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The bullets changed everything for me. Sometimes I wished I’d taken a bullet too, because I lost the most important men in my life. My dad still fought every day to reclaim his confidence, mobility, and wit from the bullet that creased his brain. But my husband of seventeen days took our dreams with him when he died. They never caught the shooter.

“Promise me.” Charles’s bloody hands gripped mine. “Promise me you’ll be happy.”

I had to try to keep that promise, so after a year of indulging my sorrow and wading through mind-numbing platitudes, I threw away the flood of sympathy cards and letters. I needed to return to the world, to sink or swim. 

And my stepmother wanted me out of there. 

At her insistence, and to the surprise of my therapist, I circulated my résumé. Neither of them, however, congratulated me when I accepted a position one hundred fifty miles from home. New town. New people. A job in my area of expertise. Truth be told, I accepted the only offer I received—teaching high school math. 

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t apprehensive. I missed the fairytale life I had planned—an adoring husband, challenging job, devoted family—but I packed my meager belongings and moved to Columbia, Minnesota, determined to make it my home. The gem of a town snugged into prairie grasses surrounded by rich farmland, acreage dedicated to wildlife management, and lots and lots of water. 

Following a second fruitless week of apartment-hunting, I returned to the bed and breakfast with a little less spring in my step.

“He was a real gentleman today. Let me get him,” said the desk clerk. He disappeared into the recesses of the office.

I heard the rhythmic clack of nails across the tile floor before I saw him and steeled myself for the onslaught of Maverick’s ecstatic welcome. He rounded the desk and buried his black nose between my legs, drooling all over. His tail whumped against the desk and he pawed my thigh. 

“Sit,” I said. “Sit.” Maverick jumped and licked my face then circled behind me, wrapping the leash around my legs before his rump hit the floor.

“He missed you. Look, he’s smiling.”

Maverick gazed at me with sparkling brown eyes. To me, it looked like laughing.

“Find anything today?” 

I’d been searching for a place to park my belongings, anxious to live life out of a closet instead of a suitcase. The Monongalia Bed and Breakfast provided good food, clean bedding, daily vacuuming, and fresh towels every other day, but the expense was eating into my savings and my first paycheck was weeks away. 

“Nothing yet. Do you have any hot prospects for me?”

Mr. Walsh had recommended a cheery coffee shop, a delightful deli, a local market, walking paths, and a hardware store that had one of just about anything but apartments. 

“The film people will be finishing up soon.” He tapped a notice on the front desk. The words written in cherry-red marker stood out: Servers needed. Great pay. The attached article stated that although most of the filming had been completed on a sound stage built for the movie, when the director needed a crowd, he came home for the extras and a docudrama about the Titanic needed plenty of extras. After months of shooting, the director planned to re-create the famed ship’s final dinner and take promotional shots.

“You should do it. Half the town is in the movie. You’ll see Columbia in all its red-carpet glory and know what you’re getting yourself into.” 

Maverick stood and pulled at the leash. I sighed. The clerk said with a satisfied grin, “He can stay with me Friday night.”

The promised compensation would help stretch my dwindling funds, so I signed my name on the next line: Katie Wilk.

CHAPTER TWO
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Three days later at the movie soirée, outfitted in a frilly white apron tied over a simple black dress, with a starched cap perched on my head like a nest, I imagined Charles chuckling at my uninspired attempt to play the role of a member of the ship’s waitstaff. My heart skipped. My first transatlantic flight had taken me to England and the Royal Holloway where I studied cryptography. I’d promised my dad I intended to study hard, earn my degree, and there’d be no foreign entanglements, but Charles wore me down. On our first date, we visited the Titanic Museum in Southampton, and we found it easy to imagine ourselves as first-class passengers. The memory warmed my heart.

Amid notes of “Shine on Harvest Moon,” I wound through stands of spotlights and vivid green panels that surrounded the tables crowding the convention center and served deviled quail eggs with caviar to the dinner guests. I shimmied past swaggering men clad in tuxedos and glossy shoes, and women, teetering on high heels, dressed in Edwardian evening attire of delicate fabrics that shimmered with oodles of beads. 

