
    
      
        To Bark or Not To Bark

        A Marcia Banks and Buddy Mystery

        Kassandra Lamb

      

      
        
        misterio press LLC

      

    

  


  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          Copyright
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          1. CHAPTER ONE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          2. CHAPTER TWO
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          3. CHAPTER THREE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4. CHAPTER FOUR
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5. CHAPTER FIVE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6. CHAPTER SIX
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          7. CHAPTER SEVEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          8. CHAPTER EIGHT
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9. CHAPTER NINE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10. CHAPTER TEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          11. CHAPTER ELEVEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          12. CHAPTER TWELVE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13. CHAPTER THIRTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          14. CHAPTER FOURTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          15. CHAPTER FIFTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16. CHAPTER SIXTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17. CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18. CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19. CHAPTER NINETEEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          20. CHAPTER TWENTY
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21. CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          22. CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          23. CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          24. CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          25. CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          26. CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          27. CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          28. CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          29. CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          30. CHAPTER THIRTY
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          31. CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          32. CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          33. EPILOGUE
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          AUTHOR’S NOTES
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          ABOUT THE AUTHOR
                        
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    




Copyright






Published by misterio press LLC



Cover art by Melinda VanLone, Book Cover Corner

Photo credits:  silhouette of woman and dog © Majivecka (right to use purchased through dreamstime.com)



Copyright © 2022 by Kassandra Lamb

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be used, transmitted, stored, distributed or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the writer’s written permission, except very short excerpts for reviews. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or by any other means without the publisher’s/author’s express permission is illegal and punishable by law.



To Bark or Not To Bark is a work of fiction. All names, characters, events and most places are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events or people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Some real places may be used fictitiously. Crystal County and the town of Mayfair, Florida are fictitious.



The publisher does not have control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites and their content.










OTHER BOOKS by KASSANDRA LAMB



The Kate Huntington Mysteries

Psychotherapist Kate Huntington helps others cope with trauma, but she has led a charmed life...until a killer rips it apart. (10 novels)



The Kate on Vacation Mysteries

Even on vacation, Kate Huntington can’t stay out of trouble. (4 novellas)



The Marcia Banks and Buddy Cozy Mysteries

Marcia Banks trains service dogs for veterans, and solves crimes on the side, with the help of her Black Lab, Buddy. (12 novels/novellas–1 more to come)



The C.o.P. on the Scene Mysteries

Eight days into her new job as Chief of Police in a small Florida city, Judith Anderson finds herself one step behind a serial killer. (spinoff from the Kate Huntington series; 1 novel–more to come)



Romantic Suspense

written under the pen name of Jessica Dale










CHAPTER ONE




For the first time in my adult life, I wanted to call a human being by the word I usually reserve for female dogs.

Which surprised me. I normally dislike swearing, a residual of having grown up as a preacher’s kid. But the hormones of pregnancy had loosened the reins on my emotions—and had reduced my patience as well, apparently.

I’d already felt self-conscious standing on my client’s front porch, my dogs on either side of me. Sweat trickling along my spine in the July heat, I yanked my oversized tee shirt farther down over the stretch capris covering my expanding hips.

Granted, my hips had always been expansive, but they were more so now. I’m pregnant. There’s a legitimate reason for my weight gain. But I wished I were farther along, with a more obvious baby bump, so people would get why I was expanding.

A woman answered my knock on the client’s door, bringing me up short.

She was borderline anorexic, and “dressed to the nines,” as my mother would say. Tailored coral pantsuit, pearl choker necklace, carefully coifed blonde hair. Smooth cheeks, but the crow’s feet around her eyes said she was at least forty-something.

My client’s older sister? He was thirty-five, according to his file.

The woman looked me up and down, her face pinched into a sour expression.

I don’t like her, Ms. Snark said inside my head.

I mentally hushed her, although I didn’t disagree. “Hi,” I said, with false cheerfulness, “I’m here to see Herb Wilson.”

She sniffed and opened the door wider. “Herbert, the dog woman is here.”

I entered the house with my mentor dog, Buddy and Herb’s soon-to-be service dog, Dolly trailing behind.

Part of my anxiety came from doing things out of order. Normally, I’d take a dog to meet its eventual owner before I trained the animal. But because of Covid-19—how I’ve grown to hate that phrase—Herb and Dolly had originally met via Zoom. Not an ideal bonding experience.

Herb crouched down to the Border Collie mix’s level. “Marcia, she’s even more adorable in person.”

I breathed out a quiet sigh of relief.

Marine Sergeant Herbert R. Wilson wasn’t a particularly big man, maybe three inches taller than my five-seven, and slender—wiry my mother would call him—with short, medium-brown hair. He held out a hand, palm down, for Dolly to check him out with her nose.

The woman sniffed again. “She’s rather gangly.”

