beside me in the front pew of Saint Mary’s Church in Greenwich. He looked every bit as uncomfortable as I felt when the rest of the funeral party trooped up to the altar to receive communion. It was painfully obvious that we were the only two to remain behind.

Thanks to my Aunt Rose, Max’s sister and a member of the order of the Sisters of Divine Mercy, the church was full. As the priest began dispensing hosts from the golden chalice, I pushed aside the missals that littered the pew, sat back, and resigned myself to a long wait. Two by two, the sisters glided by, their rubber-soled shoes noiseless on the church floor. Many, I noted absently, were of the old school, which meant that they still wore the dark habits and crisp white wimples I remembered so vividly from my youth.

The soft rustle of cloth, the muted clacking of polished rosary beads that swung from the sisters’ waists, both were sounds from the past. For a moment, I found myself transported back to the narrow halls of the convent school where I’d been raised. It wasn’t a trip I enjoyed. Some Catholics refer to their faith as something that has lapsed. I tend to think of mine as expired.

Until that afternoon, it had been years since I’d been inside a church. Five years, to be exact, since an icy patch of road had sent my parents’ car careening down a steep embankment and into a river, leaving me—newly married and newly pregnant—also newly orphaned. Bob, my husband then, ex now, maintained at the time that anyone who had reached the age of twenty-five was simply too old to qualify for orphan status.

“I know what I feel!” I wanted to shout at him. In later years, I wouldn’t have been so reticent. Later we shouted about a lot of things.

Still, I had Bob to thank for my son, and in my mind, that more than evened the score. Davey was home now with a sitter, no doubt spurning the glorious May weather to watch Oprah Winfrey on TV. There’d be plenty of time later for him to learn about funerals—and about people who die long before you’re ready to say goodbye.

A throat cleared scratchily, and I looked up to find Aunt Peg standing above me. One of the first to go to the altar, she was now ready to return to the pew. Quickly I stood up to let her by.

Behind her came Aunt Rose, Sister Anne Marie to the other nuns. Her head was bowed, her eyes half-closed. Her fingers were braced together at the tips, forming a slim arrow that pointed upward toward the heavens. In contrast to Aunt Peg’s grim-lipped frown, her expression had a soft, unmolded quality. She was talking to her God, I realized. Uncomfortable, I looked away.

The line at the communion rail dwindled, then finally ended. The sisters glided back to their pews. At the altar, the priest mumbled the remaining words of the mass before offering a blessing to the assemblage.

I was turning to retrieve my purse from the bench when the sisters began to sing. Their voices rose, filling the large church with the harmonious cadence of a well-rehearsed choir. I straightened, then paused to listen. The hymn was Latin, its words vaguely familiar. But it was the music itself that reached out to me; the voices joined as one sent a tingle racing up the length of my spine. The sound was pure and sweet and uplifting. For a moment, I could almost believe that the sisters were, as I’d been taught years before, in the business of sending souls to heaven.

I waited until the song ended before leaving the pew. Uncle Max, who’d always had a dramatic flair, would have loved the pageantry of it all. As a child, in the years before the family drifted apart, I’d found him fascinating. Everything about Uncle Max was just slightly outsize; he had no use for the ordinary, and little tolerance for anyone who did. He enjoyed beauty and style, and surrounded himself with plenty, like the kennel full of Standard Poodles that he bred and exhibited. The funeral mass, with all its pomp and ceremony, would have suited him just fine.

I rode to the cemetery in the first limousine with Frank and Aunt Peg. Aunt Rose was curiously absent. Perhaps she felt the chauffeur-driven Lincoln was too ostentatious for her station in the world. Or perhaps the impression I’d gotten over the years that she and Aunt Peg didn’t get along was true.

Aunt Peg was silent during the drive, and Frank and I followed suit. Somehow I didn’t feel I had the right to intrude. The dark brim of a fedora was pulled low over her eyes; the set of her shoulders was stiff. Whatever emotions she was feeling, she kept them to herself.

The graveside ceremony was brief. In keeping with family tradition, there were no histrionics, only a quiet prayer beside the coffin. As we turned to leave, I heard a quiet sigh.

“Goodbye, Max,” Aunt Peg whispered. Her lower lip trembled briefly, then stilled.

Walking back toward the line of parked cars, I reached out impulsively and took her hand in mine. “If there’s anything at all I can do . . .”

Little did I know.
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Two

The phone call came three days later.

Aunt Peg caught me at a bad moment, but then there are days when my life seems full of them. My duties as a special ed. teacher for the Stamford school system had just ended for the year, but the jubilation I’d expected to feel had been short-lived. That morning, I’d been notified that the summer job I’d counted on—working as a counselor at a camp for handicapped children—had fallen through due to lack of funding.

Then the day’s mail had arrived, containing a picture postcard from Bradley, the man I’d been seeing sporadically over the past year. Mailed from Las Vegas, it featured a picture of the Silver Bells Wedding Chapel on the front and a scribbled note on the back, confessing that he’d made use of the chapel the day before with a six-foot chorus girl from Circus, Circus.

