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Author’s Note:

This story does mention the Covid pandemic, but does not get into the heavier aspects.

 

I have tried to focus on the relief and optimism as the U.S. is coming out of the pandemic in the Spring of 2021.


CHAPTER ONE

Muscles loosened that had been tense for over a year, as the nurse applied a little round bandaid to my arm.

“Now, it takes two weeks for that to be fully effective,” she said with a slight Southern accent.

I beamed at her, even though she couldn’t see my grin under my puppy-dog mask. “I know. My husband was vaccinated a while ago. He’s law enforcement.”

Her eyes smiled back. “I love this job. I’ve never before made so many people happy by stickin’ a needle in their arms.” 

We both laughed.

Woot!! Two weeks and I would have my life back.

Not that my life had been particularly gruesome—especially compared to what all too many had experienced during the pandemic. For one thing, I’d already been working from home.

But among other “normal” things I would now be able to do, I could finally deliver Bear to her rightful owner, and collect my training fee.

The Chow Chow-Husky mix, otherwise known as a Chusky, had been ready for almost a year. Indeed, I’d trained another dog during the interim months for a veteran who’d had a service dog before, so we could dispense with most of the human part of the training.

 But the veteran Bear had been trained for, former Air Force pilot Russell Fortham, was living with and caring for his elderly mother, who had Stage III COPD. He’d been concerned about having me come to their home to train him, for fear I’d bring Covid with me.

And I’d been equally eager to avoid social contact since I’d been trying to get pregnant, and little was known about the impact of Covid on unborn babies.

Ironically, I had been totally ambivalent about having children, until I’d discovered—after a miscarriage a year ago—that I had been pregnant, but now wasn’t. I’d been fighting low-grade depression and a ferocious longing for a child ever since.

As I drove home from the vaccine center, my third call was to Russ Fortham’s cell phone.

The first had been to my hairdresser. For months, I’d been hacking away at my long auburn hair myself, and it was, shall we say, a little uneven. The second had been to my best friend Becky. I got voicemail and left a message that I’d be coming to Williston soon for hugs from her and her twins, my godchildren.

My call to Russ also went straight to voicemail, and a mechanical voice informed me that his mailbox was full. I instructed my Bluetooth to call his home number.

His mother answered. When I identified myself, she burst into tears. “He’s in the hospital,” she managed to get out in a wavering voice.

My throat closed and my stomach hollowed out. “What happened?” Had he crashed his private plane?

“He was kind of depressed,” her voice was still shaky, “and then his counselor said he needed a different medication.” Soft sobbing noises. “She Baker-Acted him…”

Baker Act—the informal name of the state statute, which Floridians used as a verb when someone was involuntarily committed for psychological evaluation. To Baker-Act someone was a fairly drastic measure.

“He’s still in the hospital,” Mrs. Fortham wailed. “And they won’t let me visit.”

That last part wasn’t too surprising, considering the pandemic.

“When did all this happen?”

“Three months ago.”

“Crapola,” I blurted out. That was shortly after the last time I’d talked to Russ, mid-January. He’d seemed fine at the time, excited about eventually having Bear with him.

My whole body tightened with guilt—I should’ve gotten his dog to him sooner. I wondered how he could’ve sunk so low that he required long-term hospitalization.

“Who’s his counselor?” I asked.

“Jo Ann Hamilton.”

I let out a soft sigh. I knew Jo Ann. She’d been my counselor at one time as well, and she was good at what she did.

