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      With lights flashing, an ambulance pulled up to the front door of La Vida Boca before screeching to a stop. Prior to their arrival, the paramedics had disabled the siren out of deference to the three hundred elderly residents, all of them in their eighties and nineties with a few centenarians mixed in. It was wise not to startle them since only one stretcher fit in the back of the ambulance at a time. In truth, the old folks never got too excited about the ambulance anymore, but if a fire engine happened to show up, that got them out of their chairs in a hurry (relatively speaking) because who doesn't love a shiny red fire engine?

      "Here comes the meat wagon again," Herb Lowenthal remarked, barely glancing up from his newspaper.

      I was sitting in the opulent lobby of La Vida Boca, a five-star assisted living facility in Boca Raton, Florida and although I'd just met Herb I already had a pretty good handle on his world view.

      "Welcome to God's waiting room," he added, laughing at his own joke. "Nobody in this place buys green bananas, if you know what I mean."

      Not sure how to respond, I nodded and smiled. This was a first for me, hanging out at an old folks' home, and it was an eye-opener. Herb laid his crumpled newspaper down so he could study me over his smudged spectacles. Although his bushy eyebrows looked like two white caterpillars taking a nap, his inquisitive eyes missed nothing.

      "What brings you here, Miss Jamie Quinn, is someone getting a divorce? Since when do lawyers make house calls?"

      I gave him a friendly smile. "I can't tell you that, Herb. It's called attorney-client privilege. Just like on TV."

      "Aha!" He pointed a knobby finger at me. "Someone is getting a divorce. Is it the Millers? Those two can never let go of anything. They're still arguing about whether Dewey defeated Truman. I wish I was kidding, oy vey."

      I glanced at my watch. My clients were late, but I didn't care, I would get paid no matter where I sat. "Before you go starting any rumors, Herb," I said, "you should know that I also prepare simple wills."

      But I wasn't there to prepare a will; I wasn't wearing my 'lawyer hat' at all that day. I was there as a family mediator to mediate a divorce settlement--and no, it wasn't the Millers. I had mediated hundreds of cases over the years, but never one like this. After sixty years of marriage, Shirley and Clarence Petersen had suddenly decided to call it quits. As a divorce lawyer who had seen it all I shouldn't have been surprised, but as a woman who was recently 'engaged to be engaged' I was thrown off kilter. If Shirley and Clarence couldn't make it after six decades of trying, what hope was there for me and Kip? I pushed that thought away to focus on the work ahead.

      My first order of business would be to establish whether both parties were competent. A basic tenet of contract law is that you can't enter into a contract if you're not in your right mind. Normally, each party would have an attorney who would've made that determination already but these two didn't want to pay for attorneys. That made it tricky for me. How could I tell? After all, a person with dementia could have lucid moments. As the saying goes, even a broken clock is right twice a day.

      "Here they come with their next victim," Herb said matter-of-factly.

      Two extremely buff male paramedics hustled by us pushing a wheeled stretcher between them. One of them held a portable oxygen mask over the patient's face, blocking it from view. I couldn't tell how serious the situation was but nobody seemed to be panicking. A few staff members followed them outside with paperwork and within five minutes the ambulance was on its way, siren turned back on.

      I looked around the lobby wondering where my clients could be. Maybe they were already there waiting for me? I had no idea what they looked like. Before I could turn around, I had the wind knocked out of me and almost fell right out of my chair. A large chocolate Labradoodle had lunged out of nowhere and was now standing on his hind legs, front paws in my lap, trying desperately to lick my face.

      "Marley!" I exclaimed, scratching his head. "Aren't you a long way from home?"
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      Suddenly, everyone in the lobby sprang into action. Maybe sprang wasn't the right way to describe it, but two dozen old people were suddenly on the move, grabbing their walkers and canes, pulling dog treats out of their pockets, calling Marley's name and moving towards us at varying speeds. It might've been a little alarming but for the fact that they all looked so happy. I heard a familiar giggle behind me.

      "Jessie Sandler!" I said. "What brings you all the way from Hollywood? If you and Marley were heading to the beach, you took a wrong turn, my friend."

      She giggled again. "Hey, Jamie! How's it going? Believe it or not, we came here on purpose. We're here every week to do pet therapy with the residents and visit my Uncle Teddy. How about you? You're pretty far from Hollywood yourself. Looks like you got that blue paint out of your ears!"

