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CHAPTER ONE




“Mar-ci-a,” the frustrated voice coming out of my phone emphasized every syllable of my name. “What the  devil have you gotten yourself into now?”

The voice was that of my, uh, boyfriend … um, male friend… man friend… lover?

Hmm, tall, hunky Will Haines definitely wasn’t a boy, and male friend sounded way too platonic. Man friend was kind of primitive—brought up some interesting images of us taking turns hauling each other off to some cave. My nether regions sat up and panted.

Sadly, we did not qualify for lover status yet, although it hadn’t been for lack of trying, at least recently.

“What do you mean?” I feigned my most innocent tone, and crossed my fingers to boot. Did people still do that when they weren’t being totally truthful? Ever since Will had pointed out that I wasn’t a typical thirty-something, I’d been second guessing myself all over the place.

The sound of air being blown out in a long-suffering sigh. “Why am I getting a BOLO on some guy for a destruction of property charge and your name’s on it as the complainant, with some address up in Ocala? And it’s flagged that the suspect is potentially dangerous.”

Crapola. I hadn’t realized a be-on-the-lookout bulletin in Ocala would make it all the way to Sheriff Will’s desk in Collinsville, a whole county away.

“I was… helping out a friend.”

Rainey Bryant wasn’t a friend exactly, although she thought she was. She was my client, or rather the client of the agency for which I train service dogs. And technically it would probably be unethical for me to become friends with her, although she seemed to want that to happen.

Yeah, I know, I’m a mess in the relationship department.

Buddy, my Black Lab-Rottie mix, whined softly and tilted his head at me with his patented what’s-up look. I’d been about to take him for a walk, had the leash in my hand even, when Will called.

“Just a minute, boy.”

“You talking to me?” Will said.

“No, to Buddy.”

“Are you going to talk to me?”

“Yeah, I’m just trying to figure out what to say.”

“How about the truth.”

Ouch!

“That’s not fair,” I said. “When have I ever lied to you?”

Another sigh. “Your sins tend to be more ones of omission.”

Okay, I had to give him that. “Look, it’s a long story.”

“I’ve got nothing better to do right now.”

I held my hand out, palm parallel to the floor and motioned down. Buddy cocked his head the other way, then laid down. I flopped back on my sofa, knocking the scrunchie loose that was holding my long auburn hair in a ponytail.

I yanked it the rest of the way out. “Okay, but this has to do with a client so some of it’s confidential. You have to keep it to yourself.” I paused for breath before plunging in.



I’d really liked Rainey Bryant from the first time I met her. Although later, I would wonder why.

She was bright, with a friendly smile and short blonde hair bracketing an attractive face. And despite all that she’d been through, there was an innocent, child-like quality about her.

And she’d been through plenty. For starters, she’d survived basic training, although as an Army nurse perhaps hers wasn’t as physically rigorous as those volunteering for the infantry. I wasn’t sure how such things worked inside the military.

I was pretty familiar, however, with how things worked, or didn’t, after people got out of the military.

The service dogs I train for veterans who suffer from PTSD should be like a prosthesis or a wheelchair for physical injuries, paid for by the Veterans Administration. But they aren’t always. Fortunately, the agency I train for has some grant money for scholarships.

Rainey didn’t know that I knew that she was the recipient of one of those scholarships. Mattie Jones, the director of the agency, had accidentally let it slip.

I’d met Rainey for the first time when I’d taken her potential service dog over to her house to introduce them. It was something Mattie insisted on, checking for compatibility before starting the expensive training process.

Lacy, a white Collie-Alaskan Husky mix, was a little yappy, but otherwise she had the right temperament for a service animal—intelligent, people-oriented, eager to please.

“She’s adorable.” Rainey dropped to her knees to pet the dog’s soft fur. The sparkle in the young woman’s blue eyes said that it was love at first sight.

This was confirmed a few minutes later when Rainey turned down my offer to find her a more protective breed, a German Shepherd perhaps. “Oh no, I want Lacy.”

The offer was in response to the revelation that she’d been sexually assaulted by a male soldier during her second deployment in Afghanistan. And now her greatest fear was of being attacked like that again.

“The guy was, is a sergeant.” Rainey ducked her head, avoiding eye contact. “But he claimed the sex was consensual. Our CO said it was a he said/she said and there was no way to prove assault.”

She’d developed PTSD symptoms and had been shipped home with a medical discharge, devastated by what had happened and feeling betrayed by the Army.

