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      I had a dizzying moment of déjà vu when Jake Black called.

      “Marcia, I need you to take Felix.”

      “Wha’?” Okay, so I’m not a brilliant conversationalist when dragged out of a sound sleep at three-thirty in the morning.

      “I need you to get Felix for me. They’ve got him at Buckland County Animal Services.”

      “Huh? Why?”

      “Janey and I have been arrested.”

      “For what?”

      “For robbery.”

      “Tell me you’ve called a lawyer,” I said, now fully awake. The last time a client of mine had been incarcerated, he’d used his one phone call to call me, instead of an attorney.

      “Yeah, Janey’s using her call for that. But I’m not at all sure what animal services will do with Felix. I don’t know that they’ll realize he’s a valuable service dog.”

      Adrenaline shot through my system. Surely the public shelter wouldn’t destroy or adopt out an animal belonging to someone who was only accused of a crime, not convicted yet. But I understood Jake’s concern. Mix-ups happened.

      My feet hit the floor with a thud. “Okay, I’ll get over there first thing in the morning.”

      Jake blew out a sigh. “Thanks.” He told me where to find the keys to their house, hidden in a fake rock, and gave me the security system code.

      “I know it’s a lot to ask,” he said, “but could you stay at the house? I mean live there, you don’t have to stay all the time. For a day or two, until we get this straightened out.”

      “Actually that solves a problem I have. I could use a place to stay for a few days. Keep me posted.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed—in the tee-shirt I’d swiped from Will to use as a nightshirt—and tried to wrap my brain around the Blacks being arrested for robbery.

      Jake Black had regaled me last year with stories of his misspent youth when I’d trained with him and Felix. But he was now in his forties, a business owner, combat veteran, husband of twenty-some years, father of a college-aged daughter.

      And his wife? Janey Black was a sweetheart, the type of person who’d drive back to the grocery store if a cashier gave her too much change.    

      I shook my head.

      It was unlikely I’d get back to sleep at this point, so I threw on capris and a loose-fitting tropical shirt. I ran a comb through my hair—I was retraining myself to think of it as auburn rather than brunette, now that the Florida sun had blessed me with red highlights. Pulling the long strands up into a ponytail, I stared at the circles under my eyes. They were almost as dark as the brown irises.

      Still I opted to forego makeup. I had a dozen things to do before I could make good on my promise to get Felix.

      Today, my Black Lab-Rottie mix, Buddy and I were moving out of our house temporarily, while an exterminator fumigated it for termites and then a contractor repaired the damage the little buggers had done.

      Now, if you live in the Northeast you might be thinking, Fumigate? For termites?

      But these are not your standard, run-of-the-mill termites. Florida always likes to be bigger and better in the bug department, with flying two-inch palmetto bugs instead of roaches and drywood termites in addition to the regular kind.

      The latter had gotten into the rafters of my cement-block cottage and my roof was about to fall in.

      I’d packed up some things that might be damaged by the fumigation process, and a neighbor had offered to store the boxes for me. But I still needed to gather my clothes and some belongings Buddy and I would need for the next few days.

      At a little after six, I carried the first of my storage boxes next door. Edna Mayfair and her nephew were early birds. I knew they’d be up.

      I knocked on the frame of the screen door. The inside door hung open to catch the slight morning breeze. The cottage didn’t have central air.

      September might mean cooler temperatures for most of the country, but not in central Florida. Down here, it’s still relentlessly in the nineties with high humidity day after day, until at least mid-October.

      “Come on in,” Edna called out from somewhere in the recesses of the house.

      I stepped into the front room of the shotgun cottage she was renting. It smelled faintly of mildew and dogs. I walked on through to the kitchen, where I found her and Dexter already poring over the plans for their new motel while munching on their breakfast cereal.

      Dexter, barefoot in cutoffs and a tee-shirt,  jumped up to take the box from me. “I’ll put it in the spare room.”

      He was about my age—early thirties—but I tended to think of him as younger, probably because he was a brick or two short of a load. But he was a sweet guy, always eager to help.

