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      It seemed like a good idea at the time. A great idea, the more I’d thought about it.

      But my fiancé didn’t seem to agree with me. The brow of Will’s rugged face furrowed. “Two whole weeks?”

      “Look, I have to train Ellie Burke anyway, and yeah, normally I’d do it a few days at a time and come home in between, but that would run into December and might end up conflicting with our trip north to my mom’s.”

      “You could wait until after Christmas to train the woman.” Will got up from the kitchen table and went to the coffee maker on the counter. “Want some more?”

      I shook my head, both to the coffee and the idea of postponement. “I don’t get paid until I deliver the dog. I need to buy Christmas presents.”

      “I could float you a loan.”

      That was a nonstarter and he knew it. I was fiercely independent when it came to money. I was even a little uncomfortable with letting him pay for the twenty-by-forty-foot “extension” being built to attach our two bungalows together. I always thought of it in quotation marks, because the new section was almost as big as my entire house.

      Which brought me to the other, more compelling issue. “I can’t stand the noise anymore, and I can’t train with all the racket and disruption. It’s too upsetting for the dogs.” I glanced over at Buddy. He was currently lying on top of his bed, his big black head resting on his paws. But the bed was scrunched up in the middle, where he’d taken to burrowing under it when the jackhammers started each morning, as the workers demolished the cement-block wall separating my house from the new section. And next week, it would get worse when they attacked the wall in Will’s kitchen, next to where we were currently sitting.

      Oops, our kitchen.

      “I’m not sure they’ll be finished with the drywall in two weeks,” Will said.

      In other words, the hammering might not be over by the time we got back.

      Then we’ll stay away longer, Ms. Snark said inside my head. I mentally slapped a hand over her mouth. I did not need her weighing in and turning this discussion into a full-blown argument.

      Will sat back down at the table. He wrapped his big hands around his coffee mug, as if seeking its warmth, even though it was a mild November day. We had the kitchen door sitting open, with a soft breeze drifting in through the screen.

      I took a deep breath of the fresh air. I love the long autumns in central Florida, when the intense heat and humidity have let up, but most days, it’s still tee-shirt weather.

      I was secretly looking forward to staying with Ellie Burke and her husband on their private island, thinking of it as a mini-vacation, even though I would be training for part of each day. Ellie said the island had some wonderful beaches.

      I had been staring at Will’s hands. Now he lifted one to scratch the stubble on his chin. He’d taken to not shaving on the weekends. I kind of liked the look.

      He smiled and his sexy dimples made an appearance. Certain parts of my body began to tingle.

      “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Can you take the weekend off in the middle? We could meet somewhere and stay at a B&B.”

      The tingling parts voted yes, but my brain was still sufficiently engaged to be cautious.

      “I like that plan, but can we wait until Wednesday to make it final? I should know by then if we’re to the point in the training where I can leave Nugget with Ellie for the weekend.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem getting a room on short notice this time of year. I’ll research places that allow dogs. You are taking Buddy with you, right?”

      “Of course, and Bonbon is going to Stephie’s for the two weeks.” My assistant—in training to eventually be a trainer herself—would keep the chocolate Labrador from backsliding.

      Will raised an eyebrow and frowned again. “So, you had this planned out already?”

      Was he really unhappy or just teasing me?

      “Well, if she hadn’t been okay with taking Bonbon, that would’ve been a deal breaker.”

      Will pushed up from his chair and walked around the table. His beltless jeans rode low on his hips, and his tee-shirt was snug enough to show off his muscular chest.

      Lots more tingling now.

      His baby-blue eyes softened as he looked down at me, and his mouth twitched on the ends. “So what would’ve happened if I’d objected more strongly?” He took my hand and pulled me to a stand. “Would that have been a deal breaker?”

      I relaxed into his warmth, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Of course.” I crossed my fingers behind his back.

      “Are you crossing your fingers when you say that?” he asked, while burying his face in my thick auburn hair.

      “Um, no.” I crossed the fingers on the other hand as well, to cover the second fib.

