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Dedication



Tagged by Death is dedicated to the color red and to all those who love and care for animals, especially strays. 







  
  
Chapter One




When Riley Malloy, vet tech, eased her SUV into a spot in the last row of staff parking, she shuddered at how full the lot was. I have a bad feeling about today. As the sun cleared the horizon, she dashed to the back door of the Truman & Truman Veterinary Clinic and hurried inside. 

Riley’s only friend at the clinic, Marcy, met her in the hall. Marcy was slender, blonde, and tall and looked nothing like Riley, who was red-headed, short, and what Riley’s Aunt Millie called ‘curvy’. 

Marcy’s face was pale and her hands shook as she hissed, “Something’s going on. There’s a big staff meeting in the lobby and everybody’s here, even Dotty, the bookkeeper; in fact, Doctor Allen Truman, Senior, is making a rare appearance this morning. I peeked into the breakroom, and Doc Senior was in there with two other men and a sheriff’s deputy, but I haven’t seen Doctor Truman, Junior, yet. I sure hope they aren’t planning on cutting our hours again or laying off any more people. I know at least three vet techs will give notice today. Some girls have been crying; everybody’s scared.”

Riley frowned. Marcy’s right. A surprise staff meeting on a Wednesday? I’m scared too. 

Riley and Marcy stood next to the receptionist’s counter. The remaining staff members were seated or standing in small groups. 

The clinic’s bookkeeper, Dotty, had moved the receptionist’s rolling chair into position in front of the lobby door and had a clipboard in her hand. She frowned and shifted her ample body that had overflowed the small seat. When the last two vet assistants arrived, Dotty recorded two checkmarks on the paper with a flourish. She was the oldest person in the office, except for Doc Senior; her false teeth sometimes clacked, and some of the less charitable staff mocked her by snapping their teeth together behind her back. 

Doctor Truman, Senior, and two other men stepped into the lobby. Riley narrowed her eyes at Doc Senior as his sunken eyes glanced at the staff with a lifeless look. He’s even more gaunt than the last time I saw him.

When a middle-aged deputy followed them, Marcy elbowed Riley. “Just like I said,” Marcy whispered.

“Everyone here?’ Doctor Truman asked.

“Yes, sir.” Dotty scanned the paper on her clipboard.

Doc Truman motioned toward the men who stood next to him. “This is my lawyer and my…um…accountant.” 

Riley narrowed her eyes as she examined the two men. The middle-aged lawyer wore a brown suit and black shoes, and the other man’s broken nose and clenched fists reminded her more of a has-been boxer than an accountant. Maybe the lawyer dressed in a hurry; at least his shoes match each other. Riley shuddered as she remembered the time she wore one black shoe and a navy blue shoe to work; Marcy pointed them out to her after-work friends who teased her the entire day and still mentioned it months later.

The lawyer glared at the staff, and the accountant crossed his massive arms as Doc cleared his throat. “You may have heard. It’s very tragic news. My son passed away last night.” Doc side-glanced at the accountant. “I think he was murdered.”

Doc held up his hand at the uproar. “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m closing the business. Gather your things and leave your keys. We hired the deputy to be a witness when we inventory the controlled substances.”

When Doctor Truman turned and walked toward the breakroom, the accountant and deputy followed him.

The lawyer opened his briefcase and removed a large manila envelope and a stack of folded papers he handed to Dotty. While she shuffled the papers and stuffed each envelope with a folded sheet, he spoke to the group. “Your severance checks are in the envelopes with your names on them, and we’ll include your letters for professional recommendations. Exchange your keys for your envelope.”

“Written by a lawyer? No, thanks,” a girl behind Riley muttered.

Marcy clutched Riley’s arm and whispered, “Are you okay? Doc Junior always said you were his favorite vet tech. Everybody said he had a crush on you.”

Riley’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that. He said nothing to me.”

Marcy and the other vet techs hurried to gather personal items while the vet assistants and receptionists lined up to exchange their keys for their paychecks. The lawyer snapped his briefcase closed before he hurried to the breakroom.

Riley watched as one by one, each staff member gave Dotty a key and received an envelope. 

A vet assistant who stood near Riley elbowed her friend and whispered, “Did you know Doc Senior had an accountant?”

“No, and I’ve been here fifteen years,” her friend whispered. “From the look on Miss High-and-Mighty’s face, she didn’t either.”

The two giggled as they moved along the line.

I have one more thing that’s mine. Riley strode to the kennels and opened the door for Toby, a five-year-old black and brown German Shepherd-Lab mix. All the staff recognized him as Riley’s dog after a new client dropped off Toby for an exam, but never returned. Truman, Senior, said Toby’s arthritis scared people away from adopting him, but Marcy claimed Toby played up his limp when people were around because he didn’t want to go home with anyone but Riley.

“Toby goes with me.” Riley narrowed her eyes as she stood in the doorway with her arms crossed and Toby at her side.

“He’s a mutt and not worth anything.” Dr. Truman handed the lawyer a file folder, but didn’t look up from the paperwork he was reviewing. 

The lawyer flipped through the folder before he placed it into his briefcase and then glared at Riley. “Okay. You can take the dog.” 

“Good answer,” the deputy growled. “Let’s do the drug inventory so I can leave.”

“The medication room is this way.” Dr. Truman led the other three men to the hallway.

While Dr. Truman and his lawyer counted the controlled substances while the accountant and the deputy stood by, Riley loaded Toby’s crate into her car and then returned. She dropped her stethoscope and bandage shears into her purse and gathered Toby’s records and his arthritis and flea and tick medicines into a sack before she picked up his partial bag of dog food. “Let’s go, boy.”

When Riley and Toby reached the front door, Dotty nodded, and her smile was weak. “I knew you wouldn’t leave without Toby. You two belong together.” 

Riley handed the key to Dotty and accepted the envelope with Malloy inscribed on the front in Doc Senior’s tight handwriting. 

Dotty gathered her lists and rose. As she headed toward the breakroom, a small, crumpled slip of yellow paper fluttered from her lap to the floor. 

Riley picked up the scrap. “Dotty…”

Dotty grimaced as she stopped. “What’s done is done, and it’s too late for me. I know what you know, but he’s forgotten. Before he remembers, you can get away.” 

“What do I know?”

Dotty growled, “I warned you. That’s all I can do.” Dotty’s shoulders slumped as she trudged to her office.

Riley stuck the piece of paper into her scrubs pants pocket and hurried outside. After she and Toby were in her SUV, Riley opened the envelope and slammed her palm on the steering wheel. Two weeks’ pay. Not even enough to pay my rent. I can’t live in my car, and it’s impossible to apply for a job with no address. 

“We’re meant to be together, Toby, just like Dotty said.” Riley drove away from the vet’s clinic. “My apartment doesn’t allow animals, but we’ll find a cheaper one that allows dogs. We’ll need a little more money than this, though.” A tear slid down Riley’s cheek. “I can dip into my savings, but there’s not much there.”

Riley sniffed back the tears as she shoved the check, the envelope, and the sack of medications into her purse then pulled into a parking lot to call the apartment owner, who was a longtime friend of her Aunt Millie.

“I lost my job because the vet clinic closed without notice. How soon can I move out and still get my security deposit back?” Riley bit her lip.

“Sorry to hear that, Riley. We’ll chalk it up to extenuating circumstances. Is this Friday okay? I’ll advise the apartment manager to release your deposit.”

Two days. I’ll have to scramble, but I can do this.

She called her Aunt Millie. “Dr. Allen Truman, Senior, closed the practice today; he told us that Dr. Truman, Junior, died last night.”

“Oh no. How tragic, but what a drastic reaction on Senior’s part. That’s not right,” Aunt Millie said.

“No argument from me,” Riley said. “Do you know of any vet tech openings? And I need to find an inexpensive apartment that allows dogs.”

“Everybody knew Senior had become erratic, and Junior was…” Millie cleared her throat. “What did you say? You don’t have a dog.”

