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      I stared at my client, incredulous. “Do what?”

      Despite my tone, the cheerful smile on Derek Bradshaw’s broad, boyish face lost none of its wattage. “Go to church with me tomorrow. Here, out back.” He leaned forward, resting his crossed arms on the handlebars of his motorized cart. “Well, it’s a prayer service, really, and we sing hymns.”

      Here was The Good Lord’s Flea Market, where my former Army sergeant client was a vendor.

      “What’s out back?” I asked, stalling for time as I formulated an answer.

      “The owner’s trailer.” He waved a thick arm toward the rear of the giant H-shaped building. “Zeke Lord—he’s the owner—he runs the service. It’s a good way to meet most of the vendors, when they’re more relaxed, not focused on makin’ sales.”

      Fred, a wire-haired fox terrier and something-larger-and-scruffier mix, sat beside me, waiting patiently. He turned his head as a young couple went by, with an unruly Yellow Lab pup on a short leash.

      We weren’t starting training with Derek until Monday, but I’d brought the dog to the flea market today to see how well he coped with the noise and chaos. So far, he was handling it better than I was. Living in a small town and commuting no farther than my backyard to train my service dogs, I wasn’t used to throngs of humanity.

      Still stalling for time, I pulled a hair tie from my pocket and yanked my long auburn hair back into a ponytail. The mid-November day had started out chilly, but it was warming up fast, not unusual for autumn in north central Florida.

      Derek cleared his throat. “I mean, you don’t gotta come to the service. I know it’s not everybody’s thing.” His words sounded nonchalant, but his thick body slumped on the seat of his cart.

      Guilt had me blurting out, “Actually, you’re right. It probably would be a good way to meet the vendors.” Maybe it would give me an opening to explain to everyone at once the do’s and don’ts of interacting with service dogs. “Would the owner mind if I brought the dogs?”

      “No problem. This is a real dog-friendly place.”

      As if to prove his point, a Chihuahua, in the arms of his rather large, muumuu-wearing owner, started barking ferociously at Fred.

      The terrier’s brown and white ear flicked slightly, but otherwise he paid the yappy little dog no mind.

      The muumuu wearer made me a bit homesick for Mayfair, and my neighbor Edna Mayfair, whose standard attire was a muumuu and flip-flops.

      I didn’t get why I felt homesick already. I’d only been here, or rather in the nearby town of Williston, for a day and a half. I’d come early, with my mentor dog and four-legged best friend Buddy, to visit with my two-legged best friend Becky and her family, before starting the training with Derek and Fred next week.

      You’re missing Will. That’s a good sign. My mother’s voice inside my head.

      Good sign of what, Mom?

      After a beat of silence, the snarky part of me, whom I’d long ago dubbed Ms. Snark, chimed in. Maybe she’s worried about your marriage. Her tone was mildly sarcastic, as usual.

      Your marriage, not our marriage. More and more lately, Ms. Snark seemed to deny that she and I were the same person. What was that about?

      Hmm, she said internally, could be because you threatened to buy a human-sized muzzle.

      Derek interrupted the voices in my head. “The service starts at six-thirty.”

      “In the morning?”

      “Yeah, we all have to be back at our stalls by seven-thirty.” He straightened on his cart, which reminded me of the kind you see in grocery stores. “The early birds start showin’ up around then.”

      He zipped the cart backward, stopping abruptly just inches from a display of walking sticks.

      I winced.

      He chuckled. “Don’t worry. I know this stall like the back of my hand.”

      I already liked the guy. Now, I warmed even more toward him, for using one of my mother’s favorite sayings. And one that I used too…I’d picked up a lot of her speech patterns.

      Will teasingly called them my motherisms.

      My chest ached a little. I was definitely missing him.

      As a distraction, I walked over and pulled one of the brightly colored walking sticks from the display.

      Fred automatically followed, and even though he wasn’t on duty at the moment, he turned and sat in the Cover position. He was literally watching my back—a maneuver designed to help hypervigilant veterans feel more relaxed in public. If anyone approached from behind, the dog would signal their approach with a tail thump and an ear twitch.

      I smiled down at Fred, then examined the stick. It was golden oak, painted with long, slender flowers, in shades of blue and purple. “This is gorgeous work.”

      “Thanks.”

      I looked up, surprised. “You made these?” The sign over them said Hand-Whittled and Painted, but I hadn’t realized he was the whittler/painter.

      His boyish cheeks pinked. “Yup.” He ran a hand self-consciously over his light brown buzz cut.

      He was thirty, only a few years younger than myself, but I tended to see him as much younger—he seemed such an innocent.

      I only knew a little of his background, that he’d been raised by a single mom, which is probably where he’d learned his motherisms. On his eighteenth birthday, he’d signed up for the Army. His mom had died a couple of years later. But somehow his sunny personality had remained undimmed by that tragedy, and by the experiences of war in the Middle East and almost being blown up by an IED.