      He laughed, his chest vibrating under my cheek. I lifted my head and rubbed that cheek against his scratchy chin to distract him.

      It worked. He leaned back a little in the circle of my arms and lowered his face to kiss me.

      A phone buzzed on the counter.

      Crapola!

      Will had gone very still. “Please tell me that’s your phone.”

      “Uh, mine’s in my purse in the bedroom.”

      He muttered something under his breath that I couldn’t hear. Probably intentional, since it was no doubt a string of curse words. Bless him for his restraint and respect for my dislike of swearing.

      He broke away and walked to the counter, as the phone buzzed again. He read the text, then his fingers flew over the screen. “It’s Joe. We’ve got a case.”

      Several emotions danced around in my chest and fluttered in my stomach. The hollow feeling of disappointment that our leisurely Saturday was ending so abruptly… but also some relief, and then guilt for feeling relieved. He wouldn’t be around much for the next few days anyway—he worked ridiculously long hours when he and his partner were on a new homicide case, only coming home to sleep and change clothes. My being away really wouldn’t matter that much.

      The fluttering in my stomach I recognized as the ever-present anxiety whenever he was working. I wouldn’t say I was used to it, but it only half registered most days now.

      It’s part of the package when you love a law enforcement officer.
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      I got my first surprise when I spotted the small green sign that read Dahlia Park.

      This was it? A gravel parking lot and a few wooden picnic tables. No sign of any buildings.

      My GPS piped up, “Arriving at 2045 S. Joshua Drive on your left.”

      I slowed my car to a crawl. Another even smaller sign declared No Overnight Camping. Was overnight parking the same as camping? I’d already had concerns about leaving my car in a park for days on end.

      I came to the entranceway and turned in, expecting it to curve around through the trees and foliage and take me to the park building. I’d just go in and check with whoever was on duty.

      But the road didn’t go anywhere. About thirty feet in, it faded into a wide expanse of gravel and sand that stretched down to water. Nothing to the right but palmetto bushes, some Southern pines and the occasional palm tree. The greenery ran all the way to the river’s edge. To the left was a grassy area, also dotted with palm trees and a couple of rather scraggly looking live oaks, dripping with Spanish moss.

      I pulled into the patchy shade under one of the oaks. “Be right back,” I said to the dogs, then got out to look around. A few cars and trucks were scattered under the trees, a couple with empty boat trailers attached.

      I scanned the area for some sign of a road I had missed. Nope, this was it.

      I took out my cell phone and pulled up Ellie’s text again. I had the address right, and she had specifically said Dahlia Park.

      Not to be confused with Dahlia Community Park on the other side of town, the text read.

      I was trying to decide what to do next when the puttering of a small motor penetrated my consciousness. A small fishing skiff rounded the palmettos to the right of the park. Gray metal with a blunted bow and a steering wheel halfway back, it didn’t look all that sturdy.

      A man stood behind the wheel. He turned away. The engine’s puttering stopped, and he brought its prop up out of the water. Pointing the boat toward the shore, he let it drift up onto the sand and gravel.

      I walked toward the spot where he would end up. Since he was the only human being in sight, I figured he was my best bet for figuring out if I was in the right place.

      He was slightly below average height with a lean build and coppery brown skin. African-American, I assumed, until the boat drifted closer, and I got a better look at his face. It was narrow and weathered, with a long thin nose. A bit of gray was sprinkled through collar-length straight black hair.

      Native American?

      He raised a hand and gave me a small wave. The sleeve of his white tee shirt rode up, exposing somewhat lighter skin.

      He obviously spent a lot of time outdoors.

      He jumped over the side of the boat. Bare feet splashed in the shallow water, spraying droplets up onto knee-length cargo shorts. He dragged the skiff farther onto the beach.

      He walked toward me, his gait steady, unfazed by the gravel and shells in the sand. “You Ms. Banks?”

      “Yes.”

      He handed me a folded piece of paper. “Ellie said to give that to ya.” His Florida Cracker accent was slight.