I’d heard similar stories in news reports regarding the problem of sexual assault in the military. My heart had gone out to her.

Fast-forward six months, and Lacy was now a fully trained service dog. It was time for me to deliver her to her new owner and start the human phase of the training process. This usually takes two to three weeks, with some breaks in there for me to attend to my other trainees. Forget about having a life during that time, which could now be added to the list of things that kept confounding Will’s and my efforts to consummate our relationship.

The first time I went to Ocala to train with Rainey Bryant, it was a beautiful, sunny morning. Not unusual for spring in central Florida, and a pleasant contrast to the April showers—translation: damp and dreary—of my native Maryland.



“Come on, Marcia,” Will said. “I’m growing old here.”

“I thought you said you didn’t have anything better to do.” I lowered my voice to what I hoped was a sultry whisper. “I could come down there and keep you occupied, big boy.”

Yet another sigh. “Client. Lacy. Sunny day.”

“Okay, okay.”

I felt an attack of the guilts for talking about Rainey’s history, even though she seemed to talk about it freely enough herself. But Will needed to know in order to understand Rainey, and why this whole stalking thing was pretty serious.

“Remember, this is all confidential.”

“If it will make you feel any better, the assault would have come up in a background check on this woman anyway.”

Warmth spread through my chest. This man understood me so well.



I was excited about showing Rainey what Lacy could do. In addition to all the normal commands and behaviors that helped PTSD sufferers, such as the dog waking her owner up to interrupt a nightmare, I had come up with one that was unique to Rainey’s situation.

I’d created a maneuver that I’d dubbed the Lassie response. If Rainey was attacked, she could tell the dog to “Run!” and Lacy would take off and search for a passerby who could be enticed to return with the dog to help her owner.

I knew the odds were small that the dog would bring back help in a timely manner, but maybe the belief that a rescue was possible would keep Rainey from wasting her life away in a state of helplessness and fear.

Service dogs aren’t the cure-all for PTSD, but they help a lot, and the hope for normalcy that they represent is, in itself, a powerful thing.

I pulled up in front of the house that my client shared with her older sister. It was a modest, cement block bungalow, painted white, with dormers in a light green metal roof.

When Rainey answered my knock, her gaze skittered from me to the street behind me and back again. Her face was pale, and her hand trembled as she raised it to brush back a strand of blonde hair.

“What’s the matter?” I said. Lacy looked up at me in response to my sharp tone.

Rainey waved a hand in the air in a vague gesture. “Nothing. I’m fine. Come on back.”

I followed her through a sparsely furnished but spotlessly clean living room to an equally clean kitchen. Lacy bounced along beside me in her red service dog vest.

A tanned, redheaded young woman, in white slacks and a snug navy knit top, rose from a chair at the table and slid a purse strap onto her shoulder. “I’ll get going then,” she said to Rainey.

No Southern accent. Yet another transplant from the cold North.

The two women hugged and I heard murmuring. “So sorry… call me.”

When they pulled apart, Rainey introduced the other woman as her friend, Carrie Williams.

Hand thrust forward, Carrie gave me a toothy smile.

I shook the proffered hand.

Then before I could react, she’d dropped into a crouch and stretched her arms out. “Oh, is this your new dog?” she squealed.

I took a half step, inserting my leg between her and Lacy. “Sorry, she’s on duty now.”

Carrie stood up, frowning. “I can’t pet her?”

I mustered a smile. “Not today. Once she and Rainey are working as a team, you can pet her, when she’s off duty. Right now it might confuse her.” I wasn’t the least bit worried about the dog. But I wanted to establish the boundary up front that Lacy was not to be treated as a pet.

Carrie’s attractive face settled into a not-so-attractive pout.

Rainey spared me from further discussion by taking her friend’s arm and walking her toward the front door.

She was back in a moment and we went out into a large, fenced backyard.

I began to show her the various commands that Lacy knew, but Rainey seemed distracted—fidgeting and staring off into space. I hadn’t even gotten to the Lassie response when I spotted tears trickling down her cheeks.

“Are you okay?”

She nodded, then shook her head. “It’s him.”

“Him who?”

“There’s this guy. He’s stalking me.”

I sucked in my breath. “Do you know who it is?”

This time, she shook her head, then nodded. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

“It might be this guy I dated awhile back. My sister thought she saw him running away.”

“Running away from what, where?”

