
[image: Book cover image]


[image: The Case of the Invisible Dog A Shirley Homes Mystery Diane Stingley Alibi New York][image: The Case of the Invisible Dog A Shirley Homes Mystery Diane Stingley Alibi New York]



The Case of the Invisible Dog is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Alibi eBook Original

Copyright © 2015 by Diane Stingley

Excerpt from The Case of the Purple Goldfish by Diane Stingley copyright © 2015 by Diane Stingley

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Alibi, an imprint of Random House, a division of Random House LLC, New York.

ALIBI is a registered trademark and the ALIBI colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming book The Case of the Purple Goldfish by Diane Stingley. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming edition.

eBook ISBN 9781101884553

Cover art and design: Scott Biel

www.readalibi.com

v4.1

ep

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright


Prologue


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Dedication
Acknowledgments
About the Author
Excerpt from The Case of the Purple Goldfish


Prologue

Inside a manila file folder is a report that I typed up neatly for Shirley Homes. It has been labeled and filed and sits in the locked cabinet next to her desk at the office. I wrote the file based on the notes that Shirley Homes dictated. There were three drafts and numerous changes before she gave final approval.

This is my version, the way it actually happened: the Case of the Invisible Dog. It sits inside the desk at my apartment. And Shirley Homes will not be reading it.

I can hear Phil McGuire in my head as I write these words. He would ask why I am so sure that my version of events is more accurate than Shirley’s. Isn’t it possible that I bring the same blind spots and self-interest to the telling of this story? But trust me, if Phil McGuire had ever met Shirley Homes, there would be no more questions.

The minute I saw that ridiculous hat sitting on top of her bookcase, I should have bolted out of her office and never looked back. But I got caught up in all the strange events, one after another, all of them happening so fast that I couldn’t catch my breath long enough to think clearly. The money was part of it. But the other part was that damn invisible dog. He got under my skin. I wanted to figure out how it was done. And why.

Phil McGuire would say two things. First he would commend me for taking ownership of the part I played in this story. But (there’s always a “but” when it comes to Phil) he would also tell me that when I make no decision, then that becomes my decision. He has said that to me many, many times. It’s annoying—like having a husband who constantly repeats himself. Only worse. I pay Phil McGuire to repeat himself.

Phil thinks I’m “stuck.” He tells me to be patient; it’s part of the process. He’s right; I am stuck. But not in the way that he thinks I am.


Chapter 1

How did I end up working for Shirley Homes? One word: desperation.

Things didn’t work out with Wayne. He’d seemed so normal when we met—a regular, simple guy. I thought he was my chance to get out of my cousin Anna’s house and try on a regular, simple life. To see if I could make it work; see if I could fit in. Wayne had a good job with a cable company, upgrading systems for new dish receivers. Made a decent salary. Had a nice truck. At least I think it was nice. It was big and shiny and had a lot of legroom.

Wayne had health insurance and a cozy little house in Archerville out by Lake Gregory. Compared to the guys I had once dated in L.A., he was definitely a step down. But compared to the guys I had hooked up with since I came back to Springville, North Carolina, Wayne was a huge step up.

I wasn’t looking for true love. I didn’t want to invest my heart and soul. Been there; done that; lost just about everything. This time around I would settle for simple companionship and it would be fine. Just fine.

Phil McGuire: Where did you and Wayne meet?

Me: In a bar. Hey, don’t give me that look. (Phil denies having given me a look; but I saw it very clearly.) You and Anna both kept telling me I needed to start getting out more. I went out more.

Phil McGuire: How long have you known him?

Me: Four or five weeks.

Phil McGuire: Do you think moving in together so soon is a good idea? Isn’t that what you did with Mark?

(I have mentioned to Phil several times that I believe we have thoroughly exhausted the subject of Mark. But he continues to bring him up.)

Me: I know that’s what I did with Mark, but the situation with Wayne is totally different.

Phil McGuire: Situation?

Me: I mean relationship.

Phil McGuire: In what way is it different?

I explained that this relationship wasn’t based on passion that would fade, but on shared interests. (Not a total lie; we were both carbon-based life forms, weren’t we?) It was steady and reliable, not like the volatile relationship I’d had with Mark. I listed all of Wayne’s great qualities, such as being straight, unmarried, not in prison, and holding down a steady job. He has good teeth, too, although I didn’t mention that, and a top-of-the-line barbecue grill on his back deck.

Me: And he can actually watch Bridesmaids without whining. He even laughed at some of the funny parts.

But then Wayne and I moved in together, and we never watched Bridesmaids together again. I moved in on a Saturday, and that night we watched the first three Fast and Furious movies. Or at least Wayne did. I started dozing off by the end of the second one. The weekend after, he wanted to watch the next two after grilling some steaks for dinner. I suggested a reasonable compromise: one Fast and Furious and then one movie picked by me. He agreed. I planned on finding something I thought we could both enjoy, like Ocean’s Eleven or Gravity (if you’re noting a common theme in those two possibilities—the presence of George Clooney—you would be right on the money). But as soon as it was time for me to pick the movie Wayne hooked up his Xbox, put in his earbuds, and sat playing video games for the rest of the night.

Now, here’s the sad part: I really didn’t mind. Just like I didn’t mind that all Wayne did was work, take care of the yard, go out for beers with some of his work buddies a couple nights a week, watch action movies, and play video games. We hardly ever talked, and we never went out. And I didn’t mind.

Unfortunately, Wayne believed there was one certain exact way of doing every single thing. I mean every single thing. He was always correcting me. How to load the dishwasher. How to unload the dishwasher. How to fold the laundry. What time to turn on the porch light. When the kitchen wastebasket needed to be emptied; and not a minute sooner, or, God forbid, a minute later. Which glass is used for iced tea, which glass is used for water, and which glass is used for juice. How to separate the mail into piles based on a system I never did figure out. And—most importantly—how the toilet paper roll should operate (paper rolling over not under; apparently it’s what separates us from the animal kingdom).

Wayne never got angry. He never raised his voice. He just quietly made it clear from his measured tone, the glint in his eyes, and the way he crossed his arms rigidly over his chest, that there was no room for discussion. First he would demonstrate what I had done wrong; which unwritten rules of the universe I had violated. Then he would redo it the correct way. And the next time I tried to do whatever it was, he watched. One morning, after a month of this, I went to the bathroom and used up the last of the toilet paper. As I went to change the roll I realized that I was finding it hard to breathe. Literally.