I bristled—even though her statement was not inaccurate. Dolly probably had some larger breed in her. Her legs were longer than most Border Collies, making her almost as tall as Buddy, a Black Lab-Rottie mix. But I thought she looked elegant, not gangly.

“And you are?” I asked the woman, a little of Ms. Snark creeping into my tone.

“Charlotte Mathers, Herbert’s ex-wife.” She held out a thin hand. “Pleased to meet you, Marsha. Call me Char.”

Seriously. She’d mispronounced my name! Granted it wasn’t the more common pronunciation, but Herb had said it correctly less than twenty seconds ago—three syllables, Mar-see-a.

Internally, Ms. Snark uttered the female-dog name.

I struggled not to snicker. I shouldn’t be giving my snarky alter ego any encouragement.

I recalled Herb mentioning his ex, that she was a successful real-estate agent, the broker of an agency she co-owned with her fiancé. He’d commented that they were on good terms and she dropped by periodically.

But I hadn’t expected her to be there today. I tried to ignore her while I explained to Herb that my assistant, Carla Cummings and I had already tailored the dog to his needs. Now it was just a matter of training him to work with her effectively. And to not undo what we’ve taught her, which I did not say out loud.

I had planned to do some introductory training today, but not with the ex hanging around. So I gave Herb some time to play with Dolly, to get to know her some. Then I outlined what we would be doing, starting tomorrow, and said my goodbyes.

But the ex wasn’t done with me. She followed us down the front sidewalk. “I hope you realize that Herbert has special needs.” She made her ex-husband, a grown man, sound like a kid with ADHD—despite the fact that he’d received a half-dozen commendations and medals, including a purple heart.

And he had come by his PTSD and agoraphobia honestly in combat.

Literally meaning “fear of the marketplace,” agoraphobia’s overpowering anxiety keeps people from being able to leave their homes for fear of having a panic attack. But panic disorder was not Herb’s issue, and he was restricted to more than his house. He hadn’t been able to go beyond his living room and adjoining kitchen, separated only by a breakfast bar, for months.

His anxiety came from being ambushed while clearing a bombed-out building in Syria—which should’ve been empty. An ISIS fighter, hidden in the rubble, had jumped him as he’d stepped through a doorway. A knife was against his throat when another Marine knocked the guy out.

Herb had come home physically intact but with a crippling fear of doorways.

“That’s why I’ve trained Dolly to help him,” I said to his ex-wife, in a carefully neutral tone.

She gave me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and waved a hand in the air. “I’m not talking about his phobia.”

I stared at her, waiting for her to tell me what the heck she was talking about.

“He’s always been a sensitive soul,” she said, “even before he deployed to Syria.”

I struggled not to shake my head in confusion. “Sensitive souls” did not enlist in the Marines. Or maybe they did, but only if they had a fairly thick layer of emotional armor guarding that soul.

“I see,” I said, even though I didn’t.

“Anyway, I’m really glad he’s getting this dog.” Char Mathers gave me another fake smile.

I nodded, then hustled Dolly and Buddy into the backseat of my car and got the heck out of there…before I had to interact any further with the ex-wife from bizarro-land.

[image: image-placeholder]A little disconcerted after the interaction with Herb’s ex, I opted to take the scenic route home, hoping images of green fields and sleek animals contentedly grazing would soothe and distract me. Those hopes were quickly dashed.

Crystal County, Florida had been mostly rural just a few years ago, when I’d been in this area to train another veteran. That situation had gotten messy, after my client became a suspect in the murder of his landlord at the flea market where he was a vendor.

But the county was much more developed now, and not in a good way. Strip malls, warehouses with metal roofs, and cement-block manufacturing plants lined what had once been a country road.

Today, I was commuting the two-hour drive from Mayfair, since my husband expected to get home early this afternoon, God willing and the bad guys in Marion County behaved themselves. He’s a major crimes detective in the sheriff’s department there. Tomorrow and for the next few days, I’d be staying with my mother and Clint Burns in Crystal County, where he had been the sheriff until last year.

I was still getting used to the idea that my widowed mom was part of a couple again.

My stomach felt a little queasy. The reminder of the little being currently residing inside of me immediately cheered me up. I keep saltines with me to tamp down the morning sickness—which in my case seems to strike any time of the day or night. I nibbled on a cracker to settle my stomach.

Finally, the human-produced ugliness gave way to horse country, and I was able to get my mood adjusted to something like normal. I entertained myself for the rest of the journey with color scheme options for the nursery.

Will was already home when the dogs and I walked into the house. He grinned at me, his baby blues sparkling. “We’ve got our first case.”

Excitement bubbled in my chest. We’d just officially opened our new enterprise by registering the name—Baines Private Investigations, LLC. Baines—a combination of our last names, Banks and Haines. We’d considered Hanks, but our octogenarian friend and neighbor, Edna Mayfair had said that sounded more like an auto body shop than a PI agency.

