
  
    [image: It’s Not a Toy]
  


  
    
      IT’S NOT A TOY

      A MIRANDA CHASE STORY

    

    
      
        M. L. BUCHMAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Buchmann Bookworks, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIGN UP FOR M. L. BUCHMAN’S NEWSLETTER TODAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        and receive:

        Release News

        Free Short Stories

        a Free Book

      

        

      
        Get your free book today. Do it now.

        free-book.mlbuchman.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Air-crash genius Miranda Chase, a high-functioning autistic investigator, races to an impossible scene: a small jet crashed on a rapidly calving Alaskan glacier. She must solve the crash before the jet disappears into the ocean.

      Facing a ticking clock, Miranda relies on her brilliant, unconventional mind, her dedicated team, and an unexpected “gadget” to survive salvaging the critical evidence.

      As she navigates the perilous ice and a race against time, Miranda’s discovers that sometimes the most ordinary tools can hold extraordinary power.
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      This story is my wife’s fault. Our conversation went something like this:

      “I need a story with Miranda and a cool gadget. But it should be an out-of-the-box gadget, not just one of her usual tools.” Miranda Chase is something of a tool geek as she’s an air-crash investigator by trade. She’s also the ongoing heroine in my eponymous thriller series.

      “She has a dog, right?”

      “Uh, yeah.” I hadn’t thought about her autism therapy dog, but my wife is really great at out-of-the-box thinking. I’ve learned to listen.

      “She uses a dog toy as her gadget.”

      “This is for a thriller magazine,” I reminded her. “Miranda needs to save the day with this gadget.”

      “Right, so choose a dog toy that can be used in different ways. Now, go do that.” And she waves her hand like she’s brushing me away. It’s her version of “It’s time for the writer to step up to the plate now.”

      I did some looking. Dogs aren’t like cats. They like to: 1) chew things, and 2) chase things. Give a dog that and they’re pretty happy little critters. I remember as a kid upgrading our dog from a tennis ball to a Frisbee. Thrilled either way. Dogs are way easier than cats with their more complex diversionary devices (if you don’t count catnip toys, which felines prove to be utterly ridiculous about).

      My wife is also a retired librarian and exceptional at research. She gave me a list of dog toys I hadn’t considered.

      We chatted a bit more, which—in some way I can’t quite pin down—became this story.
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      “It’s not a toy, Meg.”

      Her Glen of Imaal Terrier tipped her head sideways and stared at the small clicker in Miranda’s hand.

      “What are you doing?” Andi came into the team house’s living room and dropped down onto the couch beside her.

      “I’m trying to teach Meg to respond to a clicker, but she keeps trying to take it from my hand each time I click it.”

      Andi folded her legs to sit cross-legged and leaned forward to look down at the dog.

      Meg wagged her tail expectantly. The problem was that Miranda had no idea what her dog expected. Meg might be trained in autism therapy, but that didn’t mean she spoke English. She spoke…

      “What language does Meg speak?”

      Andi slanted a look in her direction. “Canine-ish?”

      “Yet she communicates with us people. I don’t speak Canine-ish, do you?” Miranda was always bewildered by all the things her girlfriend could do.

      “Not today.”

      “But you might tomorrow?”

      Andi shook her head. “Humor. I was being funny.”

      “Should I have laughed?” Miranda could never be certain when that was appropriate but Andi was never offended when she asked.

      “No, it wasn’t that funny.”

      “Okay.” Miranda returned her attention to Meg.

      The instructions said that she had to Load the Clicker. That meant convincing the dog that hearing a click when she did something right was almost as good as receiving a treat. It said to do this by clicking the little device, then tossing the dog a treat to create the association.

      Miranda clicked it. Before she could reach for the treat, Meg hopped to her feet, placed her front paws on Miranda’s knee, and tried to grab the clicker with her teeth.

      “It’s not a toy, Meg.” But Meg still didn’t appear to understand.

      “Oh, I see the problem.” Andi gave Meg the Sit hand signal and she responded right away. “You want to have the treat ready, maybe out of sight in your other hand. Click and toss the treat so that she immediately associates the two.”

      Miranda tried that and by the third treat, Meg had it down. She was a very smart dog even if she didn’t speak English. Miranda did it a few more times to reinforce the behavior.

      “But what else are you trying to teach her? I thought Meg came to you fully trained.”

      “She did, to take care of me when my autism becomes overwhelming. But I’ve been watching the security dogs patrolling at our last few military plane-crash investigations. They have a far wider command set.”

      “Those are big German Shepherds and Malinois. She’s like a foot tall. Does Meg really need more than Sit, Down, Come, and Fetch?”

      Meg in turn: sat, lay down, started to leap toward the couch, while looking for something to be thrown so she could fetch it.

      Andi, with that wonderful empathy of hers, tossed Meg a treat and cooed, “Oh, I’m so-oo sorry. Good doggie, Meg! Good doggie.” All in that high squeaky voice Meg so appreciated but Miranda never managed to imitate correctly. Was it something the Army taught their top helicopter pilots like Andi? Or maybe it was a skill reserved for neurotypicals?