      He definitely had PTSD—nightmares, anxiety and anger issues, among other symptoms—which is what qualified him for one of our service dogs. But he didn’t seem to have the depression that all too often went with traumatic-stress syndrome.

      Another walking stick caught my eye, or maybe this one would be considered a cane. It was quite different, a deep mahogany stick, with a silver head in the shape of a dragon.

      I picked it up to examine it more closely. The dragonhead was formed from an intricate design of thin silver wires.

      Down inside the wires, a dark substance was stuck to one of them. A short internal debate—who knew what yucky substance that was? But curiosity overrode caution. I inserted my pinky finger between the wires and scraped at the dark spot with my fingernail. It came away with something black under it.

      I held it up close to my eyes and made out a small dry flake of something. It wasn’t black after all, but rather a dark reddish brown.

      Did Derek get stain inside the dragon when he was finishing the wood?

      I glanced at the price tag, and my mouth fell open. “Is this really worth five-thousand dollars?”

      “Probably more. It’s about a hundred years old, accordin’ to the friend who gave it to me.”

      So obviously Derek had not stained the wood. It was far older than he was.

      “Five thousand is how much someone would have to offer me before I’d be willin’ to part with it. I have it out there mainly to attract attention.”

      “Well, it certainly attracted mine.” I rubbed my fingers on my jeans, wishing I’d worn something cooler. “But I didn’t see it earlier when I walked by.”

      “I don’t leave it out if I’m not at my stall, even for a few minutes.”

      I nodded. “I guess shoplifting’s a real problem at a flea market.”

      Derek’s perpetual smile faded. “Yeah, but…” he dropped his voice, “things have been disappearin’ around here overnight lately.”

      “Overnight?” I echoed, in a matching low voice.

      “It’s gotta be an inside job.” Maybe it was a trick of the glaring overhead lighting, but it sure looked like his gray-blue eyes had gone shiny. His lips thinned into a grim line. “Nothin’s been stolen from me. Yet.”

      Fred whined softly. He was picking up on anger or anxiety coming from Derek. Or maybe both. Curious as to what he would do, I dropped his leash. He trotted over to Derek’s cart and put his chin on the man’s knee.

      “Hey boy.” Derek’s smile resurfaced, as he patted Fred’s head and scratched behind his ears.

      Little did he know his new service dog had just demonstrated one of the many helpful tasks he could do for his owner.
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      During the fifteen-minute drive to Becky’s house, I tried to keep my mind focused on planning Monday’s training session.

      But this was my mind, after all. It kept stubbornly circling back to that antique dragon cane, and then on to the mystery of why Derek would be so upset over the thefts.

      I touched my tongue to my front teeth, as if they were the figurative “sore teeth” that I couldn’t leave alone. Then I laughed at myself.

      Fred cocked his head at me from the backseat.

      I turned into Becky’s driveway and decided to put Derek and the flea market out of my mind for the rest of the day. I had godchildren to play with!

      Becky was sitting on the front porch of the clapboard rancher she and Andy were renting. They hadn’t decided yet if they were going to stay in Williston proper, where Andy had recently joined the police force, or move to somewhere in between Williston and Ocala. The latter would make it easier for Becky to resurrect her massage therapist practice, since most of her former clients were in Ocala.

      Fred trailing behind, I stepped up onto the porch—and quickly hid my disappointment. The twins weren’t there.

      Becky held up the monitor for the nursery. Of course, it was nap time.

      “Lemme change,” I said. “These jeans are too hot.”

      Becky nodded, her dark curls bouncing around her heart-shaped face.

      I suppressed the usual spurt of envy. My best friend was gorgeous. And she was just as beautiful on the inside.

      She grinned up at me.

      “Did I say that out loud?”

      “Say what?” she asked.

      I chuckled, and Fred and I headed inside. In the guest room, Buddy, my Black Lab-Rottie mix, rose from the rug next to my bed.

      “Hi, boy.” I beelined for the bathroom and splashed cool water on my hot face. Grabbing a towel, I glanced in the mirror. A freckle-faced, thirty-five-year-old imp smiled back at me, water dripping off her nose.

      I quickly changed into shorts and a tank top. Five minutes later, both dogs in tow, I was back on the porch, iced tea glass in hand. Unsweetened. When it comes to sweet tea, I am a staunch Northerner.

      I flopped into a wicker rocker, and Fred and Buddy settled on either side of it.

      Becky was wearing one of her many sundresses, this one denim with red trim around the bodice and straps. Her shapely legs were propped up on the edge of a large pot, which contained a brown, desperate-looking plant.

      I pointed to the sad thing. “I see you still have a black thumb.”

      “Afraid so, and it’s too bad. Here…” she gestured to the large swath of lawn in front of us, “I could have a garden. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be able to eat fresh organic vegetables every day?” She sighed wistfully.