“I guess it’s more of an assignment than a case,” Will was saying. “The guy’s expanding his business and he wants us to do background checks and initial assessments of potential employees.”

The bubbles fizzled. Crapola. We were supposed to be PIs, not an employment agency.

Disappointment set my stomach off. I grabbed the box of crackers I kept out on our breakfast bar.

Will hadn’t seemed to notice my mood shift. “The guy’s kinda weird, paranoid. He doesn’t want to meet in person, and he wouldn’t tell me the nature of the business. He swore me to secrecy. I’m not even supposed to tell you the name of the company. He said it’s a highly competitive field, so the expansion is hush-hush.”

I pulled myself together. “What do you need me to do?”

“Not much, most likely. He sent me a list of names, which I forwarded to Elise to run background checks. Depending on what she finds, I’ll go talk to some of them.”

“Okay.” I was secretly relieved that I probably wouldn’t be needed. I had enough on my plate right now. And the case sounded boring. “What do you want for dinner?”

He gave me a lopsided grin, which brought out those sexy dimples of his. “You tell me. You’re the one dealing with Bumpkin. I hope this kid’s not as finicky an eater after he/she is born.”

I laid a hand on my small baby bump, and my mood instantly improved.

[image: image-placeholder]“So, what’s the deal with your ex?” Ms. Snark blurted out, while I was having Herb practice the nonverbal on-duty signal.

Training was challenging because we couldn’t work outside, my normal preference, weather permitting—which it almost always is in central Florida.

We didn’t have much space to work in. His posture military erect, Herb walked up and down the length of his living room, dodging the sofa bed that was unfolded, the sheets taut with precision corners. He’d stop periodically and hold his palm out for Dolly to touch her nose to it, the you’re-on-duty reminder.

This early stage of the human phase of the training is mind-numbingly boring for me. Which was probably how Ms. Snark slipped past my defenses.

Herb shrugged, his cheeks flushing slightly in his boyish face. “She helps me with things that would be hard otherwise.”

I mentally clapped a hand over Ms. Snark’s mouth, so she wouldn’t push him.

“She picks up my prescriptions and my grocery orders,” he added, turning and pacing back the way he’d come.

“Okay, stop but don’t give her the signal,” I said.

Dolly immediately turned and sat down, facing in the opposite direction.

“This is the cover position,” I said. “Now watch what happens as I walk up behind you.”

His shoulders tensed as I moved slowly across the room. “Why’s she twitchy all of a sudden?”

Dolly was wiggling her ears and thumping her tail on the wooden floor.

“That’s what she’s supposed to do, signal you that someone is approaching. That way, no one can take you by surprise and maybe trigger something.”

It was one of the many symptoms of PTSD, especially in combat veterans—they startled easily, and that could set off a flashback and/or anxiety attack.

“That’s pretty cool.” Herb shot me a quick smile as he turned toward me. Dolly stood up, her tail wagging.

I caught myself, about to say, Good girl. She needed to stay focused on Herb. “Give her a treat,” I told him.

But he didn’t move.

My gaze went from the dog to his face. He was staring past my shoulder, eyes wide, mouth hanging open.

I whirled around. There was nothing behind me but the empty kitchen and dining area. Then I saw it. A faint, flickering light running across the ceiling.

I turned back to Herb.

His face was now flushed. He let out a self-conscious laugh. “Doesn’t help my nerves that this house is haunted.”

Crapola!







CHAPTER TWO




While we ate lunch at Herb’s breakfast bar, I discreetly examined the kitchen ceiling. No twinkle lights or signs of a camera or projector. Only acoustical tiles and a few cobwebs in the corners.

Where did those lights come from? Was his house truly haunted?

After lunch, we started working on the release signal. I emphasized the importance of clearly communicating to the dog when she was on duty and when not.

We were winding down our first session of the afternoon, when the ex and her fiancé “stopped by to check on things.” I hid my annoyance while they chatted. Apparently, this was a daily thing, checking in on Herb.

My irritation increased. I didn’t particularly want the training process to be dragged out because of constant interruptions.

Herb was maybe one hundred-sixty pounds, on a good day. A photo on top of a bookcase showed a younger and happier version of him, in desert camouflage fatigues, surrounded by grinning buddies. He was closer to one-eighty at that time. My guess was the extra pounds were muscle.

But as he sat on the side of his bed, talking to his ex, he seemed to shrink into himself. There was no anxiety in his voice, however. He seemed relaxed enough.

Char lounged in the only armchair. Frank Hawkins, her tall and lanky fiancé, leaned against the breakfast bar, near where I sat on a stool.

