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      The Nail and Tail Salon in Seaside is always busy.  People come here to get a new hairdo, or a complete facial, or a pedicure.  They bring their pets here for a good grooming or a nice bath, or a doggie pedicure.  There’s always a reason to want to look your best especially now, in the summer, when the heat of our Pacific Coast community can be at its worst.

      Thankfully, Karloff and I have a standing appointment here the first of every month.  Annie and Mila, the owners and head stylists, take good care of us.

      It’s a good thing, too, because my dog is basically a wooly mammoth squeezed into a canine’s body.  Big and hairy and looking more like a gray wolf than a dog, he’s just a lovable mutt at heart.  He absolutely loves the attention he gets here at the Nail and Tail, too.  He turns into a little puppy again every time I bring him here.

      And while he’s getting brushed, I get to have my monthly manicure.  Cleanliness is next to Godliness, as the poets say.  Which means, of course, that taking care of yourself on the outside is nearly as important as taking care of your inner self—your spiritual side.  I studied poetry in college, and I’ve always liked the way some people can paint an image of their thoughts with words.  The poets actually had a lot to say about the way a person lives their life, and about what face they choose to show the world…and the true persona they keep hidden from the world.

      I don’t know any poems about nail polish, but if you ask me, someone needs to write one.

      
        
        Oh, what colors will be chose,

        To highlight the perfection of my toes?

        Red or yellow, blue or green,

        Can’t wear shoes or they won’t be seen!

      

      

      Well.  Something like that, only better.  There’s a reason I’m a painter, and not a poet.

      “What color this time, Maddalena?” Annie asks me as I relax into the cushioned leather styling chair.

      Biting my lower lip in thought, I look over the row of sample bottles she has neatly lined up on the vanity in front of the oval mirror, considering my choices.  I had something specific in mind on the way over here but now, faced with all these colors, I’m not sure.  Colors have a power all their own.  Each with their own meaning.  Each with something to say…

      “We did that nice rose color last time, right?”  I remember how nice that looked, but this time I want something different that still looks good in contrast to my olive skin.  After all, my Italian heritage is something I’m very proud of.  “How about a dark plum this time.”

      “Hmm.  Are you sure?”  Annie clucks her tongue, telling me she has other thoughts.  “You don’t want to try a nice bright orange?  Maybe the Festival Fever by Pear Nova?  It’s so bold, so exciting.”

      She’s not wrong, but I’m also not the kind of woman to put herself out there like that.  I’m not trying to draw anyone’s eyes, I just want to look nice.  “Let’s compromise.  Instead of the plum, let’s go with a burgundy shade.”

      “Oh, that’s a much better choice.  Lighter than plum, but still a statement.”  Annie waves her hand over the polish bottles, wiggling her fingers while she chooses.  “Yes.  This one.  Rachael, by Zoya.”

      I smile and give myself over to her professional judgment.  “Okay, sounds good to me.  I trust you, Annie.”

      Annie Reasoner is one half of the team that operates the Nail and Tail Salon.  She’s the ‘Nail’ part, running the beauty salon on this side of the deep, square building on Main Street, near the center of Seaside.  Her partner, Mila Foster, oversees the pet grooming part of the business, over there on the other side of the building.  When I dropped Karloff off for his grooming, I counted six other dogs there already, and two cats.  She’s busier over there than Annie is with the people customers.  Besides me, there’s just three women being tended to by the employees for hair colorings or eyebrow waxings or whatever.

      After quickly trimming my nails up Annie smooths and rounds the tips with a yellow-and-white striped emery board.  While she works her magic on me, we talk about this and that, just like always.  The goings on in town, and the things that are new in our lives, stuff like that.  Annie has a new boyfriend that she can’t say enough about and I…well, I’ve finally agreed to let my neighbor take me on dates.  Official dates.  Not just hanging out at my place or his place, but real dates.  Not that we’ve had our first one yet, but I’ve told him I’d be okay with it…I just don’t want to get into what that means for me.  Not with Annie or anyone else for that matter.

      It’s just a really big step.  I’m still not over the loss of my husband, or our little girl, but I can at least admit that I don’t want to be alone anymore.  That’s not just a big step for me, it’s absolutely huge.  I wasn’t sure it would ever happen, but my neighbor, Max Everhart, has helped me realize I don’t want to be alone forever.