To top it off, when I’d tried to drive to the supermarket so that I could drown my sorrows in Heavenly Hash ice cream, I’d discovered that my ancient Volvo was sitting in front of the house with a flat tire. By the time the phone rang, I was in no mood for small talk.

“I’ll get it!” yelled four-year-old Davey. He raced into the kitchen, hands outstretched, fingers bright with paint. “Mine! Mine!”

“Oh no you don’t.” With agility born of experience, I dodged around the counter and snatched up the receiver before he could reach it.

“I need help,” Aunt Peg announced without preamble.

“Of course, anything.”

“Is Frank there?”

The ripple of resentment was small, but definitely there. Still, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised. Aunt Peg was just old-fashioned enough to believe that men were better at getting things done than women; which only went to prove how little she knew about her nephew.

“No, he isn’t, Aunt Peg. I haven’t seen him since the funeral. Are you all right?”

“Of course I’m not all right. I just told you I needed help. Do those sound like the words of someone who’s all right?”

I sighed and took a tighter grip on the receiver. Aunt Peg has always had a way of keeping me just slightly off balance. She’d been married to my father’s brother for thirty years, but we’d never really been friends. Now, hearing her distress, I nudged aside the chorus girl from Circus, Circus, who was still dancing at the edge of my thoughts. “Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?”

“One of my dogs is missing.”

It took a moment for that to register, longer still for my mind to form an appropriate response.

Ever impatient, Aunt Peg simply plunged on without me. “He’s been gone since the night Max died, and I think the two things are related.”

Abruptly, the chorus girl vanished without a trace. “Aunt Peg, what are you trying to say?”

“I’m not trying to say anything. Indeed, I thought I was expressing myself rather well.”

“I thought Uncle Max had a heart attack.”

“That’s certainly what it seemed. But once I realized Beau was gone, I began to wonder. There must have been someone else in the kennel with him. Perhaps there was a scuffle over the dog.”

It sounded pretty far-fetched to me. But then, I work with seven-year-olds; I’m used to humoring people. “Have you spoken to the police?”

“The police,” Aunt Peg sniffed, as though discussing a lower, and obviously less intelligent form of life, “weren’t impressed by what I had to say. I was told that the fact that an older man with a weak heart had suffered a heart attack did not warrant any investigation on their part. As to the missing dog, the lieutenant had the nerve to suggest that I call the dog warden.”

That didn’t sound like such a bad idea to me. I wrung out a wet cloth in the sink and began to wipe Davey’s hands. “Where does Frank fit in?”

“I want to find out what really happened that night,” Aunt Peg said firmly. “And I want my dog back. If the police aren’t interested in doing the job, then I’ll simply have to see to it myself. I was thinking Frank might help.”

“I want to talk to Aunt Peg!” Davey cried suddenly. He jumped up and tried to grab the receiver from my hand.

Turning, I nudged him down and juggled the receiver to my other ear. “Not now. Mommy’s busy. Why don’t you go play outside?”

“Want to talk,” Davey insisted, stamping his foot.

“Melanie, are you there?”

“Yes, Aunt Peg—”

“Can you find Frank for me?”

“Well. . .” I could already imagine what my brother’s response was going to be. Poodles, missing or otherwise, had never ranked very high on his list of priorities, and flinty, indomitable Aunt Peg suited nobody’s idea of a kindly old lady in need. “You know Frank, he could be anywhere.”

The silence between us lengthened. When it had stretched to a full minute, I knew I’d been outwaited. “I do know some of his friends. I guess I could do some calling around.”

“Good. Track him down and feed him a good meal. I’ll join you after dinner when you’ve got him softened up a bit. What time should I come?”

Commitment settled around my neck like a noose. “Nine o’clock for coffee and dessert?” I suggested weakly.

“Fine, I’ll see you then.”

No sooner had I replaced the receiver than Davey began to wail. “I didn’t get to talk. I wanted to talk to Aunt Peg!”

“Aunt Peg didn’t have time to talk.” Without thinking, I wiped away his tears with the same cloth that had cleaned his hands, leaving a long streak of red paint down each cheek. Davey giggled delightedly.

“Come on, sport, let’s go wash you off. Then we’ve got a tire to change.”

 


 



The house Davey and I live in is small—a square little box on a square plot of land that isn’t a whole lot bigger. The realtor who sold it to Bob and me called it a cape, which brought to mind visions of lonely dunes and sandy, windswept beaches. Although the town of Stamford is on the Connecticut shore, there isn’t a beach within miles of here. And as for lonely dunes, you can forget those, too. The developer who built Flower Estates packed the houses in like he was paying for land by the foot.

Still, it’s a nice neighborhood for Davey to grow up in, and the mortgage has a fixed rate that I tell myself I can afford. As to the house being small, most of the time it doesn’t matter. Davey and I don’t take up much room. Frank and Aunt Peg, however, are a different matter entirely.

“I still don’t see why I had to get mixed up in this,” Frank complained later that night. He was sitting at the dining-room table, stirring his coffee slowly while I cleared away the last of the dinner dishes. “It would be one thing if she was upset about Uncle Max, but a dog?”

“It’s both things together,” I told him, not for the first time. “Aunt Peg seems to think the two are related—that the dog was stolen the night Uncle Max died. She needs your help, Frank. The least you can do is listen to what she has to say.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not that I could tell, so make the best of it.”