From across the room, I caught Herb’s eye and pointed toward the kitchen door, then at the two dogs sitting at my feet. I needed to get out of there before Ms. Snark said something rude.

He gave a slight nod, and I took the dogs outside. They were happily sniffing around the backyard when Frank came out the door.

Buddy looked up and his ears perked. I gave him the signal for friend, palm out, fingers spread wide. If I’d made a fist, he would have gone into protect mode, barking and growling. He wouldn’t do anything else, though, unless I told him to.

It was a system Will had taught him, hoping Buddy would be able to protect me, since I tend to “poke around” in things that get me into trouble—Will’s words, not mine. One of the many reasons we’d decided to open the PI agency was to put my poking-around tendencies to constructive use.

“Your dogs are gorgeous,” Frank said, by way of a conversation starter.

It was a good one. I smiled.

We made small talk for a few minutes, then I blurted out, “Herb says his house is haunted. Any truth to that?”

“Possibly,” he said, with only a slight hesitation. “I researched it when he started hearing noises and seeing strange lights. A young woman committed suicide in one of the bedrooms.”

“Whoa.” I took a step back. “How long ago was that?”

“Over a decade now. There’ve been a couple of other owners in between. Char and I haven’t noticed anything strange, though.”

“So Herb’s the only one who’s seen or heard these things?”

“Yeah,” Frank said.

In the past, I would have poo-pooed the idea of a ghost. But having encountered one up close and personal on a tropical island a few years ago—where said ghost helped disarm a killer—I was a believer.

I took a deep breath and told him I’d seen the lights on the ceiling earlier.

Frank’s eyebrows went up. “Herb’s not imagining things then.”

“Not the lights, at least.”

“Hey, don’t say anything to Char, okay?” Frank ran a hand through his dark, slightly too long hair. It curled around his ears. “She got really pissed when I told Herb about my research. She doesn’t think the ghost is real.”

“Sure, okay.”

After Char and Frank left, I asked my client to suggest they not stop by unannounced for the next couple of weeks. “It’s too distracting for Dolly having training sessions interrupted.”

I silently apologized to the dog, sitting at my feet. She did not distract easily. It was Herb’s concentration I was concerned about.

And my ability to keep Ms. Snark reined in, if we had to spend much time around Char.

[image: image-placeholder]The visit I had scheduled the next morning with my bestie had taken on new significance. Of course, I wanted to see Becky and her kids, my adorable godchildren. But now I was also looking forward to venting about my client’s frustrating ex-wife, and his possibly haunted house.

In Becky’s backyard in Williston—a town twenty minutes north of Mom and Clint’s house—we watched the three-year-old twins splash in a shallow inflatable pool.

Without naming names or giving identifying details, I told Becky about my client’s rather strange relationship with his ex, and the weird flickering lights across his kitchen ceiling.

“Got no answers about the lights,” Becky said, “but the ex-wife sounds like a control freak.”

“On steroids.”

At that moment, Winnie ran up to me. “Aunt Marcy, pony.”

“Winston, what do we say?” Becky demanded, a mock stern look on her fair-skinned, heart-shaped face.

“Peas,” he said, with a big grin.

I ruffled his dark curls, so like his mother’s, and lifted him up, began jiggling him on my knee. His wet swimsuit soaked the leg of my denim capris, but I didn’t care.

“There’s something more there than just control stuff, though,” I said to Becky. “It’s like she wants to keep Herb helpless. Well, maybe not helpless…” I shook my head. “It’s one strange dynamic, that’s for sure.”

“You know, you probably should’ve become a counselor. You always have to figure out people’s ‘dynamics.’” Becky made air quotes. Her voice, as usual, sounded like she was about to laugh at any moment.

Jasmine trotted over, demanding her turn on the “pony.” I switched twins on my knee as I thought about Becky’s observation. I have a master’s degree in counseling psychology, but I’d never done much with it, other than teaching some college psych classes and using my knowledge of behavior modification in my dog training.

“Nah,” I finally said. “I’m happier working with dogs. They’re easier to understand.”

Becky snickered.

[image: image-placeholder]I was holding my breath as I pulled to the curb in front of Herb’s house mid-morning. But there were no other cars nearby. Phew. Char and her fiancé were not here.

In response to the ringing doorbell, the door opened. But instead of Herb jumping back from the opening, as he had yesterday, he stood just beyond the threshold. “I’m trying to make myself stand closer to the door when I answer it.”

“How does that feel?”

Internally, Ms. Snark rolled her eyes.

Yeah, I know, that sounded way too much like a therapist.

“A little anxious,” he said with his mouth, but his body language told a different story. His wiry frame was stiff, his hands clenching and unclenching. He wiped his palms on his jeans as he backed away to let us in.

The combination of that exchange and Becky’s earlier comment had my brain churning. Maybe I should do more than just train Herb to work with his dog. I could at least get him started toward overcoming his agoraphobia with systematic desensitization, a well-established therapy technique for phobias.