      In answer to Andi’s question, Miranda handed her a list of commands.

      “Huh. She knows about a third of these. What’s the second column of words? Or are they words? They look like random groups of letters without enough vowels. Is it a new code?”

      “Welsh. Her breed comes from Wales; it only seems right that we speak to her in Welsh.”

      Andi laughed, looked down at the list, then at Meg and said, “Neidio.”

      Meg didn’t do anything.

      “You said ni-DIE-o. It’s NAY-dee-oh.” Miranda had practiced each of the words online. If Meg did speak Welsh, Miranda wanted to make sure that she herself said them properly, so that she didn’t embarrass herself.

      “Neidio, Meg.” She got it right this time.

      Meg still did nothing.

      Andi patted her lap and repeated the command.

      Meg jumped!

      Miranda immediately clicked the clicker, and Meg looked at her proudly.

      Though never sure about humor, Miranda couldn’t help laughing when Andi dropped onto all fours beside Meg. She dramatically demonstrated each of the basic commands as well as Right, Left, and Hold. The Guard command proved more difficult to teach because Meg was such a mild-mannered dog—until the other two members of the team stepped into the living room: Holly with Mike close behind.

      “Gwarchod!” GWAR-cadw Andi shouted, spinning on all fours to growl ferociously at the other two members of the team.

      Meg braced beside her and growled like a dog ten times her size. Actually, that was silly, as she weighed twenty-eight pounds, perhaps three times her size.

      Holly and Mike stumbled back.

      “Chwerthin!” Andi called out.

      Both she and the dog sat back on their haunches and laughed. Meg had been trained not to bark except in extreme emergency—the sudden sound could land like an avalanche on Miranda’s autistically sensitive auditory nerves. Instead, it came out like a cheery grumbling as she danced back and forth.

      Miranda liked giving Meg the ability to laugh as she herself was always so puzzled about when to do so. At least with the command, the two of them could laugh together when no one else was watching.

      “Ha. Ha. Ha.” Holly walked up to Meg and patted her on the head. She shoved Andi’s shoulder hard enough to send her tumbling into the side of an armchair.

      When Andi used her momentum to return to all fours and growl at Holly, Meg nipped Holly’s hand.

      “Hey! Ow!” Holly dropped back onto her haunches, bumped into Mike’s legs, and knocked him to the floor.

      “Chwerthin!” Andi called out again and soon all five of them were laughing, so Miranda knew her own laughter was appropriate.
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      By bedtime—late with the mid-summer light lasting past ten p.m.—Meg was a trilingual dog. She still responded to her basic English commands, but also had mastered and a variety of others in Welsh.

      Then Andi had turned the clicker into a click-code. A quick double click noted that what followed was a command, then Morse Code. One long then one short was N for Neidio, Jump. Long-long-short made G for Gwarchod, Guard. C was long-short-long short for Chwerthin, Laugh. And so on.

      The last command they’d taught her was the un-command. In German it was Gute Hund, in English Good Dog. It was the signal she was off duty and could go back to being a dog. The Welsh Ci da was short and easy, but Miranda didn’t like the feel of it.

      Instead, she altered the last line of one of her favorite movies, Babe, to, “That’ll do, Meg. That’ll do.” She knew it wasn’t breaking copyright because not only had she changed the line to include Meg’s name, but she’d also heard Yorkshiremen use it in the Dales when they were there a year ago.

      “I think you’re right,” Miranda told Andi as they slipped under the covers. At a Neidio, Meg jumped up to lie in her usual spot across their feet.

      “That’s always nice. Right about what?” Andi snuggled close. Miranda autism-supercharged nerves couldn’t take the contact for long, but with Andi she was learning to.

      “Meg is a small dog. It is nice that she knows those extra commands, but I don’t see any point in training her in being an attack guard dog.”

      “Nor drugs or explosives.”

      Miranda could feel Andi wiggle her toes against Meg through the covers, which made the dog sigh happily.

      “She’s smart, but you don’t want to interfere with her primary training. Her main job is to protect you from yourself.”

      “I don’t much like the way that sounds.”

      “Deal with it, Miranda,” that was the former soldier in Andi, ever forthright. “I think you’re amazing, but sometimes your brain definitely has it in for you. That’s where Meg comes in, to diffuse that before it fuses your synapses into refuse past any possible use.”

      Miranda supposed that was funny somehow. Alliterative wordplay was funny but not ha-ha funny, right? The bed was far too warm and comfortable to get up and check her notebook to see if she should have laughed. She considered a smile, but the lights were out so that didn’t seem like an effective strategy.

      She settled for tickling Meg through the covers with her own feet and eliciting a happy sigh of her own.

      Before Miranda hit her limit for contact duration with Andi, long before, her phone rang loudly.

      Andi cursed quietly as Miranda answered the phone and put it on speaker.

      “This is Miranda Chase. This is actually her, not a recording
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