“Toby’s mine now.”

“Of course. I should have known Toby would be with you. You always were a dog whisperer, even when you were a toddler, just like your grandma. In fact, that gives me an idea. Why don’t you stay at Grandma’s cabin? It would be perfect, and I’ve heard the new vet in town needs help. You remember how to get to Grandma’s? It’s easy to find. Take the state road or the interstate to Barton, but before you get to town, look for the white house with a red barn. Grandma’s driveway is next to that. Key’s under the mat.”

Riley scribbled down Aunt Millie’s directions. 

After she hung up, Riley and Toby visited the farm store that welcomed dogs. Riley and Toby selected a collar and a leash then Riley picked out food and water dishes before they examined the items in each aisle. 

A woman with her hair tied up with a bandana stopped to talk to Toby. After he licked her hand, she rubbed his ears. “Your dog is so well-behaved. The big box hardware store allows dogs on leashes too. I stalk stores looking for dogs to talk to. I’m the caregiver for my mother, and she’s allergic to them, so I get my dog time in when I can.” She chuckled as she strolled to the carousel of seed packets.

After another hour of browsing, Riley stood in line to pay for her items and the package of flashlights that were on sale. The cashier gave Toby a treat and added two treats when she handed Riley her change. “We love all our customers,” the cashier said. 

Riley ordered a chicken sandwich at a drive-through and shared the chicken with Toby while they ate in the parking lot at the hardware store the woman had recommended. 

As they strolled the aisles, Riley said, “We’re going to need packing boxes, Toby.”

A hardware clerk, who was shelving paint, said, “Two aisles over.”

“Thanks.” Riley smiled as she and Toby strolled to pick up four boxes. 

Riley fed Toby at the park and then picked up a loaf of bread and a small jar of peanut butter at the grocery store. When they returned to the park, she strolled the trail while Toby did his best to clear the park of squirrels. She made herself a sandwich for lunch then took a brief nap before she moved her car to another section of the park. After dark, when it was late enough that Riley decided most people would be in bed, she and Toby went to her apartment. 

Toby flopped down on the floor while Riley packed books into the first box almost blindly as tears rolled down her face. She closed the box then sat on the floor with Toby, and he leaned against her and laid his head on her leg. 

Riley stroked his neck as she sniffled. “This is so unreal. I never dreamed I’d lose my job and my apartment and have to sneak around in the dark until I left Pomeroy.”

Riley brushed away the tears from her face with her shirtsleeve then rose to her feet. After she angrily packed the rest of the books into the second box, she tossed the contents from the tiny bathroom closet into a suitcase. She stared at her closet. “I don't know what I’d do if you weren’t here, Toby. I've never felt so alone in my entire life.” 

After she put her heavy winter coat and boots in a suitcase, Riley fell onto her bed fully clothed and cried herself to sleep.
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Riley parked in a gas station parking lot until the clerk came outside and stood at the door with his arms crossed while he glared at her. She left the gas station then parked in a fast food parking lot and dozed until Toby growled. When she saw the man approaching her car, she left. 

They ate at the park, visited the big box store, and strolled through downtown until after dark. Riley cruised the apartment complex parking lot; when she didn’t see anyone around, they scooted into her apartment. 

Riley packed the rest of her things into the last two boxes and her clothes and linens in the two suitcases before she carried the boxes to her SUV. When she returned to the apartment, she sat on the floor next to Toby and hugged him as tears slipped down her face. “I’m scared. What if I can’t find a job?”

Toby whimpered and licked her face.

“Thank you, Toby. I love you too.”
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She carried the last two boxes one at a time to her SUV and then finally carried down the two suitcases. When she returned to her apartment, she checked the rooms one last time. “That’s it, Toby. Let’s go.” 

Toby padded along behind her as they slipped out to her SUV in the dark with the last of her things from her apartment, Riley’s backpack and computer bag.

After they had breakfast, Riley called the apartment manager to confirm her nine o’clock appointment then called the groomer who bathed dogs in partnership with the Truman veterinary clinic.

“I’ll drop you off for a bath at eight then pick you up as soon as the apartment manager inspects the apartment, Toby.”

By ten o’clock, the manager had inspected and returned her deposit. Riley picked up Toby and swung by the bank before she left Pomeroy, Georgia, for Grandma’s cabin near her hometown. Barton, Georgia, three hours away.

After Riley passed the fifth white farmhouse with a red barn that she’d seen in the past hour, she slowed as she lifted her sunglasses to read a sign on the left side of the road. The once-black lettering burned into the brown wooden sign that hung cockeyed on the fence was faded and almost unreadable, Malloy Tree Farm. In contrast, the sign on the gate, No Trespassing, was more prominent with its bright red letters against the faded black background. 

“We finally found the Malloy Tree Farm, Toby. Aunt Millie saved us from living in the car, but we sure burned the gas when we traveled south for three hours on the highway and crisscrossed two counties. Can you believe how many white farmhouses with red barns behind them we found?” 

After Riley climbed out of her SUV to open the tree farm gate, she pulled her sticky shirt away from her back and lifted the damp, golden copper ponytail off her neck. Fixing the car’s air conditioning is officially higher on my list of priorities.

Riley peered down the lane that led through rows of towering pines and frowned. I don’t remember going past tall trees when Mom and I visited Grandma.

Toby sniffed the air, and his low growl was guttural.

Riley wrinkled her nose. “I agree; it’s the distinctive, pungent odor of a dead animal. The buzzards will be busy before long.” She closed the gate behind her and eased her four-wheel-drive vehicle down the dirt path that led to a dip in the road and up a small hill. 

At the top of the hill, she turned right onto a wider lane. After they reached a clearing, she exhaled in relief at the sight of a chimney.

She parked next to the weather-beaten dwelling and then hurried to the door that faced the wide lane, and stared. There's no welcome mat. A surge of panic intensified the throbbing pain in her head. The cabin’s smaller than I remember.

Her voice squeaked. “What if this is somebody else’s cabin?”

Toby nuzzled her hand, and she scratched his ears. She pulled out the used envelope with her notes from Aunt Millie’s instructions. Key under the welcome mat by the front door.

The call of a hawk silenced the singing birds while the twitch of a rabbit’s ear in the grass across the lane caught Riley’s attention. The hawk dived toward the terrified, motionless rabbit trying to hide in the grass. At the last minute, the rabbit broke out of its trance of terror and dashed into the blackberry briars. The hawk scraped the dirt with its talons as it swooped the now-vacant spot and soared away.

“Let’s walk around the cabin, Toby.” 

As they rounded the side of the cabin, Riley said, “I should have parked here; there’s plenty of room, and I wouldn’t be blocking the way in case Aunt Millie drops by to check on us.” 

When they turned the corner to the front of the cabin, Riley smiled in recognition of her old friend, the porch swing, and hurried to the doormat on the wide porch.

“Here’s the key in the first place any self-respecting burglar would check.” Riley smiled as she opened the door and paused when the familiar aroma swirled around her. Cinnamon. Grandma’s signature scent.

She flipped the light switch, and a flood of memories almost overwhelmed her as she gazed at the well-worn wooden floors, the old blue sofa with Grandma’s favorite quilt thrown across the back, the soft rocking chair, and the four chairs around the small, hand-hewn wooden dining table with a cinnamon candle in the middle. 

Toby investigated the cabin while Riley hurried to unload the dog crate, four boxes, and two suitcases. After she brought in her last box, she locked her SUV and sent Aunt Millie a text: “Here.”

All of Grandma’s things were gone from the bedroom, and Riley’s eyes widened at the transformation to a vet tech’s dream décor. A large dog bed lay on the wooden floor near the foot of the bed. A sage-green and brown tree quilt covered the bed, and the pillow shams were a scene at a dog park. A lidded glass jar filled with dog biscuits sat on the five-drawer dresser, and a small jar of pine-scented candle melts was next to it. 