I promised Mrs. Fortham I’d look into the situation.

~~~~

I’d left a message for Jo Ann.

Then I did some brush-up training with Bear. She’s such a big teddy bear, which is how she’d ended up with her name. The shelter I’d gotten her from had been calling her Red, but when I took her to first meet Russ, he’d rubbed her head affectionately and said, “Aren’t you a big teddy bear of a dog?” She’d been Bear ever since.

We were working in the backyard, but my mind kept flashing back to the phone conversation with Mrs. Fortham. Butterflies danced in my stomach, making me a bit queasy.

Bear suddenly turned toward me and jumped up, wrapping her front legs around my waist. I staggered backward a couple of steps.

The Chusky had always had a tendency to jump up. My assistant, Carla and I had tried to break her of it, but then I’d decided to re-channel it instead. We’d trained the dog to give “bear hugs” when she sensed anxiety in her human. As apparently she had in me now.

Russ was a big man, so the hugs shouldn’t knock him off balance like they did me.

I signaled for Bear to get down. She did and I scratched behind her ear. “Thanks, girl. I’m just worried about your new papa.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, signaling with my other hand for Bear to lie down.

It was Jo Ann. “Hey,” I answered, “you’re working with Russell Fortham.”

“Um, I can neither confirm nor deny…”

I’d obviously taken her by surprise. “Sorry for being so abrupt. I hadn’t meant it as a question, and I have a waiver of confidentiality.”

“You do?”

“Yes, the agency does. It’s standard operating procedure. You did know he was getting a service dog, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I didn’t realize you were the trainer.”

“We’re even,” I said with a faint chuckle. “I didn’t know you were his counselor. I don’t remember seeing your name in his file.”

“I took over his case about five months ago.”

“I talked to his mother a little while ago. She says he’s been in the hospital for the last three months.”

“I know,” Jo Ann said, “and I’m getting worried about him.”

“Getting worried?”

“Okay, getting really worried. I sent him to the VA medical center for an evaluation. I thought he should probably be on a different medication, something stronger for depression, not just his anxiety.” She paused. “By the way, can you fax me a copy of that waiver?”

“Of course.” I headed for the back door of my training center, what had once been my house and was now connected to Will’s cottage next door by a large modern addition.

“His mom’s under the impression that you Baker-Acted him,” I said.

“No, he went voluntarily for the eval, but he got a green psychiatrist, fresh out of medical school, and he over-reacted and Baker-Acted Russ, to keep him for observation.”

Inside the house, I gestured for Bear to go into her crate. Buddy, my Black Lab/Rottie mentor dog, raised his head from where he’d been napping near the crates.

I shook my head slightly, letting him know that his assistance wasn’t needed, and went to my file cabinet in a corner of what used to be my living room. “I’m pulling the file right now,” I told Jo Ann.

I actually had a paper copy of the paper file maintained by Mattie Jones, the director of the agency I train for. Mattie’s a tad old-fashioned.

 “So, how did Russ end up in the hospital for so long?” I asked.

“It started out as a voluntary week or two to get him stabilized on new meds. I was talking to him every few days by phone. He’s in a private hospital near Leesburg, theoretically so his mother can visit him more readily.”

“Why do you say theoretically?” I asked.

The sound of air being blown out in a long sigh. “Well, with Covid, they’re not allowing any visitors. I tried myself one time. They wouldn’t even unlock the door and talk to me. Some woman kept pointing to the sign on the door that said no visitors until further notice. But after the first couple of weeks, they haven’t been letting me talk to him either. They said he refused to sign a waiver.”

“That doesn’t sound like Russ.” The pilot was one of the most easygoing people I’d ever met.

“And more recently, they haven’t been letting his mother talk to him either.”

“Say what? Does he have issues with his mother?” The couple of times I’d met with him last year—our initial interview and then when I’d taken Bear to introduce them to each other—he’d seemed to get along fine with his mom.

“Not that he’s ever mentioned to me,” Jo Ann was saying. “And I asked. That’s part of my intake interview, to ask about relationships with parents. Russ seemed to be genuinely fond of his mom, with no issues that I could detect.”

“Good. Lord knows he has enough issues from being in combat. But can they keep him in the hospital against his will?”

“Not readily. If he wanted to leave against medical advice, they’d have to have two mental health professionals agree that he continues to be a danger to himself or others.”

I had trouble imagining laid-back Russ as a danger to others. “If he’s still seriously depressed after all this time,” I said, “it’s not a very good hospital.”

A slight chuckle. “Good point.”

“What are you going to do?”

“The psychiatrist at the VA center says the case is no longer his. I’ve talked to Russ’s VA case manager a couple of times. She doesn’t seem to be alarmed. She contacted the hospital’s director and was told that Russ is responding to a new medication but his improvement is slow.” Another sigh. “Short of breaking down the hospital’s doors and rampaging through the halls, which I can’t really get away with and expect to keep my counseling license, there’s not much I can do.”

“Hmm, you can’t, but maybe I can,” I said. “I’ll keep you posted.”

I disconnected and called Mattie Jones. When she answered, I said, “Who on our board has clout with the Veterans’ Administration?”

I filled her in.

“Harumph,” was her response. “I’ll see what I can find out.”

