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TOMMY DIETZ GRABBED the car door handle with one bloody fist, and braced his other hand against the roof, worried the carcasses in the back would buck out of the truck’s bed. Despite the precaution, his head thumped the muddy window. He glared at the driver who drove the truck like he rode a bronco, but BeeBo Benson’s full moon face sported the same toothless grin he’d worn for the past two weeks. Even BeeBo’s double chins smiled, including the rolls at the nape of his freckled neck. 

The ferret thin guy in the middle snarled each time his Katy Railroad belt buckle chinked against the stick shift he straddled. Gray hair straggled from under his hat and brushed his shoulders. He had to slouch or he risked punching his head through the rust-eaten roof. Randy Felch’s snaky eyes gave Dietz the shivers even more than the freezing temperatures spitting through windows that refused to seal.

Three across the cramped seat would be a lark for high school buddies out on the town, but the men were decades beyond graduation. Dietz was in charge so Felch could either ride the hump or share the open truck bed with two carcasses, and the new Production Assistant. 

Dietz stifled a laugh. Not so high-and-mighty now, was he? The man must really want the job. Vince Grady had turned green when he was told to climb into the back of the truck. Just wait till he got a load of the dump. Dietz remembered his first visit three years ago when he’d been out scouting locations. He wondered how the spit-and-polish Grady would react. 

He’d hired locals for the rest of the crew. They needed the work, and didn’t blink at the SAG ultra-low pay scale, the shitty weather, or the stink. In this business, you took anything available when pickings were slim. Then the show got picked up and union fees grabbed him by the short hairs. Amateur talent screwing around and missing call times cost even more money, so he needed a Production Assistant—PA in the lingo—with more polish and bigger balls to keep the wheels greased. A go-to guy able to think on his feet, get the job done. No matter what. 

If Grady wanted the PA job, he’d have to be willing to get his hands dirty, and stand up to BeeBo and his ilk. Riding in the open truck bed was illegal as hell, though here in North Texas even the cops turned a blind eye unless it was kids. This was an audition, and Grady knew it.

He had to give Grady props—he’d not blinked, but clenched his jaw and climbed right in when they collected him at his hotel. He’d been less enthusiastic after following the hunters most of the morning, tramping to hell and gone through rough country until his eyes threatened to freeze shut. Something drove the man, something more than a PA credit for piss-poor pay and worse conditions. Hell, something drove them all to work in this unforgiving business. Dietz didn’t care about anyone else’s demons as long as they let him feed his own. 

Dietz craned to peer out the back to be sure the man hadn’t been tossed out the tailgate. Grady gave Dietz a thumbs-up. Probably wants to point a different finger, Dietz thought. Grady wore the official Hog Hell blue work gloves and ski mask—dark blue background and DayGlo red star on the face—or he’d be picking his frostbit nose off the floor. 

Prime time in the back woods. Dietz’s quick smile faded. Nothing about this trip was prime, not even the butchered Bambi in the back. Deer season ran November through early January, and it was always open season on hogs, so they were legal for any follow up film footage. The two deer hadn’t looked good even before BeeBo dropped them, but that’s what viewers wanted. Crocodile wrestlers, duck dynasties, and gold rush grabbers with crusty appeal and redder necks. 

Nobody wanted actors anymore. Casting directors looked for “real people.” So he’d caught a clue, jumped off the thespian hamster wheel, moved to New York and reinvented himself as Tommy Dietz, Producer. He’d found his calling with a development company relatively quickly.

A movie star face didn’t hurt. Everyone these days had a little nip-and-tuck; it was part of the biz. He’d been selling his version of reality for years anyway, and always came out on top. He hit it out of the park on his third project. Hog Hell kicked off the next step with a Texas-size leap. He’d show them all, those who’d laughed at his dreams, calling him a loser. And he’d make them sorry.

The shabby pickup lurched down and back up again, and its engine growled and complained. Dietz was surprised the seat hadn’t fallen through the floor. The overgrown road the hunters called a pig path consisted of frozen ruts formed from previous tire treads. They damn well better not get stuck out here.

“Don’t worry, she’ll make it.” BeeBo talked around the stub of his unlit cigar. “This ol’ warhorse made the trip so often, she could drive herself. Ain’t that right, Felch?” BeeBo reached to downshift and Felch winced as the other man’s ham-size fist grabbed and jerked the stick between his knees.

Dietz sighed. Out the window, skeletal trees clawed the pregnant sky. Weird flocks of blackbirds moved in undulating clouds, exploding from one naked tree after another to clothe the next with feathered leaves. Spooky.

Thank God the icy weather stayed dry. Heartland, Texas had dug out of a record-breaking snowfall, and the locals hadn’t quite recovered. It put a kink in Hog Hell filming and they’d barely met the deadlines. Delay turned his balance book bloody with red ink.

Back home in Chicago they’d been hit with the same blizzard and so had NYC. But big cities knew how to manage winter weather. Apparently North Texas rolled up the sidewalks with even the hint of flurries. He wondered if BeeBo and Felch knew what to do in the snow, and didn’t want to find out. The thought of hunkering down overnight in the truck with these men turned his stomach.

Dietz adjusted his own ski mask. He’d folded it up off his face so the blue cap hugged his head while the red star painted a bull’s-eye on his forehead. He wore the official coat, too; dark blue and a bright hunter-safe star on the front and back, with the Hog Hell logo. The Gore-Tex fabric crackled with newness, and his blistered feet whimpered inside wet, dirt-caked boots. No way would he wear his new $300 Cabela’s, purchased for photo ops at the upcoming watch party. He had a gun, too. In Texas nobody cared if you carried. They expected it.

BeeBo’s preferred weapon, an ancient short barreled shotgun loaded with deer slugs, contrasted sharply with Felch’s double gun he’d had custom made last season. Felch shot 44 Magnums, and the cut down double barrel rifle boasted enough firepower to take out an elephant, or a charging feral boar hog. They sleeved the guns in canvas cases stowed in the back of the truck, but the hunters cared far less about their own attire. 

BeeBo and Felch would wear official Hog Hell gear at the watch party in five weeks, but not before. Dietz didn’t want them stinking up the outfits. Today they wore wash-faded coveralls, heavy work coats, earflap hats, clunky boots with thorn-tangled laces, and frayed gloves with fingertips cut out. A bit of peeling DayGlo tape formed an “X” on the back and front of each coat after Dietz insisted on the nod to safety, even though he knew the two hunters paid little mind to official start and end dates during hunting season. 