      So, I artfully dodge the subject whenever Annie comes close to asking me all the wrong questions.  Thankfully, we have plenty of other stuff to talk about.

      Annie is older than me by a couple of years, which puts her in her late forties—yes, I’m no longer the wide-eyed teenage girl I used to be, but I’m still active and fit and comfortable in my age.  Annie is too, and maybe a little more than I am, considering she routinely wears these red spaghetti-strap tops and miniskirts that would do Miley Cyrus proud.  With her smooth, clear complexion and that pixie cut of honey blonde hair, she could pass for twenty.  It’s no wonder she’s had three boyfriends in the last three months.  Guys are attracted to self-confident women.  Listening to her now, it sounds like this guy might be ‘the one.’  I’ll keep my fingers crossed for her.

      If guys are attracted to women with confidence, what does that say for me?  I’ve aged well, I think, even if I can’t blend in on a college campus anymore.  In the mirror across from my salon chair I see reflection staring back at me.  Dusky skin and deep, dark brown eyes.  Long chestnut hair.  Graceful neck and a body toned from years of recreational jogging on the beaches of America’s West Coast.  California girls know how to make the most of a beach, and moving here to Seaside, Oregon, hasn’t changed that.

      I’m no beauty queen, but I know what I’m worth.  I’m special, and I don’t want to be with just any man.  I want to be with a man who knows I’m special, too.

      Max tells me I’m pretty.

      So did my husband, before I lost him to the Accident.

      I guess when the two men you trust most in the world tell you something—the same thing—you should believe it, right?

      As she layers the second coat onto my left ring finger, Annie asks me, “So do you have a date for tomorrow?”

      Racking my brain, I take my mind away from thoughts of my husband and my new relationship with Max and what it all means.

      “To…morrow?” I ask slowly, trying to grasp what she’s talking about.

      “Yes, tomorrow.  You know.”  She pauses with the brush hanging in midair, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.  “The surf competition?  The qualifying series in the World Surf League is in Seaside for the first time ever, and it all starts tomorrow.  There’s a whole festival of events slated.  Two days of fun.  You must have known it was happening.  There’s tons of people in town for it.”

      Oh, that’s right.  She’s right, I would have to be a hermit not to know this was happening.  There are signs all over town, and ads on the radio, and so many new people in town, surfers and fans of surfing alike.  I guess I just forgot it was this week.  Tomorrow, in fact.  This is going to be the last big hurrah of the summer for Seaside, Oregon.  August is here now, and soon enough it will be Fall again and the rainy season will start.

      “I’ve never been to a surfing competition,” I tell her, with a little shrug.  “I’ve lived on the Pacific Coast all my life, but I’ve never really cared about surfing.  I know it’s a big deal but I’m not really sure what it’s all about.”

      “Oh, my Lord, that’s right.”  She smiles and dips the brush in the polish bottle a couple of times.  “I keep forgetting you’ve only been in Seaside less than a year.  It seems like I’ve known you forever, with all the talks we’ve had.  You and that amazing dog of yours.”

      “I have a cat now, too.  Did I tell you about her?”

      “No, you didn’t, dear!  Oh, I can’t wait to hear all about that but for now,” she pauses a second to brush more polish on.  “Let’s get back to the surfing competition.  The Seaside Surf Semi-finals.  Two whole days of surfers showing off their tricks, fighting the waves, wrestling with the tides.  Oh, it’s amazing.  My boyfriend is really looking forward to going with me.  Although, he is a little annoyed at me right now.  Remember I was telling you about that whole…tattoo issue I had?”

      She whispers that last part to me, secretively, even though I happen to know everyone in town knows about Annie’s ‘tattoo issue.’

      When I nod, she gives me a conspiratorial smile.  “Well, glad to say the doctor got it off.  My chest is now free of any old boyfriends’ names.  I’m just really sensitive to sunlight there now and I can’t wear a bikini top for a while.  He likes me in a bikini.  It makes things a little tough in the bedroom too…all these new positions are so exhausting!”