      I unfolded the paper. This is Jack Denson. His bark is worse than his bite. He’ll bring you over to the island. See you soon. Ellie

      I smiled. The note read the way Ellie talked—light and breezy, as if she were always on the verge of laughing.

      I knew from her file that the Air Force lieutenant and aeronautic engineer had PTSD, related to watching one of the pilots in her unit die in a plane crash during a test flight. But you’d never know she was dealing with such emotional distress based on her surface personality.

      “You got a bag?”

      “Yeah, sure. Um, nice to meet you, Jack. I’m Marcia.”

      He nodded briskly and marched toward my car.

      I scrambled to keep up. He stopped by my trunk.

      “How’d you know this was mine?” I hit the button on my key fob to open the trunk.

      “Only one I don’t recognize.” He pulled out the duffel bag on top and slung it over one shoulder. “This it?”

      “Um, no.” I pointed to another larger duffel. “That’s the dogs’ stuff. Let me get them out.”

      I opened the back door and unhooked the dogs’ safety straps. First Buddy climbed out, then Ellie’s dog, Nugget, a golden-retriever-and-something-else mix.

      Jack’s arched eyebrows suggested that no one had warned him about the size of the dogs.

      “Bruce said no worries about your car bein’ here. He told the deputy about it.”

      “Deputy?”

      Jack looked at me like I was simple. “Sheriff’s deputy. He’s the law in town.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      What town? The only signs of civilization I’d seen so far were just that, signs—and they weren’t overly informative.

      Jack steadied the skiff while I climbed aboard. The dogs looked skeptical, but when I called their names they bounded into the boat.

      “Sit on down,” Jack said.

      I took the only seat, a board bench in front of the wheel. He tossed my bag to me.

      I eyed the thin layer of fishy-smelling water on the floor of the skiff and wrinkled my nose. But there was no alternative. I signaled the dogs by holding my hand out parallel to the floor and lowering it. They laid down at my feet.

      Keeping my bag on my lap, I awkwardly pulled off my sandals, before they got saturated. Hmm, maybe sandals and white capri pants weren’t a great choice for today.

      Along one side of the floor, safely out of the water, were three fishing poles, one slightly shorter than the others, and a green plastic, make-believe one with Fisher Price® stamped on the handle.

      I smiled at the sight of the big yellow plastic hook on the end of its sturdy line. I’d had a similar toy as a young child.

      The heavier duffel of dog supplies still over his shoulder, Jack shoved the boat back into the water and jumped aboard, rocking us side to side. He took up his position at the wheel.

      I glanced back at my car. In Florida, even in the fall and spring, one goes for shade, the sun is so intense. Should I have forfeited shade for a lower risk of a dead limb crashing down on my car? “Those live oaks back there don’t look too healthy.”

      “Water’s kind of salty,” Jack said. “Their roots might not like it.”

      “Brackish,” I said, showing off my familiarity with the concept, from growing up near the Chesapeake Bay.

      It was as if I hadn’t spoken.

      Jack pulled the cord on the motor and it spluttered to life. “They get a beatin’ too, when the wind’s high,” he raised his voice to be heard over the noise.

      “What’s the river’s name?” I called back over my shoulder.

      “Salt River.”

      Of course.

      After that, I gave up on making conversation and enjoyed the cool air blowing on my face. It had a slight tang to it… you guessed it, of salt.

      My second surprise of the day—more like a shock, really—came when we arrived about twenty minutes later at a narrow pier sticking out from a heavily wooded island. I couldn’t make out any buildings.

      Ellie Burke was seated on a lawn chair in a crescent of sunshine, just past the point where the pier joined the land.

      Jack dropped the engine down to an idle.

      Ellie spread her arms wide, a big smile on her face. “Welcome to Haasi Key, Marcia,” she called out.

      She was thinner and paler than my memory of her from six months ago, when I’d brought Nugget to meet her, to make sure the two were a good fit. Her blonde hair was up in a ponytail, but a few loose strands floated around her face in the light breeze off the river.