      The last time I'd seen Jessie had been a few weeks earlier at Precious Paws, her 1960s-rock 'n' roll-themed dog rescue where we had painted 'masterpieces' with the dogs while dancing to the Rolling Stones.

      "That paint took a long time to wash off," I laughed, "but I had a blast! Did you sell the pictures?"

      "Yes! I meant to tell you, I took your idea and made greeting cards and stationery. I also framed some of the prints and they're selling like wild. We made enough money to buy dog food for a year! Any time you're ready, we can do it again. My new dogs would love to paint--you know, express their creativity."

      Only Jessie would think dogs had creativity to express. I was pretty sure my cat, Mr. Paws, wasn't stifling any artistic urges. He had no trouble expressing himself, especially when I left him alone overnight. Then, his royal highness would share his feelings by knocking a plant off the windowsill or a knickknack off a shelf--exactly what Picasso must've done when he was pissed off.

      "I'd love to!" I said. "Don't know when, but soon." I stood up, leaving Marley to his admirers (which included my cheery new friend Herb) and pulled Jessie aside. "Do you know who Shirley and Clarence Petersen are? I was supposed to meet them here."

      Standing next to Jessie, I marveled at how petite she was. Her energy and sparkle made her seem much taller than she actually was. Maybe because she was always smiling, I didn't pay attention to her other features, like her dark hair streaked with purple, or her pixie face with those sleepy eyes.

      "I don't think I know Shirley," she said, "but Clarence is my Uncle Teddy's poker buddy." She scanned the room. "Nope, he's not here. Do you have their phone number?"

      I shook my head. "I left it in my office, I'm such a space case."

      Jessie walked me over to the front desk where a middle-aged black woman was busy answering the phones. After waiting patiently for the woman to notice her, Jessie interrupted.

      "Hey, Glenda, quick question--have you seen the Petersens? They had an appointment with this lady and they're late."

      Glenda gave Jessie a surprised look. "Didn't you see? Clarence Petersen was just taken away by ambulance. He collapsed on the shuffleboard court."

      "How awful!" Jessie exclaimed.

      I felt guilty that I hadn't been more sympathetic when I saw him carried out. It's like when you're stuck in traffic because of an accident and all you think about is how inconvenient it is for you. You forget that someone else is having a really terrible day. Maybe the stress of a looming divorce had made Clarence ill--although it seemed to me like he was the one pushing for it. Change was hard and I couldn't imagine doing it at the age of eighty-three.

      "That's terrible news," I said. "I didn't know that was him they were carrying out. I hope he's okay." I looked around the lobby one more time and shrugged. "Well, I guess I'll get going, Jess, but I'm glad I got to see you and Marley."

      "Do you really have to go?" she asked sweetly. "I could give you a tour."

      Since I'd planned to spend several hours on the Petersen mediation (now officially canceled), I had nothing else going on. And while I had zero interest in learning about the whirlwind excitement of assisted living, I did like hanging out with Jessie.

      "Sure," I said. "Why not?"
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      "Next number, B-22. I'm warning you, people, someone better yell 'Bingo' soon. It's almost time for happy hour and there's a double martini calling my name."

      Everyone in the Bingo hall laughed. The tiny white-haired woman with the big attitude was seated at a table in front facing the players. She continued calling out numbers and cracking jokes at a steady pace.

      "That's Darlene," Jessie told me as we stood in the doorway. "She just turned a hundred and two, can you believe it?"

      "She should do stand-up comedy," I said. "I'd have a drink with her."

      Jessie nodded. "Me, too! But I'm not sure about the stand-up. I think she'd have to do sit-down."

      I laughed. "That will be me someday, playing Bingo for nickels and counting the minutes 'til happy hour."

      "Sounds like fun," Jessie said as she linked her arm in mine and led me away.

      We peeked into the arts and crafts room where residents were busy making bracelets before moving on to the library with its overstuffed armchairs and extensive collection of thrillers, mysteries, and classics. A shelf dedicated to harlequin romances also held some racy bestsellers. A sign on the wall announced that Book Club met on Wednesdays. The thought of discussing Fifty Shades of Grey with women who reminded me of my grandmother sent shivers down my spine. You couldn't pay me to join that book club, not even for a million bucks. Well, maybe a million. Hell, I'd eat a cockroach for half that. Of course, a portion of my earnings would need to be set aside for psychotherapy and once the doctors invented a cool name for my syndrome--maybe Cockroach PTSD-- I'd be famous for the most disgusting reason imaginable. Go big or go home, I say.