A moment later a sharp rap on the front door signaled Aunt Peg’s arrival. “Brace yourself,” I said, as I rose to let her in. “Here we go.”

Aunt Peg swept into the front hall like a gale wind and surveyed her surroundings with a look that went straight down her nose. As she stood head and shoulders above me, I had never quite decided whether this mode of assessment was born of necessity or preference. Her hair, now more gray than the rich dark red I remembered from my youth, was combed back into a bun that accentuated her high cheekbones and wide forehead. She carried herself with the assurance of someone who is used to being in charge and immediately took over the house as though it were her own.

“Hello, Melanie dear.” She pecked my cheek quickly. “Is Davey still up? Can I say hello?”

I shook my head. “He’s been in bed for hours. If I get him up now, he’ll never go back.”

Aunt Peg shrugged and handed me her sweater to be dealt with. “Next time then. Frank’s in the dining room? Don’t worry, I’ll find my way.” She was gone before I even had a chance to reply.

As a child, I’d always been in awe of my dashing aunt and uncle. Their lives seemed glamorous and vaguely mysterious, filled with travel and adventure. Aunt Peg had presence; enough, I’d always thought, to lead armies into battle. I, on the other hand, was the type who was apt to get lost in a crowd of two. Bearing, she told me, had everything to do with it. I myself thought it was height. But beside my aunt’s vivid coloring, my own brown hair and hazel eyes had seemed plain and unremarkable. Sometimes the sheer force of her personality left me feeling as though I’d disappeared all together. Looking after her now, I couldn’t see that much had changed.

When I joined them in the dining room, Frank was pouring the coffee while Aunt Peg got straight to business. She began with her realization—hours after she’d discovered Uncle Max—that Beau, their valuable stud dog, was missing.

“I don’t see why you’re assuming the dog was stolen,” Frank broke in. “With all the confusion that morning, he probably just wandered away. Dogs do like to roam, you know.”

The glare Aunt Peg sent his way held all the warmth of granite in winter. “My dear boy, Poodles do not roam, and Beau did not wander away.”

I caught Frank’s eye and shrugged. He grinned in return, a toothless grimace that questioned the sanity of older relations.

Aunt Peg frowned sternly. “Unfortunately, the authorities were no more excited about Beau’s disappearance than you two seem to be. Even the FBI said that they couldn’t step in until there was some evidence that the dog had been transported across state lines.”

I choked on a sip of coffee. “The FBI? Aunt Peg, you didn’t really call them, did you?”

“Of course. I’ve called everybody. And now it appears that I am going to get no more understanding from my own relatives than I did from total strangers.”

The line was intended to produce guilt, and it fulfilled its function admirably. At least I had the good grace to blush. Frank merely settled back in his chair, resigned to hearing her out.

“Suppose you tell us why you think somebody took the dog,” he said.

“For starters, the door to his pen was wide open. Beau is smart, but he could hardly have managed that by himself. ”

“Uncle Max was in the kennel,” I pointed out. “Maybe he opened it.”

“Maybe, but it’s highly unlikely. We had three bitches in full season at the time. Nobody in their right mind would stir up that kind of mayhem. Which brings me to my next question—what would Max have been doing out in the kennel in the middle of the night anyway?”

“Sleepwalking?” Frank suggested. I kicked him, hard, under the table.

“Hardly,” Aunt Peg said dryly. “He was dressed at the time. Obviously, he’d never been to bed at all.”

“Isn’t that unusual?” I asked.

“Not for Max.” Unexpectedly, Aunt Peg smiled. “He used to stay up to all hours, reading or working in his office. It overlooks the kennel, you know. Still, I’m sure he wouldn’t have gone out there unless he had a good reason.”

“Granted, there are a few unanswered questions,” said Frank. “But do you really think it’s possible that someone would have broken into your kennel and fought with Uncle Max, all because of a dog?”

“Anything’s possible,” Aunt Peg said crisply. “When someone wants something badly enough.”

“But why . . . ?”

The look Aunt Peg bounced back and forth between us made it perfectly clear that any relatives of hers should definitely be quicker on the uptake. “Maybe it will be easier to understand if I explain that Beau is not just an ordinary dog. In fact, far from it. He was a knockout as a puppy, and even better as an adult. He finished with four straight majors and had a Best In Show before he was two. This past winter when Max and I retired him to stud, we had more requests than we could possibly handle.”

“Even so,” said Frank. “He is only a dog. What’s the most he could be worth?”

Aunt Peg looked pointedly down her nose. “I’ve had offers in excess of twenty thousand dollars.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Not at all. Beau commands a stud fee of five hundred dollars. In the last year, he’s serviced a dozen bitches and I turned away twice as many as I approved.”

I whistled softly under my breath. “I never knew you were making that kind of money from those Poodles.”

“You never needed to know. Why should you? But surely you can see that there are people who might be interested in acquiring the dog.”

Intrigued by the possibilities, I found myself leaning forward in my chair. Even though I knew the only reason Aunt Peg had come to me was because I’d been able to produce Frank, I still couldn’t help being interested. “But purebred dogs have papers, don’t they? As long as Beau is still registered in your name, what possible use could he be to someone else?”