That was the point of the original reality program Cutting Corners that focused on people forced to skirt the rules to make ends meet. The unlikely stars of a single episode, though, turned Felch and BeeBo into overnight sensations and birthed the new show after Cutting Corners tanked. The two hunters were experts at skirting rules. Dietz was no slouch, either.

In the truck bed, Grady swayed back and forth. He’d pushed up the ski mask enough to expose his mouth. White breath puffed out in a jerky tempo, and Dietz wondered if the man would pass out. If Grady took a header off the truck bed, the liability would kill the show. “Find a spot to stop, BeeBo. I think our new team member has had enough.” 

Felch grunted. “No place to stop till we get there. Unless you want us to get stuck.” He grinned, but the expression never reached his eyes. “You don’t want us lugging that shit back to your hotel. The stink ain’t something you want close by.”

BeeBo guffawed. “Got that right. With all the hunters unloading, it’s what y’all might call a ‘renewable resource.’” He twisted the wheel and the truck bucked, jittering the decades old pine-shaped deodorizer suspended from the rear view mirror. “The critters take care of the stink pretty quick, though.” His hairless wide-eyed face was a ringer for the Gerber baby. “It’s around that next bend. You might even catch a whiff of Jiff by now.”

Dietz wrinkled his nose. The pungent aroma wasn’t assuaged by the air freshener that had probably come with the vehicle. He shielded his head from another thump, and squinted ahead through the crusty windshield. Wiper blades had torn loose on the passenger’s side and smeared the detritus rather than clearing the view. It didn’t bother BeeBo.  

The trio remained silent during the final bump-and-grind through the trees. They pulled halfway into the clearing, and Dietz waited impatiently until BeeBo cranked the steering wheel, turned, and backed beneath a massive tree with pendulous clusters decorating the branches. Grady ducked, or he would have been scraped off by low limbs.

Several similar trees bordered the clearing, and another smaller truck squatted at the far end of the area. An elderly man stood in the truck bed and flailed tree branches with a long pole, while the woman dodged and weaved beneath to gather the resulting shower in a bucket. 

“What’s that?” Grady wasted no time jumping off the truck bed. He gagged when the wind shifted.

“Nuts.” Felch unfolded himself from the cramped middle seat. “Pecan trees. They’re gleaning the nuts.”

Dietz’s stomach clenched. He pulled the ski mask over his lips and breathed through his mouth, imagining he could taste the odor that closed his throat. Neither Felch nor BeeBo seemed to notice the stench. 

Grady wiped his watery eyes. The breeze paused and he gulped a less contaminated breath. “Pecans? To eat?” 

The truck squeaked, rocked and grew two inches when BeeBo stepped out. “Back in town they’ll pay $8 to $10 per pound, once shelled. I got my daddy’s old commercial sheller—held together with baling twine and spit, but works okay. I only charge fifty-cents a pound to shell.” He shrugged. “Every little bit helps. It’s too early for most of the big-name commercial farms, but for the gleaners, if ya wait too long the squirrels get ‘em off the trees, or the pigs root ‘em off the ground. Pigs eat lots of the same stuff the deer and turkeys eat, acorns and suchlike. But they get ground-nesting bird eggs, too. Pigs’ll root up and eat damn near anything.” He jerked his chins at Felch. “Gimme a hand.” He lumbered toward the back of the truck and waited by the taillights.

Felch vaulted in the bed of the vehicle, and adjusted his gloves. He pointed. “Smorgasbord, y’all. Hey Slick, you might want to get video of this. Bet your big-city cronies never seen the like.” His yellow teeth gleamed. He bent low, and grunted as he pushed and tugged the black plastic bag to the tailgate, hopped down and joined BeeBo. Together they slung the truck’s cargo into the pit.

Yipping and growls erupted from below. Dietz stayed back, he’d seen it before. This stuff he wouldn’t put on the air. This’d be too much even for the hardcore viewers without the added value of aroma. 

Grady covered his mouth and nose in the crook of his elbow. He edged closer to the deep trough, a natural ditch-like runoff that sat dry three-quarters of the year. Piles of gnawed and scattered bones mixed with carcasses in various stages of decomposition. A family of coyotes tried to claim BeeBo’s tossed deer remains, but was bluffed away by a feral boar. 

Grady ripped off his ski mask, puked, wiped his mouth, and grabbed his camera with a shaking hand. He spit on the frozen ground and jutted his chin at Dietz. “So?” 

Dietz smiled. “You got the gig.”
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THE DAMN SKI MASK DRAGGED against his hair so much, the normally clear adhesive had turned chalky. Victor had removed the wig after dissolving the glue with a citrus-scented spray, a much more pleasant olfactory experience than the afternoon’s visit to the dump. A shower rinsed away any lingering miasma, but he gladly put up with the stink, the rednecks, and the sneers. The payoff would be worth it. 

Until then, he couldn’t afford for anyone in Heartland to recognize him. His tool kit of fake teeth, makeup and assorted hairpieces kept him under the radar. For the price, nearly fifty bucks for a four-ounce bottle of adhesive, it damn well better hold the new wig in place for the promised six weeks. He rubbed his hands over his pale, bald head and grinned. Even without the wig, she’d be hard pressed to recognize him. 

Muscles had replaced the beer gut, Lasik surgery fixed his eyes, a chin implant and caps brightened his smile. He’d done it all, one step at a time, over the eight years it took to track her down. He’d even changed his name and transformed himself into a man she couldn’t refuse. 

He’d done it for her. Everything for her. 

He dialed his phone. “I want to order flowers. Forget-Me-Nots, in a white box with a yellow ribbon. Got that? And deliver them December eighteenth. It’s our anniversary.” He listened. “Use red ink. The message is ‘payback.’ Got that? No signature, she’ll know it’s me.” He picked up a news clipping that listed the address, and admired the picture. She was lovely as ever. “Two-oh-five Rabbit Run Road, Heartland, Texas. Deliver to September Day. The name is just like the month.” He chuckled softly. “Yes, it will be a lovely holiday surprise.” He could hardly wait.
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FIVE WEEKS LATER

“I’m dreaming of a brown Christmas, just like the ones I used to know . . .” September stopped singing when her voice cracked. There was a reason she played cello. 

