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      I’m a normal person. Granted I have a somewhat abnormal vocation. I train service animals for PTSD sufferers, mostly combat veterans.

      But other than that, I’m just a small-town, thirty-something divorcee.

      My name is Marcia Banks—pronounced Mar-see-a, not Marsha. Okay, okay, so I don’t have a totally normal name.

      I live in central Florida, on the outskirts of the Ocala National Forest, in a little town called Mayfair, population 258 (and a half. Agnes Baker’s pregnant. Again.)

      The town sprang up in the 1960s, due to the transitory success of the Mayfair Alligator Farm (rumor has it that old Mr. Mayfair poached the gators from the Forest). Billboards plastered along the newly minted I-75 corridor drew in unsuspecting vacationers to witness the wonders of gator wrestling and to buy fake alligator skin handbags and belts. But the farm went under when Walt Disney plopped his amusement park down next to another sleepy Florida hamlet—Orlando.

      Mayfair was virtually a ghost town when I moved here two years ago, shortly after the demise of my brief but disastrous marriage to a concert violinist in the Baltimore Symphony.

      It’s a great place to train service animals because everybody knows everybody. It didn’t take long for the residents to learn the rules. The main one being to never, ever pet the dogs I’m training unless I say it’s okay.

      The exception is my Black Lab-Rottie mix, Buddy, if he’s the only dog I’m walking at the time.

      He was my first trainee, and how he came back into my possession was the beginning of my not-so-normal avocation—unwilling amateur sleuth.

      

      One sunny day last winter, I received the most shocking phone call of my life. It even beat out the anonymous one three years ago informing me that my husband was having an affair with a cello player.

      The caller said she was with the Collinsville Sheriff’s Department and wanted to know if I had trained a service dog named Buddy.

      My mind scrambled for a reason why someone from a sheriff’s department would be asking me that. Had Buddy bit someone?

      “Where exactly is Collinsville?” I asked, stalling for time.

      “Off 33, near Polk City.”

      “In Florida?” More stalling.

      “Yes, ma’am, not far from Lakeland.” Her tone said she was losing patience with me. “Are you the Marcia Banks who trained Buddy?” She mispronounced my first name, of course.

      I couldn’t figure out how to get around admitting it, since I had signed off on his training certificate. “Uh, yes.”

      “Could ya come get the dog as soon as possible?”

      “Why? What’s happened to his owner?” Jimmy Garrett was an Iraqi war veteran who’d had a close encounter with an IED. As a result, he’d come home with a prosthesis where his right leg used to be and some pretty disabling nightmares, among other PTSD symptoms.

      “He’s been arrested, ma’am.”

      What? Jimmy arrested?

      “What about his wife?”

      A long pause. “That’s why he’s been arrested. He’s bein’ held on suspicion of murder.”

      “Of his wife?” My voice rose, ending on a squeak.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I was stunned. I’d spent a fair amount of time with the Garretts two years ago, teaching Jimmy the do’s and don’t’s of working with a service dog.

      Mathilda Jones, the woman who had trained me to be a trainer, had drummed into me the importance of working with the client as well as the dog. “A poorly-trained human can ruin a well-trained dog” was her mantra. Humans was how Mattie referred to people, like we were a different species from herself. She seemed to feel more connected to her dogs than to two-legged homo sapiens.

      I’d gotten the distinct impression that the Garretts had a stable and loving relationship. Julie, Jimmy’s wife, had confided to me privately that she was so relieved he was getting Buddy. “We just want to get on with life,” she’d said in a soft Southern accent. “His nightmares and everythin’, they just make him so miserable. Just maybe things can settle down now and we can start a family.” She’d then blushed and ducked her head.

      Other than a mildly annoying predilection for the word just, she had seemed like a bright and kind person who was devoted to Jimmy, and he to her. I’d received a birth announcement eight months later. Apparently Ida Mae Garrett had already been a bun in the oven when Julie and I had that conversation.

      “Are ya there, ma’am?” The woman from the sheriff’s department yanked me back to the present.

      “Yeah. Uh, I can probably get down there sometime this afternoon.”

      “Come to the sheriff’s department on Main Street.” She disconnected.