“Indeed, they do have papers. And the American Kennel Club keeps track of such things very carefully. But what you need to understand is that a stud dog’s value is determined by the quality of the puppies he produces. Who he is, his show record, and even his pedigree become secondary considerations when a dog is producing well. Beau’s thief would need only to set him up at stud under some other Poodle’s name and wait for the puppies to prove themselves. In time, with his progeny out and winning, breeders would send droves of bitches to the nominal sire, who would become quite famous for producing nicely without anyone ever realizing that it was Beau doing all the work.”

“Tell me—” I began, but my brother cut me off.

“I’m sorry your dog is gone, Aunt Peg,” he said. “But I’m afraid I don’t see what you expect me to do about it.”

He wasn’t asking for guidance, I realized, but rather stating his intention—not surprisingly—to remain uninvolved. A quick glance at Aunt Peg revealed that she was having none of it.

“Perhaps if you’d have the decency to listen until I’ve finished speaking, you’d find out.”

I winced at her tone. She was going about things all wrong. Frank was temperamental, like a fine racehorse in training. Cajole, and he’d give you anything. Demand, and you lost it all. The moment I saw him stiffen in his seat, I knew which way things had gone.

He began with a patronizing smile and from there, things only got worse. “Look, Aunt Peg, I know you’re going through a difficult time right now. You’re upset, maybe even a little confused, and certainly in no shape to be getting yourself all worked up. Why don’t you just forget about the dog? After all, you’ve got plenty of others to take his place.”

Aunt Peg’s expression froze. “My shape, as you call it, is not what’s at issue here. I may be in mourning, but I am not incapacitated. Besides, has it ever occurred to you that at this particular point in my life, I might welcome something to be worked up over?”

I tried to get between them, but it was no use. Aunt Peg was on a tear.

“You’re right I’m upset. I miss Max terribly. I miss him every minute of every day. But sitting at home on my butt, sipping tea, doesn’t help that one bit. My husband’s gone, and nothing I can do will bring him back, but I sure as hell can try to find our dog!”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Your meaning,” Aunt Peg snapped, rising to her feet. “was perfectly clear.”

We followed her to the front hall, where she accepted her sweater without another word. Ignoring Frank’s attempt to help her on with it, she tossed the cardigan over her shoulders and let herself out. Suddenly the house seemed surprisingly empty.

“Really, Frank,” I said reproachfully as we returned to the dining room and cleared the table together. “Don’t you think you could have tried a little harder to be understanding?”

“Oh no you don’t. You’re not going to lay this one on me. All I did was tell Aunt Peg the truth, which is a good deal more than you seemed willing to do.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, Mel. Don’t tell me you actually believed all that stuff she said?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“A dozen bitches, five hundred dollars a shot? She had to have been exaggerating. If there’s one thing Aunt Peg can do, it’s tell a good story.”

“Well,” I admitted, “twenty thousand dollars does sound kind of high for a dog.”

“Kind of? Give me a break. She probably pulled that number right out of thin air. Take my word for it; Aunt Peg is feeling lonely right now and she’s looking for some attention.”

“So? What’s the matter with that? Of course Aunt Peg is feeling lonely, and if she wants some attention, I think she ought to have it.”

“If you want to humor her, that’s your business. Sympathy is one thing, but I don’t see any reason why we should let her take us for a ride. Don’t forget, she and Uncle Max have had some pretty wild ideas in the past. As far as I can tell, this stolen dog business is just more of the same. The police didn’t buy her story, so she came to us. Don’t you think that if there really was something to it, they’d have investigated?”

“I suppose . . .”

“Believe me, that dog will probably wander home all by himself. Maybe he’s already there, waiting for her right now.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Sure,” said Frank. “Anything’s possible. Listen, much as I’d like to stay and talk, I’ve got to be on my way.” He bent down and kissed me quickly on the cheek. “How about lending me a little spare cash, do you mind?”

I should have known the request was coming. It almost always did. When our parents were still alive, he’d gone to them. Now that they were gone, he came to me. Twenty-six years old and still my little brother had yet to discover a direction in life. His usual lack of income notwithstanding, he went through money like a Rockefeller.

“I don’t have a little spare cash,” I said irritably. “I just found out this morning that my summer job fell through. This late, it’s going to be impossible to find anything else.”

Frank shrugged. “Think of all the money you’ll save in child care. And speaking of which, don’t try to tell me that the kid’s father isn’t coughing up a pretty penny for his support. So how bad off can you be?”

Bad enough, as it turned out. Three years earlier at the time of my divorce, I’d been liberated enough to spurn alimony payments, although I had, for Davey’s benefit, accepted child support. That was before I’d measured my worth on the open market and discovered that a master’s degree in education was barely enough to keep food on the table and a roof over our heads at the same time. It was also before my dear, departed ex had folded his tents in the middle of the night and moved on, leaving no forwarding address. None of which, I reflected, was anything that Frank needed to know.

“Aw, come on, Mel.” Frank fixed me with a beguiling smile. The one I always fell for, dammit. “You can swing it. Besides, this is only a loan. You know I’ll pay you back, just as soon as my ship comes in.”