“Today,” I told Herb, “the plan is to introduce you to the clear task.”

Gesturing to Buddy to lie down, I led Dolly over to the opening at the end of the breakfast bar, the closest thing to a doorway between the kitchen and dining area. “Clear.” I pointed into the kitchen.

Dolly tilted her head slightly, confused by the lack of an actual doorway. But then she ran into the small kitchen, circled around it, came back to the opening and sat.

“Good girl.” I gave her a treat.

I turned to Herb. “If she comes back to the door without stopping anywhere inside, that means the room is empty.” I looked down at the dog. “Doors.”

Dolly ran to the open doorway of the small pantry, sniffed at the threshold, and ran back to us.

“If there had been someone in the pantry, she would’ve sat and thumped her tail, if it was someone she knows, or she’d bark for a stranger.”

Herb gave me a tentative smile.

“Same thing in a room,” I said. “If someone is there, she’ll sit down in front of them and either stay silent for a friend or bark if they’re a stranger to her.”

“But how will I see her if she doesn’t bark?”

“You will have to at least stick your head around the doorframe if she doesn’t come back to the doorway. But if she hasn’t barked, you know whoever is in there is someone she knows, therefore it’s someone you know. In other words, not an enemy.”

I stepped into the kitchen and leaned against the far counter. “Stand near the kitchen opening. Give her the on-duty signal to get her focused on you, then tell her to clear.”

He complied, his movements slightly awkward. Dolly ran over and sat down in front of me. Her eyes sparkled. She knew she did good.

“You can peek around the counter,” I said, “and see her sitting, right?”

Herb leaned over, nodded at Dolly and gave me another small smile.

“Now call her to you and give her a treat.”

We ran through the whole scenario again. Next, I stepped into the pantry and away from that doorway, where neither dog nor man could see me readily. “Tell her to clear.”

Herb did so and Dolly ran around the kitchen and back to him, then sat.

Without prompting, Herb said, “Doors.”

Dolly ran over and stuck her head inside the pantry, sat and thumped her tail.

Herb stepped up behind her. Now his smile was full-blown. “Cool.”

“Give her a treat.”

He gave her both a treat and a good ear scratch.

“If there’s a closed door,” I said, “she’ll sniff at the bottom. If there’s a human in there, she’ll let you know. Again, if she recognizes their scent, she’ll sit and thump. If not, she’ll bark.”

I walked to the living room and into the small powder room off of it.

Herb always left the door open so he could make himself go in there. Since it was such a small space, he could force himself to stick his head in, but he’d said it still made him a little nervous. With his tendency toward understatement, I interpreted that to mean a lot nervous, but manageable.

I turned back toward him. “Have her clear the room, then tell her ‘Doors.’” I closed the powder room door.

He gave the two commands. Seconds went by. I visualized Dolly running to the front door and to the door leading to a hallway and the bedrooms beyond.

A shadow moved along the crack at the bottom of the powder room door, as Dolly sniffed there. I gave her a second before cracking the door open. She was sitting on the other side, tail thumping away.

“Good,” I said. “Give her another treat.”

We repeated my going into the powder room several times, until Herb seemed comfortable with the routine.

Was it too soon to up the anté? I decided to try one more level. “How about one of the bedrooms?”

He shook his head, his face suddenly full of anxiety, then he froze for a second. “The hallway.”

He walked over, slid open a slide bolt on a doorway, and moved quickly back from the closed door.

I waited a beat. When he didn’t move, I said, “I can teach her to open doors.” I was mentally kicking myself for not anticipating that need.

He shook his head slightly, stepped forward. Standing so he’d be behind the door, he opened it. “Clear.”

Dolly bolted into the hallway, made a circuit, came back and sat.

“Doors,” Herb said.

She ran back, sniffed the four closed doors in the hallway, and came back to him again.

The sound of air whooshing out of his lungs. He’d been holding his breath.

“Good girl.” He gave the dog a treat without prompting.

“Can you walk down the hall with Dolly beside you?” I asked.

“I think so.”

Slowly they moved down the hall together. He stopped and tested the knob of each room. Apparently, he kept them all locked. Then he tested the same doorknobs on the way back.

Okay, that’s a tad obsessive-compulsive. But still, he was making progress.

During a break, I asked him if he knew any relaxation techniques. He did, and his favorite was focusing on and slowing his breathing.

“That’s great,” I said. “I want you to use that technique as we work, whenever you feel the least bit anxious. Just hold up a finger to signal me and stop to do that, until you feel more relaxed. I’ll wait.”

He nodded, and I hid a smile. We were now fully implementing the systematic desensitization technique.

An hour later, Herb was able to clear and enter the smallest of his bedrooms, set up as a guest room. But he had to have Dolly clear the hallway again, before he could come out. I reassured him that was fine.