Phil McGuire: So how are things going with Wayne?

Me: I’m moving out.

Phil McGuire: Oh? (For just a second or two he looks startled, and maybe a tiny bit smug, as if he’s dying to say If only you’d listened to me, but he quickly recovers his neutral expression. Phil is nothing if not a professional.) But I thought you said things were going so great with the two of you.

Me: Er…(this is true; that’s exactly what I’ve been saying for the last month) well…no. Anyway, I found this really cheap apartment over in Springville. That’s where I should be anyway since that’s where my aunt lives and she’s getting older. Not that she’d ever admit she needed any help. She’s very independent. But I’ll feel better being nearby. My cousin, Anna, and her husband, Paul, are going to move me out on Monday while Wayne’s at work.

Phil McGuire: He doesn’t know you’re leaving?

Me: God, no. He’d probably tell me that I wasn’t following the correct procedure to break up with him.

Phil McGuire: I see. (That is therapist code for What you just said is kind of crazy and, although I will exhibit no visible dismay or concern, I will make a note of it in your file for future reference.)

Me (offended that Phil doesn’t see what a healthy decision this is): I know what you’re thinking. First she moves in with him too fast. And now she’s moving back out and doesn’t even have the courtesy to tell Wayne that she’s leaving. But Wayne isn’t someone you can talk to. And, okay, I should have known that since I’m still kind of shut down emotionally I’d attract someone who is also shut down. Maybe that’s even what I liked about him. That probably was what attracted me. And I shouldn’t have moved in with him so fast. I’ll give you that. That’s probably why I kept trying to pretend everything was fine, because deep down I knew that I should have listened to you (every once in a while I like to throw Phil a bone). But Wayne is a control freak. Every little thing has to be done a certain way. Stupid little things that don’t even matter. It’s exhausting.

And he isn’t going to understand why I’m leaving. So that whole conversation would be long and drawn out, and no matter how long it went on it would be pointless. He won’t get it. Also, and unfortunately, for some weird reason the sex is still really good.

(Actually, the reason wasn’t all that weird. Sex was the one area where Wayne’s insane attention to detail and obsession with doing everything in precisely the right way actually worked in my favor. By the time he got through with his end of things there was little or nothing that I needed to contribute to the effort. It was a real win-win.)

Me (on a roll now): So I’d end up feeling guilty and we’d have sex. And then he’d try to talk me out of leaving, and I’d get exhausted trying to explain myself. And then we’d have sex again. And it would just go on and on and on. But I’m going to call him as soon as my stuff is out. I’m not going to have him walk inside his house and find out I’m gone. And I will tell him I’m sorry and that it’s not him—it’s me. I’m just too much of a mess right now to be in a relationship. Wayne will totally buy that as the only logical explanation.

Phil McGuire did not say that my reasoning was well thought out, sound, and in the best interest of everyone involved. He just kind of nodded and wished me luck and said our time was up. He also didn’t say, “I told you so.” I’ll give him that. But he did miss a valuable clue. He didn’t ask me why I didn’t need to be at work on Monday.

He must have assumed that I had some sick time or vacation coming. I did not. The morning that I woke up and realized I couldn’t take it anymore—that I had to leave Wayne—I also realized that regular life wasn’t simple or easy. Even with extremely diminished expectations, it was still hard. Maybe too hard. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to adjust. Maybe I wouldn’t have the courage. I’d lost all those years that other people spent working on their careers and their relationships. Then I remembered that I had three days of sick time built up. It was just sitting there going to waste. And getting out of bed seemed like a lot of trouble for nothing.

When I was on day five of calling in—I know, I’m sorry, but the doctor said this flu bug is a killer—I made the mistake of going over to Redbox to rent a couple of DVDs. In my mind this was a great step forward—Hey! I am out of bed and it’s not even noon! Unfortunately, the coworker on an early lunch break who spotted me as she came out from CVS had a completely different take on the situation. So did my boss, who called me shortly thereafter to terminate my employment.

I didn’t tell Phil or anyone else that I had been fired but was choosing to move into an apartment on my own anyway. I didn’t want to explain about not getting out of bed or how most days I feel as if I have twenty-pound weights on my back every time I take a step. Or how painful it would be to move back in with my cousin, Anna, who works full time, raises two children, has a stable marriage, and thinks sleeping in means letting the sun come over the horizon before brewing your coffee. I imagined whispered conversations late at night between her and her husband, Paul. That’s what you said when she first came back, that it would just be for a while, until she got on her feet. But she can’t even hang on to a receptionist job, for God’s sake.

But even if my cousin’s family had been delighted to have me back in their house because I was a ray of sunshine that brightened up all their lives, I still wouldn’t have moved in with them. I needed to be alone; I needed time to think. I always had big dreams to carry me through the rough spots, and now they were gone. I didn’t know if I had the energy to start over; or the endurance for ordinary life.

I haven’t told Phil McGuire how I really feel or how hard I am struggling. The last thing I want is for Phil McGuire to become concerned.

—

I found a job at Endless Refills, an all-you-can-eat buffet-style restaurant, after I moved to my own place. I had been waiting tables there for a couple of months when I finally decided to answer Shirley Homes’ ad in the newspaper. I told everyone that I’d left my receptionist job because I liked working with people, not being stuck sitting behind a desk all day staring at a computer. I think Anna believed me—she’s always been a trusting person—but Phil seemed a bit skeptical. I don’t believe he thinks “people skills” are my strong suit.

Since I was the newest server at Endless Refills, I got the worst shifts and the worst stations, and I was the first person cut when business was slow. The only things keeping me together were Anna’s handouts (I made way too much spaghetti sauce; we’ll never use it all) and my Rainy Day Fund.

That Rainy Day Fund was all I had left from the settlement check I received from the insurance company when my parents were killed. Aunt Ilene kept the money safely entrusted to the bank until the day I turned eighteen. That settlement got me out of Springville, and into college, and then out to L.A. It got me started on my life there, and kept me going in between jobs while I waited for my “big break.” It also kept Mark going, too, for a couple of years while he waited for his big break.

I did one smart thing. I guess one smart thing in twenty-eight years isn’t exactly a record to brag about. But still. I took five thousand dollars from the settlement money and put it aside at the Aquesta Bank in Springville before I left for L.A. That was my Rainy Day Fund; my safety net. I never touched it the entire time I was in California, although I did dip into it when I first moved home. I didn’t want Anna or Aunt Ilene paying for anything.