      “Marcia, help us out here,” his great aunt said from her lawn chair next to a wobbly card table.

      Guilt tightened my chest. I hated that Edna, in her eighties, had lost everything she owned and had to start over, because I’d attracted a crazy person to our little town of Mayfair—a crazy person who’d burned down her motel.

      But Edna didn’t seem to hold it against me. She was moving forward with what bordered on glee.

      She stabbed a finger at the drawing on the table. “We can’t decide between Gothic columns for the porch, or a more Victorian look.”

      I glanced over her shoulder at the artist’s rendition of the new motel, and decided I could stop feeling guilty. The building depicted in the drawing was a lot bigger and nicer than the one that had burned down.

      “The Gothic ones are classier,” I said.

      Of course, any guest who took one look at Edna would realize “classy” was the wrong adjective. As usual, her gray hair stuck out in all directions and today’s muumuu displayed a chaotic array of brightly colored hibiscus blooms.

      I gave a slight shake of my head. “But Victorian would probably fit the small-town ambiance better. Where are Bennie and Bo?”

      “Out back. Go on out and say hi.”

      My mind brought up an image of the derelict property’s backyard—a tangle of palmettos, wild flowers and weeds that would require a machete to get through it. Besides, saying hello to her rambunctious Springer Spaniels would take up precious time. They would both demand a thorough ear scratch.

      “I’d better not. I’ve got to get going. Hey Dexter, can you help me with the rest of the boxes?”

      He did, and we stowed them in one of the two bedrooms that some previous owner had tacked onto the back of the original master bedroom. It was blessedly cool compared to the front part of the house.

      “Don’t worry, Marcia. We keep the window shakers on all the time back here.” Dexter gestured toward an air conditioner rattling away in the main bedroom’s window. “You won’t get any mold in your things.”

      That was a relief. Mold was a constant threat in humid Florida.
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      Buddy and I made it to Buckland County Animal Services Center as they were opening. The young woman who greeted me couldn’t have been nicer. “We’ve kept Felix quarantined, considering how valuable he is.”

      I quietly let out a sigh of relief. Not everybody understood what went into training a true service dog. You didn’t just give them some obedience lessons and slap a vest on them. It took six months of intensive work to train them, and the not-for-profit agency I trained for charged ten thousand dollars for each dog, which didn’t even cover all the costs. The rest were made up with grants and donations.

      There was a little bit of discussion with the young woman about whether she could legally release Felix to me. I’d brought my copy of his training certificate, but I didn’t have anything in writing from Jake.

      Felix’s frenzied greeting of me helped cinch the deal. When he saw me, his naturally mournful-looking eyes lit up and his whole rear end wiggled, not just his stubby tail. He scrambled across the tiled floor, his nails clattering and scraping.

      “Well, he certainly knows you,” the woman said with a chuckle.

      I crouched and hugged Felix, then gave him my signal for down—a hand parallel to the floor moving down a few inches. He immediately plopped down on his belly.

      Buddy assumed the signal included him and he lay down beside the brindle boxer-and-something-a-lot-bigger mix. I’m not a huge fan of brindle, but Felix’s coat has a lot of gold mixed in with the darker shades of black and tan. On him, brindle looks good.

      I smiled at the animal control lady. “You can call the jail if you like and see if they’ll let you talk to his owner.”

      She shrugged. “I guess that isn’t necessary.”

      She led me over to a counter and handed me some paperwork to sign. Always, there is paperwork. “What all’s involved in learning to do what you do?” she asked.

      I looked up from the papers into her smooth twenty-something face, framed by frizzy brown curls. Her fresh eagerness made me feel old, even though I’d probably only been on the planet a half dozen years longer than she had.

      “You mean train dogs?”

      She nodded. “Service dogs for injured veterans, like you do.”

      “We mostly work with vets with PTSD and other psychological issues, but some of them have physical injuries too.” I quickly scanned the pages in front of me and signed. I handed the papers back to her. “Each organization does things their own way. For the agency I’m with, you train under another trainer, usually the director, Mattie—Mathilda Jones.” I dug one of Mattie’s cards out of my purse. “Give her a call. There’s far more need for trained dogs than there are trainers to produce them. You’d be doing important work.”