Bright lights ignited gleaming crystal goblets, cobalt blue-and-gold china, and eight-piece silver place settings. Candles flickered on the tables next to menus propped on miniature easels that guaranteed a sumptuous over-the-top meal. Cameramen circled the room catching snippets of the evening’s proceedings.

A tall woman with twinkling blue eyes stepped up to the podium. The microphone crackled as she lowered it to her lips and quieted the rumbling crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to this astounding re-creation of a Titanic dinner. As you are aware, we’re filming, so smile. We’ll get our first look at the movie after dinner. If you would please take your seats, we’ll take you back in time.”

On my way to the kitchen to exchange my empty appetizer tray for oysters, a man’s size eleven stepped into my path. I caught myself before launching headfirst onto one of the tables and tugged on my collar in relief. My finger stroked my good luck charm, a smooth ring that hung on a chain around my neck, and I looked up into dark mocking eyes.

“Watch where you’re going.” The shoe’s owner sneered.

“Excuse me,” I said, and almost tripped again in my rush to get out of his way. 

The string quartet played a haunting melody, and as the strains of music faded, the final words of the verse filtered into my busy mind: “For those in peril on the sea.” 

Or anywhere else, I thought. 

The line of waitstaff bustled to serve each course. With a steel grip on my shoulder, the floor manager timed releases to avoid collisions. Choreographed as if on a runway, we marched in one swinging door and out another. The delivery and dish removal continued rapid-fire through all but the final course, which would be brought out following the film viewing.

Silverware clinked on the crystal, sounding like bells in a marina, and the enthusiastic conversation muted. A robust man in captain’s garb waved his white cap and beckoned a tall fair-haired fellow to the microphone. The precisely cut, vintage Savile Row jacket hugged his slim frame. His intense eyes slowly surveyed the attendees.

“Hello, handsome,” shouted a bold dinner guest, shifting her voluptuous assets, her lips pursed to blow a kiss.

“Good evening. For those who don’t know me, I’m Robert Bruckner.” Wolf whistles, cheers, and hearty whoops answered his greeting. He tugged at his shiny blue bow tie, which matched the color of the silk dress worn by the woman seated next to him. “Thank you for being here and celebrating our story-making. I would like to congratulate the cast and crew on your fantastic accomplishment. This is a project of my heart, bringing my family’s story to life, and I can’t wait to share the film with you. Titanic: One Story will be the cornerstone piece of Bruckner’s New Titanic Exhibit opening Labor Day weekend at the Midwest Minnesota History Center.” 

Applause exploded from the tables. The striking raven-haired woman in the blue dress raised a fist and hooted, “Go, Robert!”

When the murmurs of appreciation died down, he continued. “We’ve charted new territory with an experimental filming technique, and I wish to present what we’ve accomplished. Together we’ve made better history the second time around.”

I imagined waves of the icy Atlantic pouring over me and thought, I would hope so.

“I give you my deepest gratitude for a job well done.” He raised a glistening champagne coupe. “To the Titanic.”

The crowd echoed his toast.

One by one, the lights winked out. Heavy music filled the large space. Those milling about rushed to their seats.

I peeled my eyes from the director, and the movie magic unfolded. I hesitated, momentarily mesmerized by the immensity of the ocean liner. The camera panned the open water and gradually zoomed in on a tan-and-brown Airedale prancing on the deck. My eyes stayed glued to the big screen as I drifted to the kitchen.

“They’ll be in to film a bustling kitchen in ten minutes.” The manager shouted over the sounds of rattling dishes. “Hop to it.”

I removed a tray of éclairs from the cold storage unit and lined it up with the edge of the counter. I joined the other servers surrounding a sink splashing soapy water. After I dried my hands, I picked up a chunk of dark chocolate and a grater.

“Hey. I’m Samantha,” said the pudgy woman sliding next to me. Her blond ponytail, laced with gray, bobbed in time to imaginary music. Weary eyes in a tired face darted around the kitchen. 

“I’m Katie,” I said. I lifted a white ceramic square from the top of the stack next to her. 

“Are you new in town?”

I nodded.