      I laugh out loud.  I really wasn’t expecting her to say that.  Annie always makes me laugh even when she’s being serious.  If she got all those names removed surgically for this new guy, it must be love.  She’s been through bad breakups and good breakups and some weeks she puts in sixty hours or more here at her business.  It doesn’t matter to her.  Life happens, and you learn to roll with it.

      “Well, I’m glad you got that little mistake off your body,” I tell her.  Holding up my right hand, I admire the professional lines of the polish on my nails.  She was right.  This is a perfect shade for me.  “So, the surfing competition is tomorrow?  I definitely did plan on going so maybe I’ll see you there.  You can introduce me to this new guy of yours.”

      “That would be awesome!  Oh, you’ll just love him.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I tell her, honestly.  “I’m looking forward to it.  Your guy, and the competition too.  Seaside is my home now, and from everything you’re telling me this is going to become a big part of Seaside.  I wouldn’t want to miss that for anything.”

      Annie sets the polish aside to clap her hands cheerfully.  “Yay!  Mila and I will both be there, and we’re bringing our boyfriends.  There’s going to be a whole mini carnival set up before the actual competition starts, with booths for games and food and I heard there’s even going to be a fortune teller.  That’s going to be so much fun!  You’ll see.”  Taking my hands, she pulls them forward to set them under the UV lights of the drying lamp on the vanity, grinning from ear to ear at the same time.  “Did I tell you that my new boyfriend is a banker?  Super hot.”

      Yes, she has told me about that, actually.  More than once.  “You know Annie, most people don’t think of bankers as ‘hot.’  Usually that’s for, you know, models and actors and people like that.”

      And firefighters.  Definitely firefighters.  Not that I’m going to say that out loud to Annie, but it’s true.  Max Everhart—my neighbor and maybe new boyfriend—is a firefighter…and he is definitely super hot.

      Not that I need to say that out loud, either.

      “Oh, but you see my banker boyfriend is most definitely hot,” Annie tells me as she lifts my left hand out of the light, to check her work.  “He is the best of both worlds.  He’s got a beautiful face, and his job is money.  Who doesn’t like money?”

      Well I guess I can’t argue with her on that one.  Looks are one thing, but at our age neither one of us is looking for a pretty boy just for fun.  Whatever guy we get serious about will need to have their life together.  We don’t just want a friend, or a lover—we want all that and a guy who can pay their own way.  Ours too, sometimes, when we feel like it.

      I know more than a few guys who should take notes about that.

      Annie gives my nails another once over, admiring her handiwork.  “There,” she says, patting my palms.  “That didn’t hurt a bit.  I’m guessing that giant puppy dog of yours will be just about done with his session over on the other side, too.  Karloff is such a beautiful dog, Maddalena.  He’s literally the only Kugsha I’ve ever seen in my life.  I thought for sure you’d brought us a wild wolf when you first started coming here but he’s really just a big sweetheart.  We just love him so much.”

      “He loves it here, too,” I tell her.  “Somehow he always knows when we’re on our way here.  I can’t hardly keep up with him on my bicycle, he’s in such a rush to get here and see Mila.”

      If Karloff really wanted to, he could pull me on my Schwinn by his leash and there would be absolutely nothing I could do about it.  That dog could pull an eighteen-wheeler by his leash, I truly believe that.  Thankfully he’s a good dog, so I’ll never have to worry about that.  That dog of mine would step in front of an axe-wielding madman for me, and he’d never ever do anything to hurt me.

      We’re still talking about dogs and tomorrow’s festival and other little things when the shopkeepers bell over the front door of the beauty salon jingles.  Each half of the Nail and Tail has its own front door, and inside a physical wall separates both halves.  The woman who just came in the salon doesn’t have a pet with her, so I’m guessing she’s picked the correct side.  She must be here for a trim or a wax or any of the many other services they offer here.

      She’s looking around at everything like she’s trying to decide if this place is up to her standards, with her hands on her narrow waist, and her large almond-shaped eyes taking in every detail with keen interest.  She’s got one of those faces—and bodies—that I guess I would best describe as ‘sporty.’  She moves with a casual, lithe grace that female athletes seem to wear like a second set of clothes.