      Then I got a better look at her chair, and my mouth fell open. It wasn’t a lawn chair.

      Ellie was sitting in a wheelchair.
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      I clamped my mouth shut and plastered on a smile, but inside I was doing a slow burn.

      I’d met with Ellie twice before and there’d been no sign of a physical disability, nor was any mentioned in her file. If I’d known about whatever injury or ailment now had her in a wheelchair, I could have trained Nugget accordingly.

      Jack killed the engine and let the skiff drift toward the narrow beach near the pier. “Can the dogs get a little wet?” he asked.

      Now he asks, Ms. Snark commented, after they’ve been lying in brine.

      I kept the fake smile in place. “No problem. Buddy loves water.”

      My boy was already standing, peering down at the water and quivering all over.

      “Go on,” I said.

      Buddy jumped out of the boat and splashed to shore. Nugget and I waited until the bottom scraped sand, then we followed at a more sedate pace, my sandals dangling from my fingers. Jack brought up the rear, with the duffel bags.

      I stopped to slip my sandals on. Buddy shook all over and trotted over to me. I swear he was grinning.

      As we approached Ellie, a movement in the shadowy woods behind her startled me. An older woman stood back several feet, a sour expression on her face.

      Despite my fake smile, Ellie must have picked up on my displeasure. She struggled to a stand. “I only use this occasionally.” She pointed to the chair.

      The older woman stepped forward. “Ellie?” Her tone was half questioning, half censoring.

      Ellie waved a hand in the air, then winced. “I feel much better than I did this morning, really.” But her smile seemed forced. “Hi, Nugget.”

      The dog looked up at me. Even though she wasn’t on duty, I gave the release signal. Her red-gold tail waved in the air, and she bounded over to her new owner.

      Ellie leaned down, her movements stiff. She scratched behind the dog’s ears and crooned softly to her. Nugget ate it up, her whole back end wiggling.

      I watched indulgently, stroking Buddy’s head as he sat beside me.

      “Come on up to the house.” My hostess turned and wobbled a bit.

      “Might as well ride, Ellie.” Jack’s tone seemed slightly impatient. “I gotta wheel the chair up there anyway.”

      “You need to take it easy,” the older woman said, with a slight accent I couldn’t place. The words were solicitous, but her expression belied that. She looked like she sucked on rotten lemons on a regular basis and enjoyed it.

      Ellie sank into the wheelchair. “This is Greta, our housekeeper.”

      Jack dropped the smaller of my duffels in her lap. With the heavier one slung over his shoulder, he stepped behind the chair. He shoved it none too gently toward the house, which I could see, now that I knew it was there.

      Its facade was mostly hidden behind several ancient live oaks, but I got an impression of rough wood siding—cypress, maybe—painted a medium gray with white trim, and a slightly lighter gray metal roof.

      And as Ellie had said, when trying to convince me to stay with them, it was huge. Three stories, with a wide porch on the first floor and several sets of French doors along the second and third, each with its own small balcony. It was positioned at a slight angle, so that both the front and one side had a river view through the trees.

      It was a handsome house, but also a little creepy looking.

      That’s your imagination, Banks, I told myself.

      Still, a slight chill ran down my spine as we entered the shaded area around the house, and I gazed up at its massive facade.

      The house was elevated about five feet off the ground, resting on a cement block foundation that I doubted was part of the original construction.

      Ellie turned her head, following my gaze. “It used to be on stilts, in case of flooding, but my father-in-law added the blocks years ago, to keep the wind from getting under the house in a hurricane.”

      “Do you get many of those hitting here?” I said, mostly to make conversation.

      “Five, in the history of the house, but none a direct hit. It was built in 1919. My husband’s great grandfather had made a fortune manufacturing parts used in the early automobiles.”

      We’d stopped at the base of the porch steps as Ellie gave her spiel. Jack lifted my bag from her lap.