~~~~

Using the multipurpose printer in Will’s and my joint study, I faxed Jo Ann a copy of the confidentiality waiver. Then I made myself a copy.

Refiling the original, I folded the copy and stuck it in my purse. “Come on, Buddy. Let’s go for a drive.”

As we went out the training center’s door, my neighbor Sherie Wells was stepping out onto her front porch, just twenty feet from me.

Our two houses were now surrounded by fallow fields and woods, but they had once been among a dozen cottages on narrow lots along this end of Main Street. They’d housed the African-Americans who’d worked for old Mr. Mayfair at his long-defunct alligator farm. Mr. Mayfair was also long gone, as were the rest of the cottages—rotted away, the land reclaimed by Florida’s aggressive flora. But Sherie’s and our houses had been built of cement blocks.

“Where are you off to, Marcia?” she called over.

“I’m going to exercise my car.” That seemed easier than trying to explain my client’s situation, most of which was confidential anyway.

She smiled, a flash of white teeth against brown skin that had surprisingly few wrinkles for a woman in her late sixties. “I’ve taken some drives to nowhere myself lately.” As always, her posture was ramrod straight. Regal was the word that came to mind whenever I saw her.

“How’s Will?”

“He’s good. How’s Sybil doing?”

Sherie patted her silver-streaked black hair, pulled back in its usual tight chignon. “Good in general, but this week, she’s exhausted. She’s been doing twelve-hour night shifts.”

Sybil, Sherry’s youngest, had moved back home temporarily while between jobs, shortly before the pandemic began. “Temporarily” had become “for the duration,” but she was working again, for a nursing agency.

“That sounds rough.”

“It has been, but she’s off for the next two days.”

“Tell her I said hi.” I waved and headed for my car.

I was almost to Leesburg when my phone buzzed, and a text flashed up on my dashboard screen, from Becky.

At doctor w twins. Don’t worry, it’s only a checkup. Call u later. Can’t wait for hugs!

Smiling, I went looking for the Leesburg Psychiatric Hospital. I wasn’t exactly sure what I would be able to accomplish, but I wanted to see the place for myself. And I was hoping the service-dog angle might give me an entrée, or at least help me get more information on Russ’s condition.

I drove around shaded side streets in the small city, my GPS insisting that I had arrived at my destination. But all I saw were ancient live oaks and large houses that seemed almost as old.

Finally I spotted a small white wooden sign that read Leesburg Sanitarium, and in smaller print underneath, A Pennington Psychiatric Facility.

“Hmm,” I said to Buddy, “they’ve taken discreet to a whole new level.”

He sat up on the backseat and gave me his what’s-up look, a tilt of his head and a question mark in his eyes.

I parallel-parked in the shade of an ancient tree and sat for a moment, debating. To accomplish my goal, I needed to put his service dog vest on him. It was cheating, since I wasn’t personally in need of a service dog… but I ended up doing it, since it would lend credibility to my approach.

The Leesburg Sanitarium was nestled on several acres, with a tall chain-link fence surrounding the campus. The fence was barely visible though, amongst the trees and undergrowth.

The gates sat open, so we waltzed in. The main building was an old mansion, refurbished with fresh siding and a shiny metal roof. Behind it was a long cement-block building, painted white. It also sported a metal roof, glistening in the sunlight.

We climbed the steps to the wide veranda-style porch of the main building. Several empty rockers swayed slightly in the breeze.

I tried the knob of the polished mahogany door. It was locked. A wooden sign next to it read Visitors Must Sign In at the Front Desk. Taped to the inside of the window in the door, a computer-generated paper sign said No Visitors Until Further Notice.

I rang the doorbell anyway, then bracketed my face with my hands to peer through the window at a dimly lit hallway.

It took three rings to get any action. A middle-aged woman in a tailored navy pantsuit came to the door but made no move to open it.

“I need to speak to my client,” I said, loud enough to penetrate the glass. “Russell Fortham.”

The woman shook her head and pointed to the No Visitors sign.