      Not that she’s wearing a whole lot of clothes.  Between a spaghetti strap top that doesn’t come down far enough to hide a bellybutton ring with a tiny jade stone, and a pair of cut-off jeans, she’s showing plenty of tanned skin.  I used to be that young once, and I remember how good it felt to show off my body back then.  Nowadays I’m more comfortable in a good pair of jeans and a top that covers me all the way to my waist.  Not that I can’t slip into a little black dress when I want to, or a sports bra when I’m jogging on the beach.  It’s just…I’m not a carefree twenty-something anymore.  I don’t need to show myself off.

      I am not jealous.  I’m just noticing her…all of her.  That’s what it is.  Any woman sitting in this chair right now would do the same exact thing.

      Wouldn’t they?

      At any rate, this is nobody I recognize.  I know just about everyone in Seaside, by face if not by name.  This woman is a complete stranger.  I’ve never seen her before.

      Annie casts a smile over at her and waves.  “Come on in, hon.  We’ve got three beauty consultants on today.  We’ll get you set right up.  What’re you looking to have done?”

      The woman has already taken in Annie’s other employees at their workstations next to us, helping other customers, and now she looks at them again with a shrug.  “I can wait,” she says, giving the tight braids of her toffee-colored hair a toss.  “I’m just looking to even out my color.  You do spray tans here, right?”

      Annie and I are both blink our confusion at her.  She’s quicker to say what we’re both thinking.

      “When you have that skin tone, hon?  That looks all natural to me.  You’re definitely a sun-worshipper, why would you want to spray on anything?”

      With a crooked half smile, the woman at the door lifts up the bottom of her shirt, up to the line of her bra.  When she does she exposes an area of perfect, milky white skin that obviously hasn’t seen as much sun as the rest of her has.

      “Tan lines,” she explains.  “I’m going to be in the surfing competition starting tomorrow, and as sexy as my boyfriend thinks this is, I don’t want the crowd staring at anything but how I carve the breakers.”

      Oh, I get it now.  This is one of the surfers, in town for the World Surf League games, or whatever they’re called for surfers.  No wonder I didn’t recognize her.

      I guess one of the great things about a big event like this is it brings in people from all over, and that means money for the local businesses.  I know I’ve had more than a few new customers for my spirit painting business.  People who just dropped by because they were curious to see what a ‘spirit painting’ is, but who ended up paying to have a portrait done.  None of those people were competitors, though.  Just people coming into town to watch.  Business is business, but more people equals more business.

      It’s not that I need the extra money, thanks to the insurance policy payout from the Accident, but I like what I do.  I like using my talent for painting to show people a different side of themselves that they might never had seen before.  Spirit paintings reveal truth, whether people want to see it or not.

      My nails are done now, and I can see that Annie is going to have a busy day.  I thank her and get up from the padded chair so she can get ready for her new customer.  At the register, I take out my debit card.  I know exactly how much they charge for a manicure, and I always leave the same twenty-dollar tip.  After all, I’m paying for me and Karloff too, and Annie and Mila are worth every dime.  Not to mention, I think a little generosity guarantees me this spot at the beginning of each month.  Keep your beautician happy, and they’ll keep you happy.  If that’s not a bumper sticker somewhere, it ought to be.

      All I need now is that lovable, hairy mutt of mine and we can go home…

      Right then the door that leads between the two sides of the Nail and Tail opens and Mila comes through, with Karloff right beside her.  My buddy is freshly groomed and definitely less hairy than he was half an hour ago, but that doesn’t keep him from looking wild and huge and dangerous.  I hear a few gasps from other people in the room as Karloff struts himself out, and actually poses with his head up and his ears pricked forward, one big paw stretched forward like he’s about to leap on his prey.

      As a breed, Kugshas do look just like wolves and this guy of mine is a perfect example.  Big teeth.  Wide shoulders.  Big paws and a loping gait.  His gray fur has been shampooed and brushed to a lustrous sheen.  Tongue out, ears up, his bright blue eyes lock on mine as his tail swings back and forth in rapid excitement.  He bounds across the room, zigzagging side to side, and jumps up to plant his front paws against my chest.  His weight and his enthusiasm just about knock me over.