      The woman grinned and took the card from me. “Thanks. Can I tell her we talked, uh…,” she glanced at my name that I’d printed on the papers, “Ms. Banks?”

      “Sure.” I gave her a big smile, snapped the leash I’d brought on Felix’s collar, and the dogs and I headed for the Blacks’ home.

      I’d been there before, during the final stages of Felix and Jake’s training as partners, but I’d forgotten how big it was. The sprawling rancher, on an acre of carefully landscaped lawn in a neighborhood of equally large houses, proclaimed that its owners were upper middle class—in income at least, despite the fact that they acted like “plain folks,” as my mom would say.

      I’d just retrieved a set of two keys from the fake rock when I thought I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I glanced over to the freestanding three-car garage that housed the Blacks’ motorcycles and Jake’s workshop. It baked in the mid-morning sun, nothing more than little lizards scuttling around it.

      I jogged in that direction, the dogs on my heels. The house could fall into a sinkhole and Jake might not even notice, but if anything happened to his garage and the bikes inside, he’d go ballistic.

      A shadow wavered across the huge white door.

      I jerked around and saw a pants leg as someone climbed into an oversized white pickup parked on the street.

      Air rushed out of my lungs. That’s what I’d seen in my peripheral vision, a shadow of someone walking to their vehicle, projected against the garage by the slanting sun.

      Nonetheless I made a circuit around its perimeter, again the dogs acting as the rear guard. Everything was locked up tight.

      I was about to turn back toward the house when Felix started sniffing around the side door of the garage. I walked over.

      Crapola!

      That sure looked like fresh scratch marks around the deadbolt. Had someone tried to pick the lock? Worse yet, had someone actually gotten inside?

      I turned back toward the street, but the white truck was gone.
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      Inside, I found Felix’s bowls in the kitchen and freshened his water, then poured some in Buddy’s travel bowl and put it on the floor nearby.

      A key rack, in the shape of an Army helmet, caught my eye by the kitchen door. The keys were labeled but there wasn’t one marked garage. I opened drawers until I found the inevitable junk drawer. Rooting through it, I discovered several random keys.

      Leaving the dogs to lap up some water, I went outside with those keys. The second one I tried fit the lock on the side door.

      The garage was the neatest one I’d ever seen. On one side was a workshop area. Three motorcycles were parked on the other side, one with three wheels rather than two—like a giant tricycle.

      Jake’s sidecar, where Felix rode, sat along one wall. Nothing seemed amiss, so I locked up and headed back toward the house.

      A weird feeling crept up my neck, a sense of being watched. I spun around. But the driveway was empty, as was the section of the street that I could see from here. A slight breeze rustled in the line of trees that separated the driveway from the neighbor’s property.

      I shrugged off the creepy feeling and went inside.

      By the time I’d called the motel in nearby Ormond-By-The-Sea and delayed my reservation for a day, I’d decided that I was overreacting to a few scratches, a shadow and someone innocently climbing into a vehicle.

      After all, white pickup trucks were a dime a dozen in Florida. If I remembered correctly, Jake even had one.

      Leaning my butt against the edge of the kitchen counter, I smiled to myself at the motherism—a dime a dozen. Then the smile grew wider as I realized I no longer reacted negatively when I thought or said some old-fashioned phrase picked up from my mother. My unusual name—pronounced Mar-see-a rather than Marsha—along with my prim and proper speech patterns, had gotten me teased a good bit as a kid, but I was working on that, along with some other things, with my counselor.

      Unfortunately, I’d had to suspend my counseling sessions for a couple of months due to finances. Not only were the fumigation and repairs costing me a bundle, but I’d had to forego starting with a new dog once Jenny, my latest trainee, was placed with her new owner. Living in a motel room was not conducive to the early stages of training a service dog.

      At least I’m saving some bucks by staying here for a day or two.

      I went out into the spacious living room and crossed it to the hallway leading to my home away from home, the guest suite the Blacks had originally set up for their daughter, to give her some additional privacy in her teens. She was away at college now.