      I suppressed a grimace. Becky was a vegetarian. I thought of vegetables as a necessary evil.

      “So, how was the flea market?” she asked.

      “Busy.” I told her a little about it, including the antique dragonhead cane. “I’ve got to get to bed early tonight. I’m going over there at six-thirty tomorrow morning.”

      “Why? I thought you weren’t training until Monday.”

      “Um, I’m going to church.”

      Becky shifted in her chair to stare at me.

      “It’s a prayer service, actually.”

      She gave a slight shake of her head. “I thought you’d given up church for Lent six years ago and never looked back.”

      “Well, it isn’t that I’m anti-church, I’m, uh…” I trailed off. Having grown up as a pastor’s kid, church had been an ordeal for me. Even the post-service coffee hour, a mainstay at Episcopal churches, had usually ended up garnering me disapproving stares from parishioners when I talked too loud or ran across the parish hall. I’d inevitably hear someone snap, “Walk, don’t run.”

      To my parents’ credit, it was rarely them, unless I was truly doing something dangerous. As strict as my mom was, she got how hard it was for me—being the daughter of a Methodist minister herself.

      I’d gone to church sporadically during my first marriage, but once I was free from two-timing Ted and I’d moved away from Maryland, I stopped going at all.

      As for God, I didn’t not believe in him. He and I had settled into a relationship of mutual benign neglect.

      Although my mom claims he must have assigned an angel exclusively to watch over me. What else would explain how I’d survived all the scrapes I kept getting into?

      Scrapes was her euphemism for almost getting myself killed a few times. Either Florida was the homicide capital of the world, or I’d developed really bad luck since moving here.

      But then again, I’d met Will down here, which was the best luck of all.

      “Earth to Marcia.” Becky broke into my reverie.

      I smiled. “I was thinking of Will.”

      She smiled back. “Always a good sign.”

      I stifled a sigh. Why was everybody so worried about my marriage?

      “Your first anniversary’s coming up,” Becky said. “You decided what to get him yet?”

      “No.” But my mind immediately flashed to that intricate dragonhead. I found it fascinating, but I wasn’t sure he would. Indeed, he’d probably be insulted if I gave him a cane.

      It was a moot issue. No way did I have five-thousand dollars to spare.

      “I gotta come up with something soon,” I said, “but I want it to be really special.”

      “How about a gift certificate for a massage, at a new office opening in Ocala?”

      I turned in my chair, excitement bubbling in my chest. “Really? That’s awesome.”

      She grinned. “I hope to open next month, for a couple days a week to start. My mother-in-law’s retiring and moving down here. She’s gonna watch the kids.”

      “That’s great.” My enthusiasm wasn’t totally selfless. I’d been Becky’s guinea pig for new massage techniques. I missed those free massages.

      Rustling, gurgling sounds emanated from the baby monitor. “Break time’s over,” Becky said, with a small groan.

      I smiled, resisting the urge to rub my hands together. Time to spoil some rug rats.
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      The next morning, I expected to have trouble staying awake during the prayer service. As a kid, I’d always found the readings and prayers the most boring parts of church. Even the sermon was better, because my dad had a good sense of humor. I didn’t always know why the adults were laughing, but it was fun to be able to make noise for a few seconds, off and on during his sermons.

      Today, I was pleasantly surprised. The sixty-something man, with a stringy gray ponytail hanging below a baseball cap, kept things hopping. I assumed he must be Zeke. He was a skinny guy, wearing an overlarge green Army jacket and clutching a tattered leather-bound Bible in his weathered hands.

      He’d read a short passage of scripture or say a short prayer, then launch us into another hymn. They were popular ones, and I remembered most of the words. Which was a good thing, since there were no hymnals.

      Only forty or so souls singing their hearts out, from narrow folding chairs crammed into the house trailer’s living room. Even with all the other furniture removed, the room was way too small for the crowd, but that didn’t seem to slow anybody down.

      By the third hymn, everyone was standing, arms in the air, swaying back and forth. I stood with them, feeling a little foolish. But by the last hymn—a rousing rendition of an old Sunday School favorite, This Little Light of Mine—I found my hands were creeping up and my hips were bopping back and forth.

      The song ended abruptly and heat crept up my cheeks. I lowered my arms.

      Zeke raised his hands in the air. “Hallelujah and amen!” he shouted.

      “Hallelujah and amen,” everyone yelled back.

      And suddenly the organized rows of worshipers dissolved into a gaggle of folks, shoving folding chairs aside, shaking hands, slapping shoulders, exchanging hugs, and all talking loudly.

      “Come on,” Derek shouted above the noise. He moved off, balanced between two walking sticks, his jeans-clad legs seeming too thin to hold up his bulk. The crowd parted for him and greeted him warmly, smiling, patting his arm, exchanging a few words.

      The dogs and I trailed behind and waited for introductions in each small cluster of folks.