She sniffled back tears. “We aren’t as alone as I thought. Aunt Millie has our back.”  

She carried her suitcases into the bedroom and opened the closet with spare sheets and blankets on the top shelf and a row of empty hangers. A built-in cabinet with shelves stood in one corner, and in the other corner were Grandma’s deer rifle and shotgun. Riley backed up and stood on her tiptoes to peer at the top shelf and spotted Grandma’s pistol and holster. I’m five-two; Grandma was five-nine. I’ll need a chair to get those down.

She and Toby padded to the kitchen. The old bench and the boot tray for muddy shoes were next to the kitchen door, and the windshield scraper and brush hung on their pegs. Riley smiled at the elevated dog dishes for food and water. Thank you, Aunt Millie. 

After she opened the refrigerator, she stared in wonder. “Aunt Millie left eggs, bacon, cheese, milk, and a covered casserole; there's no way I'll go hungry this week.”

She smiled as she opened the pantry door. “Dog food and treats. Guess you aren’t going to bed hungry either.”

After Riley lit the oven and popped in her casserole, she wandered into the living area and gazed at the fireplace. “I never understood Grandma’s rule to lay a fire for the next person until now.”

Toby whined.

“Oh, sorry. You don’t have any water, and it’s past your suppertime.” Riley hurried to the kitchen and filled the dog water bowl. 

While Toby drank his fill, she lifted the sack of dog food and read the label. “Not what you’re used to, but it’s close.” She turned the bag to the front. “Fancy label. I’ll bet the label added an extra few dollars to the price.” Riley chuckled. 

Toby peered at the food bowl while she measured his food. When she placed his bowl on the mat, he licked her hand.

“You’re welcome. Bon appétit, my friend.”

Toby sat and grinned, and Riley smiled as she waved her finger like a wand at the bowl. 

“Okay.” She pointed at the bowl, and Toby tasted his food and then gobbled it down.

While Toby ate, Riley removed his medications from her backpack and set them near the kitchen sink before she pulled out a week’s worth of laundry from her suitcase. “My own personal washer and dryer is a luxury. My apartment had a laundry room.” 

Before she dropped the clothes into the washer, she went through the pockets. When she found the scrap of paper in her scrubs pocket, she jammed it into her jeans pocket. 

After she returned to the living room and lit the kindling in the fireplace, she examined the books on the bookcase and ran her fingers along the spines. “Aunt Millie arranged these. They’re in alphabetical order by author.”  

When the smoke alarm blared as the room filled with smoke from the fireplace, Riley rushed to check the damper to the flue. She opened the damper then opened the front and back doors. 

She and Toby stood in the front yard with the doors open while smoke billowed out of the cabin. She peered up at the chimney. “We have smoke coming out of the chimney. What a rookie mistake, Toby. Of course, the damper would be closed.” Riley sighed. “How embarrassing. I turned into a city girl.”

When the cabin was cleared of smoke, Riley and Toby went inside and closed the doors. “My clothes will smell like smoke. I guess we’re doing more laundry, Toby. The good news is that I don’t have that many clothes.”

Riley moved the wet clothes from the washer to the dryer then put the rest of her clothes in the washer. After she picked out a book of poetry, Riley sat on the hearth and read the first twenty pages. When Toby nudged her hand, she stuck her envelope with Aunt Millie’s directions into the book to mark her place before she set it down on the coffee table. 

“Break time?” She grabbed her pink sweatshirt and stepped out to the front porch. Toby stopped at the edge of the porch and growled as a gust of wind blew from the south.

Riley frowned. “I caught a whiff too. I’ll bet the dead animal is close to the road. We’ll investigate in the morning. I sure hope it isn’t a dog.”

While Toby wandered around the yard, Riley moved her car to the parking area on the east side of the cabin and then returned to the porch. When Toby bounded to her, they went inside. 

She hung up her sweatshirt on the peg by the door. “Mmm, the homey fragrance of garlic and onion has overcome the smoke smell; my supper’s ready.” She placed two logs on the fire and grabbed her book. 

After she served herself a plate of casserole, she sat at the dining table with her supper and her book. Toby flopped onto the floor at her feet. When Riley finished eating, she wrapped the casserole dish for the refrigerator. “There’s enough here for three more meals.” She placed her dishes in the dishwasher and moved her laundry from the washer to the dryer before she hurried to the sofa with her book. Toby jumped up and joined her. 

Riley woke when Toby nudged her elbow. She yawned as she picked up the book that had fallen to the floor and returned the book to the bookcase. “Outside, boy?”

Toby rushed to the door and nosed it. Riley put on her sweatshirt, and the two of them went outside to the porch. The nippy night air made her nose run, and she shivered. “Brr. Hurry, Toby. It’s cold.” 

Toby trotted to the yard before he disappeared around the side of the house. When Riley sat on the porch swing, it creaked. Just like it always did.

After Toby wandered back to the porch, they went inside and to bed.


      [image: ]It was daylight when Riley woke, and her heart raced as she leaped out of bed in a panic. Toby raised his head and whined. Riley blinked. “Sorry. I forgot we’re at the cabin and not the apartment. How did you sleep? I slept great until I scared myself.” 

Riley padded to the front door to let Toby out before she started a pot of coffee.

After her breakfast of bacon, eggs, and toast, Riley wiggled into her jeans and then slipped on her favorite pink shirt before she stepped into her boots. I need to either get new jeans or lose a few pesky pounds. 

She brushed her long copper hair then pulled it into a ponytail and hurried to her car while Toby investigated the yard. Riley started the engine then shivered and dashed back into the cabin for her sweatshirt before she opened the car’s back door. 

“Ready, Toby? I know, whenever I am, right?”

Toby leaped into the seat and grinned.

“Pretty agile for a guy with arthritis. I still don’t know why Doc Senior said that, because you’re not that bad. The medicine helps a lot, doesn’t it?” Riley headed down the driveway to the road. 

After she opened the gate, she pulled up the collar of her T-shirt to cover her nose. “Whatever died is close. Let’s see if we can find it.”

Toby jumped out of the car and trotted along the ditch. As Riley followed him, she wrinkled her nose at the litter of cans, cups, and paper food sacks and wrappers. Maybe we can pick up the trash in our ditch later.

Toby stopped ten yards from her and stared at the woods. He took a few steps toward the ditch before he barked with a sound of urgency.

Riley frowned as she hurried to see what he’d found. Before she reached him, she noticed more litter of cans and paper. Dotty always carried around her lists. She shuddered as she remembered Dotty’s last words. I warned you. That’s all I can do.

“What is it, Toby?”

Her eyes burned and teared from the intensity of the pungent odor when she reached Toby; she gagged at the sight of the body that was face down on the other side of the ditch. She slapped a gloved hand over her nose. That man is dead.

“Toby, come.” She jogged to her car with Toby behind her then grabbed her phone.

“State Police. What’s your emergency?”

Riley slowed her breathing to calm herself. “There’s a dead man in the woods near the road. I’m at the Malloy Tree Farm on the county road south of town.”

“Someone will be there soon. How did you find the body?”

“The odor is awful. Last night I thought it was a dead animal, but it was even stronger today. I checked because I thought it might be a dog.”

“Do you see a cruiser yet?”

Riley listened to the wail of a siren as it came closer and peered up the road. “I see it.”

“If you’re okay, I’ll hang up.”

“Yes, thank you.”

The cruiser slowed and then pulled onto the shoulder next to the driveway. The side of the car read Sheriff. A lean, middle-aged man with thick dark hair that was graying at the temples and in a tan uniform climbed out of the car. After he closed his door, he removed his sunglasses and slipped them into his chest pocket. “Riley Malloy, all grown up, and who’s your friend?”

“This is Toby.”

Toby trotted to him, and the sheriff held out his hand for Toby to sniff. When Toby nudged his hand, the sheriff absently scratched Toby’s ear while he spoke. “I won’t ask you to show me where the body is. Ripe, isn’t it? Just point.” 