“It’ll only take a moment, and it’s important.” I waved the face mask I held in one hand at her. “Out here on the porch, socially distanced, is fine.”

She shook her head and started to turn away.

I knocked on the glass. “If I can’t see him, I need to talk to his doctor.” I held the copy of my waiver up to the window.

She shook her head emphatically and walked away.

Again, I bracketed my face to peer through the window. She went to the far end of the wide hallway, which apparently doubled as a reception and waiting area, and sat down at a big wooden desk.

Okay, I was getting more than a little annoyed here. I rang the doorbell again.

The woman ignored me, conveying loud and clear that our interaction was done.

Internally, the snarky part of myself that I try hard to suppress said, Hmm, we’ll see about that. Before I could stop her, Ms. Snark pressed the doorbell button, holding it down for several seconds.

The woman glanced up, then back down at whatever was in front of her on her desk.

Harumph. Ms. Snark rang the bell again. I didn’t try all that hard to stop her this time.

A man stepped out into the hallway from a side doorway. He was tall and slender, in a charcoal gray business suit. He looked toward the door and quickly walked to the woman’s desk. They conferred, the woman glaring my way.

Impatiently, Ms. Snark banged on the heavy wooden door.

Settle down, I told her internally. I’ll handle this.

The man approached the door. His face was smooth, youthful, but he had some gray in his dark hair, mostly at the temples. I pegged him for early to mid-forties.

He unlocked the door and cracked it open slightly. “Can I help you?”

“Depends,” Ms. Snark blurted out. “Are you Captain Fortham’s shrink?”

He frowned.

I wrestled Ms. Snark back under control. “I need to speak to either Russell Fortham or his doctor. I have a waiver of confidentiality.” I handed the paper through the crack.

The man examined the waiver.

“You can keep that,” I said generously. “It’s a copy.”

“What do you need to know?” he asked.

Again, I waved my puppy-dog mask in the air—it was a cloth one, multi-layered, made by my friend Edna Mayfair. “Could you step out here so we don’t have to yell through the door?”

Technically we weren’t quite yelling, but I wanted to get this guy beyond the point where he could just close the door in my face.

He paused, sighed, and reached in his pocket. Out came a disposable face mask.

I quickly pointed out to Ms. Snark that a fist pump would not be appropriate at this time.

I stepped back from the door as I donned my mask.

He came out and gestured toward the rockers. I walked to the one farthest away and turned, about to sit down. He remained standing a dozen feet away.

So I did as well. I wasn’t about to give him the advantage of hovering over me, even from a distance.

“I’m Marcia Banks-Haines,” I said. “I’m training a service dog for Captain Fortham, and it’s time to begin the human handler phase of the training. I need to know what his status is.”

“I’m Dr. Johnson, the director here.” He stood ramrod straight. “Even with this waiver, there isn’t much I can tell you.”

“I don’t see why not.” I tried to keep the snark out of my tone. I wasn’t sure I’d succeeded.

Suddenly, he changed tactics. Relaxing his posture, he waved again toward the rockers. He moved to the one nearest the door and sat.

So did I. Buddy settled at my feet.

“Is this his new dog?” Dr. Johnson asked, gesturing toward Buddy.

“No, he’s my mentor dog. He helps me train the others. But Russ knows him. I thought if I was able to see him, that Buddy might cheer him up.”

The dog responded to his name with his what’s-up look.

But the doctor was shaking his head. “We have to be strict about the no-visitors rule. Not all of our patients have been vaccinated yet.”

“I get that.” I took a deep breath. “Can you at least tell me how he’s doing? When might he be discharged?”

The doc was shaking his head again. “I’m afraid Mr. Fortham may be with us for a bit longer.”

I leaned forward, perched on the edge of the rocker. “Here’s the problem. If I can’t start the human training soon, then the dog will have to be reassigned to another veteran. She’s a valuable animal. We can’t let her grow old, waiting on one vet. But I know the captain would be devastated if we had to do that. He’s already bonded with Bear.”

Reassigning the dog was an empty threat, but it sounded plausible.

“Well, we wouldn’t want that. He is making progress, although slowly.” Dr. Johnson put his hands on his knees and pushed himself to a stand. “If I can get your phone number, I can give you a call when we have a potential release date for him.”