She settled the instrument between her knees and caressed the silk-smooth wood. The pungent scent of the Christmas tree, a cedar cut from the back of the property, made her smile. After the recent freak Thanksgiving blizzard, a holiday without snow would be a gift. Boring would be nice, too. 

The phone in the nearby kitchen rang, and she let the machine answer. “You’ve reached Pets Peeves Behavior Consulting. We’re closed for the holidays. If this is a medical issue, please call your veterinarian. For new behavior clients, please complete the questionnaire on the PetsPeeves.com website or leave a brief message after the tone.” 

She’d stopped leaving her name. People thought September Day was a joke, and lately, she agreed. Her maiden name made it worse. Growing up with the name September January—no middle name needed—created its own kind of kid hell. But at least her parents gave up the birth-month names by the time her brother Mark came along. 

The caller began to speak, quiet and determined, with an underpinning of anger. “This is Clare O’Dell again. You’re the only one that can help Tracy. Please call me back!” She left the number, and disconnected.

September wrinkled her nose. Too many pet owners expected miracles. Was Tracy a cat? A dog? What was the problem, was it new or long-term, had a veterinarian been consulted... The questionnaire saved so much time if only people would use it. She hated to ignore the calls, but most of them never followed through with the required information anyway. She made a note to include a referral name for all those frantic pet parents, though.

The cool surface of the cello would warm as she played. The Reynaud’s syndrome meant her fingers needed help staying warm even though the furnace kept frigid outside temperatures at bay. She wore light blue sweat pants, a matching top, and insulated socks but no shoes in deference to the new carpet she hoped to keep fresh. September tugged on funky hot pink knit gloves—they’d been cheap, so she’d bought half a dozen. Each fingertip poked through the cut-off portions and resembled pink paws with claws poking through. She leaned forward, and long hair matching the rich chestnut of the aged wood spilled over the instrument until she tied a ponytail over her right shoulder to keep from tangling the strings.

The familiar routine unclenched her shoulders. She breathed deeply, thumbing each string, cocking her head to judge the tone, and made small adjustments with the tuners before picking up the bow. As she drew the horsehair across the strings, the cello’s rich voice warmed the room, baritone to tenor vibrations resonating in September’s body until she became part of the music. 

“Ah Melody, I’ve missed you.” She breathed the words, eyes half closed, and welcomed the slight discomfort when her tender fingertips smarted after a finger-slide shift to thumb position. They’d soon regain the string-fed calluses necessary for optimal performance. Nobody else would notice or care, but Melody deserved her best. 

“Ack-ack-ack-ack-ack...” Macy prowled into the room from the adjacent kitchen, ducked under the Christmas tree and stared through cedar greenery like a jungle creature, his chocolate ears twitching with kitty criticism. 

“Yeah, sure, everyone’s a critic.” September paused, arms embracing the cello, and grinned at the Maine Coon. “I’m not a big fan of your singing, either, big guy. But I’ve only got a week to get ready for the performance, so lion-cough all you want.” 

She reached for the Son-Of-A-Peach oversize coffee mug on the piano bench beside her and sipped the hot beverage. The cat eyed one of the ornaments, nosing it before patting it with a white paw to make it dance. It was one of the unbreakables she’d placed on the lower branches, but September didn’t want the cat practicing potentially dangerous behaviors. “Macy, come.”

Macy’s ears swiveled forward. He left the ornament and trotted to her, and sat when she signaled him with the closed fist as he’d been taught. She rubbed the base of his tail with the back of her bow, and he responded with an elevator-butt pose. Macy mewed and stroked the length of his chocolate-furred body against September’s leg and then pawed her bow arm with sugar-dipped toes. 

His claws snagged her sleeve, and she had to set down the mug before she could unhook him. “You need a claw trim.” She leaned down, and they did kitty Eskimo kisses, rubbing noses as she stared into the cat’s green eyes that looked so much like her own. Sometimes she thought Macy could read her thoughts, too. Didn’t all pet lovers feel that way? “Here, why don’t you go scratch your log? Macy, go scratch.” 

She picked up one of the many pen lights stashed around the house for the cat’s entertainment, and flicked it on. He’d follow a light beam anywhere, and it wouldn’t hurt his eyes like a laser might. It worked better at a longer distance than the retractable treat sticks she used for clicker training. 

Macy followed the light beam with interest, raced across the room, and pounced on the length of cedar log that lay against the wall. “Kill it, Macy, kill it! Good boy.” He shredded the papery bark, making a mess she’d need to vacuum later, but it was worth it. “I know you’ll make me pay a treat for each claw clip. Why don’t you go find Mickey?” 

He stopped and his tail drew a semaphore of disappointment in the air. She shouldn’t have said the “treat” word when none were within reach. But after a quick grooming lick to smooth fur and hurt feelings, Macy dropped to the floor and dashed back into the kitchen. September smiled when she heard his claws at the cupboard door where he stashed his favorite toy. Too late she remembered what the skreeee of the opening cupboard signaled.

Overhead, a loud THUMP shook the ceiling, the sound of a seventy-pound dog’s vault from bed-to-floor. Shadow’s scrabbling claws clattered the length of the upstairs hallway, and his paws thundered down the back stairs into the kitchen proper. He slid on the slate floor, thumping sideways into the island at the center of the room and then levitated in a rear-paw dance to reach the cat teasing from the counter.

“Shadow, settle! Leave the cat alone. ” 

The black German Shepherd remained focused on Macy’s stuffed toy mouse. The cat hissed at the pup, grabbed Mickey by its one remaining ear—the other ear a victim of the dog’s gnawing—and dragged it out of reach when Shadow braced massive front paws on the counter. 

The pup barked, frustration and excitement coloring the sound. 

“Guys, enough!” September stood but she couldn’t risk leaving the cello unprotected with the dog so aroused. 

Macy dropped his toy in the kitchen sink, the risk of a hated dunking less onerous than dog drool. But September knew that wouldn’t stop the pup. 