      “Then he fell prey to a con man who sold him a ‘glorious island,’” she made air quotes, “that could easily be converted into a luxury resort for the wealthy who liked to winter in Florida. He had visions of an elegant hotel, similar to the Ponce De Leon in St. Augustine. But when he arrived in Dahlia, the last few miles traveled on dirt roads at the time, he discovered that, one, the town had a grand total of eighty residents, mostly fishermen, and two, his island was one of the outermost of the Nature Coast Keys, with no way to access it except by boat.”

      She paused and grinned. “I wish I’d known the old man. Instead of bemoaning his fate or filing a lawsuit, he built himself this house and declared that it was his objective all along to retire to a beautiful and secluded island.”

      I smiled my first genuine smile since landing on Haasi Key. “If life hands you lemons, make lemonade.”

      “Exactly.” Ellie pushed herself out of the chair and grabbed the wrought-iron railing.

      We all watched, me with bated breath, as she hauled herself up the steps on shaky legs. She stopped at the top, breathing heavily.

      I let out air.

      Jack carried the wheelchair up, and Ellie sank into it. She smiled back over her shoulder. “Lunch is in an hour. Greta will show you your room so you can get settled.”

      “Okay, um, I’d like to do some training after lunch.” Considering her weak condition, I felt almost guilty bringing it up, but it was why I was here.

      “Sure.” Ellie said, then she and Jack disappeared into the house.

      Greta made a harumphing sound in the back of her throat. “Wait here while I get some towels.” She walked briskly away, around the side of the house.

      She returned after a minute and helped me dry the dogs off. Then she climbed the porch steps. The dogs and I followed. She led the way into the house.

      The front door opened into a large living area that reminded me of a hunting lodge. A half-dozen seating arrangements around the room were furnished with sofas, loveseats and overstuffed armchairs, of varying vintages.

      Greta kept moving toward a wide stairway that rose up from the center of the room. Its steps were covered with soft burgundy carpet, its railing polished mahogany. The second-floor hallway was the width of a medium-sized room, with glistening wooden floors partially covered by Persian area rugs.

      Greta started up another less elegant set of stairs. It led to the third floor and a narrower hallway with a bare oak floor. It was also polished to a high gleam, however.

      She turned to the left and opened a door at the end of the hall, then stepped back to let me go in first. The dogs pushed past her, unwilling to be separated from me in a strange environment. Greta scowled.

      I held out my hand and lowered my palm toward the floor. Both dogs dropped to their bellies.

      Greta’s expression became somewhat less sour. I think I might have impressed her, but couldn’t be sure.

      The room was really more of a mini suite, with a sitting area as you first entered and a queen-sized bed over by the French doors. The furniture was vintage, most of the pieces probably worth more today as antiques than they originally cost. Bric-a-brac was scattered on a small set of shelves against one wall and on a polished end table.

      Next to one end of the settee—its velvet upholstery the ugliest shade of eggplant purple I’d ever seen—sat a plastic and metal mesh contraption, posing as another end table.

      Good. Ellie had remembered to purchase a dog crate.

      I sat in the chair that was the same purple as the settee. Despite the unfortunate color scheme, it was a comfortable room. I let out a sigh as I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

      Greta fussed around, plumping pillows on the bed and checking the attached bathroom.

      I texted Will. The message didn’t go through. I frowned at the phone.

      “Cell service is not very reliable, I’m afraid,” Greta said.

      “Do you all have internet?”

      She nodded. “Ya, Bruce had a satellite dish installed.”

      German. That was her accent.

      “Good enough. I’ll email folks to let them know I’ve arrived safely.”

      Jack entered through the open door, dropped both duffels on the floor and left again without saying a word.

      “Let me know if you need anything, Miss Banks.” Greta lowered her head, a cross between a nod and a bow. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d clicked her heels.

      “Please, call me Marcia.”

      She lowered her head again and left the room.

      I got my laptop case out of my duffel bag and booted it up. The wi-fi network needed no password. Of course not. Who was going to steal their service way out here—the seagulls?