      I’d known it was there—the hallway had been pointed out when I’d been here last year for training sessions—but I’d never been in it. I threw open the door and stopped cold.

      It was palatial. A big sunken living room stretched out in front of me, with an oversized sliding glass door that looked out on the property’s large lanai and a backyard full of lush foliage. Across from me was a closed door, the bedroom I assumed.

      I glanced down at the dogs who’d followed me. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it?”

      Felix seemed blasé, which made sense since he lived with this bounty regularly. Buddy looked up at me and gave a small wag of his tail.

      “Aw, all you two care about is where the treats are stashed.”

      The word treats got Felix’s attention. He turned his jowly face in my direction and woofed softly.

      Felix was a man of few words.

       

      Once we were settled into our new abode, I called Will. When I’d filled him in on my change of plans and the reason behind it, he was silent for a few seconds.

      “Maybe it’s not such a great idea to get too involved with this guy,” he finally said, “if robbing pawn shops is what he does for a living.”

      I looked around me as I lounged on the leather sofa in my own separate living room. “He’s making a pretty fine living at it, if his house is any indicator. Hey,” I sat up, “why did you say he robbed a pawn shop?”

      “I was looking up the report as you were talking.”

      Of course you were, I thought but didn’t say out loud. Will was sometimes an officer of the law first and human being second. But then again, to be fair, it was the middle of a weekday morning and I’d called him at his office, at the Collins County Sheriff’s Department. I couldn’t really blame him for being in sheriff mode.

      I scanned the well-appointed room again. “Will, you should see his house. There’s no way he’s a petty thief.”

      “What does he do for a living?”

      “He owns a construction company,” I said. “Plus I think he gets military disability now.”

      “Which doesn’t pay extremely well.”

      “His company’s one of the biggest builders in the state, although I don’t think he’s been actively involved in running it since he got back from Afghanistan. Does he have a police record?” I knew darn well Will already had that info in front of him.

      “He was active duty in his youth. Who knows what went down on military bases or overseas. But his civilian records show two DUIs in his late twenties and a couple of drunk and disorderlies. Since then, only a few speeding tickets. On country roads, on his motorcycle.”

      “Yeah, he said one time that bikers love to take the curves as fast as they dare.”

      Will grunted softly. “My guess is he’s a bad boy who figured out by his thirties how to stay on the right side of the law.”

      The words until now hung unsaid in the air.

      I stroked the soft leather of the sofa. He’s a bad boy who made good. Again, I kept that thought to myself.

      “That happens a lot,” Will continued. “Borderline criminal types who grow up just enough to learn how not to get caught.”

      I bristled. “Jake Black served two tours in Iraq and Afghanistan. He’s hardly a, quote, ‘borderline criminal type.’”

      A pregnant pause. “Marcia, why do you always assume that because you like someone, they must be law-abiding?”

      “Will,” I said in my best snark voice, “why do you always assume that most people are not law-abiding?”

      The sound in my ear of him blowing out air. I felt an echo of the tingle I get whenever he blows actual air into my ear while whispering little endearments. I decided to cut him some slack.

      “Look,” I said, “it’s natural for people to assume others are law-abiding, until there is obvious evidence to the contrary.” Then the snarky part of me added, “Unless you’re law enforcement.”

      A beat of silence. I could see him in my mind’s eye, shaking his head.

      “Jake may have gotten into some trouble when he was young,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean he isn’t basically a good guy.”

      Another sigh in my ear. “Promise me you’ll stay out of this. Please remember that you’re just the dog-sitter.”

      I rolled my eyes, even though Will couldn’t see me. “Okay, I’m just the dog-sitter.”

      “Gotta go. Love you.”

      After the briefest of hesitations, I said, “Love you too.”

      I still choked a little on the words, which had nothing to do with Will and everything to do with why I was in counseling.

      I disconnected and sank back into the buttery soft sofa.

      What now?

      A huge yawn suggested a nap was in order.

      Midday naps were unheard of in my life. Normally I had two dogs in training at any given time, one close to done and one in the early stages, and I worked at least some part of almost every day.