At ten months old and still growing, Shadow easily accessed the sink. He’d grabbed a thawing pork chop from the sink two days ago. Never mind previous training as an autism service dog, Shadow had entered doggy adolescence and embraced canine delinquency with all four paws. The teasing cat made things worse.

Shadow snagged the Mickey toy and raced away with Macy in hot pursuit. The black dog loped toward September and barely skidded to a stop, nearly taking her out at the knees. She lifted the cello and turned away, sheltering the fragile instrument with her body as the dog shook and “killed” the toy. 

Macy stalked forward and crouched in the kitchen doorway, back paws treading like a racecar revving its engine. He launched himself at the dog, a silent flash of coffee fur that dashed beneath the dog’s tummy before rearing up on his hind legs to box Shadow’s face—but with sheathed claws. Shadow growled around the Mickey toy and wagged, big tail nearly clearing the piano bench.

The dog dropped the toy and open-mouth grappled the cat as Macy hugged his neck. Macy, still silent, retaliated with bunny-kicks from pistoning rear paws, escaped and launched himself into the middle of the Christmas tree. 

“That’s enough!” September’s roar stopped the dog in his tracks, but it was too late for the tree. After teetering to and fro, it crashed to the floor, Macy leapt clear and sprinted from the music/office area to the front of the house, perhaps fearing the tree would give chase. Shadow gathered himself to follow.

“Wait. Down.” Her whip-crack voice brooked no nonsense. 

Shadow dropped to the ground. He gazed longingly toward the doorway and fidgeted when Macy returned to view and washed himself with a studied nonchalance. 

“Don’t even think about it.” Her disapproval dragged the dog’s attention away from the teasing cat. He squinted sideways at September with ears pressed flat and tail thumping. He scooted two feet on his belly—without getting up from the “down”—and grabbed the Mickey. The expression mimicked a doggy apology, and may well have worked on a less savvy human. 

“You blew it.” She carefully set Melody down, turning the bridge of the cello toward the wall. “Yes, I know Macy teased you. And you fell for it, again. Outside. You can go outside and cool your jets.” 

She grabbed up the toy on the way to the kitchen, pointing ahead so Shadow would move to the back door. Bright light spilled through the stained glass windows, courtesy of her brother Mark. She shoved the cat’s tattered plush toy back inside the cabinet and set her coffee mug on the stained glass tabletop. 

Although Macy could easily stay out of dog reach via the granite counters and his favorite refrigerator perch, teasing the dog had become his game of choice. The cat knew getting the dog in trouble banished Shadow to a scary uncharted outdoor land Macy rarely wanted to visit.

Spending time outside wasn’t punishment to Shadow. It was more a break for both of them. He helped September deal with the PTSD, but she knew service dogs became emotionally drained and suffered burnout if not provided with their own downtime to recharge. It was good for her to practice being alone, too. Shadow could burn some energy sniffing out varmints. She’d probably have to hose him off, his paws anyway, before he’d be fit to return inside. 

Mark’s partner, Aaron Stonebridge, had begun the garden redesign after she threatened to finish pruning with a blow torch. The dug up portion of the rose garden proved irresistible to Shadow’s digging. The feral hogs had had field day, too, and had torn out one corner of the fence.

September sighed. Shadow and Macy were bored. Wasn’t that rich? She solved other folks’ pet behavior problems, but neglected her own.

On cue, the wall phone rang again. There’d been a rash of pet runaways recently, and she’d been called to track missing dogs, cats, and in one case, a guinea pig. Shadow had loved that one after he figured out it was legal to follow the weird smell. The behavior advice requests still came through, but she’d had an equal number of crank calls and even a few death threats so now she screened everything. 

September recognized the number before picking up the receiver. “Hey Combs, today’s the big day?” 

She’d met Officer Jeffery Combs during a day-long nightmare after his mother’s murder a week before Thanksgiving. Instead of blaming her, as was his right, he’d become a friend. 

“Yep, soon as I drop off the kids. They’re not happy, and I don’t blame them. We’d planned on another few days together. But I can’t blow off my first day back.”

Combs was one of her few friends in Heartland. She ignored hints he’d like to be more than that. Her world these days had no room for further complications.

September grabbed her coffee mug, a gift from Combs, and took a swallow. “At least they reinstated you as a detective. That’s what you wanted, right? Vindication.” 

He laughed. “More likely punishment. Still waiting to find out about my new partner.” He hesitated. “We still on for tonight?”

Her forehead wrinkled. She’d put him off twice before, and couldn’t reasonably get out of it this time. “Sure, you can tell me all about your new partner—we can celebrate or bitch and moan, your choice. Anita dropped off some of her famous lasagna, and I’ve got wine. Bring beer if you want that.” She hung up the phone. She’d have to change clothes. Sweats were fine for dumping around the house, but she should make an effort to be presentable now and then. Not date-clothes—it wasn’t a date. But jeans and a nice sweater would be an improvement.

It was time she got back to a normal routine. That’s why she’d agreed to bring Melody out of retirement and play the cello for Mom’s church Christmas cantata. She sipped her coffee, not sure what constituted “normal” for her anymore. 

September struggled for nearly thirty seconds and finally managed to unlock the reinforced steel door to take Shadow out. She shrugged on her coat, but didn’t bother with gloves since she still wore the cello mitts. After hooking the leash on his collar, she slipped stocking feet into garden shoes, closed the door behind them and automatically dodged one of the low-hanging wind chimes suspended outside the door. Shadow tugged toward the car, anticipating a ride.

“Nope, this way. To the roses.” He corrected himself and hung a quick left to the garden entry, his tail a happy flag. 

She hugged herself in the forty-degree wind. Felt like thirty or less. The dog leaped and bounced at the gate two or three times before he managed a wriggly sit, a doggy request for the gate to be opened. “Wait.” She unhooked his leash, gratified when he didn’t move. At least he remembered some training.

The rusty gate squealed and Shadow’s nose twitched with anticipation. She gave him the release word before he lost his composure. September crossed her arms, smiling despite herself as he raced into the three-acre garden to explore. She noted the time and shivered. A twenty-minute romp would have to suffice in this weather. 

She hurried back to the kitchen. Wind had pushed the door ajar a few inches—the door was a bitch to latch—and once back inside, she hip-bumped it closed. She didn’t bother with the kitchen door’s cranky lock since Shadow would need to come in shortly. She congratulated herself that the unlocked door didn’t bother her. Well, not much anyway. 