She motioned for me to follow and walked around to the far side of the house. She flung her hand up in the air.

The wall of the house was sprayed with big red letters.

I’LL GET YOU, BIT…

The top of the T ran off the side of the house. Assessing how much room was available for one’s message was apparently not one of this vandal’s strengths.

Around the second-floor window, under the peak of the roof, was a crude target, the big red bull’s eye smack in the middle of the window glass itself.

“That’s m…my room,” Rainey said in a shaky voice.

A car crunched to a stop in the street on the other side of the six-foot privacy fence.

Rainey startled and took several steps away from the fence.

A car door slammed.

She bolted for the backyard.

I followed, wondering what exactly had triggered the flashback that had apparently taken hold of my client’s mind.

She’d slithered in under the steps leading down from her back porch and had pulled Lacy in with her.

I crouched down. The white of the dog’s coat stood out in the dim and dingy space. Cobwebs hung from the bottom of each wooden step. Lacy looked out at me, confusion and a touch of fear in her dark eyes.

“It’s okay, girl.” I gestured for her to lie down.

She tilted her chin down in what looked for all the world like a nod, then dropped onto the ground.

I was contemplating how to lure Rainey out when her sister barreled through the back door and onto the porch. Her gaze slid right past me as she scanned the backyard.

She was thinner than Rainey’s average build, and she wasn’t aging well. Her tie-dyed tee shirt and jeans hung loosely on her frame. Shoulder-length, stringy hair blew around her head. I noticed a few gray hairs scattered among the blonde ones.

“Rainey, where are you?” she called out, but low, like she was trying not to let her voice carry too far. “Why’d you call the cops?”

Then she turned, saw me and bolted back inside.

What the H?

The few short conversations I’d had with Rainey’s sister had led me to believe she was a sane person. A bit of a crunchy granola type, but rational. Now I wasn’t so sure.

Under the steps, Rainey put a finger to her lips in a shh gesture and shook her head. Hadn’t she heard her sister go back inside?

Deciding that their dysfunctional family dynamics were none of my business, I stood up, my knees popping a little, and headed around the corner to the gate on the other side of the house. I wanted to know what was going on out front, with all the car doors slamming and such.

I got there in time to see an elderly woman walking toward the house next door and a young male sheriff’s deputy headed up Rainey’s front walk.

He glanced over, then veered in my direction. “Ma’am, we have a report of possible vandalism here. Can you tell me anything about it?”

I opened my mouth, but suddenly Rainey was at my elbow. “It’s no biggie, Officer. They sprayed some paint on the side of her house. But I’m sure it was just some kids.”

Her house? Who’s her?

“Deputy, ma’am.” He tipped his hat slightly and smiled. The correction and the gesture had a well-practiced feel to them.

“Who called it in?” Rainey asked, her tone sharper than it should be when talking to the law.

The deputy pointed toward the house next door. “Apparently your neighbor can see the paint from her bedroom window.” He gave me a hard look.

I shook my head a little. What the heck was going on here?

“I got the impression, ladies,” his gaze flicked from me to Rainey, “that there might be some resistance on your part to reporting it, so she called it in herself.”

Huh?

I glanced toward the gate. Rainey had left it open, and Lacy was trotting across the lawn toward us. “Come, girl.” She came to me and touched her nose against my outstretched palm—the basic signal that reinforces the connection between service dog and handler. “Sit.” She plopped her haunches down next to me.

When I tuned in again to the conversation, my mouth dropped open.

Rainey was giving my name as the owner of her house, carefully spelling my first name so the deputy could write it down on his little pad.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




“So where did the could-be-dangerous part come from?” Will asked. 

I shook my head, even though Will couldn’t see me. “From me, I’m afraid.”



When I’d finally found my voice, I pointed out that a target on one’s window was hardly a kids’ prank.

“Did anyone see this guy?” the deputy asked.

Rainey and I spoke at the same time.

“No,” she said.

“Yes.” I scowled at her.

She narrowed her eyes back at me, her mouth pressed into a grim line. “Uh, my friend thought she might have gotten a glimpse of him. She’s inside. I’ll get her.”

What friend? Carrie? She had left already.

Rainey made a gesture toward me—hand partway up, palm out—that I read to mean she didn’t want me to follow. I was pretty sure that was more about her not wanting the deputy inside the house.

This was getting stranger and stranger, but I went along for now. I didn’t want to inadvertently cause my client a problem. At least not until she’d had a chance to explain all this to me.