      I shook my head, trying to wrap my brain around the whole mess.

      It was a two-hour drive and who knew what red tape I might encounter, so I called and made arrangements with my neighbor’s daughter Sybil to take the dogs out for a bathroom break later.

      I’d been prepared with a small fib if her mother had answered. The reigning matriarch of the only African-American family in town, Sherie Wells could sniff out gossip like a bloodhound. To her credit, however, she rarely repeated what she heard.

      But Sybil asked no questions. I told her I’d leave a key under the doormat.

      Yes, Mayfair is probably the safest place on the planet, but the dogs I train are valuable animals, because of that training. So I follow my Northerner city instincts and keep my doors locked.

      It was a warm day for early February—seventy-five degrees and climbing. I threw on a red tank top over my jeans and grabbed my favorite cardigan, the one with a little flare at the bottom that disguises my all too ample hips. I opted to forego makeup, except for some sunscreen. Even in winter, the Florida sun could fry my fair skin in no time.

      At the last minute, I crammed some clean underwear and a stick of deodorant into my purse. I couldn’t imagine I’d end up staying overnight in Collinsville, but then before today, I never would have imagined that sweet Julie Garrett would be dead and poor Jimmy arrested for her murder.

      So all bets were off on what to expect from the universe right now.
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      By the time I got to Collinsville, I was glad I’d worn a tank top. The temperature, according to the sign on the Collinsville Bank, was now eighty.

      The sheriff’s department wasn’t hard to find. It was the most rundown building on Main Street, with gray peeling paint and a rusty metal roof.

      The inside didn’t look much better. The walls were the same gray as the exterior, although they weren’t peeling. A small waiting area contained metal folding chairs, the only wall adornment a large bulletin board plastered with mug shots of nasty-looking men and women and heartbreakingly sweet pictures of missing children. A hand-printed heading read Have You Seen These People? I suspected the wanted posters were from the whole central Florida area. Surely there weren’t that many felons on the loose in this podunk town.

      An air compressor rumbled somewhere, but the building’s air conditioning was apparently as old as the paint job on the outside. The room was muggy with humidity. If the AC wasn’t keeping up today, what kind of oven did this place become in the summer?

      Behind a chest-high Formica counter was a woman in a khaki sheriff’s department uniform. She either had very long legs or she was sitting on a stool. Her dark eyebrows said the blonde of her hair was out of a bottle. She was too thin, with the leathery skin of a long-term Florida resident.

      “Can I help ya?” Her accent confirmed her as a Florida native, her voice beginning to take on the raspiness of a long-time smoker. She scratched absently at a forearm covered by a long khaki sleeve. Perspiration beaded on her upper lip.

      I wondered why she hadn’t rolled her sleeves up, then mentally shrugged. Maybe it was against departmental rules.

      “I’m Marcia Banks, Buddy’s trainer.”

      “Oh yeah. Ya know where the Garretts’ house is? The mutt’s still there, last I heard.” There was a slight sneer in her voice. Not a dog person, apparently.

      “Uh, I’m not sure.” The house I had delivered Buddy to two years ago wasn’t all that far from here, but it wasn’t in the town of Collinsville.

      “I’ll write down the address.” She ducked her head over a pad of paper.

      “Is Jimmy here? Could I see him?” I heard the words exit my mouth and wondered where the heck they had come from. Did I really want to see Jimmy Garrett? There was nothing I could do to help him.

      The full ramifications of Jimmy’s situation hit me in the gut. He’d been doing so well. What happened?

      The woman behind the counter was staring at me, an inscrutable expression on her face. “I guess it’d be okay.” She slid off her stool and almost disappeared behind the counter.

      Her disembodied head nodded toward the left. “Go to that door over there.”

      I followed instructions. A click and then she pulled the door open.

      “Ya have to leave your purse here with me.”

      I turned it over to her, and she placed it on a shelf under the counter.

      “Follow me.” She led me down a long gray corridor that ended in the jail section of the building—two cells on the right and one larger one around a small corner on the left.

      Jimmy was the only occupant. He was in the larger cell. It contained a cot and small table, both bolted to the floor, and a metal toilet.