September left the muddy shoes in the laundry room, and shed her coat and dropped it over her office chair before she returned to her cello. “Ah Melody, sorry for the interruption.” She took her place once more on the piano bench, embraced Melody and tried to recapture the feeling of reverie.

But before she could draw the bow across the strings, the doorbell chimed. Her shoulders hunched. Aaron wasn’t due for another twenty minutes, and he wouldn’t ring the bell. Carefully she set the cello aside, replaced the bow on the bench, and hurried to the front door to peer through the stained glass sidelight. 

For a while after the recent trouble she’d had uninvited visitors, especially after she stopped answering the phone. Her family knew to call first. Strangers had seen pictures of Shadow in the paper and remained cautious of the imposing black shepherd. The ragged gunshot notch in one ear made him appear ferocious. 

Nobody waited on the front stoop. The front circle drive remained deserted. Maybe a kid on a dare rang the bell to her notorious ‘house of blood.’ That’s how the local papers reported the tragedy. With Christmas next week, kids on school holiday had another week of boredom to fill. 

She caught the motion of a fluttering sticker glued to the stained glass and felt cranky the ground delivery guys couldn’t be bothered to wait. They pitched the package, rang the bell, and ran like she was an ax murderer or something. 

September unlocked the three deadbolts, and swung open the door. A cloud of jackdaws, black tails as long as their bodies, descended onto surrounding trees like an invasion of ants, bending limbs to breaking, their raucous cries polluting the air. 

But she saw only the package sitting on the top step. The long, narrow white box boasted a yellow ribbon and bow. 

Her heart hammered. She whimpered and couldn’t catch her breath. When the world tilted, September grabbed for the doorframe but fell to her knees and scooted away from the poisonous package. The yellow ribbon could mean only one thing. 

He’d found her.
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DIETZ WATCHED IMPATIENTLY as BeeBo unzipped his new official Hog Hell hunter’s coat, doffed his blue and red cap, and took a good sixty seconds to squeeze into the provided chair. His massive thighs spilled over both sides.

The tiny office barely accommodated a single person, desk and computer set up, let alone two more grown men. BeeBo’s girth should count as at least two and maybe even three. Thankfully, Grady’s athletic but slight build easily perched on one side of the desk with such grace one would think it had been designed for such a purpose. That left the third vacant chair available.

He’d gotten lucky when Grady answered his plea on a national email list that served as a kind of Craig’s List for the industry. Grady handled all the scut work Dietz hated, and was a problem solver of the highest order, especially the niggling details necessary to make a reality show seem real but run smoothly. The locals couldn’t handle or understand some of the tech issues that challenged original programming. Once they got this next season rolling, worries would be behind them all. Grady understood that.

“Where’s Sunny? And Felch?” He wasn’t too worried about Sunny Babcock. The token girl on the team was little more than eye candy, and never stepped out of line. It made for great TV when she shot the lever-action Winchester deer rifle, never mind that she rarely scored with the cut-down barrel. But the last empty chair in the room looked ominous. Felch’s loose cannon behavior helped make the show a hit but kept Dietz on pins and needles wondering whether he’d continue to produce. “This isn’t an optional meeting.”

Grady sipped his double skinny cafe latte. He was never without coffee, and between that and the energy drinks, the man fairly bounced off the wall. Now he grinned, teeth dazzling in their perfection, and pulled out his ever-present phone and dialed. His teeth were his best feature. That and his wavy blond hair, a style that was too young for him. Somehow he pulled it off along with the yuppie cargo pants and sweater. He disconnected the phone. “Sunny texted, running late. Nothing from Felch. He’s not answering.” He rolled a silver pen in his hand, a nervous habit he might have inherited from giving up smoking.

“I thought you got him a phone.”

“Yep. But Felch hates it, leaves it off most of the time.” He shrugged in a ‘what can you do’ expression. “Promised to be here. Should be here any time.”

“Better be.” Dietz groused, and rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. They all played at this like a second rate drama club when it was his life, by God. He needed a shave, hadn’t slept well in days, and wanted to get this meeting behind them. He had to impress upon them the importance of the next two days. How they behaved, and what they said, would make or break the show and they couldn’t go freelancing and shoot off their mouths. That’s what got them into this mess. 

Felch needed the dressing down more than BeeBo. The huge man was a cross between Frankenstein’s monster and Jonathan Winters but despite a scary appearance, he only wanted to please. Felch, an Ichabod Crane clone, needed someone to ride herd on his free spirit. Of all the reality stars, Felch needed the money the most but hated the limelight the worst, and routinely dodged anything that didn’t involve wind-in-his-face he-man activity. 

Dietz didn’t have time to play nursemaid. Grady handled the talent, got them where they needed to be, so Dietz could manage the money matters. He checked his knockoff Rolex. In six months, the watch would be real. With diamonds.

“That reporter came to see me last week. He talked to Felch, too. He’s all riled up about us.” BeeBo stared at Dietz, a kicked puppy expression that begged for a comforting word. He shrugged out of the coat, letting the DayGlo fabric slide off and fall over the back of the chair.

Dietz sighed, an exaggerated sound that ruffled the wavy fringe of hair that spilled over his brow. Leave it to BeeBo to point out the elephant in the room. “Let me worry about that. I told you, Grady sets up all interviews. I’ve got media appearances lined up to promo the big pig roast launch party for the new season.” He leaned forward over the tiny desk. “BeeBo, we need to coordinate our messaging. Let me put it this way: It’s like fishing—you got to use the right bait.”

BeeBo nodded, eyes glued on Dietz, but still acted puzzled.

Patiently, Dietz explained. “If you throw all your bait out in the lake at one time and the fish gobble it up, they won’t be hungry when you drop in your empty line.”

“Why would I dump my bait...oh wait, I get it.” BeeBo smiled, the gap of two missing front teeth a perfect fit for his stubby unlit cigar. 

Central Casting couldn’t have picked better. “We want the news people hungry, ready to swallow every word we feed them. If you grant interviews to everyone, we won’t have any fresh bait to feed the big fish. And some of them are sharks so we have to be extra careful.” Words would be carefully practiced, no room for error. “I don’t want you or Felch or any of the production crew or talent—” His scowl included Grady, who crinkled sparkling green eyes at him. “Nobody talks to anyone without my say so. Got it?”