As he strode toward the body, he said, “Don’t leave. I’ll be back in a minute.” 

When Toby followed him, the sheriff asked, “You got my back? Thanks, Toby.”

The sheriff crossed the ditch and approached the body then spoke on his handheld radio. When he and Toby returned, the sheriff said. “The Georgia Bureau of Investigation is sending a team. No need for you to wait around for them. Are you staying in the cabin? I heard you’re looking for work. They need help at the new veterinary hospital.”

When Riley raised her eyebrows, the sheriff chuckled. “Millie’s an old friend.” 

He handed her a business card. “That’s my cell phone. Call me if you need anything, but if it’s urgent, call nine-one-one. Dispatch will send someone to you right away, and I’ll be notified too.”

After Riley opened the door to the back seat, she rolled her eyes at Toby who remained at the sheriff’s side and watched her. “I’d rather stay too, but we’ve got things to do. Let’s go.”

The sheriff chuckled and waved to her as Toby dashed to the car and hopped in. The drive to Barton, the nearest town, took only fifteen minutes. 

She smiled at the busy gas station. “Nice to see their business is still thriving. Grandma always said they had the best coffee and the best gossip in town.” 

As Riley drove into town, she passed a small strip mall with five shops, but three of the shops were vacant, with plywood over their front windows. The laundromat in the middle unit had a neon sign in the window, and a barbershop on the end had a brightly painted barber pole. She slowed to peer at the building next to the strip mall that had a faded sign near the road, Small Animal Clinic, Edward Witmer, DVM, and an empty parking lot. The name’s familiar, but I don’t remember why. This doesn’t look like a new vet’s office. Riley pulled in to check their hours of operation then frowned at the paper taped to the door. 

“We didn’t know for sure that Doc Truman, Senior, planned to retire, but the rumors sure flew when Doc Junior closed on Saturdays except for emergencies. I’m not ready to go through all the drama again so soon, but I’ll see what the sign on the door says.”

After she stepped closer to the door, she read the sign: Gone Fishing. Be back on Monday. 

She stared at the sign as bile rose in her throat and she felt her heart pounding in her chest. What if there isn’t a job for me in Barton after all? Should I have given Pomeroy a chance and stayed there longer? 

She rushed back to the warmth of her SUV. “Everybody’s entitled to a vacation, right, Toby? We have a comfortable place to sleep and food in the refrigerator and pantry. We’ll be fine for the weekend and can come back on Monday.”

Riley rubbed her forehead then headed toward Barton. “Let’s check out the town. Wonder if it’s grown.”

She slowed to rubberneck as a crew paved the parking lot for a new, two-story building with a large sign near the road: TWR, Termaine & Witmer Research. 

“Looks like a new business with the potential for jobs for people.”

She passed a new housing development, and the combined elementary-middle school campus. “That’s another good sign, Toby. There are new houses, and the school has updated the old building and added at least two new wings of classrooms.”

As Riley neared what she knew as the historic section of town, she marveled at the freshly painted and updated homes with neatly landscaped lawns. “I remember how rundown those houses were when we visited Grandma. I think the small town of Barton is thriving.”

When she reached the downtown section, she gawked at the renewed storefronts and chuckled when she passed the contrasting hardware store. “Good to see the old hardware store looks the same, despite all the fancy boutiques and cafés that surround it.” 

Riley stared at the houses on the north side of town that were converted to business use: hair salons, barbershop, computer repair, and auto parts. Her eyes widened at the white clapboard house with the sign: Barton Veterinary Hospital.

She parked in the spacious, graveled area on the side of the building and then led Toby to the grassy, designated dog walk. He sniffed and explored before he made his mark. When they went inside the building, a young woman behind the desk was on the phone. She had tied her blond curls away from her face with a pink bandana. Riley smiled at the dog and cat dishes with treats on the counter and selected a dog treat.

“Sit, Toby.”

Toby dropped into his best sit, and she gave him his treat then rubbed his face. “Good boy.” 

The young woman hung up, and her eyes twinkled as she pointed with her pencil. “You’re Riley Malloy. Hi, I’m Amanda.”

Riley raised her eyebrows, and Amanda giggled. “Your aunt said you’d be here, but we didn’t expect you until Monday. We know all the dogs in town and their people. I’ll let Doc know you’re here.”

Riley smiled. “Aunt Millie missed her calling. She should have been a publicist.”

Toby put his paws on the counter and rose to see Amanda.

“Who’s this cutie? Toby, right?” Amanda asked as she offered Toby a treat.

“Just one more.” Amanda gave Toby another treat before she left the receptionist area and hurried to the back hallway.

A few minutes later, Amanda came out a door on the other side of the reception desk. Her blaze orange scrub top stretched across her baby bump. “Come with me, Riley.”

Amanda led Riley and Toby to an office in the hallway. “Doc will be here in a second. Like now.” Amanda grinned, and Riley turned.

“Riley, how nice to see you. I’m Julie Rae Sorensen.” A slender woman in her thirties, who wore a white lab coat over her jeans, held out her hand, and they shook. She was three inches taller than Riley, her black hair was clipped short, and her skin was a dark brown.

“Let’s go into my office to chat for a minute or two.” Julie Rae’s smile crinkled the corners of her hazel eyes. “Who’s this handsome fellow?”

A phone rang, and Amanda hurried away as Riley said, “This is Toby.”

Toby dropped to his best sit position, and Julie Rae chuckled and pulled a treat out of her pocket then offered it to him. When Toby eased the treat from her hand, Julie Rae said, “Nice manners, Toby.”

Doc pointed to a small round table with two chairs. “Make yourself comfortable, Riley.” 

After Julie Rae rubbed Toby’s ears, she joined Riley at the table. “Toby’s welcome to come to work with you, but I warn you he might put on a few pounds. Your aunt said you’re a vet tech and one of the best. I respect an unbiased opinion, don’t you?” Doc’s eyes twinkled as she smiled.

Riley returned the warm smile. “I came here because Aunt Millie said you needed help; I need a job.”

“Good, because I do need help. Pia is my other vet tech; she’s been with me for two years. Our business continues to grow, but so far, we haven’t turned away any clients. I have a new veterinary graduate who will start next week; he’ll give me some relief, but the two of us will swamp Pia even more. I’ll show you around, and you can tell me about your old job.”

After a quick tour of the exam rooms and the kennel, Julie Rae said, “I’d heard the Trumans were struggling. Talented vets aren’t naturally suited to be business owners; it takes more work than we realize until we’re in so deep we can’t get out. Sad, don’t you think? I’m lucky. My husband takes care of the business side, and I play with dogs, cats, and the occasional horse. Did you ever work with horses?”

“I did,” Riley said. “I was lucky enough to be the only vet tech who would go to a farm. I don’t know what the rest of them were afraid of.”

“City folks.” Julie Rae shrugged. “What color are your uniforms?”

“I have two colors: blue and gray.”

“Wear whatever color you like. I like our diversity. We all wear jeans because they are sturdier than scrub pants. I hate to run, but I have to check on my patients. Be here Monday at seven. We’ve learned to reserve time on Mondays to work the problems that popped up over the weekend into our schedule.” While Julie Rae hurried out of her office, Riley and Toby returned to Amanda’s desk.

“See you Monday.” Amanda waved before she answered the phone.

“What do you think, Toby?” Riley asked on their drive back to the cabin. “I’m not sure you’d be happy left by yourself. They’ve got a kennel area just like we’re used to. We can try it out.”

Toby yipped.

“Good. It’s settled.”

When they reached the cabin’s driveway, Riley shuddered as she peered at the four black cars parked along the side of the road and a large white tent that covered the location of the body. 

After lunch, Toby followed her to the front porch then romped in the grass and explored the nearby woods while Riley read her book. 

She was startled when her phone rang. Marcy.