Only now I was having to use it to live. And it was almost gone. I had to get another job, and my prospects weren’t exactly bright. The economy was still struggling. My last job wouldn’t give me a reference. I had no other experience that mattered. I had to put my alarm clock in the hallway so that I was forced to get out of bed in the morning to turn it off. Employee-of-the-Month material I was not.

Shirley’s ad ran in the Springville Voice, the local newspaper. I usually nabbed a copy at Dunk ’n Go, the little coffee shop I went to most mornings. The donuts were consistently verging on stale by the time I got there, and the coffee was old. But there was almost always a copy of the Springville Voice lying around. The coffee-donut combination cost $1.50, but the free paper saved me seventy-five cents a day plus a trip to the market to buy a copy. I thought about getting a subscription, but I wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment. I could have read the online version, but reading the newspaper together over breakfast had been a ritual for my aunt and me and I still found it comforting.

I looked at the help-wanted ads almost every single morning. Not that there were many. And most of them were for jobs that I was completely unqualified for: driving a truck, some construction, nursing positions. Reading those ads was more of a habit than anything. I had also put in a lot of applications online for jobs in Archerville and Charlotte. I had not had a single response.

Shirley’s ad had been running for about six weeks. I’d study it for a few seconds and then move on because it was so strange. Shirley didn’t list an e-mail address or a fax number. Not even a phone number. She asked interested persons to reply by mail with a letter in their own handwriting—not typed—explaining why they would be a good candidate for the position as her assistant. No experience required. Will train the right person. I am looking for someone resourceful, quick on their feet, loyal, flexible, and detail-oriented. Résumé not required and, if included, will automatically disqualify you from consideration, the ad went on to say. Excellent salary, benefits, and opportunities for the right person, the ad concluded.

But one morning, after a really slow night at the restaurant that had yielded only twelve dollars in tips, I finally decided to take a chance and answer her ad. I figured I had nothing to lose. It was either that or think seriously about going to trucking school. And I definitely met the qualification of “no experience.” I copied down the address, which was a P.O. box in care of the Springville Voice. As soon as I got home, I composed a letter and mailed it.

Three days later I had a reply waiting for me in my mailbox from Shirley Homes inviting me to an interview at two o’clock that very afternoon. Please be prompt and prepared for a rigorous examination of your intelligence and your character. That threw me for a minute, but then I decided I could pretend to have character. I am a failed actress after all.

Still, it was strange. But I ignored my misgivings when I saw the starting salary at the end of her letter, which was twice as much as I made at my last crappy job working as a receptionist. And easily three times more than what I was making now as a waitress. The address she gave was in Springville, which was also surprising. With the salary she was offering I would have expected her office to be located in one of the large office buildings in downtown Charlotte. Or maybe over in one of the new suburbs by Lake Gregory.

I only had about an hour to get myself ready if I hoped to be on time. Fortunately, it was my day off, so I didn’t have to worry about finding someone to cover my shift at the restaurant. I did my hair and makeup, and put on my most professional outfit with the pearl earrings that Aunt Ilene had given me when I graduated from high school. I still had some nice clothes from my days in L.A. (I think my wardrobe might have been the only reason I was offered the receptionist job in the first place.)

Before I left to meet Shirley I checked myself in the mirror one last time. I have a weird relationship with my face. I can see its good points, but I’m still not sure about the total picture. It literally takes me a few seconds to recognize myself in a photograph. I have good cheekbones, a nice smile, and pretty green eyes. My auburn hair is kind of funky—thick and wavy on good days, a frizzy mess when it’s humid. Anna says it’s one of my best features, but I don’t see it. I’m five foot six, and if I were still in L.A. I could stand to lose a few pounds. But here in Springville a size eight is just fine. One of these days I should start working out again. That’s number three on my to-do list, right after discovering the meaning of life and having my car detailed. Armored with my Ann Taylor jacket and skirt, my shoulder-length hair tamed into soft waves courtesy of three different styling products, and benefiting from some carefully applied makeup, I looked entirely different on the outside than I felt on the inside. That had been my goal.

I dashed to my car, started it, and took a left from my neighborhood onto Broad Street to head downtown, arriving ten minutes before two o’clock at the address Shirley had given me: 224 Tailor Street. Her business was located on the second story of an old building in downtown Springville.

It took me a few minutes to find a place to park since most of the buildings located downtown have very small parking lots. Hers was completely full, as were the ones nearby. I was forced to drive around and find a spot on the street a few blocks away. By that time I only had a couple of minutes to spare, so I practically ran the last three blocks until I reached the front of her building again. It was the most exercise I’d had all week, and I was slightly winded as I scoured the building for signs of an entrance to Shirley Homes’ office.

On the first floor was a restaurant called Hobson’s Bakery. I didn’t recognize it. A lot of the businesses had changed hands after I’d left for L.A., and since I’d moved back I hadn’t come downtown much except to hang out at the Highlight Bar. Not wanting to waste any more time, I went in and asked the middle-aged woman behind the counter how to get to the office upstairs.

“Shirley’s office?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

“Yes.”

“Stairs are round the back,” she told me with a funny look on her face, kind of giving me the once-over, like she was trying to figure me out. I was tempted to ask her to give me a call if she ever did.

“Thank you,” I said uncomfortably, trying to give an impression of a happy, well-adjusted, regular kind of person, and wishing I had time to buy one of the cookies in the display case under the counter since I hadn’t had a chance to eat lunch.

I walked outside, and as soon as I went around the corner to the back I saw a small sign posted by a set of wooden stairs that led to a door at the top. Shirley Homes the sign read, with an arrow pointing up the stairs. Underneath it was a second sign: Watch Your Step! I made my way up the stairs, still damp from the morning rain. When I got to the top I stopped for a minute to catch my breath.

The two large windows on either side of the stairs were too high for me to see inside. And the small window at the top of the door was covered from the inside with Venetian blinds, which were closed. I wasn’t sure whether or not to just go in, so I knocked on the door and waited.

After a minute went by without a response, I knocked one more time, waited a few seconds, and then opened the door. I heard a small jingling sound above my head and looked up to see two small bells hanging over the doorway. Once inside I closed the door behind me and took a look around. Next to my feet stood a copper umbrella stand filled with five black umbrellas and a silver-tipped dark brown cane, polished so well that I could see my reflection. On the other side of the door was a potted fern sitting inside a large, brass urn. We were strangers now, but before long taking care of that fern would become the highlight of my day. I eventually named it Tilly.