I’d hoped to get more—if not a chance to speak to Russ briefly, at least more info about his condition—but I suspected this was all I was getting. I stood and gave the doctor one of my cards.

The woman opened the front door. She gave me a sharp glance. “Doctor, Mr. Pennington is on the phone for you.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Ratchette.” He slipped past her.

OMG, they’ve got a Nurse Ratched, Ms. Snark chortled inside my head. Straight out of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

I think it’s a different spelling, I pointed out internally. I’d definitely heard a T sound at the end of her name.

Trying to keep a straight face, I walked past the frowning woman, still standing in the doorway.

Her glare bore into my back, as Buddy and I walked down the driveway to the street.


CHAPTER TWO

My phone rang shortly after we got home. No name and I didn’t recognize the number. But I dared not ignore the call. It could be news about Russ Fortham.

I swiped to answer it. “Hello,” I said tentatively, prepared to disconnect at any indication of a sales pitch or scam.

“Is this Marsha Banks?” The woman’s tone was no-nonsense, and of course, she mispronounced my first name.

“This is Mar-see-a Banks.” I emphasized each syllable. “Who’s this?”

“This is Janice Robinson.” She said it like she expected me to recognize her name.

I didn’t.

“Mattie Jones said you have a concern about one of our clients. I know someone on the Pennington board of directors.”

“Pennington?” I asked, confused.

“He is checking on the status of Captain Fortham,” she went on as if I hadn’t spoken.

Oh, yeah, Pennington. The small print on the Leesburg Sanitarium’s sign, and the guy who was calling Dr. Johnson.

The tightness in my chest and shoulders eased. “That’s great. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She disconnected.

My phone screen was asking if I wanted to add this number to my contacts. I tapped yes, then stared at the phone for a moment.

For a brief period, I’d been part of that upper-crust realm where contacts were everything, back when I was married to a member of the Baltimore Symphony in my home state of Maryland. It had not been a good time in my life.

I shook my head to clear it of the unpleasant memories, and decided to take Buddy and Bear for a walk. I was too agitated to do any of my other time-killing activities—exercising, reading, or taking a nap.

Mayfair continued to be the friendly little town it had always been, just from a distance now. Neighbors waved and called out greetings, but they didn’t approach or stop to chat as they would have in the past.

I was looking forward to making the rounds in two weeks and catching up on everyone’s lives. But for now, I waved and kept moving. “I can’t wait until this blinkety-blank pandemic is totally behind us,” I said to the dogs.

Bear ignored me, sniffing a bush, but Buddy cocked his head at me in his patented what’s-up look.

I laughed out loud. “You’re a good listener, boy.”

As we headed back down our end of Main Street, I spotted Sybil’s silver sedan, parked at the curb in front of her mother’s house.

She climbed slowly out as we approached.

“Hey, Syb, how’s it going?”

She turned toward me and her body language gave me my answer. She’d inherited her mother’s regal bearing, but today her shoulders sagged.

“You look tired,” I said.

“I am.” We started up our parallel walkways. When we got to our respective porches, she dropped down to sit on the steps. “I need a minute to rest before I go in.”

I gave her a curious glance and sat on my own steps.

“I just finished a twelve-hour shift at a nursing home.” She glanced over her shoulder at her screen door. The inner front door was sitting open to catch the spring breeze. “When I look at those old folks,” she continued in a low voice, “most of them senile, I can’t help wondering if Mama’s gonna end up that way someday.”

I raised my eyebrows at her. “Your mother is not going to go senile. God wouldn’t dare!”

Sybil laughed, and her medium-brown skin lost its ashen undertone. “Phew! I would not want to be around for that showdown at the Pearly Gates.”

“How do you like working for this nursing agency?”

“I like it. Being a traveling nurse, as we’re called—it’s a great way to get experience. I’m not sure yet what specialty is right for me. This gives me a chance to test-drive different jobs and settings.”

“That’s cool. So, you’re not big on nursing homes. What are you leaning toward?”

She gave me a small smile. “I’m considering becoming a nurse practitioner, if I can talk myself into going back to school.”

“Awesome,” I said with enthusiasm.

Ask her, Ms. Snark prodded internally.

Ask her what?

Then I got it. Sometimes, Ms. Snark figures things out before I do.