“Your ship got torpedoed in the South Pacific,” I muttered, but already I was digging around in my purse for my wallet. “Here,” I said, handing over a couple of ten dollar bills. “It’s the best I can do.”

“Thanks.” Money in hand, Frank was gone like a shot.

Typical, I thought. I left the dishes in the sink and went upstairs to check on Davey. He was sleeping soundly, as usual, the tattered remnants of his favorite stuffed cat clutched beneath his chin. I pulled his door shut until only a crack of light fell across the foot of the bed, then continued on to my own room next door.

Though Bob had been gone from my life for three years, the bedroom had hardly changed at all since the day he’d left. At the time, I’d been determined to purge myself of everything that reminded me of him. It had come as quite a shock to realize that nothing in the room would. I wondered now, as I had then, if perhaps when I’d furnished the room, I’d known subconsciously that his stay there would be temporary.

The rug was burgundy, the walls cream. The curtains and the pillows on the brass, queen-sized bed were a striped combination of the two. There were no ruffles, no skirted dressing table with an assortment of perfumes. I’ve never been a frilly sort of person. Functional is more my style. Looking around the room, it showed.

On the night table beside the bed was a cut-glass bud vase, a wedding present from someone whose name I’ve long since forgotten. It was filled with a handful of daisies Davey had found in the backyard earlier that week. They were drooping now, stems beginning to curl and turn brown. I plucked them out on the way to the bathroom and left them in the trash.

What a way to begin summer vacation.

[image: e9780806536514_i0004.jpg]





Three

The next morning I overslept, which meant that by the time I got down to the kitchen, Davey had already made his own breakfast. Though the top on the cookie jar had a suspicious tilt, he was sitting innocently at the kitchen table next to a tall box of Cheerios. With a practiced eye, I took in the scene and reached out to rescue the cereal bowl he had turned upside down to use as a drum.

“Look,” said Davey, his mouth open wide so that I could see the last spoonful of Cheerios still being chewed.

“Good work. Now swallow, and you can go watch ‘Sesame Street.’ ”

By ten o’clock, I had scrubbed the kitchen floor, balanced my checkbook, and fired off an angry letter to my state representative protesting budget cutbacks in worthwhile programs. Now what? I wondered, sitting down at the kitchen table with a cup of strong black coffee. If every day that summer was going to be as long as this one, I was going to go quietly crazy.

Without even thinking about what I was doing, I pulled the phone across the counter and dialed. Aunt Peg answered on the first ring.

“Hi, it’s Melanie. Any news?”

“Nothing,” Aunt Peg said flatly. She sounded worlds away from the hopeful, determined woman who had visited the night before.

“What are you going to do next?”

“Why do you want to know?”

Aunt Peg might be down, but she definitely wasn’t beaten. All at once, I knew how I was going to spend my day. “I was just thinking that maybe it might help if I came over and we talked things out.”

“Spare me.”

“Spare you what?”

“The last thing I need is a condolence call from a pitying relative.”

“Good, because that’s the last thing you’re going to get. I’m going to have to bring Davey.” This last was added as a warning. Aunt Peg had been considerably less tolerant of her nephew’s visits since the time he’d taken careful aim, then beaned one of her Poodles with a toy truck. On such short notice, however, baby-sitters were impossible to come by and we both knew it.

“I’ll manage,” Aunt Peg said dryly. With enthusiasm like that, it was no wonder we didn’t visit more often.

Twenty minutes later, when we pulled in her driveway, I was still coaching Davey on the rules of acceptable behavior. He was nodding meekly, a sure sign that there was trouble afoot.

The first time I’d seen Aunt Peg’s house as a child, I’d found it breathtaking and now, years later, in all the glory of late spring, it was no less so. Huge leafy elms, planted a century before, flanked the long driveway that led, not to the mansion one might have expected from such an approach, but rather to a rambling, ivy-covered farmhouse, once the hub of a working farm. Much of the land had since been sold off, but the house had settled into its surroundings with such charm and dignity that it radiated a sense of rightness that always made me feel immediately at home.

Our arrival was heralded by a chorus of canine voices that grew and swelled in number until a command from inside the house silenced the noise as suddenly as it had begun. Then Aunt Peg opened the door and the Poodles came thundering out like a small herd of buffalo. These were not the dainty little balls of fluff you see in circuses and on greeting cards. Aunt Peg’s Poodles were of the Standard variety, which meant they were the kings and queens of the breed. None stood smaller than waist high, with capped heads and plumed tails that added to their stature. Davey was quickly enveloped by the group, but the sound of his delighted giggles assured me he was doing fine.

“Oh for Pete’s sake,” said Aunt Peg. “Let them get in the door first, would you?”

I thought for a moment that she was talking to Davey and me, but the Poodles knew better. They fell back enough to allow us to move and formed an escort as we came inside. Aunt Peg was carrying an armload of dirty laundry. “Bedding,” she said, shutting the door firmly behind us. “I’ve got a litter of puppies in the guest room.”