There was an antique oak desk on the left side of the room with a laptop computer nestled underneath the open rolltop cover. The computer seemed out of place because everything else in the room looked so old-fashioned.

The two large windows that I’d seen from the stairs were each adorned with white lace curtains. They were fastened to the side of the windows by a burgundy red sash attached to brass hooks. The floor was varnished wood; a large Oriental rug lay in the center. A small antique couch covered in heavy blue and burgundy cloth sat against the right wall opposite the desk. Under the two windows were short oak bookcases filled with hardcover books.

On top of one of the bookcases sat a silver tray with a beautiful teapot and four teacups made of white china and dotted with small burgundy flowers. Next to the tray was a hot plate with a pot of steaming water. And hanging on the walls behind the desk on one side, and behind the couch on the other, were two large lithographs of London, both of them depicting a foggy night. In the painting on the right, a carriage made its way down a city street. In the other a man stood on a bridge under a street lamp, staring at the murky river below.

On top of the peculiar decorating—peculiar for a place of business in the twenty-first century—it was also very quiet inside. All I heard were the occasional sounds of traffic from outside and the ticking of the grandfather clock next to a door on the back wall. I also detected the faint smell of fresh cookies, which I assumed came from the restaurant downstairs. I stood there for a few moments, taking it all in, and feeling as if I had entered a different world. It was almost like being on a movie set. Then I noticed that the door in the back wall had a handwritten sign hanging on it that read: Do Not Disturb. Important Work Being Conducted.

I wasn’t sure what to do at that point, but decided to sit down in one of the two antique chairs against the wall and wait. Five minutes passed, and then ten. I started to wonder if I’d gotten the wrong day or the wrong time. I pulled the letter Shirley had sent me out of my purse and read it through. This was the right time and the right day.

“Hello?” I called out softly, feeling strangely guilty for disturbing the peaceful atmosphere. “Is anyone here?”

But all I heard was the ticking of the grandfather clock. I decided to give it five more minutes, and if someone didn’t appear, I would either knock on the closed door or simply leave. To tell the truth, I was starting to feel a little foolish, as if I’d been the victim of some sort of practical joke.

I folded up the letter, and put it back in my purse, and watched the next five minutes tick by. When they were up I got to my feet. I didn’t feel foolish anymore; I was angry. I’m sure Phil McGuire would call what I felt “healthy anger.” He’s a big believer in healthy emotions.

Who the hell does this Shirley Homes person think she is? I remember thinking as I marched over to the door. But just as I got ready to give it a good knock or two, the door flew open, and there stood Shirley Homes.

How to describe her? What words could possibly do justice to Shirley Homes? Well, to start with, she’s very tall and very slim, with big brown eyes that seem to look right through a person. Her hair is pretty—a thick chestnut brown slightly lighter in color than her eyes—and falls in loose waves right above her shoulders. It’s hard to tell her exact age, but I’d guess early to mid-thirties. Her skin is very pale, but her complexion is flawless. She has a strong nose that might overpower someone else’s face. But her sharp cheekbones and wide mouth balance out the size of her nose. Shirley is very striking, although her presence is so overwhelming that I still haven’t quite figured out whether or not she is actually attractive.

That day she wore a tailored white shirt with black pants and a plaid jacket. I’d soon come to learn that she wears a variation of that outfit every single day. The shirt varies only in the length of the sleeves and the weight of the fabric of her jacket, depending on the weather. And sometimes she wears a black skirt instead of black pants.

“Welcome,” she barked out in that booming voice of hers. She was beaming at me, her wide mouth stretching across her narrow face, and her eyes twinkling with amusement, as if she knew something that I didn’t.

“Thank you,” I said hesitantly, as my anger turned into confusion in the face of her exuberance. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had seemed so happy to see me.

“Come in. Come in,” she said, waving me through the doorway with a flourish. I went into her office, and she shut the door behind us. “Please be seated.”

As I walked over to the chair in front of her desk I was struck by the fact that there was no computer on her large oak desk, and that she had one of those old-fashioned phones with a rotary dial, the kind you see in old movies.

There were two paintings on the wall behind her desk: one of a foggy London street similar to those in the outer office, and the other of a beautiful green countryside.

“Tammy,” she said as she took a seat behind her desk, and I took a long, deep breath to steady my nerves. I was rattled by the whole experience so far, and it was getting harder by the moment to keep smiling. Shirley leaned back in her chair, still beaming, and as she continued to stare at me with those penetrating eyes I felt a drop of sweat trickle down my forehead.

As I pretended to rearrange a lock of my hair in order to wipe the trickle of sweat off my face, she suddenly leaned forward.

“You’re hired!” she exclaimed.

“Excuse me?” I asked, so startled that my hand remained fixed in the center of my forehead, stopped in mid-swipe.

“You are exactly the sort of person I have been looking for to assist me. You’re solid and steady. You follow instructions, but you have a breaking point. You’ll do what’s necessary if the stakes are high enough. You’ll stand up for yourself when necessary and face danger head-on. You’re wondering how I know all that, aren’t you?” she asked as I stared at her, more than a little dumbfounded.

“It’s simple,” she went on. “I have been trying to find a personal assistant for almost two months. I knew the search would be difficult, but I was willing to wait for the right person. My first test was asking all the applicants to apply by mail and in their own handwriting, which would quickly eliminate people in whom I simply would not be interested. I have made a careful study of handwriting analysis and what it reveals about a person’s character and temperament. However, such in-depth analysis ultimately proved unnecessary. Of all the letters I received, only three were legible: yours and two others. And the other two had missing commas in their replies. You, however, did not. You know your grammar, and that is a dying art. Indeed, most of my favorite things in this life either are currently, or soon will become, dying arts.” She punctuated this observation with a wistful sigh, gazing at a point somewhere behind my left ear. After a protracted pause, she abruptly jerked back to the present moment, once again focusing intently on my face. I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable with that intensity. “I had, therefore, a favorable impression of you before you walked in this door,” she continued, still grinning at me with her disconcerting Cheshire Cat smile.

I had Aunt Ilene to thank for my mastery of commas. She had been a high school English teacher. After I went to live with her, she used to go through all my homework, editing everything until I knew my commas and semicolons backward and forward. She also used to make me send handwritten thank-you notes for birthday parties, Christmas presents, etc. They didn’t go into the envelope until she had pronounced them acceptable. That accounted for my penmanship.