“Hey, have you ever worked at the Leesburg Sanitarium?”

Sybil’s eyebrows went up. “I was there a few weeks ago. Why?”

“Did you happen to cross paths with a patient named Russell Fortham?”

Her expression became guarded.

“Big guy,” I said, holding my hand above my head to indicate Russ’s height. “Solid, but not fat. Light brown hair, buzz cut.”

“Why do you ask?” she said.

I took that as a yes. “This is confidential. He’s my client. I trained Bear for him.” I pointed to the big red dog, lying next to Buddy on the sidewalk. “Today, I learned that he’s been in the hospital for several months now, and nobody’s been able to visit him or even talk to him on the phone.”

Sybil’s eyebrows were in the air again, but she didn’t say anything.

“Did you ever talk to him?” I asked her. “Did he actually seem depressed to you?”

She shook her head slightly. “Look, patients on psych wards often put on a good front, say they’re okay, because they want to go home. It’s no fun being in the hospital.”

“Is that what Russ did, say he was okay?”

She frowned and blew out air. “I can’t say anything specific about a particular patient.”

“Okay, so let me ask you hypothetically. Say a patient talked and acted like Russ did, would you think he was okay or faking it?”

“I’m not a psychiatrist or psychologist.”

“No, but you are a very observant human being.” I wasn’t saying that to butter her up. Sybil, like her mother, was quite astute.

She pushed herself to a stand and turned to climb the porch steps. On the top one, she paused and gave me a long, hard look. “Yes, and no.”

I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. “Come on, please. Can’t you tell me more?”

“I was there for six weeks. That’s half the normal length of an assignment, but my supervisor said they don’t usually keep traveling nurses for longer than that there.” She paused.

I held my breath, wondering why she was telling me all that.

“During that time,” she said, “your hypothetical patient showed no signs of depression. Restlessness, yes. Anxiety, some. Definitely boredom, but not depression.”

She walked up onto the porch.

“Thanks, Syb.”