      I chuckled to myself and sent off three quick messages to my mother, my best friend Becky, and my neighbor Sherie Wells. She would spread the word around our small town of Mayfair that their prodigal daughter was safe and sound.

      Then I wrote a longer message to Will. I reported my surprise that Ellie was in a wheelchair and described the house and the staff.

      I’ve yet to meet Ellie’s husband, but I wouldn’t be too surprised if he turned out to be Herman Munster… LOL. I feel like I’ve been dropped into a Gothic novel.

      I added a smiley face and a heart and hit Send.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The distant tinkling of a bell summoned me to the dining room for lunch. Ellie was standing at the antique walnut sideboard, plucking items from various dishes lined up buffet-style.

      The wheelchair was shoved into a corner.

      “So, you’re, um, feeling better?” I said.

      She glanced my way and gave me a smile. “Yes.”

      If anything, she looked even thinner, more waif-like, than she had earlier. I realized it was because the breeze was no longer billowing her too-loose white tunic out to the sides.

      “Help yourself.” She stepped back and waved a hand at the buffet.

      My stomach growled as I grabbed a plate from a small pile on the end of the sideboard. I loaded food onto it—crustless sandwiches, a green salad with cherry tomatoes, fruit salad, and mac and cheese.

      Yum, one of my favorites, although this version seemed to be made from white cheddar. Not my preference but still… I couldn’t wait to dig in.

      Don’t be a pig. My mother’s voice inside my head.

      I mentally stuck out my tongue at my inner Mom. I was starving.

      Once Ellie and I were seated, her at the end of the table and me to her left, she pointed to the wheelchair. “Might as well address the elephant in the room.”

      I could only nod, since I’d just stuffed one of the sandwiches into my mouth, a triangle of whole-grain bread with no crust and something rich and slightly fishy inside. It was delicious.

      I chewed and swallowed, as she took a small bite of fruit salad. Then she put her fork down. “This…,” she waved a hand along the length of her body, “…started about four months ago. The doctors say it’s sarcopenia.”

      “What’s that?” I stole a glance at my heaped plate. My stomach rumbled unhappily, but it seemed rude to eat while Ellie discussed her illness.

      “Muscle atrophy,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “It’s rare and usually only seen in the elderly, often related to old injuries. I was a competitive jumper in my youth.”

      My mind produced an image of a younger Ellie vaulting over a series of hurdles and sprinting toward a finish line.

      “I fell off my horse a lot.”

      Oops, wrong type of jumping.

      Ellie grimaced. “But the doctors are still baffled that it’s happening in someone so young.”

      She reached for the salt shaker in front of her, and I took the opportunity to shovel some mac and cheese into my mouth.

      “You sure you don’t want some salt on that?” She was liberally dousing her own small pile of creamy noodles. “My husband’s a bit of a health nut, insists on no salt in the food, but I add some at the table. Otherwise, most things are pretty tasteless.”

      I tried not to let my dismay show on my face. The mac had an unusual flavor, and the cheese tasted more like yogurt.

      I took the proffered shaker and sprinkled salt on it. Only a slight improvement.

      “Greta makes the noodles herself, from rice flour.”

      I resisted the urge to curl my lip.

      Ellie pushed her glass away. “Bruce also insists on everyone drinking grapefruit juice, because it’s high in vitamin C and antioxidants.”

      There were two glasses in front of my place. One of water, and one of what did indeed look like grapefruit juice. I nudged the water glass her way. “You want my water. I’m fine with the juice.”

      Another big smile. “Thanks. I used to like grapefruit juice, but you can only drink so much of it before…” She trailed off, stabbed a cherry tomato from her plate and popped it in her mouth.

      We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes. Ignoring the mac and cheese, or whatever the heck it was, I gobbled down more sandwich triangles and some fruit salad. Finally, my hunger was somewhat appeased and I slowed my pace.

      We both started talking at once. “Did you leave the dogs–”

      “I’d like to do some–”

      Her cheeks turned a little pink. It actually improved her appearance, not so pale and wan.