“On that basis alone I had high hopes for you,” Shirley went on. “But I had a second test: making you sit and wait. There was no explanation given, and no one to provide any guidance. So you did the sensible thing. You waited for an appropriate amount of time, you checked my letter to make sure that you hadn’t gotten the date or time wrong, and then you set a limit. If I did not have the courtesy to come out and greet you within that amount of time, you intended to leave. Am I right? I thought so,” she said as I nodded my head in dumb wonder. “And no, I do not have special powers of some kind, although it might seem so. I watched you through the keyhole on my door and employed the keen art of observation and my thorough knowledge of human nature. Voilá! The mystery is solved.

An image flickered through my mind of Shirley crouched on the floor, her eyeball glued to the keyhole as I sat playing Angry Birds. I would have laughed at the visual if it weren’t so unsettling.

“To continue,” she resumed, as I tried to absorb the force of her personality and still follow what she was saying. “Your last action was my final test. I was curious to see whether you would simply leave in disgust, or knock on my door to give me a piece of your mind, even though my door clearly had a Do Not Disturb sign posted. You chose the latter, which shows that you have some spirit in you despite your tendency toward courtesy—a most wonderful balance.

“Hence, you are the perfect candidate for this position, and you are hired. Report to work tomorrow morning promptly at nine o’clock. In my office, we honor the traditional nine-to-five workday as often as possible. Such an efficient, yet humane, way to divide our time between work and family and whatever other interests we wish to pursue. For myself, that would include intellectual and cultural pursuits. For you it is, I am sure, matters much more mundane. Favorite television programs, the latest celebrity gossip, and the like. Be that as it may, you should have the time to pursue such interests. And now, as our business is completed, good day to you.”

I truly had no idea what she was talking about for much of that conversation, other than the fact that I had somehow managed to fool this odd woman into believing I was a sensible person with good personality traits. And that I had just acquired a job with regular hours that paid well and didn’t involve smiling at cranky, hungry people all night long. That was good enough for me.

—

My cousin Anna and I went out to dinner that night to celebrate. I almost wished that I hadn’t called to give her the good news. But she would have been really hurt if I hadn’t. I wanted to go home and watch bad movies and eat comfort food, but Anna insisted on taking me out. She is hopeful about the progress I’ve made compared to the state I was in when I first returned to Springville. She likes to celebrate what she considers my victories. And she wanted all the details.

There was one awkward moment when she reminded me that I had left my receptionist job and taken up waitressing because I didn’t want to sit behind a desk. But I was able to iron over that little inconsistency by informing her of the fabulous salary that Shirley was offering.

When I told her about the odd interview, thinking she would find it funny, Anna became a little concerned.

“I don’t know, Tams,” Anna said. “She sounds a little strange. Maybe that’s why she pays so well.”

“Oh, she’s strange, all right,” I agreed. “But you should have seen the manager at Endless Refills. I swear he has bodies buried in his basement. And she can’t be any crazier than Mirabelle, the woman I answered phones for. She used to make me separate out all the different colors of rubber bands that I kept in my desk to bundle up her mail. I was only supposed to use the blue ones. It was very important to her. One time I accidentally put a green one around the mail, and she got so upset I thought we would have to call the paramedics. And if the phone rang more than two times before I answered, it was literally the end of the world. Trust me, I’m used to crazy bosses.”

“I guess,” she said, not sounding convinced. “And it’s just the two of you there?”

“As far as I know.”

“What kind of business does she run?” she asked.

“Um…”

“You didn’t ask?”

“Well,” I said, embarrassed. “It sort of didn’t come up.” Anna gave me a strange look. “Besides, I’m sure that being an assistant is pretty much the same everywhere,” I assured her, waving my hands dismissively. “I’ll answer the phone, and file things, and type things, and organize things, and run errands, and set up appointments, and run out for her latte from Starbucks. You know the drill. Whatever it is, with the salary she’s paying, I can learn to adapt.”

“Of course you can,” Anna said, brightening. “You’ll do great. And you’ll probably make all kinds of contacts, and before long move on to something even better.”

Anna is what you would call an optimist, especially when it comes to me. She continues to think that I am simply a normal person who tried to make it as an actress, failed (she actually thinks I just gave up too soon and that I was only weeks, if not days, away from my big break), and is now in the process of rebuilding her life, with some bumps along the way, which are only to be expected. She doesn’t realize that while there are many reasons for a person to go into acting, those reasons hardly ever include the words robust mental health.

So while Anna had her reservations about my new job, I did not. Now that I’d had some time to get used to the idea, I thought that working for Shirley Homes might turn out to be the best thing that could have happened. Finally, a place where I could relax. A place where I wouldn’t have to work so hard at being normal and fitting in. Because compared to Shirley Homes, I was the poster child for normal.

—

When I reported to work the next morning there was another handwritten note on Shirley’s door. This time it read: Welcome, Tammy. Please make yourself at home. If I need anything, I will let you know. For the time being, please see to it that there is always a fresh pot of hot water available for our clients so that we may brew them a cup of tea. I have left some insurance and tax forms on your desk. A necessary evil, I am afraid. Please fill them out and leave them on top of the right-hand bookcase when you are through. It would be most helpful if you would be so good as to take your lunch hour between noon and one o’clock. Until otherwise notified, I am not to be disturbed. Thank you—Shirley Homes.

That same basic note—minus the directions about the tax and insurance forms—was waiting for me every morning for the next two weeks. During the day Shirley would pop in and out, always stopping by my desk to say hello and ask if I was enjoying my job.

“Yes,” I always replied, because what else could I say? I needed the money. I didn’t want to go back to waiting tables. At that point I would have said anything to hold on to my job even though I was bored out of mind.

“Is there anything you need?”

“No. I don’t think so,” I answered the first few times, feeling awkward and still wanting to make a good impression.

On the fourth morning of my employment, I finally brought up the subject of finding me something to do. Shirley had come out of her office for the third time that day, asking me yet again if I was enjoying my job.

“Yes,” I said as usual. “But…” My voice trailed off as she stood there smiling at me. I just wasn’t sure how to come out and ask her.

“What is it?” she asked with just a hint of impatience in her tone.

“Well, I mean…”

“Out with it, Tammy!” she commanded with an impatient flourish of her hands.