She waved a hand over her head without turning back around. “We never had this conversation.”

~~~~

Back inside the house, I paced the floor for a few minutes. During the months of self-isolation, I’d had five fallback activities to fill the hours. Do refresher training with Bear, take a walk with the dogs, take a nap, read, or practice my self-defense moves and get some additional exercise in the process.

I’d already done a training session and walked the dogs, and I was way too agitated for a nap or reading, so I opted for the last alternative.

A couple of months ago, I’d discovered a series of online self-defense videos that I’d fallen in love with. The three main attractions were that the techniques really were tailored to the average woman’s capabilities, the practice sessions on the videos doubled as muscle-toning workouts, and the instructor, Sophie, had a totally cool Irish accent.

I went into our study and booted up my laptop. While I waited—in rural Florida, internet service isn’t always the fastest—I savored my favorite room in our hodge-podge house.

It had been the small living room and eat-in kitchen of Will’s old house. We had completely renovated it. The loveseat from my old living room and a recliner created a sitting area on one side, and his and hers computer desks dominated the other. A colorful, braid rug covered most of the laminated wood floor.

I opened the bookmarked link for the first video in the series. It was my favorite, partly because it was the best workout.

A slim, short woman with dark hair in a ponytail appeared. She wore a turquoise leotard.

Cheers, ladies. Sophie here, and welcome to my Ladies Only self-defense course.

First off, all that karate choppin’ and twistin’ your opponent around to toss him over your shoulder—that’s for men, with strong arms and shoulders.

She puffed up her shoulders.

Women’s arms are weak. She shrugged. I’m sorry, my lovelies, but it’s true. Our strength… She lifted a knee. …is in our legs.

We might be the weaker sex. She winked at the camera. But our legs are the sturdiest part of us. They’re designed to walk for miles in the woods and on mountains, collecting berries and roots.

I loved the way she said roots.

And they’re meant to be the foundation on which we build generations. We carry wee babes in our wombs on those thighs that perhaps you despise for bein’ too fat.

I settled on the floor, anticipating the workout that was coming.

So, here we go, ladies. Let’s explore what those thighs can do.

My phone rang. Irritated, I hauled it out of my jeans’ pocket. Caller ID read Carla.

I wanted to ignore it, but… Why was my assistant trainer-in-training calling?

I paused the video and answered the call. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Um, I need to bring Dolly to you earlier than we’d planned. Uh, as in today.”

“Why?”

“Um, it’s a long story.”

There was something off here. I’d never known Carla to be hesitant, and yet she had used two ums and an uh in less than three sentences.

“Um, can I explain when I get there? Don’t worry, I’ve been staying isolated.”

“Sure, okay. When will you be here?”

“In about three minutes. I’m turning into Mayfair now.”

That brought me up short. “Oh, okay. See ya in a bit.”

I’d barely had time to click the video off and close my laptop when I heard the rumble of an engine. Buddy and I went out front.

Carla was already out of her car, her head stuck inside the back passenger-side door, releasing Dolly from her safety strap. But I couldn’t actually see the dog. The driver’s side of the backseat was piled high with cardboard boxes. More were crammed into the back of the small SUV.

“What’s going on?” I asked Carla as she straightened and Dolly jumped out.

They rounded the front end and stopped about ten feet from me. Dolly wasn’t on a leash, but the Border Collie-Australian Sheepdog mix stayed close to Carla’s knee.

Carla was wearing a mask, but I could tell by the furrowed brow that she was frowning. She’d picked up some weight since the last time I’d seen her, which come to think of it, had been months ago. It looked good on her. She’d been too thin before.

Her dark hair had grown out. Instead of shortish spikes, it hung loose and wavy around her shoulders, softening the angular lines of her face. A tiny bit of gray was mixed in now—not surprising since she was in her mid-forties—and the sun had added some red highlights.

“I lost my day job,” she said abruptly. “And now I’m being evicted.”

“Wha’?” I realized my chin had dropped, dislodging my mask. I quickly adjusted it. “What happened?”

“I was laid off because of Covid, but I was doing okay on unemployment. Then the restaurant reopened, and they called me back.” She paused, took a deep breath. “I couldn’t do it. I’m high risk. But no more unemployment because now I’m supposedly refusing to work.”

“You’re high risk?”

“I’m a cancer survivor—lung cancer.”

My chin dropped again. I stabbed my mask back in place. Carla was a very private person, so I didn’t know much about her background—other than she was divorced. And I’d gotten the impression that her husband had been abusive, at least emotionally.

No wonder she had a bit of a sour attitude. Life had not been kind to her.

“I was paying half my rent,” she continued, “out of my savings, hoping that would show I was trying. But my landlord found out I’d refused to go back when the restaurant reopened…” She trailed off. Her eyes had gone shiny.

Crapola, is Carla Cummings about to cry?

“Did you score a vaccine yet?” I knew she’d been having trouble getting an appointment. The distribution had been left up to the counties in Florida, and some, like the good-sized one I was in, had the resources to handle it. But other smaller, rural counties had been overwhelmed. Websites had crashed, phone lines had been tied up day and night. Carla lived in one of those counties.

She was nodding though. “I got my first shot two weeks ago. If my landlord had only waited another month, I could’ve gotten the back rent caught up once I was working again.”

“Where are you going to stay?”

She shrugged her slumped shoulders. “In my car for now. I put most of my stuff in storage.”

An idea had been percolating in the back of my mind. Now I blurted it out. “No, you’re not. You’re staying in our guest room.”

I wasn’t sure how my husband would feel about that arrangement. We’d only had the house all to ourselves again for a few weeks.

My mother had finally vacated our guest suite not long ago. She and her fiancé, Sheriff Clint Burns, had settled for a very small “commitment ceremony”—with only them, us, Clint’s grown kids, and a priest—in Clint’s backyard. Then Mom had moved into his house, over in Crystal County on the west side of the state.

Carla was staring at me, her eyes wide. “But… Will’s still working, right?”

“Yes, so there is the risk he could be exposed, but we can close off the training center.” As a sheriff’s department detective, he had long since been vaccinated, but the verdict wasn’t in yet from the scientists as to whether vaccinated people could be carriers. “The guest suite is in the back of that part of the house,” I continued. “You can have that area and the kitchen to yourself.”

Excitement bubbled in my chest as I warmed to the idea. Will would go along, once he realized the alternative was her camping in her car.

I shook my head slightly. Boy, I must really be missing human companionship if I was getting excited about having Carla around.

No wonder I was lonely. Will had been working a lot of extra shifts—the department was short-handed, between people being out sick and some who had quit, out of fear of bringing the disease home to their families. And my contact with my neighbors had been curtailed for so long now. For weeks, I hadn’t even crossed paths with Susanna Mayfair, with whom I shared the stall-cleaning and feeding duties at the Mayfair Riding Stable. We talked by phone occasionally to exchange information about our equine charges, but that was it.

“I can pay you some rent.” Carla’s voice was tentative. “I have some savings left.”

I waved a hand in the air. “That won’t be nec–” I stopped abruptly. What little I could see of her cheeks above her mask were turning red and she was shaking her head.

“How does a hundred a month sound?” I said quickly.

The blush subsided. “That sounds great.” Crow’s feet crinkled at the edges of her eyes.

Despite her mask, I knew she was blessing me with one of her rare smiles.