BeeBo agreed. “If you say so, Mr. Dietz.”

Grady fingered his phone again. “Got a text. Felch is on the way; Sunny found him. Go ahead, I’ll fill them in later.” Grady pocketed his phone, slid off the desk and appropriated the empty chair.

Dietz breathed again. One less thing to worry about. He could count on Grady to get it done, no nonsense, no excuses. That was a pro. “Good. Give them this.” He handed over several copies of the preprinted calendar with media and shoot dates noted. “Distribute to the rest of the staff. Have them clear their calendars and be on call for the next two days, until we get the big-ass launch behind us.”

Grady’s claim to fame included a number of indie films during the height of the martial arts craze, and a few guest star roles in TV cop shows as the victim or bad guy du jour. But like Dietz, when Grady reached the purgatory age—too old for romantic leads, too young for character roles—work dried up despite the obvious cosmetic work he’d had done. Facelift on a budget was never a good thing, and Dietz wondered how bad his face had to be to warrant such a gamble. Grady had to switch to behind the scenes work anyway. Turned out, he was good at it. 

“What if he’s right?” BeeBo turned his cap around and around in his meaty fingers. He tried to shift his pose in the chair, and it rode his butt until he gave up. 

“Who? Right about what?” Dietz handed BeeBo his own copy of the calendar and sample questions and prepared answers.

“My dawg acts like he said. That reporter has a cat that’s sick. What if it is our fault?” BeeBo folded the paper until it fit easily into the breast pocket of his shirt. “Hunting hogs is different. They tear up property, hurt folk’s livelihood. And we don’t waste ‘em, just butcher what we bag and pass it on to folks that needs the food. But I never hurt no dawg or cat in my life, not on purpose anyhow.” His lower lip stuck out, cherry red and wet, trembling a bit.

“Aw man, don’t let reporters rattle you.” Grady leaned forward and rested his forearms on muscular thighs. “The press always want an angle to get Joe Blow excited.” He turned to Dietz, kicking his argument into high gear. “Besides, it could be good for us. Get the warm-and-fuzzy crowd shouting about their poor pets. No such thing as bad publicity, right?” 

Grady’s smile made male investors open their wallets, and women open their legs and thank him for the opportunity. Dietz wished he had that charisma. Money worked as well, though. Once Hog Hell became the cash cow he expected, no woman would refuse him. 

Better put the brakes on Grady’s publicity notion. That would make the rumors worse when they needed to be erased. “You’re killing me. The only publicity I want pre-launch is good publicity. Got it?” Dietz’s slapped the desk for emphasis, and BeeBo jumped at the whip-crack sound. 

Grady’s toothy smile pinched white at the corners. “You’re the boss.”

“Got that right.” Turning to BeeBo, Dietz softened his tone to a placating purr. “Nobody’s hurting pets. Hell, you’ve been feeding your dogs the same ol’ same ol’ for how many years?”

“Thirty.” BeeBo whispered.

“How many? Speak up, put some of that Hog Hell holler into it, brother.” He played the part of cheerleader and hard-ass coach in turn, whichever was needed.

“Thirty years I been feeding my dawgs the same food. And they done good!” BeeBo raised his voice, the baritone rich and thundering in the small office. He stood up, scraped the grabby chair off his butt and slapped the desk with his own beefy palm. “By damn, they done fine!”

“That’s what I’m talking about.” Dietz beamed, his brow smoothing. “You don’t talk to anyone, especially the media—I mean reporters or TV or radio people—unless I’m there and say it’s okay. Grady will help you practice answering questions so you won’t get stumped.” 

“Want me to take a meeting with that reporter? Get him to bury the story?” Grady straightened in the chair. “I can discourage him from bothering the talent. Maybe give him some new stories to chase, until after the launch.” 

Dietz rubbed his face and waved BeeBo back into the chair. The big man’s looming height and girth made the room even more claustrophobic. “We want publicity, so you’ll have to finesse it. I don’t want any negatives about the show to surface in the next five days. Media appearances today, tomorrow night the launch party, and over the weekend build positive buzz. I want positive impressions about ‘local boys make good and help the economy.’ You know, a feel good Christmas story.”

“Hogs for the holidays.” BeeBo’s gap-toothed expression was a sharp contrast to Grady’s high-dollar caps.

Grady barked a laugh. “Not bad.” He stood. “I’ll take care of it, Boss. Better follow up on Felch. And I’ll get the talent together with the staff later today for some media training fine tuning.”

“Lots riding on this.” Dietz stood as the two men headed for the door. “Hang back a minute, Grady. BeeBo, he’ll catch up, so go wait in your truck.” They watched him lumber out of the room. He moved quickly for a big man, he moved quickly, and probably could take down a hog without the help of one of his several dogs. He turned to Grady. “One down, two to go. Make sure Sunny gets to the TV studio on time for the satellite media tour. The rest of us need to be at the radio station a half hour early.” He scowled. “You’ve got to get Felch squared away.”

“It’s covered, no worries.” 

“Sure, you say that, but he’s not here, is he?” 

“Not my fault. The reporter got to him before I could, and hustled him into his car. You said no scenes, no bad publicity, and there were too many people around.”

Dietz groaned. He needed a drink, never mind the morning hour. “We can control BeeBo—just tell him what he wants to hear. Sunny’s a mercenary bimbo, and a paycheck will keep her in line. Felch takes convincing.”

“He’s a dumb ass.”

“Hardly! Sure, he’s unsophisticated, but he’s not stupid. Behind that ugly face is a thinker. And a conniver. Find out what he wants and give it to him.”

Grady shrugged. “Whatever. I can handle him.” He sipped his coffee. Rolled the pen.

“You haven’t so far. I need a cutthroat attitude, someone willing to get his hands dirty to get the job done. Are you hearing me?” He tried to calm his breath and failed. “Felch had me fooled. Makes me wonder if he’s even from around here. If he’s not a native Texan, that could blow up and derail this whole deal.” 