“Is there anything you’d like me to do?” I asked uncomfortably.

“Not at present,” she replied, unflustered. “When there is I shall let you know. Until then, just continue to keep yourself occupied and stay near the phone. I believe that there are some mindless games of diversion on the computer I provided that might offer some pleasant diversion. Computers are useful things, I suppose, but I prefer to employ my own wits, brains, and imagination rather than relying on a machine. One day I may have to surrender to all this new technology, but for now I keep up the good fight. Oh, and always make sure there is a fresh pot of hot water for our clients,” she added with a brisk clap of her hands. With that she turned on her heel and cloistered herself in her office for the remainder of the afternoon.

I finally started going downstairs to Hobson’s Bakery for coffee and a donut every morning so that I had something to look forward to. Most of the time I had lunch there, too. The owner, Mrs. Hobson, served great food. She offered fresh soups, salads, breads, and a variety of sandwiches. The place did a good business for lunch and had a nice homey atmosphere complete with checkered tablecloths, antique photos of Springville from the turn of the previous century, and small vases filled with fresh flowers on each of the tables.

Mrs. Hobson looked like the perfect person to run her own little restaurant. She was a short, heavyset, middle-aged woman with plump cheeks, bright blue eyes, and soft brown hair that she wore pinned back in a bun. She always wore a ruffled apron over her shirt and slacks. I’d see her smiling and chatting with the other customers. But from the very first time I went inside, all I ever got from her was a gruff “Hello” before she grabbed a menu and quickly showed me to a table—usually the one right next to the kitchen door.

I couldn’t figure out what I had done to offend her until one day, as I stood at the cash register to pay my bill, the little bells on the doorknob clanged, and Mrs. Hobson got a funny expression on her face. And when I say funny, I mean the way Aunt Ilene used to look if I ever burped at the dinner table. I turned to see what had caught her attention, and saw Shirley coming in the door with her usual brisk stride.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Hobson,” she boomed out cheerfully, stopping next to me.

“Hello,” Mrs. Hobson said curtly through pursed lips.

“I see you have met my assistant, Tammy,” Shirley said with no seeming awareness that Mrs. Hobson appeared less than thrilled to see her. “I was hoping that she would patronize your fine establishment. I am always so preoccupied that it is a relief to know she will have someone else with whom to converse and socialize. With all you have in common, I am confident that the two of you will quickly become great friends.

“In a way I envy you good, simple people who can be so entertained by trivial conversation,” she continued in a wistful tone. “I myself am not plagued with the need to fill my days with the ceaseless, mindless chatter that people such as yourself and Tammy seem to thrive on. I find the banal subject matter that most people wish to discuss very cumbersome and unsatisfying. But you mustn’t trouble yourself with the thought that the life I lead must, therefore, be a sad and lonely one. My own solitary pursuits keep my mind absorbed and contented. And while I sometimes toy with the idea of learning to cultivate an interest in the mundane in order to fit in more sympathetically with the world at large, I have found that one cannot change one’s own essential nature. Do you by any chance belong to a bowling league, Mrs. Hobson?”

“No. I do not belong to a bowling league,” she replied, cheeks flushed, barking out each syllable so that the words emerged like a spray of bullets from a machine gun. Due to the difference in their heights Mrs. Hobson had to crane her neck in order to glare at Shirley, who was literally looking down at her, and seemed wholly unaffected by the obvious impact of her speech on Mrs. Hobson’s demeanor.

“Pity. I think it would be good for Tammy to find an alternate means of filling her evenings beyond the simple amusement provided by sitcoms and talk shows. I understand from the entertainment section of the New York Times that this Mr. Fallon fellow is the new—what is the phrase I am looking for?—King of Late Night. Yes, that’s it. I’m sure he is a perfectly lovely gentleman, but when entertaining the masses, one is forced by the very nature of the enterprise to keep the subject matter simple. Perhaps, Mrs. Hobson, you could put all that admirable energy of yours to good use by forming a bowling league of your own. I believe it would be an excellent way for you and Tammy to enjoy each other’s company while also benefiting from physical exertion. Food for thought, Mrs. Hobson, food for thought. And now, as I have pressing matters to attend to, I will take my leave and wish a good day to you both.”

Shirley nodded her head and then whirled around and walked out the door, leaving me stuck there with a stony-faced Mrs. Hobson, muttering something under her breath as she slammed some coins out of the register and down onto the counter.

“Keep the change,” I said, too embarrassed to meet her eyes, even though I had over seven dollars coming back. And then I made my own hasty retreat.

If I hadn’t been so bored out of my mind most of the time, or if I hadn’t gotten completely addicted to her homemade cookies and soups, I probably never would have gone back to Mrs. Hobson’s restaurant. But I couldn’t make it past ten o’clock in the morning before finally giving in and heading downstairs.

And that’s how things stood on that Friday in early March, and how things stood until the following Monday morning when everything changed. The morning I discovered exactly what service it was that Shirley Homes planned to provide to an unsuspecting public—and what kind of assistance I’d be expected to contribute on her behalf.


Chapter 2

I was so engrossed in my magazine on that Monday morning that I didn’t even hear the front door open, or become aware of Shirley walking into the office. I was leaning back in my chair reading the Enquirer, completely unaware of her presence. I know it is petty and bitter of me, but these days I absolutely love the Enquirer. I especially look forward to the swimsuit issues. I love lingering over pictures of famous people on the beach, with their cellulite and sagging bellies—especially if it’s someone I met when I had a bit part or worked as an extra who was particularly difficult to work with or rude to the crew. Or someone I heard about from my fellow struggling actor friends (gossiping about the A-listers as we swore that we would never, ever act that way once we hit it big formed a major theme in our conversations). If I spot someone, however, who was actually nice, or someone who was just sad, then I don’t linger over the photo. I may be petty and bitter, but I do have my standards.

And it’s comforting to read about all the regular crazies out there, people going about their daily business who are batty as hell. After a particularly good issue, I comfort myself with the idea that normal people might actually be in the minority.

Shirley was usually in her office by the time I arrived, and since her door was always closed I had just assumed that she was already in there, busy at her desk doing whatever it was that she did.

“Good morning, Tammy,” Shirley barked, throwing wide the office door before clambering in and then banging it shut behind her so that the bells hanging overhead clanged against each other noisily. I was so startled by her sudden appearance that I banged my knee on the edge of the desk and dropped my magazine.