      Most people, especially the women, leaned down to fuss over the dogs. No way was I going to try to explain, under these circumstances, that they shouldn’t be treated as pets. It wasn’t something you wanted to yell at the top of your lungs.

      I’d go through the drill tomorrow with Derek about making it clear when others could or could not pet Fred, and we’d devise a plan for setting those limits with the vendors and customers.

      I wasn’t going to remember all these people’s names and faces, but it was good to know my client was part of this community. It was too easy for combat veterans, especially ones with PTSD, to end up isolating from people. I’ve heard more than one variation of “others haven’t seen what I’ve seen; I don’t fit in with normal society anymore” from my clients.

      Derek didn’t seem to have that problem. And now I better understood his upset over the thefts. The “insider” who was stealing things was breaking faith with this tight-knit group of vendors.

      He was one of its youngest members. Most of the vendors were middle-aged or older. About half the men, and some of the women, wore military insignia on jackets or baseball caps.

      Which explained why Derek did not have that all-too-common isolation issue. More than a few of these people had probably seen combat.

      Two people stood out in my mind enough that I remembered their names. One, Denny, was a robust gentleman with a loud voice. Like Zeke, he wore a Vietnam Veteran’s baseball cap, which meant he had to be at least in his sixties. His wife was rail thin, with too-evenly-dyed dark hair. I didn’t catch her name.

      Then Derek lingered a bit with a woman around his age, whom he introduced as Nell Benson. Hers was one of the few introductions that included a last name.

      She wore a gray sweatshirt and loose jeans—which only somewhat disguised a great figure—with long blonde hair, big blue eyes and a porcelain complexion. She reminded me of the china-doll collection my grandmother had passed down to me, and I had passed on to my niece.

      She seemed shy and ducked her head a lot as Derek chatted with her. I couldn’t tell if he was just being kind or if he was attracted to her.

      Eventually, the group started to break up, people wandering off to open their stalls. We moved out onto a poured-cement porch, the dogs following.

      “See ya later, Nell,” Derek said. She gave a small wave and jumped off the porch, then walked around the outside of the flea market building.

      I glanced up. A small wooden steeple had been added to the house trailer’s roof. It sat at a slight cant, perhaps as a result of some tropical storm. That and its flaking white paint made it look a little sad.

      Zeke appeared and followed us as Derek maneuvered his way down the ramp with his walking sticks. At the bottom, he steadied himself beside his motorized cart, loaded the sticks into the plastic basket attached to its front, and climbed aboard.

      We headed toward his stall, Zeke keeping pace with us.

      “Hope you enjoyed the service,” he said in a gravelly voice devoid of a Southern accent. Another Northern transplant like myself maybe? It was hard to tell. Some natives retained the Florida Cracker accent while others, especially those who’d spent any amount of time up North, did not.

      “Yes, very much so,” I said, and found that I meant it.

      We came to a stall that was surrounded by make-shift curtains of heavy chain-link fencing material. They met in the middle and were held together with two combination padlocks. Zeke unlocked them and shoved the fencing curtains aside.

      Inside was a rough-hewn wooden table covered with a gruesome array of knives. One section was for kitchen knives—everything from paring to steak to butcher, some in blocks, some in cases. On the other half were every kind of cutting instrument imaginable—pen knives, hunting knives, daggers. Some were probably antiques, with ornate patterns on their handles and sheaths.

      On the back wall, various swords were displayed. Zeke reached up and touched the blade of one of the unsheathed swords. “Ouch.” He snatched his hand back and put a finger in his mouth.

      “That baby’s my good luck charm,” he said around his wounded appendage, “I touch her every day, but half the time she bites me back.” He grinned at me. “Kinda reminds me of a cat I once had.”

      I gave a weak smile back. I wasn’t sure how I felt about this guy. He had a certain charisma, but…

      Derek obviously liked him. His face beamed as he shook Zeke’s hand goodbye.

      The dogs trailing along, he and I moved on to his stall. It had a fancier mesh-metal curtain around it. Derek dug a small remote from his pocket and hit a button. The curtain, hanging from a track, slid smoothly aside and retracted along the sides of the stall.

      “If Zeke’s the owner,” I blurted out, “why doesn’t he have a nicer gate like this?”

      My inner mom tsk-tsked at my rude curiosity. Heat rose in my cheeks.

      But Derek didn’t seem to mind my nosiness. “I think a previous vendor added this one at their own expense.” He pulled his walking sticks out of the cart’s basket. “Could you put these back in the rack for me? I rotate the ones I use, to show them off.”

      I smiled at him and took the sticks. He might seem like an innocent, but I was starting to think he was a pretty savvy marketer.

      I walked over to the display. “Where’s the fancy one?”

      “Getting it out now.” Derek headed for the back of the stall. He maneuvered himself off of the cart and, hanging onto a railing along the very back wall, disappeared behind a curtain.