Grady didn’t need to know Felch came out of nowhere and contacted him with the idea for the Cutting Corners show. You can’t copyright ideas, after all. And it was Dietz’s connections and expertise that turned the “idea” into Hog Hell, Dietz who got the barbecue sponsorships, Dietz the spin-off High On The Hog cooking show. And this season’s show launch would announce the Piggy Panache gourmet gifts franchise during the watch party at the local Hog Heaven BBQ Restaurant, right in time for the Christmas rush. “We need Felch to stay in the show one more season, and make an appearance at the launch. The other guys get the job done, but Felch and BeeBo have star power.”

Grady blew a raspberry. “‘Star power?’ Hell, they don’t know what camera to play. You want an on camera backwoods goof? Just say the word.” Grady pooched out his gut, let one eye cross and jutted out his chin, assuming a shambling gait and lisp. “Dem hawgs be the devil, sho’ ‘nuff.”

Dietz sucked in a breath, shocked to momentary silence. The mimicry was uncanny. If not for the expensive hair style and clothing the man could be a smaller version of Felch. He shook himself. “They’re the golden goofs. They’re why viewers tune in, and viewers keep sponsors happy, and sponsors keep producers funneling in the big bucks.”

Grady straightened and turned sulky. “I could do it.”

“Sorry, we went in another direction.” The words were familiar to every rejected actor, including himself. Even the love of his life had gone in another direction. Literally. She’d be sorry, soon enough.

Dietz brushed off the memories. That was then, this was now, and as a director and producer he had a responsibility to the show and everyone involved, and couldn’t let personal feelings get in the way. Not yet, anyway. 

“Didn’t hire you to be the talent; I hired you to manage the talent. If you can’t handle the job, there’s a dozen like you lined up to take your place.”

“So what else is new?” Grady’s jaw tightened.

“It’s your paycheck, too, you know. Hell, I’ll double your salary for the next week for the extra aggravation. Deal?”

The younger man twirled the pen, considering, and then grinned.

“All righty, you get your designer butt in gear. Go catch up to BeeBo, and do what you need to do to keep a rein on the talent before him and Felch tank everything.” 
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SHADOW COCKED HIS HEAD at the sound of the distant doorbell, raised his tail and woofed with concern. Doorbells meant visitors. Visitors might be friends with treats. But a visitor could be a scary stranger. It was a good-dog’s job to know the difference.

He listened, but nothing else tickled his nerves. He yawned and then shook himself in a canine shrug until his shoulders relaxed. Some visitors didn’t matter. His tail began to wave as he returned to sniffing the frozen mud, happy to stay outdoors and explore. 

At first he didn’t want to leave the house. His tummy hurt if he couldn’t see September, and she didn’t like the outside. He’d only take-a-break to potty if she clipped on his leash and stayed by his side. That way he kept her safe from scary strangers. He barked with loud ferocious warnings at anything that moved or made noise or smelled different, anything that made September startle—just in case. She’d make the CLICK-sound with her mouth, and say, “Good-dog, Shadow,” and stroke his cheeks. 

September’s CLICK-sound meant he’d done something right, and often meant treats, too. He’d already learned lots of things, like how to walk on the leash without pulling ahead or lagging behind. He knew how to “sit” and “down” and knew what “wait” meant, though he didn’t like that word even when he got a treat. Shadow liked treats, but he liked making September happy even more. 

Playing games made her laugh. Shadow’s tail waved harder at the thought of Frisbee-fetch. If September said, “Where’s your ball?” he’d race to bring it. Other times she asked him to find objects he’d learned in the show-me game, like book and paper and gun. 

Lately September partnered the show-me game with hide-and-seek. She let him examine a scented sock and it was a good-dog’s job to track down the same scent hidden somewhere in the house. He’d learned how to play the game by following trails of smelly treats dribbled along the floor. Sometimes the puzzle-smell was treats like cheese, or some stranger’s socks, and one time a strange dog’s toy. He wondered if he’d get to meet the dog. Wouldn’t that be fine! Or maybe even a cat. Macy wouldn’t let him but Shadow wanted a really good sniff of cat-butt. 

The best part about inside was September’s bed at the top of the narrow stairs. She always asked him to jump up and share the sleep spot with her; especially late at night after she cried out in her sleep and her eyes rained water and her fear-stink made him start awake. When that happened, he nose-poked her and then dodged her fists until she knew him again. He’d figured that out on his own. Shadow was smart that way.

His bruised paws healed, but torn nails took longer. He trod carefully, and flinched when one of the thorny branches whipped close to his nose. The wind puffed through bone-dry overgrowth, shaking the prickly branches against each other in a rattled staccato. 

Lately, the world outside teased more than Macy’s sly looks. Shadow spent hours staring through windows. He longed to run and play, snap leaves out of the air, and roll to scratch his back against smell-rich ground. Once he knew everything about inside, it became harder and harder to be a good-dog the way September expected. 

September didn’t like it when he sneaked treats from the cat’s sandbox. She’d made it clear that good-dogs steer clear of all-things-cat. Shadow hated to disappoint September, so he practiced paw-stealth to sneak close and snack on the yummy bits. But treats and sleeping on the bed, and sucking on Bear-toy, even sneaking quick tastes of cat-stuff weren’t enough entertainment for a good-dog. 

The icy vegetation crunched beneath his paws. Tough clumps of tall grass brushed his belly and parted for him when he ducked and weaved between scraggly thickets that crowded each side of the narrow path. Wind stroked Shadow’s fur, and he slicked back his ears and squinted into gusts that carried scent-glimpses of distant treasures. Naked shrubs shivered in the wind, and limbs bristling with thorns claw-combed his fur if he misjudged the opening. 

The pathway wound down a gentle slope hidden by bristling overgrowth and surrounded by a battered metal fence. When Shadow push through the final bushy barrier, he huffed and tasted the air with anticipation. He bounded toward the farthest fence pole. 

Shadow sniffed the base before balancing on three legs and letting fly with a poorly aimed stream of urine. Lately, he wasn’t sure why, it felt right to lift one leg. He sniffed his work, appreciating the steam that rose into the frigid air, and then moved further along the edge of the cleared fence line, and paused to sniff and pee, sniff and pee until he had no more pee to spend. 