      When he caught sight of me, he raced over and grabbed the bars. “Marcia, thank God you came. You gotta take Buddy for a while.”

      “I can do that.” I scraped back a long strand of hair that had escaped from my ponytail.

      Jimmy wore a faded Marines T-shirt and dark running shorts. I averted my eyes from his prosthesis. Despite all the time I’d spent with combat vets, I still wasn’t used to seeing a metal contraption sticking out where bone and flesh should be.

      “Doris, could I speak to Ms. Banks alone, please.” Technically it was a request, but his commanding tone hinted at the sergeant he had once been.

      The woman, Doris, gave him a dirty look, then turned on her sensible oxford’s heel and stalked away.

      “Marcia, I need your help. The whole town’s gonna be just like her. They’re gonna turn against me and I won’t have a chance.”

      Unsure how to answer him, I stalled. “What happened?” Okay, I was also dying of curiosity.

      Jimmy ran a hand over his buzz cut of light brown hair. “I wish I knew. Nobody’ll tell me nothin’ except that Julie…” His voice choked a little on his wife’s name. “That she’s dead and I’m being held for her murder.” His face contorted, but then he shook himself, like a dog waking up from a bad dream.

      “Buddy and I went for our morning run. We stopped for a bit to watch the ducks down by the pond in the park. When I got back, I came in the front door and saw Ida Mae playin’ in her pack-and-play in the corner. And that’s the last thing I remember until I woke up on the floor. Buddy was standin’ over me growlin’ and Ida Mae was cryin’. And the deputies were in the doorway yellin’ at me to control the dog.”

      He scrubbed his stubbled face with a broad hand. “They said Julie was in the bedroom…” His voice caught again. “But they wouldn’t let me see her. They say I was drunk and we musta argued, but honest, I haven’t had a drink in months. Me and the beer, we were gettin’ too friendly, so I stopped completely.”

      He ducked his head. “I’ve been goin’ to AA the next town over.”

      I sucked in air, trying to think of something to say, and picked up a whiff of stale beer. But Jimmy didn’t act like someone who was lying. Of course, I was no expert on lying, nor on Jimmy Garrett. For all I knew he was a pathological liar.

      “I can take Buddy for a while, until this mess gets resolved. But I don’t know what else I can do. I’m a dog trainer.”

      Jimmy shook his head and kept talking, as if I hadn’t said anything. “This is Julie’s hometown. We moved here awhile after the baby was born, ’cause Julie had a good job at the bank. Everybody’s treated me fine, but I’m still the outsider. They’re gonna turn on me, I just know it.”

      I’d always thought Jimmy was a local boy too, since he had a Southern accent. “Aren’t you from Florida?”

      “Tennessee. I was in advanced training at the Naval Air Base in Pensacola when Julie and I met. She was goin’ to UWF.”

      It took me a moment to decipher UWF. There’s a whole slew of universities around Florida that are U something F. Since the other abbreviations—UNF, UCF, USF—all referred to geographical locations, I deduced that UWF was University of West Florida.

      “Okay, so you’re not local and this is a small town,” I said, “but I don’t think they’re going to railroad you into a murder conviction if you didn’t do it.”

      The small towns I’d encountered in Florida were not nearly as insular as small towns elsewhere tended to be. There were so many transplants from other parts of the country, especially the cold north, that only about a half to three-quarters of the residents, even in rural Florida, had ancestors who’d lived here.

      Jimmy’s head was hanging down, his gaze focused on the cell’s cement floor.

      “Did you call a lawyer?” I asked.

      He shook his head without looking at me. “I didn’t know who to call.”

      So he’d asked them to call me, a dog trainer. Just great!

      “Can you pay a lawyer?”

      His head came up. Then he cocked it to one side as if this was the first he’d thought about that. “Yeah. We’d gotten a line of credit on our house, to remodel the kitchen. I can use that for a lawyer.”

      “Okay, I’ll try to find you a lawyer before I leave town. Where’s your little girl?”

      “I assume they took her to Sheila, but she’s not that fond of dogs. I knew she wouldn’t agree to take Buddy.”

      “Who’s Sheila?”