      I looked around at the other vendors, bustling about their stalls. Nell’s was across the aisle and two down, stuffed with all kinds of kitchen gadgets.

      Feeling the lure of all those gizmos promising to make food prep sublimely easy, I took a step in that direction.

      A bellow thundered behind me. I jumped an inch. Crapola!

      Whirling around, I raced in the direction of the yelling…toward the back of Derek’s stall.
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      Hanging onto the railing across the back of his stall, Derek stood over a steamer-type trunk, his face beet red, cursing a blue streak.

      I hate swearing—another trait I’d picked up from my mother—but now was not the time to convey that to my client. “What’s the matter?” I had to raise my voice to be heard.

      “It’s gone,” he yelled, gesturing toward the trunk. “The dragonhead cane is gone.” He turned, letting go of the railing, and lost his balance. Grabbing for a set of metal shelves beside the trunk, he nearly brought them over on himself. Tools and chunks of wood rattled, a few of the latter tumbling to the ground.

      I held out my hands in a placating gesture. “Take it easy. Are you sure you put it in there?”

      “Of course, I did,” he yelled, not quite as loudly. But his face was still red. I worried he’d give himself a stroke.

      He took a deep breath. “I always keep it locked in there,” he said, his volume closer to normal. “The padlock’s been cut off.”

      “Can I take a look?”

      Derek backed out of the narrow space between the curtain and the back wall. He glanced my way, then ducked his head. “Sorry I yelled at you.”

      “No problem.” Telling the dogs to lie down and stay, I slipped past him to the open trunk. A padlock lay on the floor, its shank cleanly cut, most likely with bolt cutters.

      Inside the trunk was some folded cloth on one side, and on the other, a metal cashbox and a couple of small power tools—apparently expensive enough to merit being locked up.

      “They didn’t take the other stuff.” He’d moved up behind me. His voice sounded rough.

      I looked over my shoulder. “You should call the police.”

      He shook his head. “Zeke might not like that. He’s not fond of cops.”

      That surprised me some. As a military veteran, I’d expect Zeke to be pro-law-and-order.

      “We need to at least tell him,” I said.

      Derek hung his head. “He’s gonna be pissed that I lost his cane.”

      “His cane?”

      “He was the one who gave it to me.”

      “Well, you didn’t lose it. You had it locked up, but it was stolen.” I patted his arm that clung to the railing. “You finish setting up your stall. I’ll go get him.”
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      Zeke wasn’t particularly upset about the stolen cane. He seemed rather blasé about the thefts in general, but I didn’t know him well. Maybe that was only his surface reaction.

      He took a couple of photos of the trunk and the cut lock with his phone. Then he picked up the lock in his bare hand.

      I winced. Now his prints were on it, and the thief’s prints were probably smudged.

      “I’ll hang on to this as evidence,” Zeke said, “in case we ever do catch whoever’s doing this.”

      That isn’t gonna happen anytime soon, Ms. Snark commented internally, with this guy in charge.

      I nodded slightly to myself, then realized, with some consternation, that I’d been agreeing with Ms. Snark a lot lately.

      “I wish you’d sold the dang thing,” Zeke said. “I gave it to you ’cause it fit in better with your stuff than mine. You should’ve priced it right and made some money off of it.”

      Derek pressed his lips together and swallowed hard, but didn’t say anything.

      Meanwhile I was trying to make sense of Zeke’s words. Why would he give away such a valuable item just because it wasn’t a sword or knife?

      Aha! Maybe he’d wanted to help Derek out financially, but in a way that allowed him to save face.

      Zeke gently patted the younger man’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. It is what it is.” He walked away.

      I was a little worried about Derek. He seemed so shaken by the theft.

      I ushered the dogs behind the curtain to where he had set up a large dog bed and water dish, at the opposite end from the steamer trunk. I signaled for them to lie down.

      Fred’s dark brown eyes watched me from his lighter brown face. He rested his chin on a white paw. Most of the rest of his wiry coat was white, with flecks of gray and a wide swath of black across his back, like a saddle. He wasn’t a particularly attractive dog, but he had a cute face, and he was smart as a whip.

      I smiled down at him. “Stay,” I said, holding my hand up, palm out.

      Buddy promptly closed his eyes and went to sleep, but Fred’s gaze followed me as I left the back area.

      Out front, Derek, on his motorized cart, was conversing with a customer. The elderly man seemed interested in a cane that was hanging from the rafters above the stall.

      Derek maneuvered his cart under it, then stood, holding onto the edge of a table for balance. Hefting a long-handled mechanical grabber in his other hand, he snagged the cane off its hook and brought it down.

      The old man’s face had shut down. “Why’re you in that cart, pretendin’ to be crippled?”

      I shot him a dirty look, which he ignored.

      “You tryin’ to get people to buy your stuff ’cause they feel sorry for you?”

      I heard a low growling sound and looked around for Buddy. He wasn’t there. I realized the sound was coming from my own throat.