The center of this bottom half of the garden served as a morgue to brittle bodies of dead rose bushes stacked higher than the fence. Brown grassy areas bled across the lot where something had ripped into the thick sod leaving roots bared to the frosty air. Shadow padded to inspect the irregular furrows. His hackles raised at the rank odor that spoke of odd creatures—too many to count—that trampled through muddy soil before the clotted surface froze. He pawed the icy dirt for a fresher sniff, and stifled a yelp. He dropped his head to lick his tender toes. 

Car tires screeched at the front of the house, a loud BANG echoed, and September screamed. 

Shadow whirled. He drove back through the pathway toward the sound. Thorny branches tore at a good-dog’s fur like an angry cat, but Shadow bulldozed on. He had to reach September. He could tell the difference between play-scream and scared-scream, and September was scared. She needed him. 

Shadow reached the gate. He slammed into it, but it didn’t move. The latch rattled when he pawed the metal and tried to push his long muzzle through the bars. The cross pieces, too narrow for him to squeeze past, stopped him dead. He turned his face sideways to try again, yelping with frustration.

He listened. Nothing. September hadn’t called out to let a good-dog know everything was fine. So Shadow leaped up, placing his paws on the top of the gate, rear legs searching for purchase to climb over, but his paws slipped down and made no headway. Dropping to the ground, he backed away from the gate as far as he could, but the tangled shrubbery blocked a solid running start. 

He couldn’t go through. He couldn’t vault the gate. Shadow dropped his nose to the dirt, checking for a way under. Yelps turned to barks and finally howls as he pawed the frozen ground. He had to reach September.  
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THEODORE “TEDDY” WILLIAMS sat in the car for a long time, listening to the cooling engine tick long after it had been shut off. One of the women inside the two-and-a-half story brick monstrosity flicked the curtain to peer out, and then quickly ducked out of sight. He took off his wire-rimmed glasses, and rubbed his weary eyes. Unruly eyebrows bristled beneath his fingers.

Molly always trimmed his eyebrows. She could no longer be trusted with scissors, let alone something sharp near his eyes. Giving away Molly’s garden stuff seemed wrong. It signaled giving up, meant he’d finally accepted she wouldn’t get better. 

He hunched his shoulders, gripping the steering wheel with gloved hands until creaky arthritic joints popped. After a long, shuddery breath, Teddy opened the car door and pried himself out of the driver’s seat, popping the trunk. He limped to the front steps, slowly climbed them and fixed a cordial smile on his face. It wouldn’t fool anybody, but he needed to make the effort. 

The door swung open, and he faced half a dozen women ranging in age from thirty to seventy. Cassie held the door wide and motioned him inside, and his smile slipped. Teddy cleared his throat. “Thanks, but I can’t stay. Molly’s expecting me.” 

No, she wasn’t. Molly likely wouldn’t know if he visited or not, but he couldn’t stay away. He visited every afternoon. On good days when the nursing home scheduled an outing, they used to meet at the local mall for coffee and a walk. Today they’d called to tell him to meet at the mall, and he couldn’t wait to get there. Good days didn’t happen so much anymore. 

“We talked and Molly wanted me to bring her stuff over for the club to use. It’s in the trunk of the car. Help yourself.”

She should be here. Molly loved her Master Gardener club meetings, and delighted in sharing tips and bringing in expert speakers. After these special meetings, his wife came home filled with as much excitement as a teeny-bopper sighting Frankie Valli or whoever the young kids liked these days, and gushed about pruning timeliness, mulch components, grafting and the latest in weed pre-emergent technology. 

“Thanks for coming, Teddy. We all miss Molly so much.” Cassie folded her arms. “She was a driving force in the club. How generous to share her materials.” The other women murmured agreement, but their sympathetic expressions stiffened his spine. “Maybe with Molly’s secret ingredients, the rest of the club will carry on her legacy of winning blooms.” Cassie’s warm tone contrasted with her flinty expression. Despite her groomed yard and manicured flowerbeds courtesy of a hired army of lawn care specialists, Molly beat the pants off Cassie time after time. 

“Molly never shared her garden secrets with me. Probably had something to do with her singing to the plants.” A couple of the ladies smiled at his comments. “Me, I can’t carry a tune in a tin bucket, but Molly and Patricia challenged the birds with their singing.” He glanced around the room. “Where’s Patricia?”

Cassie shrugged. 

An older birdlike woman—he thought her name was Ethel, he couldn’t keep all of Molly’s friends straight—came forward and gave him a hug. “Patricia hasn’t been here for the past several meetings, either. She and Molly were very close. Well, we all were. We miss her.”

He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Thanks. You meant a lot to Molly, too. She loved these meetings.”

Molly wanted to share the supplies and pass on the savings to her friends, because not everyone in the club lived in mansions like this one. Cassie married up after her divorce, but acted like she’d been born lady of the manor. Others in the club pinched pennies and shared resources to create showcase gardens for boasting rights more than any income. The quiet rivalry between the iris club and the rosarians culminated at the spring garden tour each year. With only a dozen slots available, the gardeners angled for every advantage, and in the fall and winter months prepped the soil for winning blooms.

“We just started the meeting. Would you care to stay? I’ve got coffee brewing, and one of the ladies brought cookies.” Cassie’s crossed arms tightened, and she made no move away from the door. The other women, with the exception of Ethel, wouldn’t meet his eyes. 

He was a reminder of their mortality. They’d already pruned Molly out of the little clique before the disease infiltrated the rest of the group. Teddy spun on his heels, pushing Cassie aside. “Sorry,” he mumbled. But he wasn’t. “Come get what you want. Maybe some of Molly’s magic will rub off on you.” 

She’d always been magical to him, a creature out of a fairy tale that somehow agreed to marry him, a mere mortal more adept at talking to computers than people.

He rushed back out the door, and had to consciously slow himself to keep from pitching headfirst down the brick front steps. The gaggle of biddies inside jostled each other, four finding coats to then clamber out the door after him. He stood at the trunk waiting for the women—they did remind him of geese, muttering and honking under their breath to each other—to line up and each grab a sack before trundling it into their own cars to stow. 

Molly talked him into buying the truckload of fertilizer three years ago from the local man making the rounds. Mostly, she’d wanted to help out the hard-luck fellow. With the economy tanking, folks turned to all kinds of homegrown moneymaking schemes. But with the Molly magic, the contents of a dozen or so burlap bags labeled with neon yellow tape made a huge difference in the blossom production. 

Their
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