“Why didn’t the Ocala Police Department respond?” I asked the deputy, to fill the awkward silence.

He gave me a strange look. “You’re outside the city limits.”

“Oh.”

No wonder the strange look. He must be wondering why I didn’t know where my own house was. I opted to let the awkward silence stretch out after that.

Rainey finally returned. “My friend has a migraine but she said the guy was six-foot, medium build, with blond hair and blue eyes.” She gestured to the street. “He ran off that way.”

The deputy wrote in his notepad. “Did she say what he was wearing?”

Rainey crossed her arms over her chest, then uncrossed them. “Jeans and a red jacket.”

I was pretty sure she was making that part up, especially since the temperature was in the eighties, not exactly jacket weather.

The deputy turned to me, glanced at his pad. “So Marsha, do you know this guy? How dangerous do you think he is?”

“It’s Mar-see-a, Deputy. Not Marsha.” I glared at Rainey.

Her eyes were wide and red-rimmed, and her lower lip trembled. She was terrified, but of what?

“No, I don’t know his name,” I said. “But I think he might be dangerous.”

Rainey’s eyes bore into mine.

“He…he’s been stalking me,” I said.

It took another fifteen minutes to get rid of the deputy. He insisted on walking all the way around the house, and he took pictures of the red letters and the target on the window.

Once he was gone, I turned to Rainey, hands on hips. “What was all that about?”

She covered her face with her hands and burst into tears.

I waited patiently for her to get control of herself. Since I wasn’t real sure what she was upset about, other than the stalker that is, I was clueless as to how to offer comfort.

Lacy whined softly from where she sat beside my feet. I touched the top of her head and she quieted.

Finally, I put a hand on Rainey’s still shaking shoulder.

Her hands dropped from her tear-streaked face and she lunged, almost knocking me off my feet as she wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. “Thank you so much for going along with me.”

I gently extracted myself from the bear hug.

She swiped at her cheeks with the backs of her hands and sniffed loudly. “You see, my sister hates the police. She’s kind of a throwback to the sixties.”

“The sixties? She wasn’t even born then, was she?”

“Oh no,” she shook her head vigorously. “But she’s into all that stuff—organic food, and… you know.” She looked away, made a show of searching through her pockets.

The light finally blinked on in my attic. Her sister had drugs in the house. That’s why she wanted nothing to do with the police.

Having finally found a tissue, Rainey blew her nose. “She’s a bit older than me. We had different fathers.”



“You probably shouldn’t be telling me about the drugs part,” Will said.

“I’m just guessing, and most likely it’s only marijuana.”

“Still illegal in this state, last I checked.”

Ignoring that comment, I lifted my hair—which Will calls red, God bless him—off the back of my neck. It might technically be spring, but today the high temperature was supposed to be eighty-eight.

“Hey, how come you’re just now getting the BOLO? All this happened yesterday morning.”

Will sighed again, but this time I was pretty sure his frustration wasn’t aimed at me.

“The printer hooked to the statewide system was probably the prototype from when computers were first invented. It works when it feels like it. The Marion County sheriff usually sends me a courtesy email, to make sure I get his BOLOs. So sometimes there’s a delay.”

Will frequently complained about the county commissioners, who expected him to provide twenty-first-century protection to their small rural county but refused to give him a budget that would allow him to upgrade his twentieth-century equipment.

“Hey, wait a minute,” he said. “This doesn’t say anything about stalking.”

Okay, that irked me. “When will law enforcement start taking stalking seriously?”

“Don’t get worked up. If the BOLO says the guy is dangerous, then the deputy definitely noted the stalking. The sheriff probably forgot to put that in his email. Hey, didn’t Rainey say her sister thought it was her ex-boyfriend she saw?”

“Yeah.”

“So she does know who he is.”

“Crapola,” I said. “Yeah, she does.”

“Get her to tell you his name.”

“I’ll try.”

“What does that mean?” Will asked.

“Um, you’d have to know Rainey to understand.”



Rainey Bryant was very likeable, most of the time, but she could also be frustrating.

After her meltdown and all the hoopla with the deputy, she had brightened and insisted she wanted to take me out to lunch.

The first thing that flashed through my mind was how could a woman who needs a scholarship be so loose with money? But of course, I couldn’t say that, since I wasn’t supposed to know that she’d qualified for a scholarship.