I stood in the hallway while Dolly did her circuit, sniffing at each door without being told.

Dang, she’s smart!

The distant sound of a key turning in a lock. My heart rocketed into my throat.

I raced out to the living room to intercept whoever was coming in the front door, afraid they would startle Herb and undo his fragile progress.

It was the ex-wife, of course, with Frank trailing behind her.







CHAPTER THREE




“Hello, Char,” I said in a loud voice, anxiety combining with anger to make my chest tight.

Char looked around the living room. “Where’s Herbert?” she demanded, as if I’d done something to him.

“Clear.” Herb’s voice from the hallway, and Dolly darted into the living room.

She stopped and sat in front of me, thumped her tail, then ran to Char and repeated the routine, then Frank.

Herb’s head was thrust around the corner of the doorway, and he was grinning.

I gave him a big smile back, even though I was doing a slow burn.

“This really works,” Herb said to his ex.

“I’m glad,” she said. The words were right, but the tone was still sharp, almost sarcastic.

Herb stepped into the room. He closed the hall door behind him and slid the slide bolt into place, his body relaxed.

I blew out air, the possible setback averted.

To the ex, I said, “We’re not finished training yet. Perhaps, you could come back later.”

She glared at me as she settled into Herb’s sole armchair. “I have a meeting later. I always stop by at least once a day, to see if there’s anything Herbert needs.”

I stared at Herb, willing him to say something. He glanced at his ex—his body language now tense—then back at me. “Thanks for stopping by, Char,” he finally said, “but I’m fine. Got everything I need for now.”

Char glared at Dolly. “I see.”

I’d seen this jealousy of a new service dog from a family member before, in one of my earliest cases, when said family member wanted that client to remain dependent. My stomach clenched. That time, the dog had ended up in danger.

Char sniffed and made no move to get up. “I’m parched. Can I trouble you for some iced tea?” This was aimed at Herb.

He moved toward the kitchen.

Something snapped inside and I stepped into his path, facing Char. Ms. Snark was begging me to let her loose, but I managed to keep her reined in.

I was still trying to figure out what to say, when Frank cleared his throat. “We should go, Char. I’m thirsty too, and hungry. We can stop for a quick bite on the way to the office.”

She and I continued our staring contest for another beat, then she slowly stood. “That’s a good idea, darling,” she said, her voice super sweet now. She strolled to the front door and, without even a glance at Herb, opened it and walked out.

Frank gave us a small wave and ambled after her.

I released pent-up air.

Herb surprised me by chuckling. I’d expected our confrontation to make him nervous. “Char’s an acquired taste, I’m afraid,” he said.

I took a deep breath. Should we try to do more training today, after that disruption? I checked the time on my phone. I had almost two full hours before I had to leave for my mother’s house.

Abruptly, I realized what I was doing. With other veteran clients I would’ve asked them if they wanted to continue. Why was I trying to make that choice for Herb?

His ex’s attitude toward him was subtly rubbing off on me. I clenched my teeth. “Do you feel up to doing any more today?”

“Sure,” Herb said. “It’s kinda fun.”

I drummed up a smile and asked if he’d like to try going outside.

His face brightened. “Out back?”

“Yup.”

“I’d love that. I’m not afraid of being outside. It’s getting past the doorway that’s the problem.”

I checked out Herb’s backyard first, with the dogs in tow. It was surrounded by a high privacy fence, which made things easier. Dolly would treat the enclosed space like a room.

Telling Buddy to lie down in a shady spot, Dolly and I went back inside.

Again, standing so he would be behind it, Herb opened the kitchen door. “Clear.”

Dolly darted out, ran around the yard, then came back to the doorway and sat.

Herb glanced my way. “Here goes.” He stepped through the doorway and stopped on the small cement stoop. Taking in a deep breath, he scanned the yard. “I love the outdoor–”

Loud, sharp clapping.

Herb twisted around and dove back into the kitchen. He barely missed me, landing on his side on the floor. “Get down,” he yelled.

Dolly raced over and cuddled up against his chest, whining, prompting him to pet her to lower his anxiety. But we hadn’t covered that yet. Herb had no idea why she was reacting this way.

Char stepped into the open doorway, still clapping her hands. She stopped, gazed down at her ex-husband, who was trembling on the floor. “I was only applauding your success. I didn’t mean to scare you, or the dog.”

“The dog is not scared,” I said through gritted teeth. “She’s doing her job. Where were you?”

“Just outside the gate,” Char said, trying but failing to look chagrined.

Why? Ms. Snark asked internally.

But for once anger trumped curiosity. And this time I didn’t hold back. “Get out, and don’t come on this property again if you see my car out front.”

Char bristled. “How dare you?”