      Instead his careening tail knocks down a rack display full of hair dye.

      My dog is a one-animal wrecking crew.  It’s not necessarily his fault, though.  In a regular-sized world, he’s an XXL.

      “Meno male,” I blurt out, in Italian like I do when I’m really upset.  “Mila, Annie, I’m so sorry!”

      Wrapping an arm around Karloff’s heavy neck, I kneel and hold him in place like a little kid trying to hold back a grizzly bear.  Thankfully, he can control himself when he has a mind to.  Or at least when I have him in a chokehold.

      “It’s okay,” Mila tells me with a wide smile.  She’s a pretty woman, wide in the hips and stocky everywhere else.  She carries it well, and always wears dresses that flatter her.  Today it’s a green number with long sleeves and a square neckline.  “No real harm done.  He’s just excited to be all pretty again.”

      She’s got a real way with animals.  Without even trying she can speak directly to their heart.  An animal’s eyes have the power to speak a great language, as the poets say, and I’ve always thought that Annie understood their unspoken thoughts.  This time, however, Karloff kind of lowers his snout and gives her a look, not impressed at being called ‘pretty.’  He’s a big, tough boy.  He’s a manly mutt.

      I hide a smirk behind a hand.  Actually, he really is pretty.  Beautiful, really.  A little clumsy, sure, but he’s worth it.

      Before he can knock anything else over, I put Karloff’s collar and leash back on so we can leave.  He doesn’t really need the leash.  He knows the way and doesn’t need me to lead him but as big as he is people get nervous if they don’t see the leash.  Putting a leash on Karloff is like trying to hold back the ocean with your bare hands, but if it makes people feel better, we’re all for it.

      Annie gives me a wave.  Mila blows Karloff kisses and my melodramatic mutt snaps at the air, like he’s catching them.

      The female surfer watches me go, never taking her eyes off me.  What’s her problem, I wonder?  If she’s looking for trouble, she can look somewhere else.  I don’t have any to give her.

      I don’t give the woman much more thought than that.  It’s been a long time since I’ve worried about what others think of me.  I’m a forty-something widow living in a mobile home park on the edge of town, doing spirit paintings for people.  With all that going for me I can’t afford to be overly sensitive.

      Out in the sunshine, I take a moment on the sidewalk to turn my face up to the blue sky.  Wispy clouds are lazily drifting along up there, not enough to create any real shade, but enough to stir up a breeze down here on Earth.  Seaside really is a beautiful town.  Full of houses and shops and parks and beaches.  All sorts of people are drawn here.  Me included.  This place has been good for my wounded soul.

      I have a life here.  A life I like.

      Karloff sits on the grass in front of the Nail and Tail to wait for me while I take deep breaths of the fresh, salty air.  This close to the Pacific I can actually smell the ocean.  I can hear the bustle of Seaside all around us.  Birds in the trees.  This place is special.  Dogs find their happiness wherever they are.  He doesn’t understand what I find so special about this town.  This place, or somewhere else, it’s all the same to him.  Anywhere is home as long as we’re together.

      Even if I could speak a single word of Canine, it would probably take me forever to explain this feeling to him.  That’s okay.  He’s got his path to happiness, and I’ve got mine.  Taking another slow, deep breath, I start off down the sidewalk with a good feeling in my heart.

      I’m still looking up at the sky, which is why I run right into a woman in a red spaghetti-strap top.

      Stumbling back a step I start to stutter an apology to the person I just bumped into…until I realize I know her.

      “Geez, Maddalena,” Vicki Rayne says with one of her usual smirks.  “Maybe try keeping your head out of the clouds and watch where you’re going instead.”

      She sweeps a hand along the pleats of her black miniskirt to put them back in order, managing to show off her toned, long legs as she does.  Every move this woman makes is like a dance.  I don’t know how she manages it.

      Vicki is a new resident of Seaside.  Newer, even, than I am.  I met her just a little over a week ago and we’ve already become something like friends.  I feel like I have to say ‘something like friends’ because she’s not exactly an easy person to get to know.  We’ve spent a little time together and have even been out for drinks, which was fun, but I hardly know anything about her.  I guess that’s fair, because I’ve been pretty guarded with her about my own past.  Us girls have to keep our secrets close.