      Meanwhile, Derek, whose cheeks had reddened, was saying in a calm voice, “I’ve got back and balance issues.”

      “From a war injury,” I added, glaring at the old man.

      His cheeks turned red. He gave the cane a perfunctory glance, mumbled something about he’d think about it and wandered off.

      I took a deep breath to calm down.

      Derek shook his head. “I get that sometimes. People have trouble with the idea that you can be partially paralyzed. If they see me first in my wheelchair or on the cart, and then I stand up…they get all weird about it.”

      “What causes that exactly, the partial paralysis I mean?” I told myself the information would be useful to me, as the trainer of his service dog, but mostly I was curious—a chronic condition that my mother frequently reminds me can be lethal to cats. Thank heavens, I’m not a cat.

      “I’ve got what they call an incomplete spinal cord injury,” Derek said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “What’s that?”

      “An IED went off a ways behind me. The shock wave damaged my spinal cord but didn’t sever it. My doc described it as someone takin’ a hammer to a hot dog, but not quite hard enough to smash it completely. It’s smushed in the middle.”

      That mental image did help me to understand, but it also made me shudder. And I suspected I’d be off hot dogs for a while.

      “My left leg doesn’t really listen all that well to my brain’s signals to move,” Derek said, “although I can swing it from the hip. The right leg, the muscles work okay, but it doesn’t have much feeling. So I gotta be careful I don’t overdo, ’cause it can’t tell me when it’s tired.” He looked down at that leg. “And I’ve cut or burned it a few times, and didn’t realize it right away.”

      The information was actually useful—I made a mental note to teach Fred to stay on Derek’s right side instead of the left, where service dogs of right-handed owners usually walk, so he wouldn’t impede Derek’s ability to swing his paralyzed leg.

      But the info also made me sad.

      As a distraction, I grabbed up one of the wooden toys from the table. It was a train engine, brightly colored, with big, googly eyes on the front end. “This is cool.”

      The gesture worked. Derek’s face brightened. “I’ve got the whole train up there.” He pointed to a shelf.

      My mouth fell open. Each car in the train was made to look like a different animal, but it was still somehow a train car. The lion and tiger were both box cars, with their stubby legs ending at wide wooden wheels. And the giraffe sat on a flatbed car, long legs tucked under him. A tanker car was an elephant, and the caboose was a bear with a reddish-brown coat.

      “Awesome. Did you make that?”

      He nodded with a self-effacing smile.

      How much is the whole train?”

      “For you, free.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not allowed to take gifts from clients, but thank you. I’d like to buy it, though, for my godchildren for Christmas.”

      “Forty dollars.”

      I knew darn well that was lower than the normal price, but the look on Derek’s face kept me from arguing. He was totally tickled that I wanted the train.

      He used the long-handled grabber to gently lift each car down, and then nestled them in tissue paper in a box.

      One major Christmas present taken care of. If only I could find an anniversary present for Will so easily.

      Hmm, the first anniversary present was traditionally supposed to be paper. Maybe a gift certificate was a good idea. But I wanted it to be for something grander than a free massage from Becky.

      I glanced at my watch. Speaking of Becky, she’d be wondering where I was.

      A huge grin splitting his face, Derek rolled his cart over and handed me the box.

      “Thanks so much.” I paid him. “I gotta run. I’ll be at your house bright and early tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good.”

      With dogs in tow, I carried the box to my car, a distinct bounce in my step. The kids would love playing with the train, and its nature-based motif would appeal to my best friend.
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      Becky’s husband had the day off. It was cool watching all of them around the lunch table. Andy’s light tan skin and tightly curled dark hair spoke of his African-American heritage, but a slight copper tone—brought out even more by the Florida sun—said there was a Native American or two in his family tree somewhere.

      Winston and Jasmine—Winnie and Jazzie to me, but Becky didn’t allow anybody else to call them that—had cream-colored skin and looser curls, more like Becky’s.

      They were now rambunctious almost-toddlers, and they sat in matching high chairs, with Becky in between them. Her fair skin was flushed a bit, I suspected with the pleasure of having all of us at home at the same time. Andy’s hours were unpredictable.

      Over dessert, I asked, “Andy, have you heard anything about thefts at the flea market?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I wouldn’t necessarily. We stay in pretty close contact with the Levy County sheriff’s department, but the flea market’s just over the line, in Crystal County.”

      “It is?” That was news to me.

      He nodded and forked a bite of Key Lime pie into his mouth. After he’d chewed and swallowed, he said, “You want me to ask around about it?”

      “Um, no. I was just curious if you knew anything.”

      “What’s been stolen?”

      “I think it’s been different things, and mostly taken after hours.” Now I was wishing I hadn’t brought it up.

      But Andy’s police instincts had been activated. “The sheriff down there has no doubt run the backgrounds of the vendors. I wonder what he’s found out?”