      “You left the dogs upstairs,” she said.

      “They’re kind of rattled by the strange environment. But I would like to do some training this afternoon. And I wish you had told me about the sarco…”

      “Sarcopenia.”

      “I could have taught Nugget some tasks that would’ve helped you, such as picking up dropped items.”

      Ellie heaved a sigh. “Up until a few days ago, I was convinced I would get better. But my doctor finally broke through my denial at my last visit. This isn’t going away.” She opened her mouth to say more, than clamped it shut again.

      “Well, Nugget’s a very bright dog. I may be able to teach her some things while I’m here.”

      “So, where’s the best place to work?” Ellie asked.

      “Outside is best when the weather’s agreeable. Gives us lots of room.”

      “The lanai out back then, whenever you’re ready.”
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      An hour later, I had shown Ellie all the things Nugget could do, and I’d had her practice one of the simpler tasks, the Cover command. Simple for the human partner, that is. It was one of the most complicated tasks to teach the dog. But all the human had to do was remember to pay attention to the dog’s tail and ears when they were standing still, with the dog facing behind the person, literally watching their back. The dog would twitch their ears and a give a small tail thump to indicate that someone was approaching.

      Folks with PTSD tend to be hypervigilant and startle easily if taken by surprise. So knowing the dogs would alert them, if someone was coming up from behind, gave them more confidence out in public.

      Ellie’s shoulders were sagging. She was tiring.

      I gestured toward the wheelchair. “Have a seat for a minute. Lemme show you just how bright your dog is.” I slapped my thigh. “Buddy, come here.”

      He’d been snoozing under a tree. Now he bounded over.

      I laid down on the ground on my side, my torso propped up on one arm. “Here, boy.” Buddy came over and stood next to me.

      Nugget watched us, her head tilted to one side. She knew the drill. If I was about to do something with Buddy, I would be asking her to do it next.

      “Brace, Buddy.” The dog lined himself up right next to me and stiffened his legs.

      I placed a hand on his back. Since I’m able-bodied, I didn’t put much weight on him, but pretended to as I pushed myself up to my feet.

      Nugget wasn’t quite as big and muscular as Buddy, but then Ellie was a slight woman. The golden retriever should be able to handle some of her weight.

      After demonstrating twice with Buddy, I called Nugget over.

      The first time, she laid down when I put my hand on her back. I took my hand away and told her to stand. Then I manually moved her feet so her legs were spread out a bit. “Brace.”

      I put my hand on her back, but didn’t go any farther. She stayed standing. I gave her a treat from the fanny pack at my waist and praised her.

      I repeated that three times. The fourth time, I pushed myself to a stand without putting any weight on her. I gave her a treat.

      I ran through the whole process two more times, still not putting any weight on her back. She stood still, although she turned her head once to look at me, as if she was trying to figure out what this was all about.

      “That’s enough for today.” I turned toward Ellie, who was watching with a rapt expression on her face. “I’ll do that again tonight, and several times each day, adding a little more weight as we go. I think she’ll have it down by the time I leave.”

      Ellie nodded vigorously, her blonde ponytail bouncing. “It’s amazing, watching how you do that.”

      I shrugged. “Not all that hard. You just have to break it down into little steps and reward each step.”

      I patted my thigh, the non-verbal signal to Nugget to follow me, and walked over to where Ellie sat under the tree. Then I gave the dogs the release signal. Buddy flopped at my feet, while Nugget went to Ellie looking for some pets.

      She got some. Ellie was grinning from ear to ear. “I hope Bruce loves you as much as I already do,” she crooned to the dog.

      “Speaking of Bruce, will I meet him at dinner?”

      Ellie shook her head. “He’ll be home tomorrow morning sometime. He’s on a fishing trip with a friend, on our boat. That’s why Jack had to come get you in his skiff. Sorry for the tight fit.”

      “Hey, we made it okay. Do you want me to get Jack to wheel you inside?” I wasn’t at all sure I could push the wheelchair in the sandy soil, and I didn’t want to end up dumping her on her face.