“How are you doing, Riley? I have a new job, and would you believe it? I start on Monday. I’m really excited because all my friends say this is the liveliest clinic in town. It’ll be a welcome change after the boring job at the Trumans’. I’m glad I’m not there anymore, aren’t you? If you haven’t found anything, I’ll put a word in for you. You’re the best vet tech I’ve ever known; you’d be a shoo-in.”

“That’s great news. I have a new job that begins on Monday too.”

“We’ll do our version of lunch sometime. I’ll call you, and we can munch on our sandwiches and crunch chips while we talk. It’ll be just like old times.” Marcy laughed, and Riley joined her.

“Thanks for calling. Have a great week,” Riley said. 

After she hung up, Toby dashed to the front porch and turned to point as he quietly whined. Riley looked in the direction he was facing, and they watched in silence as a bobcat kit stalked a squirrel. The squirrel glanced at the kit and swished its tail in defiance. The tiny bobcat poised in the attack position and twitched its bottom before it pounced for the kill and grabbed the squirrel. 

Riley’s eyes were wide as the proud kit pranced away with its prey in its mouth. “That was awesome, Toby. Thanks for showing me. I can’t believe how brazen that squirrel was. Do you suppose it has been watching that little bobcat since it was hunting grasshoppers?”

Riley closed her book and stretched. “Let’s go for a walk. We can pick up litter.” 

Riley grabbed a trash sack and her gloves, and they strolled along the wide lane and continued down the long driveway to the road. When they reached the road, Toby investigated the woods on the other side of the ditch while Riley picked up litter. When she picked up someone’s grocery list, she thought about the scrap of paper Dotty had dropped and furrowed her brow. Dotty made it sound like I knew something important. 

As she continued picking up litter, she neared the spot where she had found the deceased man. I saw a yellow scrap of paper that reminded me of Dotty’s paper. That’s what made me think of Dotty. 

She searched through the high grass for the small pile of litter with the yellow scrap of paper. When she found it, she put the cans in her trash sack, and the scrap of paper in her pocket.

“Let’s go back, Toby. My sack is as full as I can carry.” 

When they reached the driveway, Riley stared at the hill. “I wasn’t thinking. We have to go uphill to get back to the cabin, don’t we?”

Toby raced to the top of the hill and sat to wait for her. She trudged up the hill with her trash sack filled with litter and joined Toby. As they continued on the wide lane, Toby raced into the grass and flushed two quail. One bird feigned a wing injury and chirped a distress cry as it flew over the neighbor’s cotton field. “She’s distracting you from her nest, Toby.”

Toby grinned and trotted toward the cabin, with Riley following him. After she dropped the trash into the large outside bin, she went around to the front porch and picked up her book as Toby nosed the door. 

When they were inside, Toby rushed to his water bowl, and Riley flopped onto the sofa and pulled off her boots. “Your job for the rest of the day is to relax; I’ll finish unpacking after I look at this note.” 

She smoothed out the torn remnant of yellow note paper and read: “You can’t quit. You’re in too deep.” The handwriting was a scrawl that reminded her of a child trying to imitate cursive writing. 

Riley shrugged. Could be part of a game. She snapped a photo of the note and dropped it into a drawer.

Toby lay down on the floor in the bedroom doorway while Riley hung her coats, shirts, and pants on hangers and placed her underwear, socks, and pajamas on the cabinet shelves. After her suitcases were empty, she slid the luggage under the bed. She opened her boxes and placed her dressy pair of boots and the pair of sneakers in the closet. 

After she sorted through her text and reference books, she selected four she’d like to have handy then stacked the boxes of her remaining books and kitchen items in the closet. 

“Ready to go to the living room, Toby?”

Toby stretched then lazily padded to the living room behind Riley. She examined the books on the book shelf then selected the first book in a series and propped up her feet on the sofa to read. Toby stretched out in front of the sofa.

Riley woke with a start when her book dropped onto the hardwood floor with a thud. The deepening shadows of dusk replaced the bright sunlight in the cabin, and she shivered in the cooler temperature. 

When she turned on the table lamp, Riley disturbed Toby’s nap. He yawned and stretched before he plodded to the door; Riley threw on her sweatshirt, and they headed outside. Toby dashed into the woods, and Riley gazed at the orange and red on the horizon and smiled at the memory of watching the sunset with Grandma. A single gunshot off in the distance reminded her of Grandma, who always said, “Last shot of the day. Hope it was a big ‘un.” 








  
  
Chapter Two




The next morning, Riley woke to the early light of dawn. She listened to a nearby barred owl and the return call of its mate before she pulled on warm socks and dressed for the chilly morning then rushed to the living room to light the kindling for a fire. After Toby followed her to the living room, she threw on her warm coat and pulled up the hood to go outside. 

“Ready for a walk?” Riley headed to the door, and Toby trotted to join her.

When she stepped off the porch, her boots crunched on the frozen dew on the grass; she shivered at the sight of the shimmering, icy frost on her car’s windshield. 

“Let’s wait until it warms up a bit.” She stomped her feet and clapped her gloved hands while Toby hurried to complete his business then dashed to the porch. When they were inside, she put more logs on her fire and sat on the hearth to warm up.

After the toasty fire chased away her chills, she went to the kitchen and flipped through Grandma’s recipe box. “Here we are. Grandma’s cinnamon roll recipe. I’ll make these to take to the Barton Veterinary Hospital for my first day of work.” 

She lined up the ingredients on the counter and referred to the cookbook for the next step as she mixed, kneaded, and baked her cinnamon rolls. While the rolls cooled, she made a small pot of coffee to go with her obligatory sample taste. She examined the cinnamon rolls in the pan. “They don’t look as nice as Grandma’s did. I may need more practice.” 

She placed one on a plate and carried it and her coffee to the living room to enjoy her roll next to the fire. 

After breakfast, she put on her warm jacket and the frayed pair of work gloves she found on the wooden bench next to the back door then headed to the woodshed. She split kindling and carried wood from the woodshed to the porch. “Grandma always said she who cuts her own wood is warmed twice, and when I was six, she told me carrying kindling to the cabin counted.”

Riley hugged Toby. “I miss Grandma. Let’s try again for that walk.”

Toby dashed ahead to clear the way, and Riley trudged along then slowly picked up her pace as she fast-walked to the road and back up the hill. After she topped the hill, Riley jogged to the cabin.

“Thanks, Toby. I might lose my extra twenty pounds after all with your help as my exercise partner and the extra motivation of the cold air to move faster.” 

She hung her coat on the hook by the front door and backed up to the fireplace to warm herself before she scooped Toby’s food into his bowl. After she twirled her finger and pointed with their usual, “Okay,” Toby chowed down. 

She poured a cup of coffee and placed another log on the fire before she sat on the hearth to enjoy the crackles of the fire and plan her day. When the heat drove her back, she sat on the well-worn braided rug, and Toby planted himself next to her.

When she finished her list, Riley rose. “Let’s go exploring to see if we can find the hunting stand.”

Riley sauntered down the wide lane while Toby investigated both sides along the way. When they came to the driveway, Toby stopped and glanced back with his head cocked. 

“To the right, Toby.”

As they continued on their walk, Riley dragged branches out of the path but stepped over the downed trees and branches too large for her to manage. “I’ll bet Grandma has a chainsaw somewhere, but I’d have to learn how to operate it.”

Toby leaped over the downed tree trunks. “Very impressive, Toby. You jumped like a professional show dog.” 

When they came to a tree with branches that held it off the ground, Toby crawled under it before Riley climbed over the tree. “Were you trained before you came to the clinic?”

Toby grinned, and Riley nodded. “Thought so.”

Riley smiled as they continued on the path. “I’ve always been able to understand what dogs told me, but I never had a companion before. It’s nice to have someone to talk to. Did you ever have a person who understood you?”

Toby gazed at Riley with adoration. 

“I’m sorry you didn’t, but I’m glad we’re together too.”