We followed her down to the basement, retrieving stray towels as they dropped, like leaves, from the bundle. Aunt Peg threw the lot in the washing machine and turned it on. Then she grasped Davey’s arms and hoisted him, like another load of laundry, up on top of the dryer. “How’s my boy?”

“Fine.” Davey sat very still as he pondered the rules I’d imposed on his behavior. Nothing if not smart, he soon came up with a solution. “Can I go outside?”

He smiled with visible relief when permission was granted and he was free to leave. I hopped him down off the machine, and he disappeared out the door.

“Tell me something,” I said to Aunt Peg as we went back upstairs. The inevitable honor guard of Poodles was still milling in attendance. “When we came in right now, the dogs made an awful racket. If there was an intruder in your kennel the night Max died, wouldn’t they have barked?”

Aunt Peg’s eyes narrowed. “I can see you don’t believe that Beau was stolen either. Just like that brother of yours, humoring me like I was some sort of a doddering old fool. If that’s why you came, you can leave right now. I’ll not be anybody’s charity case.”

Her anger was justified, if misdirected. But I’d been paying the penance for my brother’s sins for too many years to take offense now. “If I wanted to humor you, I wouldn’t be asking questions, now would I?” I said mildly.

Aunt Peg thought about that for a moment. Apparently I’d passed inspection because when she spoke, she continued on as though nothing at all had happened. “There’s no doubt that the dogs must have barked at the thief.” She led the way into the living room, where we sat down in the two, thickly cushioned chairs that flanked the fireplace.

“So?”

“So I imagine that’s what alerted Max to the fact that there was a problem in the first place. As to myself, when you’ve owned as many dogs for as long as we have, you don’t get up to investigate every little noise they bark at during the night. Instead you stay nice and warm in bed, yell ‘shut up!’ as loudly as you can, and go right back to sleep. I’m so used to them by now that most nights I can sleep through anything.”

“Oh.”

“You’re curious, aren’t you?” The thought seemed to please her.

“Of course I’m curious. You can’t just show up, toss around a handful of dreadful ideas, and then expect me to forget all about it. To tell you the truth, I spent a good part of last night thinking about what you’d said.”

“And?”

“And . . .” A wry grin slipped out. “It managed to knock Bradley Watermain right out of my mind.”

“Best place for him.” Their one meeting, at a summer barbecue, had not been a success. “Bradley is a wimp.”

“As of two days ago, a married wimp.”

“Not to you, I hope.”

“A six-foot chorus girl in Las Vegas.”

“Bless his heart,” Aunt Peg said happily. “Now are you going to help me find this dog or not?”

There are plenty of reasons why people make decisions. In this case, mine ranged from a latent dose of family loyalty to simple curiosity. But what finally tipped the scales in Aunt Peg’s favor was a niggling feeling, new in the last few days, that somehow my life was simply slipping away.

In the past ten days, I’d lost an uncle, a job, and a lover. What was worse, I didn’t seem to have anything to say about any of the three. That should have shaken me up, and it had. Enough to make me realize that for the last few years—ever since Bob left me really—I’d been coasting along in neutral, going through the motions without really playing the game.

I was thirty years old, a mother, a teacher, and an exwife. I’d defined myself in terms of those roles, and for a long time, it had seemed like enough. But now suddenly, there were times late at night when I sat all alone, and the roles slipped away, and I wondered if there was really anyone there at all.

When I was young, I’d thought I could do anything. Brimming with confidence, I’d leapt into teaching, then marriage, then almost immediately, motherhood. It had been a long time now since I’d felt as though I could conquer the world. The realization made me feel old. It also kindled a determination I hadn’t felt in years.

“Yes,” I said with a slow smile. “I think I am.”

In the kitchen, we toasted our new alliance. Aunt Peg poured a steaming cup of tea for herself and, with no apologies, plunked a jar of instant coffee down on the counter for me. I fixed a cup. She filled a plate with scones. Then we sat down to make some plans.

“You’d rather have had Frank, wouldn’t you?” I said bluntly. Some things are better gotten out of the way. Lord knew, I’d faced the attitude often enough in my own parents. Eventually, I’d put the hurt behind me. All I wanted now was to know where I stood.

“Frank always seems to have time on his hands,” Aunt Peg pointed out. “You don’t.”

“You must know what he’s like . . .” I paused, and saw her nod imperceptibly. “He wouldn’t have been much help to you.”

Aunt Peg shrugged. “I didn’t get to pick my relatives.”

My response to that was a half laugh, half snort of indignation. “I could be insulted by the way this conversation is shaping up.”

“Could, but won’t. You’ve got too much sense for that.” She peered at me closely. “In fact, I’d say you’re a lot like me in quite a number of ways.”

“Then why haven’t we ever been close?”

“I guess we’ve both just had too much to do—too many commitments and not enough time to sit back and enjoy life. It’s about time you took a little time off for yourself, you know.”

“Frank could probably give me pointers.”

“Probably could.” Aunt Peg searched my face and frowned at what she saw. “Forget about him. That boy isn’t my problem, and shouldn’t be yours either. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to find out that we’re better off without him. Now then, where do you think we ought to start?”

So much for family, and on to the business at hand. “How about checking out the scene of the crime?”