      “My sister-in-law.” His face puckered up like he’d sucked on a lemon.

      Did he and sister-in-law Sheila dislike each other, or was Jimmy assuming she too would turn on him?

      Still, this Sheila might know who was the best lawyer in town. “What’s her last name?”

      “Collins.”

      My face must have shown my dismay because Jimmy grimaced and said, “Yeah, she’s married to Julie’s brother, the grandson of the town’s founder.”

      He rubbed the back of his head and winced.

      I twirled my finger in the air. “Turn around.”

      He complied. There was a knot the size of a golf ball on the back of his skull.

      I blew out air. Maybe Jimmy Garrett wasn’t being paranoid after all, and maybe, just maybe he hadn’t killed his wife.
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      I plugged the address that the diminutive and sour-faced Doris had given me into my GPS, and it led me to a residential area a dozen blocks away from the sheriff’s office. I parked across the street from a Cracker-style house, probably 1940s vintage, with clapboard siding, dormers in its peaked metal roof, and a large welcoming front porch. The Garretts had apparently been fixing it up. It sported a new paint job of off-white, with burgundy trim around the windows, and the small azaleas along the front had fresh dirt around them.

      Unfortunately the recently planted bushes were taking a beating from the multiple official feet tramping around the yard. I stepped out of my car. There was surprisingly little chatter amongst the men and women moving around the front of the house. Most were grim-faced. I read that to mean they all knew, and probably liked, the victim.

      I crossed the street to the line of sheriff’s department cruisers and other vehicles parked randomly along the curb. As I walked past a plain gray car, I glanced down. A flash of red brought me up short. I looked again.

      Buddy, in his red service animal vest, was sprawled across the backseat, his eyes closed, tongue hanging out of his mouth. The vehicle was otherwise unoccupied.

      Anger and fear surged in my chest. What kind of idiot leaves a dog in a car in the intense Florida sun? Even in February, a closed car could turn into an oven in minutes.

      I grabbed the door handle and yanked. It was locked, as was the front door. I banged on the window. “Buddy!”

      The dog lifted his big black head.

      I grabbed the door handle again as my knees wobbled from relief.

      But his eyes didn’t look right. They were glazed. He was definitely suffering. I had to get him out of that car, and fast.

      I raced around to the other side and snatched at the door handles there. Both locked. The driver’s window was cracked open a few inches. My blood boiled. Why did people think a cracked window was sufficient ventilation for an animal inside a car?

      I managed to get my hand and my forearm in, but the elbow wouldn’t fit. I maneuvered around, trying to find an angle that would allow me to reach down and unlock the door.

      “What the heck do you think you’re doing, young lady?”

      I jumped, banging my elbow hard on the window frame. I tried to twist around to see who was behind me. I caught the profile of a tanned, rugged face under a cowboy hat just as searing pain shot up to my shoulder.

      “Ow!” My elbow was now somehow inside the window and I couldn’t get it out.

      The man behind me made a harumphing noise. He lifted his hand and hit a button with his thumb. The car doors snicked unlocked.

      He grabbed the door and started to open it.

      More pain. “Yow! Stop!” My head swam.

      “Okay, hold on.” He grasped my upper arm with a surprisingly gentle hold. “Step back slowly as I open the door.”

      We performed an odd version of a two-step until there was room for his arm to reach in and hit the window button.

      I extracted my arm and rubbed the sore elbow.

      “I repeat, what the heck did you think you were doing?”

      I rounded on the man. “What the heck was I doing? What were you thinking when you put that dog in a closed car?”

      The man seemed unfazed by my raised voice. He took off his hat and ran fingers through sun-streaked brown hair before answering. “The window was cracked.”

      I glared at him. “That doesn’t do much good. The sun can drive up the temperature inside a car to a hundred degrees or more, even this time of year.”

      Grrr. The jerk was smirking at me, his blue eyes lit with amusement.

      He returned his hat to his head. “Didn’t you notice the engine’s running?”

      Now that he’d pointed it out, I could indeed hear the soft purr of an engine. The bubble of anger in my chest deflated.

      “Oh.” Heat rose in my cheeks. “Well, why is he so listless?” Buddy had laid his head back down and closed his eyes.