      Panicking butterflies fluttered in my chest. If the thefts hadn’t been reported, I didn’t want to get Derek in trouble with Zeke by drawing the law’s attention to the flea market.

      I waved a hand in the air. “I don’t think it’s been anything all that expensive.” My other hand was tucked behind my back, fingers crossed to negate the lie. “Not sure they’ve even reported it. Boy, this pie is delicious, Beck.”

      She gave me a pointed look, one eyebrow in the air. “You haven’t tried it yet.”

      I grabbed up my fork. “Um, no, but it looks delicious.”

      Winston chose that moment to drop his sippy cup of juice on the floor. Andy leaned down to grab it up.

      Becky tilted her head to one side, staring at me.

      I shook my head slightly.

      Sippy cup’s spout wiped off and the cup restored to Winnie’s grasp, Andy picked up his napkin and patted his lips. “Honey, would you hate me if I took a nap?”

      Becky gave him an indulgent smile. “No, of course not. Marcia’s here…” she gave me a meaningful glance, “…to help me clean up, so go on.”

      Once babies’ faces and hands were washed and dishes were rinsed and in the dishwasher, we took Winnie and Jazzie out on the porch. Jazzie lay in her mother’s arms and plucked at the top edge of her sundress top, as if she were remembering the good old days when her meals came from mama.

      I bounced Winnie on my knee. They wore matching white onesies that had I’m so cute, God made two of me printed on them. They’d begun the day with little pairs of blue jeans pulled over the snapped bottoms of the onesies, but the day had warmed up enough that Becky had taken the mini denims off.

      “Don’t bounce him too hard, with a full tummy.” Becky said. “So, what gives with these thefts at the flea market?”

      I sighed, wishing I’d never brought it up. “I fudged a little earlier. I don’t know about the other things, but my client had something valuable stolen last night. He was pretty upset.”

      “I’m sure the Crystal County sheriff is looking into it.”

      “That’s just it though… The reason I brought it up, to see if Andy had heard anything about it. I got the impression the thefts haven’t been reported. At least, the one discovered this morning wasn’t. And the flea market owner’s reaction, um, it seemed kind of off.”

      Becky turned her head toward me. Her eyes bore into mine. “Marcia, don’t go getting yourself involved in something crazy again.”

      Eyes wide, I feigned innocence. “Moi?” I pointed to my own chest.

      Winnie chose that moment to bounce harder and almost propelled himself off my knee. I grabbed him again with both hands.

      He chortled, and I grinned.

      “I guess you’re right. It’s none of my business. It’s just that…”  I trailed off. Saying more would be a breach of confidentiality. I wasn’t supposed to talk about my clients’ psychological issues.

      But Derek was such a sweet guy. I hated to see him upset.

      “Mar-see-a,” Becky dragged out my name, emphasizing each syllable, the way Will did when he was annoyed with me for “poking around” in a law enforcement investigation, “what are you thinking of doing?”

      Something shifted inside, and I knew exactly what I should do. “I’m going to find out more about what’s been stolen, and then I’m going to anonymously report it to the sheriff of Crystal County.”

      Jasmine squirmed on her mother’s lap. Becky put her down on the smooth wooden porch floor. The little girl started trucking on all fours toward me and her brother. She was perfectly capable of walking, but at sixteen months, crawling was the better established skill and therefore faster.

      Becky stood up, hands on hips and frowned down at me. “And exactly how are you going to find all that out?” Her tone said she was assuming I would poke my nose in people’s business and get said people pissed off at me.

      I shook my head. “Simple. I’m going to ask my client.”

      She took a step toward me and breathed out a sigh. I wasn’t sure if it was a relieved sigh or an exasperated sigh. Maybe some of both.

      Then she reached for Winston. I gave him up and scooped Jazzie up onto my knee.

      The babies thus swapped out, she went back to her chair.

      “And once I’ve tipped off the sheriff down there, I will be done with it.” I said it with conviction. A conviction I even felt at the time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The best laid plans of mice and men and independent women.

      I’d assumed it would be easy to pump Derek for details about the other thefts, but he’d suddenly gone from Mr. I’m-An-Open-Book to Mr. Circumspect. He sidestepped my first couple of questions, then changed the subject.

      I decided to get on with the training and come back to the questions later, when he’d relaxed some.

      On Derek’s double-wide driveway, I ran Fred through his paces, showing Derek the tasks he could do. I concluded the demonstration by dropping down on my side onto the cement.

      A neighbor, driving by on a golf cart, almost ran into a street sign, he was staring so hard at Derek in his wheelchair and me lying on the ground, with Fred barking his head off.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I said, and the dog quieted. “That’s to attract attention if you’ve fallen,” I told Derek, “to get help.”

      Derek opened his mouth. I held up a hand. “Or, you can tell him to Brace.” The last word was the signal for Fred to stand next to me, his long legs spread to brace himself. I mimicked using his back to push myself to a sitting position, and then to a stand, without putting any actual weight on the dog, since I’m able-bodied.