“Good morning,” I mumbled, feeling my face grow crimson. It was embarrassing to be caught reading the Enquirer at my desk at nine-thirty in the morning, even though she still hadn’t given me anything to do. And there was no way to pretend I’d just been skimming through it. When I read the Enquirer, I am totally engrossed.

“Startled you, did I?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she strode toward my desk.

“A little.”

“You should obtain one of those devices that record television programs so that you don’t need to stay up late watching Mr. Fallon.”

“I beg your pardon?” It was the second time she had mentioned Jimmy Fallon.

“I use him as a metaphor, of course. There was a time when a cursory glance at the TV Guide, combined with my keen observation of your habits and personality traits, such as the reading material you are currently absorbed in, would have allowed me to quickly and easily deduce which programs were a regular part of your viewing habits,” she said merrily as she pressed her palms flat on my desk, beaming at me after an amused glance down at my Enquirer. “I do not care for television myself, but I try to keep up with what’s popular in order to better understand the world of our clients.”

“Clients?” I asked hopefully. So far, other than Shirley and me, not one single other person had walked through that office door.

“Your puffy eyes and dark circles are clear evidence that you are staying up late each evening,” she stated, seeming not to have heard my interjection. “But how do I know that it is television keeping you up?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered in the face of her unrelenting gaze.

“You have these same puffy eyes and dark circles every morning of the week. You aren’t married, and I see no sparkle in your eyes, no spring in your step, no photo on your desk to indicate a romantic involvement. And it would hardly be your love of reading classic literature or the great works of philosophy causing you to lose valuable sleep,” she said, with another pointed glance at my Enquirer. “Thus, there is some late night program that you watch each evening, and those dark circles and puffy eyes are a result of this unfortunate habit. Hence my suggestion that you invest in a recording device, and delay your viewing until the following day at an earlier hour. I know that you are a lover of routine, but after a few days I feel quite sure that you would be able to adapt to the change.”

I was so taken aback that I didn’t know what to say. It was not only the longest conversation that she’d ever had with me, but it was also completely untrue. I was definitely not a lover of routine; I had, as a matter of fact, spent most of my life avoiding routine. These days I was trying to discover if there was a routine that I could learn to live with. And I didn’t stay up late watching T.V.—or doing anything else, for that matter. Most nights I came home feeling exhausted and took a long, hot shower, stood in the kitchen while I had a quick sandwich or salad for dinner, and crawled into bed early with a good mystery.

As for the dark circles and puffy eyes, I wasn’t sleeping well. I hadn’t slept well for the most part since I left L.A. But sitting in Shirley’s office for eight hours a day for the last two weeks with nothing to do was starting to make it worse. There are only so many times you can water a fern, mist all its leaves, trim off the dead ends, check the soil, and polish the brass urn that it sits in. Even when you name it Tilly, and find yourself asking how it’s doing today, a potted plant can only provide so much in the way of occupation and entertainment.

“Amazing,” I said as Shirley continued to stare at me, obviously waiting for me to express my disbelief at her uncanny powers of perception.

“It isn’t magic. Simply a matter of close observation. Anyone could achieve the same results if they would simply take the time to pay attention. As we start to work our cases, you’ll get used to it over time. And hopefully you will learn to develop some of these abilities yourself.”

“Our cases?” I asked, taken aback for a second time. Surely she couldn’t be an attorney? Who in their right mind would let Shirley Homes represent them in a court of law?

“Yes. If I am not mistaken, a man will be coming to see us shortly. He has a very curious problem, and it will be up to me to solve it for him. Ah, here he is now.”

Shirley turned and faced the door, and I peered around her, expecting to hear footsteps coming up the stairs. But there were no footsteps, and after staring at the door for a good two minutes, Shirley finally cleared her throat.

“Tammy,” she said, turning back to face me. “Let that be a lesson to you, one that we shall both need to remember as we work on our cases.”

That was the third time in the space of five minutes that she had mentioned our “cases,” and I was anxious for her to finally explain just what kind of cases we would be handling. I still had absolutely no idea what business she was actually in or what kind of person would want to hire her. For anything.

“Impatience is our enemy,” she continued before I had a chance to ask her to clarify. “Impatience shall give us false clues, and false clues shall lead to false results. I was so anxious for our first client to arrive—yes, we do at last have our first client—that I assumed those footsteps were coming to our door. Obviously it was nothing more than someone walking down the sidewalk in noisier-than-typical foot apparel. You have heard, of course, the famous story of the tortoise and the hare?”

“You mean the one where the hare goes too fast and wears himself out, and the tortoise ends up winning by taking his time and being patient?”

“I do indeed mean that story, as I am unaware of any other common story featuring those two characters. I have made a study of such stories and fables, designed to illustrate an important moral to their readers, stories from all over the world, and a remarkable fact has emerged. If you read them carefully as I have done—”

The two bells over the front door tinkled as Shirley talked, and a nervous-looking man of average height with an extremely large potbelly—who appeared to be in his early forties—stepped cautiously inside. He had small green eyes and a receding hairline that he tried to cover by combing his light brown hair over to the side. I felt a strange sort of affection for the guy when I saw his bald skull peeking through his thinning hair. I understood his reasoning all too well. (I bet if I just comb this hair over to the side no one will ever notice that I’m going bald!). It might have taken a different form, but that same principle was currently the foundation of my life.

“—you can notice that certain themes emerge,” Shirley droned on, oblivious to the man who was now shuffling his feet uncomfortably on the Oriental rug. “One of the most interesting is—”

“Shirley?” I asked, trying to get her attention, pointing toward the door.

“—that what we perceive to be universal values…Yes, Tammy, what is it?” she asked impatiently.

“I think our first client has arrived,” I told her, gesturing toward the door again.

“Ah,” she said serenely, without missing a beat. “Thank you, Tammy. You are right, of course. No matter what interesting discussion we might be having, the client must always come first. Welcome, sir,” she added, whirling around to meet him with an extended hand. “I am Shirley Homes, as you know. And this is my trusted colleague, Tammy Norman. Tammy, this is Matt Peterman, our first client.”

“Hello,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too,” Matt said, his eyes darting back and forth between the two of us as if he was trying to figure out how to get back out the door as quickly as possible. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

“Nonsense,” Shirley said, shaking his hand heartily. “Your situation interests me greatly, and I believe that I can be of service. Let us retire to my office, and you can explain your situation more fully. Tammy, please get your notepad and follow us.”