Herb pushed himself to a stand, still shaking slightly. “Just go, Char.”

After a sharp glare at each of us, she left.

I turned to him, and suddenly I wanted to cry. I knew the urge was part hormones, but the tears burning behind my eyes were also from frustration. How could I keep this woman from sabotaging Herb’s training?

“Can you take her key away from her?” Although that wouldn’t have prevented what happened today.

Herb had relaxed some. “That would be tricky.”

“Why?”

He took a deep breath. “She’s co-owner of the house.”







CHAPTER FOUR




I was still seething as I drove to my mother and Clint’s house.

Mom greeted me at the door with a big smile, her petite frame swathed in a pink bib apron. She shoved an errant strand of wavy gray hair out of her eyes. “You’re just in time. I made your favorite for dinner.”

I tried to fake a cheerful attitude, but I must have failed miserably. Or perhaps my picking at the shrimp Alfredo on my plate gave away that I’d had a crapola day.

Barely into the meal, Mom put down her fork. “Marcia, what’s going on?”

I sighed, glanced at Clint.

He kept his gaze on his plate, as if to say, Don’t mind me. I’m just a bump over here. Talk to your mom.

But his presence was hard to ignore. He’s a big man.

I sighed again. “Short version. My client has an ex-wife and she’s a female dog.”

Clint snorted and choked on a piece of food. Grabbing his water glass, he drank heartily, winking at me over the rim.

I suppressed a grin. My mother loathed swearing. But Clint was retired law enforcement, and they cuss, a lot.

Without giving away anything that might identify Herb, I told them the gist of the afternoon’s events.

My mother gasped when I got to the part about Char clapping and setting off a flashback. “I see what you mean,” she said, her brown eyes warm with sympathy.

“I told the ex to stay away if she sees my car parked out front, but I’m not at all sure she’ll honor that.”

“Hmm…” Clint had a twinkle in his brown eyes. “I could probably arrange for her car to be impounded for some traffic violation.”

Mom gave him a mock glare.

I chuckled. “I doubt that would slow her down much. She’d only get her fiancé to chauffeur her.”

“She’s engaged,” Mom said, incredulous, “and still she wants to run her ex’s life?”

“Um, the situation is complicated.” I really didn’t want to get into my client’s finances. Herb had explained that he’d paid the down payment on his house from his half of the sale of the modest home they’d owned together—before Char had hit the big time as real estate agent to the rich and famous.

She had put up the rest of the funds and held the mortgage, giving him low monthly payments that he could afford with his military disability. But she’d insisted that her name be on the deed with his.

I shook my head and changed the subject. “I stopped by Becky’s house this morning. You should see how the twins have grown!”

[image: image-placeholder]A strange SUV sat in front of Herb’s house the next morning.

I took a deep breath, before getting out of my car. If this was Char, perhaps in a different vehicle, I needed to keep my cool.

Yesterday afternoon, we’d focused on some of the things Dolly could do to help lower Herb’s anxiety level. I really should have covered them before nudging him to go outside, but he’d been doing so well.

We had one more anxiety-reducing task to go over today. Then I’d see how he felt about tackling more doorways.

The SUV turned out to be Frank’s. I could hear his voice behind the slightly ajar front door.

I was about to knock when I caught the words, “Char was pretty upset yesterday.” Herb’s response was too low to make out words.

“I tried to gently tell her,” Frank said, “that your trainer has a point. She really is interfering.”

The low rumble of Herb’s voice. I only caught “…that go?”

“How do you think it went? She bit my head off.”

Using hand signals, I backed myself and the dogs off the front porch and down the sidewalk a few yards. I stomped my feet as we approached the porch again. “Come on, Dolly,” I said, even though the dog was right at my side.

The door swung open. “Hi, Marcia.” Frank greeted me with a warm smile. “I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes. I only came by to replace some hinges on the kitchen cabinets.”

Frank picked up a large toolbox, the size of a small suitcase. He noticed me eyeing it. “It was my father’s. He was a carpenter, worked construction. If it was made of wood, he could build it or fix it.”

I nodded. “And he taught you…”

“Yeah,” Frank said, “but he wouldn’t let me work construction, not even as a summer job. He said he hadn’t worked hard all those years to put me through college to have me doing physical labor for a living. But he was okay with me doing it as a hobby.”

It was the most I’d ever heard Frank say. I’d assumed he was the quiet type, but apparently that was only when Char was there to hog the stage.

Frank had used past tense. I felt for him. I’d lost my own beloved father almost a decade ago.

Herb and Frank were now discussing the hinges that needed replacing. “You could’ve just brought me the new ones.” Herb’s voice had a slight chuckle in it. “I know how to use a screwdriver.”

“I don’t mind installing them,” Frank gestured toward me and the dogs, “and you’ve got better things to do today.” He headed to the kitchen with his toolbox.