      “We had to tranquilize him. Jimmy was able to verbally control him, until we handcuffed him and put him in a car. Then the dog went nuts.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “He was only doing his job, protecting his human.” Sheez, now I sounded like Mattie Jones.

      “Look, I know that. You’re his trainer, right?”

      “Yeah.” How had he figured that out? I could have been any animal lover passing by.

      “Doris called me. Said to watch for a redhead with freckles.”

      “I don’t have freckles,” I automatically said, then remembered that I’d left the house without makeup, so indeed my freckles were showing. I was perversely pleased, however, that he thought I was a redhead.

      “My hair’s brown,” I said. “The Florida sun gives it red highlights.”

      The man smiled for the first time, a big mouth full of pearly whites that had parts of my insides stirring. Parts that I’d been ignoring for several years.

      That made me crabby. “What’d you tranq him with, an elephant gun?”

      Despite my snotty tone, the man’s smile didn’t fade. “Nope, but you’re close. One of our deputies has a friend with a gator farm. We called him in and he shot the dog with a dart, just a half dose. Said it was what he’d use on a baby gator.”

      “A gator farm?” Did every small town in central Florida have an outdated tourist trap?

      “Yeah, he raises them to sell to zoos and restaurants.”

      I loved gator tail, that battered and deep-fried Florida specialty that you dip in a tangy sauce. But I’d never given much thought to where the gators came from.

      “Alligators are a controlled species. Used to be endangered,” the man volunteered, which only confused me more.

      “Is it legal to raise them domestically then?”

      He frowned. “Well, yeah.”

      For the first time I noticed his khaki shirt and the badge pinned to its pocket.

      “Well, I guess you’d know, wouldn’t you?” I laughed, then blushed again at the nervousness in my voice.

      “He fishes them out of people’s swimming pools too, for a small fee.”

      I squinted up into the deputy’s face. The sun was now behind him, making it hard to see his features, but I thought I saw that teasing twinkle in his eyes again.

      I pointed to the Stetson wannabe on his head. “You from Texas?”

      “No. Upstate New York.”

      “Oh.”

      “Look, I didn’t get to choose the uniform when I took office.” Now he was frowning at me.

      Way to go, Banks. Piss off law enforcement in a strange town.

      “Uh, could I take the dog now?”

      “Oh, sure.” He opened the back door of the cruiser. “Come on, boy.”

      Buddy raised his head and looked at him, but made no other effort to move.

      The deputy shook his head. “Hope I don’t have to carry him. How much does he weigh?”

      “About eighty pounds.” I leaned over. “Come, Buddy.” My tone brooked no disobedience.

      Buddy struggled to his feet and took a step toward the door. He wobbled and I jumped forward, afraid he would tumble right out of the car.

      The deputy crowded in next to me to help. I caught a whiff of woodsy aftershave and a hint of male sweat. He didn’t seem to have any qualms about rolling his uniform sleeves up. The muscles in his arm rippled as he helped me assist Buddy out of the backseat and onto the road.

      My pulse kicked up a notch. My insides stirred again.

      Buddy shook himself, then staggered sideways two steps. I grabbed his collar, pulled a leash from my back pocket and clipped it on. But I hung onto the collar to steady him.

      He stood still for a few seconds, legs splayed. Then he seemed to get his equilibrium back. Looking over his shoulder, he gave me a what’s-up look. I’d forgotten that patented expression of his.

      My heart swelled at the same time that my stomach sank. This poor dog might just have lost his human best friend.

      Remembering my manners, I stuck out my right hand. “Thank you, Deputy…”

      “Haines, ma’am. Will Haines.”

      He shook my hand with a firm grip. I appreciated it when a man did that, didn’t go all limp just because he was shaking hands with a woman.

      “Thanks, Deputy Haines.”

      “No problem.” He touched his hat brim and turned away.

      I was across the street and had Buddy stuffed halfway into my backseat when the words when I took office hit me.

      I turned around and watched the scene across the street. Will Haines stood next to the cruisers at the curb. He gestured to another man in a khaki uniform who hurried over to him. They spoke for a few seconds, then Haines slapped the man on the shoulder. The guy took off, apparently to do Haines’ bidding.