      “Oh!” she says, before I can get another word out.  “Look at that.  You got your nails done.  That’s awesome.  I do my own, of course.  Eh, it takes a little longer but I like to treat myself, you know?  It reminds me I’m a woman.”

      She tosses a hand through the side of her short, sable hair, showing off the glossy teal polish on her ballerina-shaped nails.  They are really pretty.  She’s applied pale green streaks through the shiny polish, and the mix of colors mirrors the color of her eyes.  She’s always so put together.  Even her skin is flawless, not tanned like that surfer inside the Nail and Tail, but still perfect.

      Again, I’m not jealous.  Just…noticing what some other women have.  Hard not to see what’s right in front of you.

      Karloff grumbles under his breath, probably reminding me about my promise to get him some bones from Barbra Tigson’s deli as a treat for being well-behaved during his grooming.  Well.  Except for knocking that hair dye display over, I mean, but that could have happened to anyone

      “It’s good to see you, Vicki,” I tell her, gathering up Karloff’s leash.  “I should be going but maybe we can get together later this week or something?  Another girl’s night out?”

      “Oh, you aren’t going to the surfing competition tomorrow?”  She pushes her full lips out in a pout.  “I was hoping maybe we could go together.”

      “You were?”

      “Absolutely!” she insists.  “I’ve been looking for you everywhere the last couple of days to ask you about it.”

      “Vicki,” I tell her flatly.  “You know where I live.”

      “Eh, where’s the fun in that?”  She puts her hand lightly on my shoulder.  “I found you, didn’t I?  So.  The competition.  What do you say?”

      “Uh, sure.  Maybe.”  What else can I say, really, with her standing right here?

      She claps her hands together happily.  “Great!  Tell you what.  The competition is right up the street from my place, down on that beach there.  Meet me there tomorrow morning and we’ll walk down together.  What do you say?”

      I hesitate, because honestly when Annie reminded me the Seaside Surf Semi-finals were going to start tomorrow, I thought about asking Max and his wonderful little boy Mikey to go with me.  I can’t exactly tell her that now, though.  Not without getting into a whole discussion about what exactly my relationship with Max is.  Since I don’t know the answer to that question myself, I’d rather not hash it out with her.

      Besides, I’ve basically already agreed to go with her.

      Kneeling down on the sidewalk, she scruffs up Karloff’s fur around his neck.  “Make sure you bring this guy, too.  I love this big fella.  Who’s a good dog?  Huh?  Who’s a good dog?”

      Twisting his head to the side, my huge furry friend looks at Vicki with one wide eye like he can’t quite figure out what to do about this.  He loves it when someone furiously pets him this way, but baby talk is just not his thing.

      He also has a really good sense about people.  It’s something in his wolf DNA, I think.  Kugshas don’t just look like wolves, they’re directly descended from them.  They have better senses than a lot of other dogs.  He’s not exactly embracing Vicki with open paws, but he’s not running away from her, either.

      Once again, I really wish I could speak dog, and get his take on Vicki.  Maybe he understands her better than I do.  As the poets say, dogs are better than human beings because they know, but do not tell.

      Vicki leaves Karloff with a scratch behind the ears and waves at me with her fingers as she walks back up the street the way she came.  It’s almost like she meant to bump into me here…literally speaking.  Did she do all this just to invite me to the surf competition?  Well.  Everybody does things their own way.  If everybody was the same, life just wouldn’t be fun.

      As for me, right now I just want to go home and relax for a little while.  After a trip to the spa it’s nice to just kick back and not think about anything at all.  Everybody needs a little time to do nothing, take a moment to themselves, and recharge without having to worry about what’s going to happen next—

      Wurp, wurp!

      A police car rolls up beside me, blasting two short blurbs from its siren.  That’s a universal sound that every person in the world recognizes right away.  Not just people, either.  Karloff actually growls and twists his head that way, but then he just sits back and heaves a breath, licking his chops.  He knows who this is going to be.  So do I.  He’s not exactly one of our favorite people, but he’s not someone we can ignore, either.