When they reached the wooden hunting stand, Riley examined the ladder. “This bottom rung’s broken. I’ll have to replace it before I can climb up because I can’t reach the next step. I’ll bet that key by the back door is to the shed where Grandma kept her tools.”

As they neared the cabin, Riley hit her stride and kept up her pace except when she slowed to climb over trees. “I needed that walk.” She flopped onto the porch swing and relaxed while she listened to the birds sing before she and Toby went inside.

Riley spent the rest of the morning watching videos on chainsaw upkeep, how to cut wood with a chainsaw, chainsaw safety, and chainsaw killers, but when the videos shifted to chainsaw injuries, Riley stretched and closed the link. 

“I got lost in a maze of videos, Toby, but I have a better understanding of chainsaws and could probably tell a decent story around a campfire about a chainsaw murder.”

She refilled Toby’s water bowl then grilled a cheese sandwich and turned on the tea kettle for hot water. While Riley ate lunch, her phone rang. Marcy.

“I just got a call from a girl who worked in the office with us. We were supposed to go to lunch to celebrate my new job, her treat of course, but she canceled. Everyone is freaking out. Dotty was killed last night. I don’t see why she had to cancel; now I don’t have anything to eat for lunch. She didn’t have any details at all about Dotty, so I don’t know how or anything else about the circumstances.”

“Whoa. That’s horrible.”

After they hung up, Riley shuddered as she finished her lunch. First Doc Junior then Dotty. 

She cleared ashes out of the fireplace and laid the kindling and logs for her evening fire. Riley examined the placement of the kindling and logs in the fireplace then rearranged them before she grabbed the key at the back door and hurried to the shed. 

When she opened the shed door, she smiled at the slightly warped, wooden worktable with a garden wagon underneath it. I remember when I stood on my tiptoes to see what was on that table. 

After she rolled the wagon out from under the worktable, Riley examined the boxes of nails, screws, nuts, and bolts on a small shelf over the table. A leather work apron, hammer, screwdrivers, chainsaw, and replacement chains hung above the shelf on a pegboard; an ax, maul, and splitting wedge sat in the corner of the shed, and scrap wood was stacked on a pallet. I’ve got some learning to do.  

She shrugged. “At least I know what everything is, right, Toby?”

Toby relaxed on the cool shed floor and then watched Riley while she selected a piece of wood from the stack of two-by-fours that she estimated would be the same size as the broken step. She tied on the work apron, hung the hammer on a loop, and dropped a box of nails into a pocket. 

After Riley spied a pair of leather work gloves, she shook them to remove any spiders or other occupants, just like Grandma showed her, and popped them into another pocket. 

“Let’s go. If I forgot something, we’ll do what we can.” Riley closed the shed door, then she and Toby headed for the hunting stand.

After she pulled off the pieces of the broken step, she nailed the board onto the supports close to where the original board had been. She stood back to admire her handiwork. “Four nails on each side might be overkill, but I’m a beginner.” She grabbed onto the board and pulled with all her weight, and it remained tight. She untied her work apron and laid it on the ground. No sense in trying to haul any extra weight up that ladder.

“Here goes nothing.” After she climbed onto the first board and it didn’t collapse, she tested each rung on her way to the top. 

Riley felt along the side and then the top for a handle. “There’s nothing here for me to pull myself up.” She flopped onto her belly and scooted to the middle of the stand. When she arose, she gazed in awe at the view. “This is beautiful. I’m sure Grandma had binoculars. I’d love to sit up here to read and watch birds.” 

When she was ready to climb down, she couldn’t reach the top rung with her foot; beads of sweat broke out on her forehead and trickled into her eyes as she clung to the side wall in her effort to reach the step. Don’t fall. Don’t fall. 

After both feet were on the top rung, she clung to the floor with her fingertips as she felt for her next step with her foot. When she reached the ground, she exhaled in relief, and Toby nudged her hand. 

“Grandma was a lot taller than me. I need to install a handle or something to hold onto going up, but especially for coming down.”

She dropped the scraps of wood, her tools, and the work apron into the wagon then pulled it to the shed with Toby alongside. Riley returned her tools to their respective places and added the wood to the small stack in the shed before she locked the door.

After they went inside the cabin, Riley pulled a chair to the closet and climbed on it to retrieve Grandma’s pistol, holster, ammunition, and some paper targets. “I haven’t fired a pistol in a year. Does the sound of gunfire bother you, Toby?”

After she put on her jacket, she opened the door, and Toby flopped down on the rug. “Not going?” she asked.

Toby closed his eyes, and she headed outside to set up her targets. 

After forty-five minutes of target shooting, she hurried inside to show Toby. “My first few shots were rough while I learned the idiosyncrasies of the pistol, but you can see here on this target that my aim improved.”

Toby whimpered, and Riley shrugged. “I thought it was good. Guess I need more practice.”

When he padded to the door, Riley took her latest book outside and read while Toby enjoyed his freedom. She had left her phone on the table. When it rang, she dashed inside to answer it. Aunt Millie.

“Glad you got to the cabin okay. How are you doing?” Aunt Millie asked. 

“Tomorrow is my first day at Doctor Sorensen’s veterinary hospital. I think I’m going to like it there.”

“I’m sure you will. Julie Rae is remarkable. She opened her business five years ago, but people still call her the new vet. Did you meet Amanda and Pia? They are really sweet girls, not like at your old place where everybody was snippy, but that was probably the stress of not knowing how long their jobs would last.”

“I met Amanda but not Pia. She was busy. Thanks for the dog bed for Toby. He loves it, and thank you for the food for both of us. I appreciate all you’ve done.”

“Good. You deserved a little pampering. I look forward to meeting Toby. I may be back in Barton in a few weeks.”

After she hung up, Riley opened the front door, and Toby trotted inside for a drink. When he had his fill, the two of them went back outside to relax on the porch. At the sound of a rifle shot, Riley said, “Hope it was a big ‘un,” and kept reading. 

As the sun hovered at the horizon, Riley kept the ancient swing moving and creaking with a push of her toe on the porch as she enjoyed the impressive reds of the sunset. “The sky looks like it’s on fire, Toby. Grandma said the sunset burned away any harshness of the day and left only peace. Mom said Grandma was the wisest woman she knew.”

After their evening meal, Riley and Toby took a short walk then hurried back to the cabin. Riley lit a fire before she put her stethoscope and bandage scissors into her small work tote then picked up her book; Toby hopped up on the sofa with her. She rose to stoke the fire and placed another log on the hot embers before she returned to the sofa. When she’d read the same paragraph four times, she took Toby out for a quick break before bed. 


      [image: ]It was dark when Riley peeked at the clock next to her bed. Four thirty and my first day at work. When she stirred, Toby padded to her bedside, and she rubbed his ears then hopped out of bed. “I think I’m excited.” 

After she served Toby his breakfast, she said, “I’ll wear a blue top today; I haven’t worn one in ages. It used to be my favorite before the clinic staff voted to switch to gray.”

She rushed to the bedroom to dress. When she pulled her blue top over her head, she grunted when she couldn’t get her arms through the sleeves. “I’m stuck.” 

Riley bent over and tugged at her top until she yanked it off and tossed it aside as she muttered, “At least I have three gray tops. The bad news is that I need more tops to get me through the week; the good news is that I can get my tops in different colors.”

She scrambled an egg and toasted a single piece of toast. She stared at her dry toast then buttered it. “I’m pretty sure butter is good for you. Grandma always said it was.”

After breakfast, she popped the cinnamon rolls into the oven that she had set at low heat to take off the chill from the refrigerator. While they warmed, she put on her long-sleeved, cotton jacket with pockets and packed her lunch and treats for Toby. She placed the warmed rolls on an aluminum pie plate and covered it with foil before they left.

“I’m glad you’ll be at work with me, Toby,” she said as they drove into town. When she passed the Witmer animal clinic, she peered at the empty parking lot. Sign’s still on the door. She shrugged. Not everybody has early hours.

Amanda was on the phone when Riley and Toby tapped on the locked door.