      Crapola, Banks! He’s the sheriff!

      He must have sensed me watching him. He turned and sketched me another small salute.

      I couldn’t tell for sure from this distance but I suspected the smirk was back on his face.

      I gave him a feeble wave, then ducked my head and scrambled around to the driver’s side of my car.
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      I glanced frequently in the rearview mirror as I drove home. Buddy’s condition had me worried. He was still glassy-eyed and apathetic. I wondered if I should take him to the emergency veterinarian hospital in Belleview, a town just south of Ocala that was a good bit bigger than Collinsville or Mayfair.

      I was also contemplating the descriptions of Buddy’s behavior. Jimmy woke up to find the dog standing over him growling, not letting the police get near. Buddy had been trained to bark for help should his handler become ill or fall, not try to keep potential help away. And why did he “go nuts” after they put Jimmy in a squad car? Had Jimmy neglected to give him the release command, the signal that let the dog know he was off duty? In the chaos of the situation, that was quite possible, but still “going nuts” was not how Buddy had been trained to behave.

      I glanced again in the rearview mirror. He was now sleeping in the backseat, his limbs jerking sporadically in response to some dream.

      Then again, the best of training might succumb to a dog’s natural protective instincts when he’d just witnessed his owner kill his wife.

      I shook my head. I didn’t know that’s what happened. Indeed, I was inclined to believe Jimmy’s version, that he’d been struck from behind. Nonetheless, Buddy had witnessed violence, and he was now showing signs of being a traumatized dog.

      By the time we arrived at my house, the tranquilizer had apparently worn off. Buddy jumped out of the car under his own steam and seemed much more alert.

      As I unlocked my front door, a deep woof came from one corner of the living room. That would be Max, the sixty-pound, tawny-colored rescue mutt of dubious parentage that I’d been training for several months now.

      Then came a series of yaps from Lacy, a mostly-white bitch with at least one collie and an Alaskan husky or two amongst her ancestors.

      Buddy looked at me. I nodded. He barked out a greeting.

      Just one more woof from Max, but Lacy went bananas.

      I shook my head. It looked like bringing a new dog into the house might set her back some.

      One of the things I taught my dogs was to control their natural tendency to bark at anything that moved. Often people with PTSD were hypersensitive to sudden and/or loud noises. A dog yapping at things that weren’t a threat was a problem for them.

      Buddy still remembered that lesson, as did Max. But Lacy, not so much.

      I sighed. Buddy and I stepped inside.

      I fed the dogs and myself, let the dogs out back for a bathroom break, and then settled my trainees in their crates for the night. Buddy hadn’t eaten much of the dinner I’d offered him. I didn’t know if that was an aftereffect of the drug or a reaction to being uprooted from his home. Maybe some of both.

      But he sniffed around the living room, then settled at my feet as I lounged on the sofa, sipping from a much needed glass of white wine and scrolling through my Netflix queue while waiting for the evening news to come on. I wanted to see how the media handled Julie’s murder.

      The living room was my favorite room in my little house. It was open and airy, with lots of windows that let the light in during the day. Even with dog crates in two corners, there was room for a small beige sofa, a matching armchair, and two end tables. The rug and the drapes, now pulled closed over the windows, were solid beige. The only accents in the room came from some throw pillows in bright red and turquoise (my favorite colors) and the pictures on the wall—a couple of prints of herons taking flight over a swamp.

      The stone-faced fireplace didn’t get much use during our short, mild winters, but it added a cozy feel to the room. Perched on its mantel was my only major indulgence, a forty-two inch, flat screen TV.

      I glanced at my watch and clicked over to the news. No mention of Collinsville in the lead-ins on the Orlando stations. I jumped over to WCJB-20 out of Gainesville. Nothing there either. Collinsville was probably too far south to be considered local to them. After a bit more channel surfing, I found a Lakeland TV station.

      And there was an image of Jimmy Garrett’s house with a sheriff’s department cruiser parked out front. A young female reporter stood in front of the dark house, describing the “grisly murder” by an Iraqi war veteran. “The sheriff’s department has declined to comment, but a neighbor said Mr. Garrett suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder. His former boss reported that he has anger management problems.”