~~~~

Eight p.m. and Will still wasn’t home. I’d ordered two pizzas delivered and left one on the training center’s porch for Carla.

I’d moved Bear’s crate into our living area, so I wouldn’t have to go into the training center at all. Our backyard was divided into two sections, one I used for training and the other we considered “our yard.” The training yard was where the dogs usually did their business, and we tried to keep our side free of doggie-doo.

I could walk Bear and Buddy down the dark yard to the gate between the two sections and let them into the training yard. But I opted to take them for an evening walk instead.

Plastic bags stuffed in my jeans pocket, we set out. A half moon lit our way, with some help from Mayfair’s only street lamp, down by the motel. I texted Carla as we walked slowly down Main Street, the dogs sniffing for just the right spot.

Getting a grocery order tomorrow, curbside pickup. Text me a list and I’ll get yours too.

No answer by the time we reached the streetlight and turned around for home.

Then, Okay.

This is going to be great. I texted her. We can work together with Dolly and still be socially distanced.

Another pause. Bear finally decided that a palmetto bush needed fertilizer. She squatted beside it.

Yes, it’s going to be fine. Thanks again. Carla even included a smiley face.

I frowned at my phone. Smiley faces were not Carla’s style. Oh, I believed she was truly grateful, but I also suspected that living in such close quarters with me went against the grain for her.

The dogs and I turned onto our walkway.

“Hey, Marcia,” a voice out of the darkness.

Squinting, I looked around.

“Over here.”

I shifted my gaze toward Sherie’s front porch. “Sybil?”

“Yeah.” She walked down the steps into the moonlight and stopped.

“I thought you’d be down for the count until morning.”

She shook her head. “I made myself get up a couple of hours ago, or I wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight.” She gestured toward the training center porch steps. “Can we talk?”

“Sure.” Again, we sat on our respective steps. The dogs settled at my feet.

“I can’t get what we were talking about earlier out of my mind.”

I smiled. “You mean the conversation we never had.”

A short chuckle. Sybil shifted on her step, so that she was facing me. In the dim illumination from her porch light, her face looked worried. “The more I think about it, the more I can’t help wondering…” She trailed off, clasping her hands in her lap.

“Wondering what?” I prompted.

“If maybe Russ Fortham, and perhaps some of the other patients at that place…” She took a deep breath. “Maybe they are being kept there longer than necessary.”


CHAPTER THREE

We sat in silence for a few moments, me digesting that Sybil, who’d actually been inside the sanitarium, was now sharing my paranoid thoughts.

And Sybil wringing her hands. “You see,” she finally said, “if it’s true, I’m obligated to report them. But Dr. Johnson has connections.”

“How so?”

“He knows people in the Veterans’ Administration. That’s how he gets so many referrals from them. And I think he’s friends with the governor.”

“So if we’re wrong, you could lose your job.”

She nodded.

“Hey, I have an idea. Maybe there’s a way to find out more.”

After I’d told her my idea, she said, “That might work. And I’m off tomorrow.”

“Then let’s head over there, say around ten in the morning.”

She nodded again. “Yes, let’s.”

~~~~

I pulled over to the curb. Once again, the gates next to the small white sign were open. I got Buddy out of the backseat and we walked with Sybil to the driveway. She continued on.

My dog and I hunkered down behind a bush just inside the gates. I peeked through the branches as she stepped up onto the wide porch.
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