As Riley waved, a young woman with dark brown hair who wore a red scrub top rushed to answer the door. She was the same height as Doc Sorensen, but similar to Riley in body build; Aunt Millie said curvy ran in their family.

“Hi, I’m Pia.” Her Puerto Rican accent was distinctive. 

She examined Riley. “I thought we should hire someone local.”

Riley raised her eyebrows. “I’m local.”

Pia grinned. “I think you can hold your own. You’ll do just fine. Amanda will give you a key to the back door. This is Toby?” 

Toby sat down when she said his name, and she gave him a treat. 

Riley rolled her eyes, and Pia laughed. “It’s just our way of getting acquainted. We’ll all adjust in a day or two.”

“I brought cinnamon rolls.” Riley bit her lip. “It’s our way to get acquainted too.” 

Pia chortled. “I like how you think, girl. I’ll show you where the breakroom is. Doc and I brought treats to celebrate your first day at work. It’s our new tradition. Doc brought a box of vanilla coffee this morning, and I brought pound cake for lunch. Amanda has two babies to get ready for daycare in the mornings and has an automatic pass. Doc told her she can make it up after the babies are in college.”

On the way to the breakroom, Pia said, “We have a scrub top stash. Sometimes things happen. It’s handy to grab a fresh shirt that may or not fit, but at least it’s clean. Toby can hang out with Amanda, you, or in our kennel area. Whatever he likes.”

After Pia showed Riley the scrubs, she said, “Follow me this morning to catch our routine. You’ll be ready to go solo after lunch. You’ll be kicked out of the nest your first day. How’s that for kid glove treatment?” 

Doc came out of her office. “You pampering our new hire, Pia?” Julie Rae chuckled. “Seriously, if you have any questions, Riley, grab one of us and ask. I’m on my way to the breakroom. Anyone else?”

Riley and Pia followed Doc; when they reached the breakroom, Doc put a cinnamon roll on a paper plate and brewed a cup of tea for Amanda. After Doc returned from the receptionist’s desk, she served herself a cinnamon roll and a cup of coffee then sat at the break table.

“Up front,” Amanda called out in a commanding voice. 

“We’ve got an emergency,” Pia said as she and Doc dashed to the reception area. 

“Stay, Toby.” Riley raced to catch up with Pia.

When Riley reached the reception area, an overweight man in a suit with blood on the front of his shirt and suit coat stood near a dog that was wrapped in a ripped blanket on the floor. Amanda was kneeling next to the old black dog; she stroked his neck and cooed as the dog whimpered. 

“He darted out in front of my car. I didn’t see him,” the man said. “I threw him into my car and stopped at the gas station; they told me you’d be open.”

“It’s Dr. Witmer’s Labrador retriever, Jordy,” Julie Rae said. “Let’s get him to an exam room.”

Pia and Riley grabbed the blanket in a two-person lift, carried the dog to their trauma room, and placed him on the table. 

Julie Rae pulled back the blanket, ran her hands over his body in a quick survey then peered at his head laceration and his gums. “Poor guy. His left front leg is deformed. Let’s take some x-rays to see what we have. The lac over his eyebrow doesn’t look like it needs stitches.” She checked his mouth and abdomen. “No blood around his mouth or belly distension.” 

After she listened to his chest with her stethoscope, she stroked his neck. “Heart’s good. Both lungs sound fine. The head wound was the major source of all that blood. Let’s get the x-rays then clean him up a bit.”

Amanda opened the exam room door. “The man wants to know if Jordy will be okay. I can tell him yes, right? It’s curious that the dog was on the road south of town, at least twenty-five miles away from Dr. Witmer’s house in the country north of town. I’ve never known Jordy to wander. I’ll call Dr. Witmer’s office and leave a message. They open at ten.”

Amanda eased the door closed then returned a few minutes later. “I gave the driver a cup of coffee for the road, and he left his cell phone number, so I can call him with a report. He wanted to write a check for Jordy’s care, but I told him it was covered. Am I fired?” Amanda’s eyes twinkled; when the phone rang, she hurried to the receptionist’s desk.

Riley helped Pia load Jordy onto the rolling table they used as a gurney while Doc wrote up her notes. 

After the x-rays, Toby followed the gurney as Riley and Pia rolled Jordy back to the exam room. Riley sat at Jordy’s head, and Toby stood next to her while Pia prepped to set his leg.

“I’m going to clean that cut, Jordy,” Riley said. “I’ll be easy.”

Jordy whimpered, and Toby’s soft moan in response sounded like a purr. 

“See, Toby says you can relax.”

Jordy yipped.

“Thank you. Now, let me know if I need to stop a minute.”

Riley hummed a soft tune as she cleaned and Jordy relaxed.

“All done,” she said, and Jordy licked her hand.

“You’re welcome,” Riley said.

“We have another patient, Doc,” Amanda said. “Run in with a skunk, so I asked them to wait outside.”

“Riley, are you comfortable with the initial assessment of a stinky patient?” Doc asked.

“I’d love to say no because this isn’t my first skunk encounter patient,” Riley said. “Shall I bathe him with vinegar?”

“Perfect. Let me know if you need me; otherwise, it’s all yours.” 

“We have a room out back we use for doggy baths,” Amanda said. “I’ll show you.”

Toby followed Amanda as she showed Riley the washing station then Amanda and Toby returned to the reception area while Riley went outside to the front parking lot where a woman stood next to a golden retriever who lay in the grass. 

“Whew. You got the full dose, didn’t you, boy?” Riley asked as the dog looked up at her with sad eyes.

The woman shook her head. “This isn’t the first time, either. I’m not sure if he was protecting the house or playing with a new friend. I think he was still a little damp from the spray because he felt wet when I grabbed him before he ran into the house. I’ll need to wash my clothes and take a shower when I get home.”

Riley led the dog to the inside dog bath, and he whined as he trudged up the ramp to the tub with his head down.

“You won’t be stinky after we get rid of the skunk odor,” Riley said. “You must have been trying to get away because your eyes didn’t get sprayed at all, did they?”

The dog yipped, and Riley chuckled. “They can spray a lot farther than I thought too. You had the bad luck to run across an ornery skunk.”

Riley bathed him thoroughly and towel-dried him then led him back to the parking lot where the woman waited.

“Tell Amanda to call me if Doc wants us to come back for a checkup, but I have to get home to take a shower and clean this truck.” The woman opened the passenger’s door, and the retriever jumped inside.

Riley hurried inside to the stack of scrubs and found a top that fit her. After she changed to the new hot pink scrub top, she dropped her smelly shirt into a sack and stuck it outside at the back door. She joined Toby and Amanda at the receptionist’s desk and completed the paperwork for her patient. 

“Toby’s smart, isn’t he?” Amanda asked. “I’m not much into hanging around skunk baths either.”

At eleven o’clock, Amanda was explaining the filing system to Riley when a tall, purple-haired woman in black scrubs burst through the front door and plopped her backpack onto Amanda’s desk with a thud. “I’m here!” 

Riley stared at the woman. I don’t think I’d have the nerve to speak like that to Amanda. 

Toby uttered a low growl, and Amanda reached down and scratched his ear before she glanced at the woman. “That’s nice, Daphne. What can I do for you?”

“You’re so funny, Amanda. I’m reporting to work.” Daphne sniffed. “And since when does the doctor allow dogs in the office? Dr. Witmer’s practice closed, so here I am, of course.”

Daphne drummed her fingers on the counter and scowled. “Don’t tell me that hussy, Alyse, beat me to you. Whatever she said about me, it isn’t true.”

Amanda removed a form from her bottom desk drawer and snapped it onto a clipboard. “We’re a veterinary hospital. There are dogs around here all the time. Doctor Sorensen is a licensed veterinarian, and this is a business. We require an application for employment.” 

She tapped the clipboard with a pen. “Don’t leave any blanks. If something doesn’t pertain to you, mark it as not applicable.” 