Shirley nudged a reluctant Matt Peterman along as she made her way to her office door and flung it open. I took a pad of paper and a pen from the top drawer of my desk and followed in behind.

“Would you care for a cup of tea?” Shirley asked once Matt sat down in one of the chairs across from her desk. “It’s Earl Grey and quite delicious. Calming and yet energizing at the same time. A cup of tea—brewed correctly—is a gift from God. And yes, I do believe in God, for lack of a better word. You may find that statement a rather surprising confession from someone with my scientific mind. To which I would reply that while there is much in this world that can be explained by science, there still remain many mysteries for which no scientific explanation is sufficient. And, I dare say, in all likelihood never shall be. In the face of an infinite universe, even the most brilliant human mind has its limitations. To recognize that fact is the beginning of true wisdom.” Shirley gazed over our heads for a moment, lost in thought, and then suddenly refocused her attention on Matt. “Tea?” she asked with a smile.

“No, thanks,” Matt said after a moment, looking dazed. I knew just how he felt.

“Then on to your situation,” she said briskly. I flipped open my notepad as Shirley took her place on the oak swivel chair behind her desk. She leaned forward, folded her hands on top of her desk, and stared intently at our client. I stared at him, too, anxious to finally discover what it was that Shirley did for a living.

“Please proceed, Mr. Peterman,” Shirley said. “Start your most interesting story from the very beginning so that Tammy has all the details. I believe that her more commonplace mind may be very beneficial in helping me to solve this case.”

Matt looked over at me, and then back at Shirley, and, with an uncomfortable expression, shifted in his seat. Shirley merely stared at him expectantly, giving no indication that she had noticed his discomfort. Her wide brown eyes fixed unblinkingly on his face, as if she hoped to see through his skull and into his very thought processes. I wasn’t too happy having my mind described as commonplace yet again, but I told myself to let it go. There were worse things.

“It’s like I told you at the restaurant—”

“No, my good man. You must start at the beginning, as if we were meeting for the first time. Pretend that our earlier encounter at Hobson’s Bakery never happened. I want the details fresh so that Tammy can copy everything down accurately. And please be completely open with us. Otherwise we cannot help you.”

“I don’t know,” Matt said, shifting awkwardly back and forth in his chair under the full force of Shirley’s focused attention.

“What is it that you do not know?” Shirley asked crisply.

“I, er, don’t know that you can really help me,” he muttered, unable to look Shirley in the eye.

“Nonsense. You have tried to ignore the problem. You have tried to tell yourself that it is nothing. And yet you know that it is not nothing. You have tried to find a way to fix your problem. You have found no solution. You can think of no one who can help you. So now you come to Shirley Homes, because that is why I am here. To solve the cases that no one else can. As I told you at the restaurant, I seek no financial reward; I charge no fee. Any person—rich or poor—can come to me for help. I do it simply for the satisfaction of ridding the world of crime and evil, so that civilization may proceed along its ordained path.

“Civilization, my good sir, is the great creation of humanity,” Shirley intoned, getting that faraway look in her eyes again, as if completely unaware of our presence. “It is a miracle of achievement, imagination, and perseverance, the great barrier standing between us and the dark night. But it is a creation that demands constant vigilance. I believe I was put on this earth to do my part to protect our great creation of civilization. It may be a small part—I try not to overstate my importance—but one small piece of rotten wood or one misplaced brick can eventually bring down an entire structure. Every moment that you delay is another moment that your problem remains unsolved.”

Matt kept sneaking glances over at me every now and then as Shirley lectured on and on. Each time our eyes met I would give him an encouraging smile, but my smile became more and more forced as I grew increasingly uncomfortable. Listening to her conversation with poor Mr. Peterman, I began to have serious doubts about spending five days a week in the company of Shirley Homes. And then, while I waited for Shirley to wind down the lecture, I happened to glance over at Shirley’s bookcase. And that’s when I saw it: perched on the top shelf, conspicuous even among the collection of books, paperweights, and other knickknacks, there sat a hat. A most distinctive hat in brown and cream plaid, complete with earflaps and a peaked top. And suddenly all the pieces fell into place.

“This isn’t some kind of a joke, is it?” Matt asked with a forced chuckle, his glance flicking from Shirley to me and back again.

“Joke?” Shirley cocked her head. “If you think that your problem is a joke, my good man, that is your affair, and you can be on your way. But I take your situation most seriously. From what you have told me I think that there is more to your story than meets the eye. In fact, I think that you might very well be in grave danger.”

“But it’s just a dog,” he said with a nervous smile.

“An invisible dog, and therein lies the danger.”

“An invisible dog?” I asked, thinking maybe I had missed some key part of the conversation.

“Yes, Tammy. Our first case involves an apparently invisible dog.”

Now it was my turn to stare intently at Matt. I was no longer sure which one of them was crazier, Matt Peterman or Shirley Homes.

“Okay,” he said reluctantly, “I’ll admit that it’s weird. But there’s got to be a logical explanation. And I don’t think I’m in any real danger,” he added defensively.

“Oh, yes,” Shirley said firmly. “There will definitely be a logical explanation. The existence of an invisible dog is impossible. Therefore, we will pursue every other possible explanation, no matter how improbable, until we find the correct result. But mark my words, you are indeed in danger. Until we identify the cause of this invisible dog, you must be on your guard. An invisible dog does not simply appear out of nowhere. Someone went to a lot of planning and trouble to bring an invisible dog into your life. And it is doubtful that they had your best interests at heart.”

“Yeah,” Matt said slowly after a minute. “When you put it like that…it is pretty weird. Maybe somebody is up to something. And I can’t exactly take this to the cops. It’s too ridiculous. You’re really not going to charge me anything?”

“I do not say things that I do not mean.”

“Okay.” He thought things over for a few moments. “Okay,” he said again, sounding more confident. “I guess I have nothing to lose. Let’s see what you can do.”

Shirley leaned back in her chair and I lifted my pen, very interested in spite of myself to hear more about Matt Peterman and his invisible dog.

“Well,” Matt said. “It all started about four weeks ago. That’s when the Browns moved in next door. They seemed like great neighbors, really friendly and all. No kids. They both work for one of those big banks in Charlotte. They’re so nice that I can’t believe they’d have anything to do with this. They came over and introduced themselves and said when they got settled in they’d have me over for dinner one night.”

“And they might very well be innocent victims in this as well,” Shirley said with a vigorous nod of
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