      But today had started particularly early. And I had nothing better to do, unless I wanted to check out what was on daytime TV.

      A nap sounded much more desirable.

       

      Will lay next to me on the sofa, trying to seduce me, but some dog kept barking in the distance.

      Will blew in my ear, kissed my cheek, lowered his lips to my neck. I arched my body in his direction, making it easier for him to reach the sweet spot where neck and shoulder connect. A delicious shiver ran through me.

      The dog barked again and Will froze. “Can’t you make him be quiet.”

      I bristled, offended. It wasn’t my fault that some dog was barking.

      Will evaporated and I was enveloped in tan leather.

      I fought my way to full consciousness and noted that leather made you sweaty if you slept on it. Good to know for future reference when I was as rich as the Blacks.

      The dog was still barking.

      I struggled to a sitting position. Buddy sat beside the sofa, worry in his eyes.

      The barking dog had to be Felix and he was going ballistic.

      I stumbled out of the guest suite, Buddy close on my heels, and followed the sound toward the back of the house.

      Felix stood by the double sliding doors of the main living room, his nose pushed through the sheer curtains. He quivered all over, barking in short staccato bursts totally unlike his normal reserved woofs.

      I was a bit shocked. I intentionally trained the natural territorialism out of my dogs, since they have to deal with strangers and even other dogs all the time in public.

      But maybe Felix was feeling the need to defend the fortress in the absence of his master.

      I came up beside him. “It’s okay, boy,” I said in a soft, reassuring voice.

      He let out one more sharp bark, while staring at the freestanding garage. I held my hand up, palm outward, in a signal I teach all my dogs. It means stop what you’re doing and wait for further guidance.

      A short debate with myself. Take the dogs or not?

      Fool, of course you shouldn’t go investigate by yourself.

      I opened the slider wide and gestured to Felix. He took off across the lawn. Buddy and I followed in his wake.

      At first, the garage looked undisturbed, until I rounded the corner to the far side.

      The window on that side, which had been intact earlier, now bore a big roundish hole in the middle, surrounded by jagged shards of glass. It was also open by about an inch. Had I missed that earlier?

      I went back to the house and retrieved the key to the garage.

      I unlocked the side door and found the switch for the overhead light. “Sit, boys.”

      Buddy obeyed but Felix was running in circles, sniffing the cement floor.

      This dog needed some refresher training. I stepped over to him. “Felix!” I held my hand out, palm down—the signal that he was on duty and needed to pay attention.

      He gave me a mournful look, then touched his nose to my palm.

      “Good boy.” Then I pointed to Buddy over near the door. “Sit.”

      Felix trotted over and sat down.

      I made a circuit of the inside of the garage. There was no sign of an object—baseball, rock or whatever—that could have caused the hole in the window.

      Everything seemed the same as it was before, but my gut was not happy. I made two more circuits of the space, looking for anything out of order. I wondered if my gut was just feeling at odds after being jerked awake from a nap.

      I went outside, searching for a branch or something that might have blown against the window and broken it. Again, nothing.

      With a shrug, I locked the side door of the garage. I headed back to the house, but noises from the street out front had me veering off toward the driveway.

      I came to a halt. Crapola!

      Felix started barking furiously. I lunged for his collar.

      A plain beige sedan and two green and white sheriff’s department cars were now parked in front of the property, one of the cruisers positioned across the end of the driveway. A phalanx of deputies and a couple of guys in plain clothes were marching toward us.

      A man’s voice yelled from beyond the cars, “Hey, what’s going on here? You’re blocking our driveway.”

      Relief washed through me as Felix tugged against my hand. I let him go. I too had recognized Jake Black’s voice, coming from the passenger window of the white pickup that had just pulled up beside the police cars.
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      Jake had a hand on Felix’s head, listing subtly in the dog’s direction. Jake was a big guy, but Felix was a big dog. His face and body were all Bulldog but his legs were longer, probably from some distant Labrador, or maybe a Weimaraner, in his family tree. He came up to Jake’s knee and had been trained to brace himself to take some of his master’s weight.