      "Next stop,” Jessie said as we turned a corner, “you'll meet the coolest guys at La Vida Boca. They call themselves The Card Sharks."

      I laughed. "So, they cheat at cards, but they let people know up front? Very considerate."

      We passed a poster advertising movie night. The flick was Pal Joey, starring Frank Sinatra, Rita Hayworth and Kim Novak. It was easy to see why they had been such big stars; the women were beautiful and glamorous and Old Blue Eyes looked like he was loving life. Strolling through La Vida Boca was like traveling in a time machine. I wouldn't have been surprised to see people wearing 'I like Ike" buttons and humming Elvis Presley tunes--or to see Dr. Who hovering outside in the Tardis. How fun would that be?

      "Tell me about pet therapy," I said as we continued walking through the long winding corridors. La Vida Boca was bigger than I'd thought. "How does it work?"

      Jessie's face lit up. "Hooray! I get to talk about my favorite topic. Did you know that spending just fifteen minutes bonding with an animal sets off a chemical chain reaction in your brain that lowers your heart rate, blood pressure, and stress levels? Isn't that amazing? Pet therapy also helps people recover from illness and surgery and it can even help with memory. Have you ever heard of Sundowner's Syndrome?"

      I shook my head. "It sounds like something bad happens when the sun goes down. Is it a fancy term for vampirism?"

      Jessie punched me lightly in the arm. "Yeah, Jamie, all the old people turn into vampires. It's a deep, dark secret, so don't tell anyone."

      I pretended to zip my lips and throw away the key. "Okay, now here's my deep, dark secret." I lowered my voice to a whisper. "When I was a kid, I was terrified of vampires. I used to sleep with the covers bunched around my neck so they couldn't get me. You can see that my strategy worked."

      Jessie's eyes grew big in mock terror. "But, did it? I mean, maybe you are a vampire. You say you don't eat meat, but that could be one of your bloodthirsty tricks."

      "I guess you'll have to stick around until after dark to find out," I said, baring my teeth.

      Some things never change. I knew I'd be wrapping my covers around my neck that night, just like the old days. It always worked--those vampires knew I had their number.
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      "Okay, I'll bite," I said. "What the heck is Sundowner's Syndrome?"

      Jessie thought for a few seconds. "It's something that happens late in the day where people with dementia get confused and anxious, sometimes even aggressive. It's incredible how fast they can go from lucid to not knowing where they are or who you are."

      "How does pet therapy help with that?" We were standing in the hallway outside the card room.

      "Think about it--pets are soothing to be around, especially a trained dog like Marley. When someone is agitated and can't communicate, a friendly dog can calm him down. I mean, everyone can relate to a dog, even a baby, or an Alzheimer's patient."

      "That's fascinating," I said, "but how many people can Marley work with at once?"

      I pictured the lobby of La Vida Boca, the residents reading, napping, and socializing, a couple of hip grannies playing with their iPhones--until the sun goes down, at which point total chaos erupts and the scene transforms into a low-budget sci-fi movie or a cheesy horror film. Marley would need lots of back-up, maybe all the dogs from the shelter…

      Jessie laughed. "It's not the zombie apocalypse, Jamie. A few people get confused and then Marley gives them what I call TLC."

      "How is that different from regular TLC?"

      "It's doggie love. A Tail wag, a Lick and a Cuddle."

      "Got it," I said. "Can I borrow Marley when I need some TLC, or do I have to wait until I'm an old lady? I am pretty confused most of the time, if that helps."

      "Okay, you're in. I'll put you on the schedule," Jessie said agreeably.

      We entered the card room, a sunny space with a large window facing the tennis courts. The domino table was unoccupied as were the two Mahjong tables. In fact, the only people there were three elderly gentlemen and a spry-looking lady in her seventies wearing a dealer's hat and shuffling cards like a pro. She must have worked in Vegas or Atlantic City at some point, or maybe closer to home, like Seminole Hard Rock Casino. The four were seated around a green-felted table covered with poker chips.

      "Jamie, this is my Great-Uncle Teddy," Jessie said fondly, resting her hand on the shoulder of a man who looked like the Monopoly guy. He had the same big white moustache, genial round face, and bald head. All he needed was a top hat.

      "I don't know what's so great about him," joked the gray-haired man in plaid pants to Uncle Teddy's right. "He's a lousy poker player who hasn't won a game all week. I plan to spend his money on fast cars and loose women."

      "Yeah, Harry, like you could handle either one," the woman teased as she dealt the cards.