      “If you fall,” I said, “you can assess whether or not you’re hurt. If you think you are, let him keep barking. If not, tell him to brace instead.”

      Derek screwed his face up into a grimace. “I try really hard not to fall. And my doctor always insists that I get checked out after I do. There’s a piece of shrapnel lodged in the muscle near my spine. It’s in a tricky place so they left it alone. Too much risk of doin’ more damage if they’d tried to take it out. My doc gets all worried that it might shift and do more damage, if I fall.”

      “Yikes.” I was at a loss as to what else to say. How awful to live with the knowledge that at any moment you could become even more paralyzed.

      The guy in the golf cart came by in the other direction, still staring our way.

      “That’s why I suggested workin’ on the cement out here,” Derek said, “because it’s even underfoot. But now I’m not so sure.” His gaze followed the golf cart as it went on down the block.

      “Let’s go around back,” he said, “where it’s more private.”

      I was wishing we could work inside, but his house was pretty small. We’d be tripping over ourselves and the furniture, and other clutter—the guy was a bit of a slob.

      While Buddy snoozed on the back porch, we worked in the backyard for the next half hour. I helped Derek get down on the ground, so he could practice the Brace maneuver. “Try not to put too much weight on him, if you can help it,” I said.

      He nodded. “Mainly, if I can use him for balance and get my good leg under me….” With a grunt, he made it to his knees and then to a stand.

      “That’s awesome.” He beamed at me. “No more havin’ to call 911 if I take a little tumble.”

      I gave him a concerned look. “Maybe we shouldn’t practice that too much though.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s been two years and that shrapnel hasn’t shifted yet. And I do plenty of twistin’ and stretchin’ to move things around in my stall. I think it would take a bad fall to jar anything loose. My doctor’s bein’ extra careful is all.”

      We moved on to the On Duty and Release signals. The first was merely holding one’s hand out for the dog to touch the palm. The latter involved crossing one’s arms at the wrists, uncrossing them, and then crossing them again—a gesture that people would not normally make by accident.

      “I also taught him a verbal signal, for times when you’re using your canes and your hands aren’t free. It’s the word Release.”

      Fred immediately flopped down on his butt and scratched his ear with a back paw.

      I laughed. “And for that reason, you need to train yourself to avoid using that word in everyday conversation. Use off duty when you’re talking about it but don’t want to actually release him.”

      I asked Derek to walk with his canes a short distance, with Fred and me beside him. Fred was trained to walk on my left side, but sandwiched between us this way, he was on Derek’s right.

      I’d added a verbal on duty signal as well, for times when Derek couldn’t hold his palm out for Fred to touch.

      “Okay, I’m going to stop in a few steps. You give him the verbal reminder that he’s on duty and keep walking. We’ll see what he does.”

      I stopped, and Derek said, in a firm voice, “Fred, on duty.”

      The dog gave me a slightly confused glance, but then he touched the side of Derek’s hand, where it clutched the cane handle, with his nose.

      I resisted the urge to cheer, which would distract the dog. Fred might be kind of funny looking, but he was one incredibly smart boy.

      Derek took several steps, and Fred stayed right with him, on his right side.

      Well, that was easier than you thought it would be, Ms. Snark commented.

      I nodded and opened my mouth to call for a break.

      Slamming car doors out front interrupted me.

      Derek and Fred turned and moved back toward the house, but it was slow going from the far end of the yard. Whoever was out front would have to be patient.

      I was about to offer to go see who it was, when two men rounded the corner into the backyard. Both wore uniforms, one dark blue and the other the dark green that most sheriff departments in Florida wear.

      The guy in green stopped. His hand went to his holster.

      The one in dark blue called out, “Mr. Bradshaw?”

      I recognized the voice. “Andy?”

      At that same moment, the guy in green yelled, “Drop those poles in your hands! Get down on the ground.”

      I blinked, unable to process what I was seeing. The sheriff’s deputy had pulled his weapon, and it was aimed at Derek.

      My stomach clenched, my heart rate soaring.

      Derek had frozen in place. Beside him, Fred had gone into the Cover position, facing behind him. On the porch, Buddy jumped up growling.

      “Stay, Buddy!” I ran forward and inserted myself in front of Derek. I’d like to say I was bravely defending a veteran, but honestly my first thought was that this deputy might shoot one of the dogs by accident.

      “Is that you, Marcia?” Andy called out.

      I decided that was a rhetorical question. My focus was on the crazy deputy with his gun drawn. Sorry, Andy. I let Ms. Snark rip.

      “You idiot,” she yelled at the deputy. “This man can’t do either of those things without doing himself harm.”

      Andy held out a hand in the deputy’s direction. “Easy, Joe.”

      The deputy ignored him. “Get out of the way, Miss. This man’s a person of interest in a murder case.”

      Murder? Crapola!
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