And this woman supposedly had agoraphobia, which usually meant house-bound.

She must have read the skepticism on my face. “I’m okay if I’m with somebody else. It’s going out alone that I mostly can’t handle.” She glanced down at Lacy, who was panting quietly and looking from one to the other of the human faces above her. “Is it okay to go out in public with Lacy at this point?”

Part of me wanted to get on with our interrupted training, but maybe a little break here would be good, to let Rainey recuperate from the whole stalking/flashback/police thing. My stomach rumbled, voting for lunch now instead of later. “Yeah, but she’ll still be oriented to me as her handler.”

Rainey nodded, a little too vigorously. “Sure, that’s okay.”

Even though restaurants are required to allow service dogs to enter with their owners, I preferred to find places with outdoor seating, especially this time of year when the weather’s so nice.

Rainey knew of a Mexican place not far from her house.

We went in my small SUV, since I had the dog safety strap hooked up in the backseat. “You’ll need to get one of these,” I said as I clipped it onto the ring on Lacy’s vest.

I pulled my head out of the backseat to find Rainey staring into space. I cleared my throat. “Did you get a crate for her yet?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah. Sunny found one at a yard sale.”

“Sunny?” I opened my door and slid into the driver’s seat.

Rainey got in on the passenger’s side. “My sister. Her name’s Sunshine.”

My eyebrows arched up before I could catch myself. I’d never heard the sister’s name before. She’d been introduced and referred to only as “my sister.”

“She changed it legally awhile back,” Rainey said.

Since I’d rarely seen her sister smile, the snarky part of me wanted to say that she should’ve changed her name to Cloudy, but I kept that thought to myself.

At the restaurant, I braced for the usual dance I have to do with hostesses and business owners. I pointed to Lacy’s red vest, with service animal printed on it in big black letters, and opened my mouth.

The hostess flashed a bright smile. “No problemo.” She led us to a table in one corner of the café’s patio.

We settled in, Lacy at my feet.

“It’s not always that easy,” I said. “Usually you’ll get resistance to letting the dog in. People cannot legally ask you what your disability is, but they can ask what services the dog performs. You’ll want to give some thought to how much you’re willing to share with strangers.”

“Oh, I don’t care what people know about me.”

That didn’t surprise me. Rainey tended to err in the direction of TMI.

Except with the police, that is. There she was a little too free with other people’s information.

“Still, you’ll want a short answer ready or you’ll spend your life explaining about service dogs. Something like, ‘she alerts me to the approach of strangers’ or ‘she helps me with anxiety issues.’ That one tends to stop the questions. People don’t want to hear about other people’s anxi–”

“I don’t have anxiety issues.” She sounded mildly offended.

I kept my mouth from dropping open, barely. This from the woman who was trembling and hiding under the back steps a little over an hour ago.

Denial is not a river in Egypt.

But I let the subject drop. It wasn’t my place to probe into her mental health problems.

We ordered our food and chatted while waiting for it. Rainey was a good conversationalist and she’d led an interesting life. But she tended to talk loudly and gesture a bit flamboyantly at times.

I found myself glancing at the other diners on the patio, some of whom seemed to be ignoring us a little too studiously. Heat crept up my cheeks, but fortunately at that moment, our food arrived.

I dug into mine, which turned out to be the best shrimp quesadillas I’d ever had.

Rainey ate a couple of bites of her burrito, then picked up the conversation again. Somehow she wandered into the details about the sexual assault. Not the assault itself, thank heaven, but the before and after.

I arranged my face into what I hoped was a sympathetic expression. I’d never been assaulted so I could only begin to imagine her feelings.

She was barely eating now, just taking a bite now and then. I glanced longingly at my remaining quesadilla, now growing cold on my plate. I picked up my knife and blindly cut it up while keeping my eyes on Rainey’s face and nodding occasionally to show I was listening.

And I was. The story she told was too appalling to ignore. I even forgot to be embarrassed when nearby diners shot her sharp looks.

Rainey paused to take a bite of food and I slipped a shrimp and some tortilla into my own mouth. I chewed slowly, struggling not to moan. Even room temperature, it was delicious.

“I tried to ignore what was happening to me,” Rainey said, “but I was getting so little sleep, because of the nightmares and all.” She broke eye contact and gazed down at her plate. “I almost killed a man.”

I choked a little on the shrimp I was in the process of swallowing. Putting down my fork, I waved at the waitress, pointed to my plate and used my hands to indicate the sides of an invisible box.