      Most likely only Janey and I knew that Jake was using the dog to maintain his balance, which would have been a lot easier if the dog was wearing his specialized service vest with its stabilizer bar for Jake to grab.

      I considered going inside to find the vest, but Jake’s body language had me worried.

      His broad face was as red as I’d ever seen it. I was afraid he was about to have one of the “meltdowns” he’d told me about but I’d never witnessed. Anger control problems are common for people with traumatic brain injury.

      The worry in Janey’s pale blue eyes said she had the same concern. Shoving shoulder-length blonde hair, frizzy from the humidity, behind her ears, she placed a restraining hand on her husband’s arm.

      Jake shrugged her off. Not a good sign.

      He snarled in the face of a dark-haired detective in an ill-fitting business suit. “I don’t care how many pieces of paper you got from some judge. How dare you come in here like a bunch of storm troopers…” He spluttered to a stop as Janey once again tugged on the arm that wasn’t using Felix for support.

      He whirled on her—an even worse sign—and teetered dangerously on one foot.

      Felix quickly shifted position and braced himself by spreading his legs. Once Jake seemed more stable on his feet, Felix leaned gently against his leg.

      The maneuver, a type of deep pressure therapy, was meant to reduce anxiety, but it did little for Jake’s anger.

      The firm look in Janey’s eyes did have an effect though. Jake froze, then took a deep breath.

      “Come on inside,” she said softly. “Let Detective Wright and his men do their jobs.”

      He patted her hand, just as the detective gestured to two deputies that they should head for the garage.

      Jake pulled loose from his wife and followed as fast as he could, Felix keeping pace beside him. Detective Wright took off after him.

      I followed in their wake, trying to decide whether I should report on the broken window in front of the officers or wait.

       At the double-wide garage door, the detective gestured toward the big padlock and hasp on one side. “Unlock it.”

      Obviously reluctant, Jake produced a ring of keys and removed the padlock, then unlocked a lock in the middle of the roll-up door. A thunking sound as the metal bars inside released.

      One of the deputies grabbed the bottom of the door and shoved it up, exposing the Blacks’ three motorcycles and the spotlessly clean workshop area.

      A deputy began snapping pictures. “Bring in the trailer,” Detective Wright said to another one.

      Janey had caught up with us, huffing a little from the extra weight middle age had bestowed upon her. Her peaches-and-cream complexion paled to ghost white at the detective’s words.

      “Wha’?” Jake said, a bit slower to catch on to what was about to happen.

      “We’re impounding the bikes.” Detective Wright waved impatiently at one of the deputies in the driveway.

      Jake’s fists clenched. I could hear his teeth grinding from three feet away.

      Both Janey and I jumped forward and grabbed his arms. Slugging a cop would not improve the situation.

      Meanwhile, the detective was walking away, acting as if he hadn’t been about to get flattened by a six-two, two-hundred-forty-pound combat vet. He crouched down beside one of the bikes, the black one. Then he gestured to the deputy with the camera and pointed to the side of the bike.

      Jake moved forward, dragging us with him.

      My eyes followed the detective’s pointing finger to the rounded side of the gas tank, and a ragged long scratch in the black paint.

      Jake’s mouth fell open. “No!” he yelled.

      I gestured toward the broken window. “Maybe whatever broke the window hit it.”

      Everybody’s gaze turned to me, then to the window.

      “When did that happen?” Janey said, a touch of wonder in her voice that some rock would dare to penetrate her husband’s sanctum.

      “Just before you all got here,” I said. “I checked the outside of the garage earlier and that window was fine. Then Felix started barking and I came out and checked again and…”

      The detective was glaring at me. “And you are?”

      I gulped a little. “Marcia Banks, dog- and house-sitter.” I told him what little more I knew, including about the guy getting into a white pickup, who might or might not have been hanging around the garage when I arrived.

      He was a stony-faced audience but he did let me finish. And he did check the scratches around the lock on the side door, even had the deputy take pictures of them.

      All this gave Jake time to calm down. That is until they began to load two of the motorcycles into the large trailer they’d backed into the driveway.