      "How far you gonna get on two dollars and fifty cents?" Uncle Teddy replied. "You can't even buy a picture of a fast car or loose woman with that kind of dough."

      The black man with salt and pepper hair to Teddy's left laughed good-naturedly. "Enough trash talk, y'all," he said. "Time to play poker."

      Uncle Teddy examined his cards like he was guarding state secrets before giving me a sly grin. "Why don't you and your friend sit down, Jess? Don't make the girl stand there. What's your name again, dear?"

      "Jamie Quinn," I said, "nice to meet you."

      "I'm Sylvia," said the dealer. "What brings you to La Vida Boca? Are you visiting someone?"

      "I know you didn't come for the food," Harry said, making a face. "Stay away from the dining room, it's the worst. They think salt is a four-letter word, for God's sake."

      "Salt is a four-letter word," said the man with the salt and pepper hair. "I'm Stanley, by the way."

      I nodded and smiled. "Thanks for the advice. We should get going. Jessie is giving me a tour of the facility and we left Marley in the lobby with his adoring fans."

      "When he's done, will you bring him in here?" Sylvia asked. "We're part of the 'Marley Fan Club' too, you know."

      "Sure thing," Jessie said. "Hey, I heard about Clarence, what happened?"

      Stanley looked serious. "He was complaining he didn't feel right and then boom! He just keeled over."

      "It was probably indigestion," Harry said, trying to sound convincing. "The food here is awful, but it hasn't killed anyone. Not yet, anyway."

      "I hope he's okay," I said.

      "Me, too," Jessie said. "Now we're off to finish our tour." She gave her uncle a peck on the cheek. "Glad you're feeling better, Uncle Teddy, you look good."

      He shrugged. "What can I say? I'm a good-looking guy."
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      "They are some interesting characters," I said.

      Jessie laughed. "You're not kidding, and they say whatever's on their mind, too. I guess when you get old, you don't care what people think anymore."

      "So there is a bright side," I said.

      We walked through a set of glass doors to the pool where a water aerobics class was finishing up. Remarkably, not a single woman in the class had wet hair; all of them were still perfectly coiffed. I assumed the teacher had been given strict instructions about that. We kept walking and passed the shuffleboard court where Clarence Petersen had collapsed, then the tennis courts, a small putting green, and a picnic area with half a dozen tables. There was even a volleyball net strung over a sandy area. Considering that I couldn't hold my own in a game of volleyball, I wondered if the net was just for show, or whether I was in worse shape than an eighty-year old.

      "I've been saving the best for last," Jessie said. We were standing by a wooden gate with an ornate iron handle which she unlatched with a bit of fanfare.

      "Ta-da!"

      The gate swung open to reveal a delightful garden that seemed to go on forever and I tried to take it all in. Mature fruit trees around the perimeter formed a natural border and included orange trees covered with tiny white blossoms, grapefruit trees, towering mango trees, some scattered guava and papaya trees, and a lone lychee nut tree covered with its trademark bumpy red fruit. Farther in, half a dozen pineapple plants had staked their claim alongside finger bananas that swayed in the breeze. To our right was a hothouse with exotic flowers and to our left a raised vegetable garden, each row neatly labeled with a tiny picture of the bounty to come. My favorite part was a large stand of bamboo in the center of the garden girded by a wooden shelf that held a dozen bonsaied plants. A path of dove-gray pebbles wound gently away from the bamboo in concentric circles like ripples on a lake and teak benches offered a shady place to sit. The overall effect was balance and harmony and a Zen-like tranquility.

      I told Jess I wanted to live there, meaning the garden, of course, not the old folks' home with its boring food and Sinatra reruns. I wasn't ready for that yet.

      "I know what you mean," she said, "I love this place. Uncle Teddy thinks I come here to see him. Shh, don't tell him."

      As we wandered around the garden, I thought about how much Kip would've enjoyed it. Then again, he would have been showing off the whole time, reciting the name of each plant, first in English and then in Latin--not his most endearing quality, I'm afraid. One time when we were in the Everglades together, we came upon a huge gator and I was freaking out, convinced we were goners. I started composing my farewell tweet to the world while Kip tried to distract me, droning on about mangroves and wetlands and ecosystems. He thinks if he ignores my crazy side, it will just go away. All I can say to that is keep dreaming, babe.

      Jessie guided me toward the hothouse. "I want you to meet someone."

      We paused in front of a sign posted at the entrance: STOP. Are you wearing perfume? Are you allergic to bee stings? If so, please stay out of the hothouse for your own safety.