      “No, I can walk.” She pushed herself to a stand.

      I clipped Nugget’s leash to her service vest and handed it to Ellie. “Hold out your hand like I showed you.”

      Ellie did so, palm down, and Nugget touched it with her nose.

      “Now she’s back on duty.”

      Buddy and I gave the two ladies a head start.

      Ellie was moving slow, but it seemed to me her shoulders were straighter.

      Too bad that darn sarco-whatever was…. What was it doing? It sounded, from the description, like it was eating her body from within.

      I shuddered as Buddy and I walked to the house.
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      That night, I kept Nugget in my room with Buddy and myself. It would be a few days before I transferred her over to Ellie’s care. And I wanted to work some more on the Brace command.

      By bedtime, Nugget was getting the hang of it, and I had started putting a little bit of weight on her back when I rose.

      I washed up and put on my jammies, then opened my laptop. Everyone had acknowledged my emails, with comments to stay safe from Mom and Sherie Wells, and to have fun from Becky. Will’s response wasn’t a whole lot longer than the others but his ended with, Miss you already.

      Smiling, I closed the computer and turned out the light. Normally I don’t sleep all that well the first night in a strange bed, but it had been a long day.

      

      Heart pounding, I opened my eyes to total blackness. Where am I?

      Oh, yeah. I was at Ellie Burke’s house, on its own little island in the Gulf of Mexico.

      But what had happened to the ambient light that had been filtering through the thin curtains over the French doors? Had the moon gone behind a cloud?

      A low rumble from the floor next to my bed. That’s what had woken me, Buddy growling, deep in his throat.

      “What is it, boy?” I whispered, as I fumbled for the lamp on the nightstand. The light revealed an empty room. No intruders and the French doors were closed up tight.

      But something had set Buddy off. And Nugget was standing up in her crate, whining softly. Whatever it was that literally had Buddy’s hackles up, she had heard it too.

      Territorialism and protectiveness are intentionally trained out of service dogs, since they must stay on task in public around strangers. But when Buddy had started “breaking training,” at times when I needed some defending, I’d made a conscious choice to let it go. He was a mentor dog now, so it was less critical that he not bark or growl at strangers, and he still behaved himself when he had his vest on. Will and I had even been trying to teach him some new tasks, modifications of some of those used by police dog handlers.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed.

      Buddy growled again.

      I slid my feet into my slippers and walked toward the door, the dog right by my knee. I put my ear against the old wood. A faint rustling on the other side.

      I leaned down and held my finger to my lips. It was the signal that Buddy was now not supposed to growl or bark. Then I held my hand parallel to the ground and lowered it.

      Both dogs laid down, although Buddy seemed reluctant.

      I listened at the door again. No rustling sound now.

      Slowly I turned the knob and cracked the door open just enough to peek out. A thin wedge of light knifed down the hallway, ending against blackness. The rustling noise and a flash of something red in the shadows.

      I jerked, accidentally opening the door wider. The blackness receded from me, and then was gone. I was staring at the third-floor hallway, empty of anything that could possible move.

      It was possible I’d imagined something black moving away from me, but not the rustling sound. The dogs had heard that too, and had interpreted it as menacing.

      So probably something more than mice behind the walls.

      I looked down at Buddy, who was now sitting quietly next to my knee, giving me his patented what’s-up look.

      “Got me, boy. I’ll check it out in the morning.”

      I went back to bed, but not before leaving the light on in the bathroom.

      It took me awhile to get back to sleep.

    

  

OEBPS/images/image-1-thesoundandthefurry-final.jpg
KASSANDRA
LAMB

‘The SOUND
AndTheFURRY

A MARCIA BANKS AND BUDDY MYSTERY





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/tsatftitlepage.jpg
THE SOUND AND THE FURRY
A Marcia Banks and Buddy Mystery

Kassandra Lamb
author of the Kate Huntington Mysteries

a misterio press publication