She nodded and disappeared inside the restaurant.

“I gave him the wrong medicine. Thank heavens my supervisor caught it.”

The rest of the story was short and not so sweet. Her commanding officer had packed her off back to the States, and she’d received a medical discharge she hadn’t wanted.

Again she dropped her gaze to her plate. “Some people don’t believe me when I tell them about all this. Or they make excuses for the Army…” Her voice trailed off.

Sadly I believed her and I told her so. I love my country and have all kinds of respect for the leaders of the armed forces who defend it. But military leaders are people and as susceptible to human flaws as the rest of us, including sexism and expediency. I could easily believe that a commanding officer in a combat situation would choose to believe the man over the woman and ship her off, in order to keep things under control. Even if he secretly believed that she had been raped, he’d justify the decision as necessary. He and his troops needed to be focused on the enemy, not on some internal investigation that might divide the soldiers into opposing camps, those who believed the woman and those who believed the man.

It wasn’t the morally right train of thought, but I could see how a commanding officer’s mind might go there. I wasn’t about to say any of that to Rainey though. It might sound like I was defending the Army. Which I wasn’t. They had let the victim suffer the punishment, and the perpetrator of the crime had gotten off scot-free.

“At least the medical discharge made it easier to get disability benefits,” she was saying. “I tried working at the local hospital when I first got back, but I was a wreck.”

She changed the subject back to Lacy and the training, as the waitress arrived with a plastic box and a bag.

I boxed up my food and answered her questions.

Then she excused herself to go to the ladies’ room. While she was gone, the waitress brought the check.

Lunch had been her idea so I slid the black faux leather folder over next to her plate.

She didn’t bat an eye when she returned to the table. “So glad we had this chance to become besties,” she said, as she signed the credit card slip.

Besties? That made me a tad uncomfortable. But I let it slide, knowing our relationship would end in a few weeks when her training was completed.

She hooked her arm through mine as we strolled back toward my car, which made me more than a tad uncomfortable. But I didn’t pull away.

I had to fight the urge to look around, to see if anyone was watching this way-too-public display of affection.

She must have sensed my discomfort. She dropped her arm to her side. “You worried about people thinking you’re a lesbian?”

I almost stopped in my tracks. How did one answer such a question?

I opted for a simple, “No.”

Suddenly, Rainey stopped in her tracks, her eyes wide, her mouth a small o.

My head swiveled around, trying to locate whatever had caused such a reaction. I looked back at Rainey.

She was staring at my car—my brand new SUV wannabe that had replaced the sedan I’d totaled a few weeks ago. It now had a jagged scratch in the pale blue paint, all along the passenger side.

Someone had keyed my car.








  
  
CHAPTER THREE




“You didn’t tell me your car getting keyed had to do with some stalker,” Will said. 

“I didn’t think it did at the time.” Anger surged in my chest all over again at the thought that someone had defiled my new baby. It was the first new car I’d bought solely on my own. I vowed to have the side repainted as soon as I got paid for training Lacy.

“And now?” Will asked.

“Now I’m not so sure.”



I’d tried to reassure Rainey as I drove back to her house. “It’s just a coincidence.”

She kept insisting it had to be her stalker, that he was following her. She begged me to leave Lacy with her for the night.

No way, José, as my mother would say. Lacy hardly knew her and there was a lot Rainey needed to learn before she’d be ready to partner with a service dog.

These dogs aren’t watch dogs. Indeed, their natural territorial tendencies are stifled a good bit during the training. They need to stay calm and focused on their handlers when they encounter strangers out in public. And even at home, they can’t be barking their heads off whenever the doorbell rings or a squirrel runs by the front window. PTSD sufferers are often sensitive to sudden, loud noises.

“I can’t do that,” I told her. “You need at least two weeks of training before I can leave Lacy with you.”

She turned in the passenger seat to face me, her eyes haunted. “Why?”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. The answer was because an untrained handler could ruin a well-trained dog, or at least undo some of their training. And I wouldn’t get any extra payment for the time it would take to fix that damage.

“It’s one of Mattie’s rules.”

Sorry, Mattie.

I’d barely pulled the car to a stop in front of Rainey’s house when she undid her seatbelt and jumped out. She stomped up the walk.

“Okay, that went well,” I muttered to myself. Childlike innocence was losing its appeal.