      Jessie gave me a questioning look and I shook my head. She pretended to sniff me so I sniffed her back and then we went inside.

      Calling it a hothouse was an understatement--it was a sauna, a sauna with a couple of fans blowing hot air around. Granted, South Florida is always on the warm side, especially at midday in July, but it was damn hot in there. I planned to take a quick look around to be polite before escaping to the chilly embrace of the closest AC.

      The sign inside the hothouse was more welcoming than the one outside. It read: "Flowers feed the soul" in colorful letters against a background of daisies. A strawberry blonde woman with her back to us was bending over a table filled with seedlings.

      "Hey Jodi," Jessie said, "What are you growing this time?"

      "See if you can guess." Jodi turned towards us with a playful expression. A friendly woman with intelligent hazel eyes, she looked to be in her mid-forties.

      As we studied the plants, Jodi surveyed them with the pride of a mother duck counting her ducklings. I sensed something familiar about the plants once I considered the possibility that they might not be flowers.

      "I have one of those growing in my refrigerator," I said, finally. "Which also proves I'm not a vampire," I said for Jessie's benefit.

      "Oh, it's garlic," she said, "how fun!"

      Jodi clapped me on the back. "You get an 'A' in horticulture," she said to me.

      "And an 'F' in housekeeping," I laughed.

      "It all depends on how low you set the bar," Jessie said. "Jodi, this is my friend, Jamie. Jamie, this is Jodi Martin, the activities director here."

      "I knew you looked too young to be a resident," I said with a smile.

      "Give me a few decades," she said. "I'll have to convince my husband first."

      "Jodi is responsible for transforming this area into the Garden of Eden," Jessie gushed with a sweeping gesture that encompassed everything in sight.

      "Now let's not get carried away," Jodi said, embarrassed. "I had lots of help. Which reminds me, have you met Eli yet? He's an amateur botanist and he's been teaching me so much. He used to live on the Ein Gedi Kibbutz where they have a world-famous garden. Come check out this weird plant he brought me."

      As she led us to the far end of the hothouse, we passed lovely orchids in every color of the rainbow, some hanging from the ceiling, others in pots on the table, before we came to a table with the strangest plant I'd ever seen. Bright green leaves surrounded a hot pink vertical stalk which was shaped like a complicated TV antenna with horizontal stalks jutting out from it. At the end of each stalk was a white ball with a black dot in the middle that looked like an eyeball.

      "What do you think?" Jodi asked.

      Jessie shuddered. "It gives me the creeps! No way could I sleep with that thing in my room."

      "What in the world is it?" I asked. When Kip was Parks Director, he had dragged me through every park in Broward County and I was sure I'd seen all the native species in Florida. "This has to be an invasive plant."

      Jodi's face lit up. "I see you know a little something, but I'm afraid you're wrong. This beauty is a native and it's called White Baneberry, also known as Doll's Eyes. It actually grows in the wild."

      I took out my phone and snapped a picture to send Kip. "It looks like a weird kind of Halloween candy."

      Jodi laughed. "I don't know much about it, but I wouldn't eat it, it's probably poisonous. It's like what they say about mushrooms--all mushrooms are edible but some of them only once."

      A happy bark signaled the arrival of Marley. He was with his buddy, Herb Lowenthal.

      "Hey girls, it's almost lunchtime so I brought Marley back." Herb sounded winded.

      "Thanks," Jessie said. "It's time for his walk anyway. I'll catch you next time, Jodi." She turned to me. "You coming?"

      I watched with envy as Herb headed back to the place where cool breezes wafted through vents, caressing the back of your neck and drying your sweaty forehead. With a parched throat and a body on the verge of mutiny, I heard myself say "All right, I guess."
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      Jesse and Marley were walking at a fast clip away from La Vida Boca.

      "Where are we going?" I asked as I hustled to keep up with the dynamic duo.

      "Oh, you know, chase squirrels, answer the call of nature--doggie stuff," Jessie answered.

      My shoes weren't made for running and it was all I could do to keep from twisting my ankle on the uneven terrain. I had played hooky all morning and the emergency room seemed like a miserable way to spend the afternoon.

      We had entered a densely wooded area filled with lush vegetation: looming oak trees, sabal palms, Surinam cherry bushes, ferns, vivid purple beautyberries, and my favorite, psychotria nervosa, also known as wild coffee. Its heavenly aroma made you understand why Adam and Eve decided to brew that first cup of Joe. I was just wishing I had an iced coffee when I spotted my least favorite plant, poison ivy. I pointed it out to Jessie.