Aunt Peg looked dubious. “I’ve been in the kennel dozens of times since that night and I didn’t notice anything unusual.”

“You keep the kennel locked at night, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Then how do you suppose the thief got in?”

“Through the door, I’d imagine. It was standing wide open the next morning.”

“That doesn’t mean he went in that way, only that it’s probably how he came out. Picture this,” I said, thinking aloud. “Somehow the thief gets into the kennel. He nabs the dog and is on his way out when he sees Uncle Max coming out of the house. He scoots back inside and hides in the dark. They scuffle, the thief runs. Of course he doesn’t stop to check and see if he’s left anything incriminating behind.”

“You’ve got a point,” Aunt Peg said thoughtfully. “You know, you’re very good at this.” Coming from her, that was all sorts of praise.

“I read a lot.”

“Nonfiction?”

“Dick Francis.”

“He does horses,” she said as she rose. She put the dishes in the sink and left them.

I followed her to the back door. “I’ll try to scale down.”

She stopped at the door and turned. For the first time that I could remember, we shared a smile. “Maybe I did overlook something. Let’s go down and see what we can ” see.
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Four

The small kennel building where Beau had been housed stood not more than ten yards from the main residence. It was painted to match—white, with a creamy, yellow trim; and on this bright, sunny morning, it looked like the last place where something terrible might have happened. Somewhat like the witch’s gingerbread cottage, I supposed.

A row of long narrow dog runs stretched out from the side wall into the large field beyond. When we left the house they were empty, but as we approached, the swinging doors that connected them to the kennel burst open. Each held a big, black, hairy Poodle, one to a customer, and all barking a frenzied welcome.

I glanced their way, then quickly looked again. Most of the Poodles looked like normal dogs. The two on the end, however, were clipped elaborately. The front halves of their bodies were encased in a huge mane of hair, while the hindquarters and legs were shaved down to the skin, leaving only a profusion of pompons to cover their nakedness.

“Aunt Peg, why exactly are the dogs cut that way?”

“They’re in show trim. This is the Continental clip,” she said, pausing by the fence of the nearest run. “It’s a traditional trim which, according to legend, was developed for practicality’s sake by the German hunters who originated the breed.”

“German? I thought Poodles came from France.”

“Most people do. And the little ones might well have. But the Standard Poodles were first bred in Germany where they were used as retrievers. Because the waters there were so cold, they needed the long thick coats for warmth, but then they got bogged down trying to swim in them. To help out, the hunters clipped away all the hair that wasn’t essential.

“The mane,” Aunt Peg said, pointing to the big ruff of hair on the front, “serves as protection for the heart and lungs. The bracelets on the legs warm the joints. The hip rosettes cover the kidneys. And the pompon on the tail stood up to mark the dog’s spot when he dove underwater after a bird.”

“I never knew any of that,” I said, joining her beside the run. I threaded my fingers through the fence to pat a closely clipped, inquisitive muzzle. It felt surprisingly like my ex-husband with a case of five o’clock shadow. Dark intelligent eyes regarded me calmly as, with utmost dignity, the Poodle began to lick my fingers.

“Now you do,” Aunt Peg said briskly. “Poodles aren’t just any dogs, you know. They’re very special.”

“Of course,” I murmured, and kept the rest of my thoughts to myself. Every mother thinks her own child is the best.

Davey came racing around the front of the building as Peg opened the door. He glanced inside, then kept on going. Just as well. No doubt he would get up to less trouble outside the kennel than in.

The room we entered seemed to be part sitting room and part grooming area. A rubber-matted grooming table was parked in the middle of the floor, and I stepped around it to inspect the well-stocked shelves that filled one side wall. The quantity of equipment she had lined up and ready for use was nothing short of amazing.

Of course there were brushes and combs, each in several different varieties. But I also saw clippers and nail grinders, three kinds of shampoo with matching conditioners, colored rubber bands, special wrapping papers, and a leather case filled with scissors. And those were only the things I recognized. Obviously the time and effort it took to keep Aunt Peg’s Poodles in top shape had to have been staggering.

That her efforts had paid off handsomely, however, was apparent from the condition of her trophy cabinet, which overflowed with an assortment of gleaming silverware. It was an impressive display, and I said so.

Aunt Peg shrugged off the compliment and passed by the hardware without so much as a glance. She stopped at a collection of framed pictures, all eight-by-ten shots, all taken at dog shows. Each one featured Aunt Peg holding one Poodle or another while the judge awarded them a prize.

“Champion Cedar Crest Salute,” she said, tapping her finger against several of the frames in turn. “My first Best in Show winner, and Beau’s great-grandfather.”

We moved a bit farther down the wall, and the pictures shifted from black-and-white to color as they became more recent. “These two here are Beau,” Aunt Peg said proudly.

I leaned over and peered closely at the pictures. Like all the others, they showed Aunt Peg, a judge, and a big black Poodle. How she managed to tell the dogs apart, I had no idea.

“He’s very pretty,” I said politely.

Aunt Peg smiled but didn’t comment. I hadn’t fooled her for a minute.

When we reached the end of the row, she led the way through an arched doorway, and we entered another large rectangular room. This one was lined on both sides with wire pens, most of them taken. As we walked down the aisle, Aunt Peg stopped to greet each dog by name.