I told Buddy to lie down out of the way and began to explain to Herb about deep-pressure therapy for anxiety.

His face brightened. “I know about that. My counselor suggested I get a weighted blanket. It does help me sleep.”

“Good.” I gestured toward the armchair. “Let’s start with sitting up. The verbal signal is ‘Dolly, up.’”

Without being prompted, Herb gave her the on-duty signal. Then he sat down in the armchair. “Dolly, up.”

The dog immediately jumped into his lap, draped her front legs over his shoulders and leaned her weight against his chest. She laid her head on one shoulder and whined.

He laughed. “It’s like she’s giving me a hug.”

“Kind of,” I said. “It works even better if you’re lying down. She’ll stretch out full-length on top of you.”

“Why is she whining?”

“Her whining is actually a signal for you to pet her, remember? To help you calm down. If you say, ‘It’s okay, girl,’ she’ll relax.”

He ran a hand over the top of her black and white head. “It’s okay, girl.”

“Dolly, down,” I said. The dog complied but sat at Herb’s knee.

Frank came back around the breakfast bar. “All done.”

“That didn’t take long,” I said.

Frank shrugged. “I couldn’t help but overhear.” He gestured toward Dolly. “That’s pretty amazing. How did you teach her to detect anxiety?”

I grinned. “I merely recall what it was like when my ex-husband and I were breaking up.” That had also happened a decade ago, but I could still conjure up the feelings as needed.

Both men snorted, which led me to believe that Frank too had an ex in his past. I would’ve loved to ask what he saw in Char but kept my mouth shut.

“And that deep-pressure therapy,” Frank said, “I’d never heard of that before. That’s pretty interesting.” He grabbed up his toolbox. “Well, I’ll let you guys get on with it.” He went out the door.

“Hmm, I forgot something in my car,” I said to Herb. “Be right back.” I signaled for the dogs to stay.

I caught up with Frank at the curb. “Do you think it’s safe to assume that Char won’t come by today, since you already have?”

He gave me a small smile. “Don’t worry. She’s out of town—left last night on a business trip.”

I smiled back. “Thanks.”

“She doesn’t mean any harm, you know. She’s just used to Herb being part of her life, even though they’re not a couple anymore.”

“She thinks he won’t be if he becomes more independent?”

He sighed. “Maybe not consciously, but yeah.”

“She could talk to him about it. I’m sure he’s used to having her around as well.”

Frank let out a short bark of laughter. “Char doesn’t talk about feelings.”

Sounds like they’ve got their roles reversed, Ms. Snark commented internally. Char’s more of a ‘guy’ than he is.

I silently agreed but kept those thoughts to myself.

Frank sketched me a small salute and climbed into his SUV.
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Every time I thought about what Char had done my blood boiled. How could she so blatantly sabotage him like that? And he either didn’t realize she’d done it on purpose, or he was ignoring that reality.

I moved us to the hallway. Herb did fine there, and even managed to go into the hall bathroom after Dolly had cleared it. I called for a break.

“Do you mind if I get on the computer for a few minutes?” Herb said. “I need to order some groceries so Char can pick them up for me tomorrow.”

“No problem,” I said. “I’ll take the dogs out back for a bit.”

As I walked through the dining area, my foot landed on something small and hard. I stepped back, scanned the multicolored braided rug that covered most of the floor, and spotted a small, black object.

I picked it up, realizing it was plastic. Other than that I couldn’t tell what it was. It looked like it might have broken off of something.

I scanned the dining area for a trash can. Not seeing one, I stuck the bit of plastic in the pocket of my capris.

My phone vibrated in my back pocket as we stepped out into the fenced-in yard. I gave the release signal. The dogs trotted away, and I pulled out my phone. “Hello.”

“Hey, Marcia.” The voice of Elise, the owner of E&R Electronic Investigations, the background check company we use.

“Hey, Elise. What’s up?”

“I tried to reach Will, but it went right to voicemail.”

“That usually means he’s in the middle of something tricky, like he’s about to arrest a bad guy.”

“That’s what I figured. I have the preliminary reports on the background checks he requested.”

“Um…” I hesitated, curiosity doing battle with integrity. The latter won, surprisingly. Or maybe it was more expediency. If I wanted our fledgling agency to survive, I needed to honor the wishes of our first client, strange as they were.

“The client has asked for total discretion.” I sauntered along the wall of the house. “You should really wait until Will calls you back.”

I stopped at a window a little past the kitchen one.

“Okay,” Elise said, “but there’s something strange here.”

There was a narrow opening between the curtains over the window. I glanced through it, and froze.

“These people…” Elise’s words blurred into gibberish, as I stared at the queen-sized bed dominating the room behind those curtains.

On that bed were legs—female, ending in stiletto-heeled pumps with red soles.
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