      Again Janey and I grabbed his arms. “Let them take them,” she hissed in his ear. “We’ve got no choice.”

      He let us hold him back while they loaded Janey’s red three-wheeled bike—she said it was called a trike. I realized that indeed we were only holding him with his permission when he suddenly shook us loose like we were an old shirt he was shedding. “Wait!” He stepped forward.

      Felix was beside him in a flash.

      I indulged in a moment of maternal pride. That’s my boy, doing his job!

      Jake was pointing to the black leather bag on the side of his black bike, which was halfway up the ramp. “That’s not my saddlebag.”

      The detective held up a hand and the two deputies who’d been rolling the bike up the ramp between them stopped.

      Jake walked around the ramp to the other side, Felix practically glued to his jeans leg. “This one too. They’re not my bags.”

      The detective stepped forward and made a show of examining the bag on our side. Then he snapped on blue latex gloves, like those the deputies handling the bike were wearing. He leaned forward, tentatively touched the end of what looked like scrape marks in the leather.

      He held his finger up close to his face, rubbed it and his thumb together. A few grains of sand caught the sunlight as they drifted to the pavement.

      He gestured to a third deputy. “Put a bag around all that.” He pointed to the saddlebag. “We need to analyze the sand.”

      Now that he mentioned it, I could see some tawny grains embedded in the leather.

      “That’s not my bag,” Jake said emphatically. “Janey get the photo from the living room.”

      I knew which one he meant. I’d noticed three photos earlier, front and center on the mantel. Their wedding picture had caught my eye first, with Janey standing tall and proud, forty pounds lighter and drop-dead gorgeous. On the right of it was their daughter, Andrea, smiling and holding a high-school diploma, and on the left, Jake, fifteen years younger and grinning like a kid on Christmas as he stood next to a shiny black bike.

      This bike in front of us.

      Janey took off at a trot for the house. She was well padded, but she could move pretty fast when motivated.

      Buddy and I should have followed. This really wasn’t my business. But I didn’t move.

      Curiosity killed the cat. My mother’s voice in my head.

      She had a point. My curiosity…okay, my nosiness, had gotten me into trouble more than once. I figured that if I were that proverbial cat, I had about four of my nine lives left.

      Janey returned with the photo.

      Jake grabbed it and stuck it under the detective’s nose, then threatened to take out said nose by jabbing at the picture with a large index finger. “There! Those are my bags.”

      I craned to see but couldn’t make out more than a blur of black and tan, and the younger Jake’s big grin. My throat closed. Life hadn’t treated him all that well since then.

      The detective looked at the picture and then at Jake. “Side bags can be changed.”

      Then he broke Jake’s heart and endangered his own life by confiscating the photo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake let Janey and me haul him back away from the detective. He was grinding his teeth, but his chest was heaving, as if he were fighting back sobs.

      Once he was calm enough to leave him to Janey’s care alone, I did go back into the house. I couldn’t watch the pain on his face as they carted his bike away.

      Inside, more deputies were searching the rooms. Most of them were being neat, but one guy started pulling sofa cushions off and tossing them about.

      “Hey,” an older, heavy-set deputy said in a sharp voice, “show some respect.”

      I found myself drawn in his direction. “Do you know Jake?”

      His blue eyes, under shaggy gray brows, bore into me. But then his face softened. “Yeah, we ride together.”

      It took me a second to realize he meant on motorcycles.

      His presence explained the neater than usual behavior of cops executing a search warrant. Perhaps this deputy, who had several strips on his sleeves, had told the others about Jake’s service record.

      I glanced at his name tag. Sergeant Phelps.

      Buddy and I left him and his comrades to their work and went into the guest suite. Whoever had searched here hadn’t been as careful. With a sigh, I began to straighten the room.

      I was dismayed to find that they’d searched my duffle bag. I tried not to think about strange male hands pawing through my underwear.

      But I just about blew when I went into the bathroom and found Buddy’s kibble had been dumped on the floor. Seething, I scooped most of it back into its bag. Fortunately, Janey kept a spotless house. The floor literally was clean enough to eat off of.
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