“This is the inside half of the runs you just saw.” She gestured toward an empty pen at the end of the row, then quickly looked away. “That’s where I found Max.”

I nodded, eyes down, and headed that way. The back wall, with two windows and a door had definite potential, and I bent down to inspect the area. There was nothing unusual about the first window, and its latch was still securely fastened. Aunt Peg leaned down over my shoulder to have a look, too.

“What are you doing?” asked Davey, sneaking up behind us as we hovered solicitously over the sill.

Aunt Peg and I both jumped, and I could tell from the look on her face that she felt every bit as foolish as I did. “We’re looking for clues,” she said, mustering a considerable show of dignity. “You can help if you want.”

“Okay,” Davey agreed, disappearing again.

Aunt Peg and I went back to our examination, but the second window was no more promising than the first. An inspection of the back door showed that it was bolted as, Aunt Peg maintained, it had been all along.

“Maybe the windows in the other room?” she suggested, and we went back to look. They yielded nothing of interest either.

Frustrated, I stood in the archway between the two rooms. We’d checked every entrance to the kennel, and they all looked as though they’d never been disturbed.

“Mommy! Aunt Peg!” Davey called out. “I’m hiding. Come find me.”

It was bound to happen sooner or later. Davey has two passions in life: cars and playing hide-and-seek. At any given moment, he’s either involved with one of those two pursuits or plotting how to get that way. Now I knew from experience that he was probably wedged into some impossibly small spot that was the last place I’d think to look. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t leave either one of us alone until he’d been found.

Aunt Peg and I checked all the obvious places first. None of them panned out. But since I could hear him giggling, he had to be in the kennel. Suddenly I realized that the door to the empty pen at the end, which had been open, was now shut.

“Aha!” I cried, pouncing on the gate and opening it wide. To my chagrin, the pen was empty. Then I noticed the large dog door that led to the outside run. Aunt Peg had the same idea at the same time. We left through the human door and went around the side of the building.

Davey was sitting in the outer pen, enclosed in wire mesh fencing, and playing happily in the gravel. “You found me,” he said with a pout, clearly disappointed in the outcome of the game.

“We sure did. But how do we get you out of there?”

“Easy enough,” said Aunt Peg. “There’s a gate at the end of each run for getting in to clean up. As you can see, I couldn’t fit through the dog door.”

“You might,” I said slowly. “If you wanted to badly enough.”

Aunt Peg looked up. “You know, I might at that. At any rate, it’s not impossible. The gates are locked so that the neighborhood kids can’t come over and let the dogs out, but I suppose it would be easy enough to climb the fence.” She went inside to get the key, and within moments, Davey had been freed.

“Were any of the runs empty that night?” I asked as she clanged the gate shut.

“That one there.” Aunt Peg pointed to the third from the end. “It’s been empty for several weeks. I only put Lulu in there yesterday.”

Lulu was forty pounds of shaggy, playful puppy, and I saw right away that her exuberance had probably destroyed any clues we might have found. All the same, it was worth a look. Aunt Peg went back around into the building again. I heard her call, and Lulu disappeared, whisked inside through the dog door to be moved to another run.

We covered every inch of the inside pen, then moved to the run outdoors. To be honest, I didn’t know what exactly what we were looking for, or what we’d have done with it if we’d found something. Still, it was hard not to be disappointed when nothing turned up.

I was just about ready to give up when Davey, who was back in the dirt by the dog door, began to laugh gleefully. “I’m rich!” he cried, tossing a handful of pebbles and small shiny objects into the air.

“What have you got there, Davey?” I scrambled to my feet. If he’d found marbles, I would have to move fast. For some reason he persisted in thinking that, like olives, they were meant to be eaten.

“Buried treasure!”

I went to look and discovered that he had indeed found money, a small pile of coins mixed in with the gravel near the door. I scooped the money into my hand and counted it. Two quarters, three dimes, and a nickel, including three Canadian coins. Hardly a fortune, even by my standards. “You don’t suppose this is the clue we’ve been looking for, do you?”

“I hope not,” said Aunt Peg. “Because if it is, it’s a damn poor one. All it tells us is that maybe I was robbed by someone who carries change in his pockets. And that includes just about everyone. On the other hand, it could just as easily have been dropped by the workmen who fixed that fence for me last month.”

I juggled the change in my hand. “Do people show Poodles in Canada, too?”

“Of course, their system is quite similar to ours. Why?”

I showed her the Canadian coins. “Do you suppose there’s a chance that someone came down from Canada and took him?”

“A small one, if that. Good as Beau is, he’s had almost no exposure outside this country. I just can’t imagine that anyone up there could have wanted him that badly. Besides, what’s the big deal about a few Canadian dimes? You can get those from any supermarket. It happens to me all the time.”

“Want my money back,” said Davey, tugging at my leg from the ground.

I handed it over, then stood him up and dusted him off. “So much for easy solutions.”

Aunt Peg gave me a look. “I don’t know what ever made you think this was going to be easy. If it was easy to find Beau, I’d have done it myself a week ago.”

As usual, she had a point.
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