      As the car eases to a stop right beside us the passenger side window whirs down, and there he is.  Exactly who I expected to see.

      Chief Alvin DeRoche is a severe-looking man.  That pinched face, that permanent scowl under his broom-handle mustache—he always looks like he just took a huge bite out of a lemon and needs everybody to know it.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wearing anything other than that police uniform, the blue shirt with the creases perfectly sharp and straight, black pocket tabs buttoned in place, badge polished to a shine.

      His mirrored sunglasses reflect my carefully neutral expression back at me.  When it comes to dealing with Seaside’s chief of police, I’ve learned it’s better to feed his ego than it is to antagonize him.

      “Miss D’Angelo,” he says, greeting me incorrectly as always.

      “It’s Mrs. D’Angelo,” I remind him, and not for the first time.  My husband is gone, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still his, in a lot of ways.

      “Sure.”  With a chauvinistic tip of that Stetson hat—a hat he probably wears in the shower—he switches his scowl out for a sharp smile.  “I went looking for you at your trailer, but it figures you’d be down here instead.  Now that I’ve wasted all this time trying to find you, I want you down at the station.”

      That takes me a minute to process.  I’m not sure what I was expecting when he rolled up to the curb here on Main Street, but I’m very sure it wasn’t this.  “You want me at…the station?  The police station?  Why?  I haven’t done anything.”

      I almost add ‘recently’ to the end of that sentence.  I haven’t done anything worth DeRoche’s attention recently.

      He wraps his arm around the steering wheel, and leans down, staring at me through those glasses for an interminably long moment.  “It’s not like that,” he says at last.  “I want you down at the station…to talk.”

      “To talk?” I parrot back at him, still confused.

      “Yes, that’s what I said.  I want to have a conversation with you.”

      “A conversation?” I echo.

      “Just a talk.”

      “A talk?” I repeat.

      “Are you deaf, lady?” he snaps, his plastered-on smile slipping.

      “Am I deaf…I mean, no, I’m not deaf.”  Anger unlocks my tongue.  He’s gone from sickly-sweet nice back to his true self, and I do not like this man.  “I’m not really in the mood to have a little chat with you, Chief.  I mean, it’s not like you and I have ever sat down with a cup of coffee and discussed politics, or whatever.  So if you don’t mind, Karloff and I are going to head for home now because I have a very busy afternoon of doing nothing planned—”

      “I need your help.”

      Those four words stop me cold, leaving me with my mouth hanging open.  DeRoche is asking for my help?  Just a few minutes ago, if anyone had asked me I would have said there was as much chance of that happening as Frosty the Snowman renting a vacation condo in Hell.

      Well, it looks like that particular lake of fire just froze solid.

      “You,” I ask him slowly, “want my help.”

      “Would you stop repeating everything I say?” he says with a sneer.  “I want your help.  That’s what I just said, isn’t it?”

      “Well, yeah.  You did.  It’s just…you don’t like me.”

      He actually smirks at me.  “I never said that.  Not once.”

      “You don’t have to say something for it to be true.”

      “Miss D’Angelo,” he says, on purpose, “I don’t have time to play word games.  I’m the chief of police in this town.  I’m a busy man.  Now, I’m asking you to come to the station to give us your help on a matter.  Unless you want to make the rest of your time in Seaside very, very uncomfortable, then you make your way down there forthwith.  I’ll be waiting.”

      Forthwith, he says, while using threats to get me to help him.  That’s the Chief Alvin DeRoche that I’m familiar with.  I do not like this man, and I know he doesn’t like me no matter what he wants to say, but at least I know what to expect from him.  The way he talks to me might make me want to just turn around and leave him sitting there with that stupid mustache bristling over his smirk…

      Unfortunately, he is the chief of police, and he did just ask for my help.

      And I’m curious what he wants from me.  What could the police possibly need my help with?  I’ve done them more than a few favors in the past, helping them solve recent murder investigations without being asked to—and without being thanked for it, either, I might add.  They didn’t even want me involved, but I did it anyway because it was the right thing to do.

      What could they possibly want from me now?  Another murder.  Oh, meno male I hope not.  Of course, I’ll never find out unless I go.