I gave her a few minutes while I got Lacy out of the car and strolled toward the backyard. I was now officially in a bad mood, thanks to the key job on my car and Rainey’s antics.

When she didn’t come back out of the house, I called her cell number.

“What?” she snapped into the phone.

“You need to come out so we can do this,” I said in a firm voice. “If I take this dog home now, I’m going to tell Mattie you’re not ready for a service dog.”

Actually, I was going to tell Mattie this woman was too unstable, which would be hard to explain, since by definition our clients are less than mentally stable. But a client who’s too volatile could become abusive, and one who wasn’t willing to take on the responsibilities of caring properly for a dog, that was a deal breaker too.

“Why are you yelling at me?” Rainey sounded like she was about to cry.

I stifled a sigh. “I’m not yelling. I’m just telling you like it is.”

Rainey came out, but she was surly for the rest of the afternoon. I got monosyllabic answers most of the time, and her face was unreadable. My guess was she’d gone into military mode and I was her drill sergeant.

So be it, if that got us through this. I didn’t want to tell Mattie on her. One, she needed this dog, and two, I needed my training fee, which wouldn’t be forthcoming until the dog was permanently in the hands of a client.

When I called it a day and Lacy and I were headed for the gate, Rainey trotted along on the opposite side from the dog. “Please, let her stay tonight.”

I clenched my jaw and stopped moving. “I already told you, I can’t do that.”

“I thought you liked me.”

“I do like you,” although the truth of that was debatable at that moment, “but I have to follow the rules or I’ll lose my job.”

Actually, I’m an independent contractor, but trying to explain that right then would’ve only confused the issue.

“We’ll keep at this and you’ll be able to have her with you full-time soon. See you tomorrow.”



“So you were leading me on then,” Will’s deep voice had a chuckle in it, “about coming down here and keeping me occupied.”

I let out a dramatic sigh of my own. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve gotta go up to Ocala this afternoon. How about tonight?”

“Can’t. County commissioners’ meeting.”

“Didn’t you just have one of them last week?”

“Yeah, they called an emergency meeting.”

“Why?”

“Got me. One of them probably caught somebody jaywalking on Main Street again. Who knows what crazy ordinances they’ll pass if I’m not there to point out what is and is not enforceable.”

“Well, I guess I’ll see you again some time.” I winced a little at the slight whine in my voice.

“Maybe Friday evening?”

“Can you come here?” I said. “I’ve got to be up early Saturday and go to Ocala again.”

Yet another sigh. “I can take you to dinner but I should come back to Collinsville afterwards. The new dispatcher’s on duty that night, and she’s still getting used to the department. I probably shouldn’t be too far away, in case there’s an emergency.”

Mild guilt feelings helped me stifle the urge to push the issue. He’d lost a deputy and a staff person in a mess a few weeks ago, and although I wasn’t responsible for what had happened, I’d played a part in bringing it all to a head.

“Okay,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to see how the week goes.”

“Yeah.”

“Miss you.”

“Miss you too.” At least he sounded wistful about it.

We signed off, and I blew out air.

Buddy looked up at me and tilted his head.

I leaned down and scratched behind his ears. “One of these days, I’m going to get laid,” I told him with more confidence than I felt.


      [image: image-placeholder]The next couple of days went a bit smoother. I saw little of the sister, and Rainey stayed on task, with the occasional reminder that the sooner we got to a certain point in the training, the sooner Lacy could stay with her full-time.

I packed a PBJ each day for my lunch, to forestall any repeat luncheon invitations. Rainey called me girlfriend a couple of times, but I let that slide.

I tried to get her to talk about the stalker, to find out his name, but she would immediately change the subject. If I pushed, she became agitated and defensive. Since I was more invested in getting this training over with than in helping the Marion County Sheriff’s Department catch her stalker, I let it go.

But she did talk a lot about old boyfriends from high school and college, so I was pretty sure she was straight. Although she could be bisexual, since she talked a lot about her friend Carrie as well. Actually, she talked a lot in general, especially when she was wound up.

I concluded that she was a very needy person who tended to glom onto people too fast and too hard. Which of course, had the opposite effect from the one she desired. People felt suffocated and pushed her away.

I was trying not to do that. She’d already been damaged enough by the events in her life. I didn’t want to add to her neuroses.

When I called it a day on Wednesday, Rainey walked me and Lacy to the gate. I braced myself and told her that I would be back tomorrow but Friday I would need to take a break from our training.
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