      She nodded. "Leaves of three, let it be."

      I gave the ivy a wide berth as I watched Marley scamper through the woods, he was having a blast. Maybe scamper isn't the right word for a sixty pound Labradoodle, bounding was more like it.

      I brushed a sticky cobweb off my arm in disgust. "Is this enchanted forest part of La Vida Boca?"

      "Nah," Jessie said. "It's a nature preserve, part of the Palm Beach Parks Department. They have some awesome parks up here. You should see--"

      She was interrupted by the urgent sound of Marley barking--something was wrong. Jesse took off running while I brought up the rear, tripping over my shoes. I was ten steps behind when all hell broke loose. Marley was growling and barking as a man cursed at him with gusto. By the time I got there, Jessie was hysterical and I could see why. Marley had cornered a man who had a knife in one hand and a machete in the other.

      "Oh my God! Leave my dog alone--if you hurt him, I'll kill you! Down, Marley, I said get down now!"

      Next thing I knew, Jessie had thrown herself on top of Marley. Terrified that the man would attack Jessie, I grabbed her waist from behind and tried to pull her away. Everyone was shouting and nobody was budging until finally the man yelled "I won't hurt your damn dog--just get him off me!"

      The standoff ended peacefully when Jessie finally managed to yank Marley away. After the man left--which happened immediately--I realized my heart was pounding and my hands were shaking. Only then did it occur to me that I'd put myself in danger. It's funny but in a fight-or-flight situation I always assumed I'd run like hell. Turns out I'm an idiot. Good to know.

      I wasn't the only one feeling the aftermath of our encounter, but where I was filled with nervous energy from our narrow escape, Jessie was furious.

      "We have to call the police! That guy could be a serial killer stalking his next victim."

      I shook my head. "We don't know that. Anyway, it's not illegal to carry a knife or a machete. Jeez, it's probably legal to carry a semi-automatic--we live in Florida, remember?"

      Jessie knew I was right but she wasn't happy about it. She started racing towards La Vida Boca, a woman on a mission.

      "What's the plan?" I asked, trying to keep up. Too bad I couldn't hitch a ride on Marley's back. Man, was I out of shape! I knew I shouldn't have erased that e-mail from my gym when they said they missed me. Of course they did, I was the one who made everyone else look good.

      "I need to warn Jodi there's a maniac with lethal weapons lurking in the woods," Jessie replied.

      "Hmmm," I said. "I'm not sure he's a maniac, but I'll give you the lurking part."

      With the two of us at her heels, Jessie yanked open the garden gate and stormed into the greenhouse. Suddenly, she stopped short, gaping in horror, and I could see why. Jodi was standing near the bamboo, deep in conversation with someone we both recognized. Machete Man.
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      Seeing him there, it was hard to believe this was the same person we'd thought looked so dangerous. In my mind, he had been taller, younger, and much more threatening than the man calmly talking to Jodi. It helped that he was now surrounded by beautiful flowers and that he wasn't brandishing any weapons. Context is everything. Upon closer scrutiny, I could see he was in his late sixties with a neatly-trimmed gray beard and precise mannerisms. He looked like a professor or the conductor of a symphony orchestra, exacting, decisive, in charge. Or maybe my imagination was just on overload. That was a definite possibility.

      Jessie was having none of it. "Who do you think you are?" she demanded, wagging her finger practically in his face.

      I didn't know her all that well but the Jessie I thought I knew was a giggly purple-haired savior of dogs who loved the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and tie-dye. This version of Jessie was a spit-fire, Jessie 2.0, and she wasn't taking crap from anyone.

      Jodi looked shocked. "Jessie, what's going on here?"

      "I'll tell you what's going on, do not trust this man. We caught him in the woods carrying an axe and a knife. Who does that? You don't scare me, Mister, so why don't you go intimidate somebody else!"

      "That's not--you're making a--" Jodi interjected.

      "--It's all right, Mrs. Martin, I can speak for myself," the man said touching her lightly on the arm. He was smooth, I'll give him that.

      He turned to Jessie with a forced smile that never reached his eyes. "I apologize for the incident earlier, but I meant you no harm, I assure you. Your dog was being aggressive and blocking my path."

      Jessie looked skeptical. "Who takes a nature walk carrying a knife and an axe?"

      He stared her down, a pillar of composure and self-assurance. "I'm sorry if they offend you but those are my tools. I take cuttings of plants for grafting and cultivating."
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