      So…

      When I glance down at Karloff, he thumps his tail against the sidewalk and swings his head away.  I may not speak Canine, but I know that one.  It’s the dog equivalent of a shrug.  Big help he is.

      “Fine, Chief,” I tell DeRoche.  “I’m always glad to help.”

      “Sure,” he says, with the same flat inflection in his voice.  “You’re a true humanitarian.  I’d give you a lift but you’re with that dog of yours.  Dogs don’t ride in our patrol cars.  They don’t come in the police station either, and don’t forget it.”

      The window whirs closed, and DeRoche drives away.

      Karloff grumbles under his breath and thumps his tail again.  I got the gist of that one just fine, too.

      “I agree, buddy, but it must be something important if he lowered himself to ask for my help, right?”

      He looks up at me.

      “Okay, sure, he didn’t exactly ask.”

      He blinks.

      “Fine.  I see your point.  Well, I already agreed to go so I guess we should get going, right?  If he isn’t giving us a ride then I guess we’re biking.”

      Heaving a big sigh, he gets up on his paws and stretches, yawning in a way that bares his big white teeth.  A tourist couple walking by gives him a wide berth, staring at him the whole time.  They’re probably wondering if I’ve been feeding him small woodland creatures to get him this big.

      The two of us smile at them together.  When they see it, they suddenly start walking even faster.  Almost running.

      Karloff whufs when they’re gone, and lets his tongue loll out of his mouth.

      “Yeah, we’re hilarious.”  I pat his head, and scratch under his chin.  “Come on, funny guy.  Let’s go see what DeRoche wants.”
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      Seaside’s police force is a small one.  This is a tourist town, but there’s not a lot of crime here —usually.  The twenty officers take care of most of the problems here just fine.  If they come up against anything that’s too big for them, they call in the Oregon State Police.  Other than that, it’s just these few officers.  I know most of them, and I’m even friends with a few.

      The Public Safety Building is on Helena Street, just off Main Street in the center of town.  It’s a one-story red brick structure built in the shape of an L, with the larger side occupied by the fire department.  The smaller wing is for the police station.  Big metal letters bolted to the bricks and facing the street read “Seaside Safety Center.”

      In the parking lot the black and white patrol cars are parked in a row.  It doesn’t look like anyone is out in the town.  There’s usually just three officers working per shift, and they’re all here.  Even DeRoche.  Whatever’s going on in there, it must be pretty interesting.

      “Okay, buddy.”  I pat Karloff on his flank before wrapping his leash around a lamp post and cinching it tight – I’ve already tethered my bike to the lamp post.  “You stay out here.  I won’t be long, and then we’ll go and get those bones from the deli like I promised.  Be a good boy.”

      I don’t really have to tell him to behave.  I know he’ll be good and not cause problems.  Well, not on purpose anyway, but I remember that one time when he ran out in traffic after a squirrel.  He was fine and the squirrel got away but there were a lot of angry motorists.  It can’t hurt to remind him to be on his best behavior.

      With a humph, he drops to the ground and lays his head down on his paws.  He’s not happy with all these delays.  I might have to throw in some chunks of fat trimmings with those bones to keep him from sulking all day.

      Knowing that DeRoche is waiting for me inside I leave my poor dog out here and push through the glass door that says POLICE DEPT in black stick-on letters.  There’s a lobby just inside, and a service window next to a corkboard with posters reminding people to use life preservers and keep kids in school.  Public service announcements from your friendly neighborhood cops.  I guess nobody can say they don’t care about the people of their community—

      “Well, is she here or not!”  I can hear DeRoche’s voice roaring from inside the station, yelling at someone about…well, me.

      I guess everyone cares in their own way.

      He’s still yelling in there.  “How long does it take a woman and a dog to walk up the street?  What?  NO THAT’S NOT A JOKE!  Go see if she’s here!”

      I only get a moment to consider turning around and leaving the overbearing police chief to take care of whatever problem he has all by himself.  As curious as I might be, do I really need his particular brand of abuse today?  No.  I do not.  Then again if I leave, I’ll never know why he at least tried to be nice to me.

      My burning curiosity is still warring with my utter contempt of that man when a familiar, friendly face walks up to the other side of the service window.

      Officer
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