Amanda tilted her head as she handed the clipboard to Daphne. “What do you mean, Dr. Witmer’s practice is closed?”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “You’re telling me you didn’t know? Everybody in town knows that some out-of-town woman murdered him over the weekend; she was the one who called the sheriff and told him where the body was. Ghoulish, if you ask me. We can just skip that little ole application, right?”

Amanda turned in her chair, opened a file cabinet, and thumbed through files. 

Doc walked out of an exam room. “If you’re serious about working here, Daphne, you’re welcome to complete an application, and I’ll review it for our next opening.”

Daphne snorted. “Everybody knows you need help. Pia can’t keep up with her work as it is, and no one can understand…”

“You can stop right there.” Doc snatched the clipboard out of her hand. “Interview’s over. You’re welcome to leave.”

Doc stormed into an empty exam room with the clipboard and slammed the door.

Daphne stared at the door and muttered, “I should have known that ignorant quack would stand up for her incompe…”

“You still here, Daphne? I’ll be happy to walk you out.” Amanda glared as she whirled her chair around and then used the desk to help her as she rose. 

Daphne lifted her chin and growled at Riley. “I should have known you’d be behind all this. You’re just like her.” 

When Amanda took a step toward her, Daphne scurried to the door and slammed it as she left. Amanda grabbed Riley’s sleeve and pulled her to the breakroom.

“I need a cinnamon roll to calm my boiling blood,” Amanda said. “Want to split one?” 

“What was that all about?” Riley asked.

She cut a pastry in half before she handed Riley her half on a napkin. “Daphne spews so much nonsense,” Amanda continued. “I don’t understand why her brother moved back here, but he was always big on family. Dylan’s a nice guy; maybe Daphne could sweeten up a bit with her brother’s influence, but I doubt it because Daphne’s so spiteful when she talks about his wife. The thing about Daphne is that sometimes there’s a drop of truth somewhere in all her rantings. Do you suppose Dr. Witmer was murdered?”

Riley bit into her cinnamon roll. “I don’t know. Toby and I found a body close to my grandma’s cabin this weekend, and I called the sheriff. Now that I think about it, I should let him know about Jordy. Sounds like the truck hit Dr. Witmer’s dog close to the cabin too. Who’s Alyse?”

“She is…was Dr. Witmer’s new business partner. I don’t think she has been at his clinic very often. I’ve never met her. I think she managed the finances for the business, but she’s not a vet or a vet tech.”

Amanda returned to her desk while Riley left a voicemail about Jordy for the sheriff. 

Doc joined Riley in the breakroom. “Sorry, I lost my temper with Daphne. I know it was unprofessional, but I couldn’t listen to any more of her hateful talk. I’ll apologize to Amanda too.” 

Doc stepped toward the door and then stopped. “If you and Amanda forgive me, I won’t have to apologize to Daphne. It’s a business rule.”

Riley nodded. “You’re right. It was unprofessional because you missed Amanda’s threat to toss her out and you forgot to bring popcorn.”

Doc laughed. “I knew you were one of us. Whatever that is.”

The rest of the morning was a steady stream of sick and injured patients. Amanda showed Riley how the systems worked for making appointments, checking in patients, and accepting payments. Riley and Toby staffed the desk, and Pia took care of patients while Doc and Amanda ate lunch. When Amanda returned to her desk, Riley and Toby joined Pia in the breakroom.

“Sure glad you’re here,” Pia said. “We’ve always eaten lunch solo because we don’t stop seeing patients at lunchtime.” After they ate their sandwiches, Pia and Riley helped themselves to slices of pound cake. 

“Are you familiar with our x-ray machine?” Pia asked.

Riley’s mouth was full, so she shook her head. After she swallowed, she said, “The machine we used was a different manufacturer and an older model. Similar, but the one here seems to have some newer features.”

After they finished eating, Pia walked Riley through the steps of operating the machine. 

“I like this machine; it’s more straightforward than the older ones, and I’ll bet it isn’t as cantankerous either,” Riley said.

Not long after lunch, Amanda stopped Riley in the hallway. “Sheriff’s here. I gave him the driver’s cell number and told him what the driver told me. He’d like to talk to you when you’re free.”

When Riley went into the reception area, the sheriff was writing in his notebook. When she sat next to him, he put down his notebook. 

“Thanks for calling me, Riley. It was Dr. Witmer’s body that you found; his car was close to where Jordy was hit. We think Dr. Witmer left Jordy in the car with the windows down. Jordy jumped out but must have waited for Dr. Witmer to return. Too bad Jordy can’t tell us what happened. I’m waiting for Doc Julie Rae and her report of Jordy’s injuries.”

Doc came out of an exam room. “Come to my office, Sheriff. I’ll give you the latest on Jordy in return for the latest gossip.” Her laugh was infectious; Sheriff smiled.

At the end of the work day, Amanda switched the phone to voicemail, and Pia and Riley locked up the medications after Doc made her last few calls to check on the day’s patients. 

Doc met Riley in the hallway. “Our retired county animal control officer, George, is a widower and is happy to stay overnight with our sick or injured animals. Amanda called him after Jordy’s leg was set.”

“I love how organized you all are,” Riley said. “See you in the morning.”

“You have your key to the back door, right?”

“Amanda gave me a set of keys.”

After Riley and Toby went out the front door, Pia locked it. When Riley reached her car, she narrowed her eyes at the torn sheet of lined yellow paper under the windshield wiper. She shuddered as she removed the paper. Just like the paper I found alongside the road. When she unfolded the note, her eyes widened. The handwriting was the same childlike scrawl as the first one. She read the note: “Cooperate or die. Your choice.” 

She called the sheriff and left a voicemail before she snapped a photo with her phone then stuffed the note into her pocket and opened the back door for Toby. 

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to cooperate,” she muttered as she drove home. “This note was directed at me, but I don’t know who the target for the first note was.”

After Riley parked beside the cabin, she said, “I’ll throw that skunk-smell top into the washer by itself with some vinegar, then we can go for a walk.”

While Riley strolled, Toby dashed ahead and then back to her. Riley said, “I need a warm-up before I can pick up the pace.” 

By the time Riley and Toby reached the hill going down, she was jogging. After they reached the road, she turned to face the hill and said, “Okay, hill. I can do this.” She put her head down and walk-jogged up the hill. When she reached the top, she danced, and Toby howled.

When Riley reached the cabin, the sun had dipped below the horizon, and she gazed at the soft, glowing pink light in the west and then shivered. “Turned cold when the sun went down, Toby.”

She hurried to the front door, but before she was inside, the loud sound of a gunshot startled her. After a pause, there was a second shot then another. 

“Target practice,” she said. “Let’s get the fire going.”

After she and Toby ate, her phone rang. Sheriff.

“Got your call, Riley. Tell me about the notes.”

Riley told him about finding the first and second notes.

“I can’t make any sense of it,” he said. “They sound threatening, don’t they? Are you home?”

“Yes, Toby and I are at Grandma’s cabin.”

“We’ll add your road to our night deputy’s patrol route. Call nine-one-one any time, and he’ll be there within ten minutes. I’ll see you in the morning at Doc Julie Rae’s office. Bring the notes.”

Riley settled on the sofa to read, and Toby jumped up with her and placed his head on her leg. After her eyes grew bleary, Riley yawned, and she and Toby went to bed.


      [image: ]When Riley and Toby arrived at the vet’s the next morning, the sheriff’s cruiser sat in the front parking lot. Riley parked in the back and then went inside with Toby. 

Amanda was checking the day’s calendar at her desk. “It wasn’t supposed to be this cold.” She shivered as she tugged at her crimson sweater in her futile attempt to wrap it over her neon yellow top and her round belly. “Did you see the sheriff? He’s waiting for you.”







OEBPS/images/82704849-470d-41d7-80ab-187e54582192.png





OEBPS/images/f6121af3-c8c4-4014-9de8-32b2d35cecec.png
Wobbly Creck