      Either the neighbor and the boss had declined to be interviewed on TV or that was all the time the station was willing to devote to a murder in a neighboring town. The news anchor flashed a toothy smile and switched to a human interest story about a local charity.

      Poor Jimmy was being convicted by the press before he’d even been arraigned.

      I clicked off the news and started closing up the house, turning out lights and checking locks.

      Buddy looked around in confusion, as if it was just now occurring to him that he wasn’t on some outing that would end with a trip back to his familiar home.

      My chest aching, I tried to decide what to do. My trainees were always crated at night. But I only had two crates, and Buddy was used to sleeping beside his owner’s bed. “Come on, boy. You’re in my room.”

      

      First order of business the next day was to find a lawyer for Jimmy. It had been a restless night. Buddy had periodically stuck his head up over the side of my bed with a mournful look on his face. He was looking for Jimmy. The first couple of times, I fell right back to sleep after reassuring him with a pat on the head and a soft, “Lie down, boy.” After the third time, he finally settled down, but I couldn’t get back to sleep.

      So now I was slurping down a second cup of coffee, while I did some computer research. The caffeine did its job, and I was a good bit more awake by the time I started making phone calls.

      I scored on the third one. A law firm in Lakeland, Maher, Machaya and Kraft, promised to send an associate over to Collinsville to talk to Jimmy.

      With that chore done, I turned my attention to the dogs. I really needed to get some training time in today, especially with Lacy. But first I wanted to do something to make Buddy feel better.

      He’s one of those dogs who likes taking a bath, so I dragged the big metal tub out into the backyard and filled it halfway with water from the garden hose. Leaving it in the bright sunlight to warm up a little, I went to get the rest of the bathing supplies.

      As soon as I took Buddy out back, he realized what was up. He ran for the tub.

      “Wait!” My universal stop-whatever-you’re-doing-and-wait-for-instructions signal that I drummed into my dogs.

      Buddy stopped beside the tub. I had some trouble getting his collar off. He was quivering all over with excitement but he waited until I’d removed it.

      “Now, boy. Jump in.”

      I neglected to step back first and his enthusiastic entry into the tub soaked the front of my clothes. I managed to get him soaped up without too much additional soaking, then signaled for him to jump out of the tub so I could dump it and rinse him off.

      He complied, his wet tail flapping back and forth, and I swear he was grinning at me. I flopped back on my butt, laughing.

      I got him rinsed off, then quickly threw a big fluffy towel over him. Of course, he shook anyway, dislodging the towel and soaking me all over again.

      I chuckled, then grabbed the towel and started roughly drying his silky black coat. “Welcome home, Buddy,” I whispered in a damp, floppy ear.

      Sadness overwhelmed me. I sank down on the grass again. I’d always been particularly fond of Buddy, partly because he was my first trainee and partly because he was just plain loveable. But when I’d delivered him to Jimmy, I’d been so excited about the success of my first training experience that the sadness of parting with the dog had been pushed aside.

      Now I realized this could have no good outcome for me personally. If Jimmy was convicted, then my first big success as a trainer—or in my life in general for that matter—was a sham. If he was acquitted, I’d have to give up Buddy all over again.

      Blinking back tears, I reached for the collar lying on the grass—a red strap stamped periodically in gold with the word Marines. “Come here, boy.” I started to attach it around Buddy’s neck, making a mental note to get him a new collar.

      Stop that, Banks!

      I shouldn’t be trying to claim Buddy like that. It felt like I was wishing Jimmy was convicted. Not really the energy I wanted to put out into the universe.

      I struggled to get the buckle fastened. Taking the collar back off, I examined it.

      Firmly skewered on the buckle’s prong was a small scrap of khaki-colored cloth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      By the next morning, I realized I shouldn’t have been so surprised by that piece of cloth. Someone from the sheriff’s department had obviously snagged their uniform on the collar while wrestling the doped-up dog into the back of the sheriff’s car.

      I headed for the kitchen for some much needed caffeine, Buddy on my heels. Then suddenly he wasn’t there.
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