“What do you do when you’re not waiting tables?” she asked, plating with efficiency.

“I teach math.”

She froze and took a step back. Her right hand clutched her chest in a mock faint. 

“Be still my heart. I hate math. I’m taking algebra at the community college, and it...Well, you know what it can do.” 

I nodded as the camera crew crashed into the kitchen, and the manager shouted, “Ignore them. Do your jobs.”

“What are you studying besides algebra?”

“Mostly gen eds, but I was able to snag a preceptorship with the research and development department for this movie and earned a history credit. It’s been a blast...from the past. I even stumbled onto an interesting old sea chest,” she said. Catching the eye of one of the film techs pointing the camera, she giggled and winked. 

“Aren’t the dresses to die for?” The laugh lines at the corners of her eyes deepened and her contagious smile coaxed one from me. “I know a couple of the girls in the movie. They’re so lucky.” She swapped the tiniest jealous sigh with a huge grin. “And I know the dog.” 

“The dog?”

“The terrier parading on the ship’s deck. Sundance is a hospice therapy dog.” Her hazel eyes gleamed with shiny tears, and she sighed. “I wish I had a dog.”

I almost wish I didn’t. 

The lights flickered on in the dining room to booming applause. The manager rapped her knuckles on the doorframe and relayed instructions before we delivered the final course. 

“Let’s get a move on, folks.” The bossy manager pointed with her index finger. “Samantha, pastries, please.”

Samantha pretended not to hear and headed in the opposite direction.

One line of servers followed Samantha through the double doors, balancing trays of the signature cocktail served in first-class aboard the ship on its final night, Punch Romaine. I hung a folded tray stand over my elbow and carried a full platter of pastries.

I stepped through the swinging doors to the sound of heavy pounding. I scoured the large room, following the gazes of all eyes as they turned toward the hostile voice of a man leaning across the head table, hammering his fists. He looked ready to burst.

“Bruckner, you bastard!” he thundered, red-faced. The room went silent. “I didn’t sign on for this. You owe me.”

He grabbed Bruckner’s dinner jacket and pulled him partway over the table.

The menacing voice lowered, but not enough. “You’re a dead man,” he growled.

Bruckner placed his own hands over those of his aggressor and peeled the fingers off his lapels.

“Hastings, we’ve got something sensational here,” he said. “Wait and see.”

Two enormous men in black suits appeared and stood on each side of Hastings. Earpieces, attached to spiral wires, traveled down their burly necks. One put a hand on Hastings’s shoulder to restrain him, but Hastings shrugged it off. After releasing his grip on Bruckner, he rolled his shoulders, rearranged his tuxedo jacket collar, and straightened his tie. He yanked the front of his jacket, lifted his chin, and the man who’d delighted in my clumsiness stormed from the room.

Before I could catch my breath, rhythmic slaps punctuated the silence. Heads turned toward the rear of the room. A petite woman, wearing an exquisite amethyst gown, stood, clapping. Pearl combs pinned back her riot of flaxen curls. Her dark eyes twinkled and a contrived grin lit her porcelain-like face. “Great show,” she bellowed. She picked up her sequined purse and sashayed out of the room, spiky heels clattering.

I centered the round tray laden with its artistic creations on my unfolded stand while the credits continued to roll on the screen. Chatter resumed. Bruckner shook hands around the room.

“Hey, Colleen.” A plump brunette snorted. “What did you think?” 

The woman in the blue silk spun in front of me. Her dress swirled and she tottered. I reached out to steady her. Another hand reached for her as well, and between the two of us, we guided her to an empty chair. 

“Colleen?” The woman who’d welcomed the dinner guests brushed back a few strands of hair that had fallen over the young woman’s face.

Colleen studied both of us, eyes wide as if trying to determine who we were. Then she jerked her arm away. Resentment replaced her lost look. She shook her short hair and said, “I’m an actor, portraying shock.”

“Pretty convincing. Are you sure you don’t need anything?” the woman asked. 

“Thanks,” Colleen said, the word dripping with disdain. She raised her chin and her eyes narrowed. She stood and stalked back to her table, fierce emotion crackling in her wake. The remaining guests at the head table squirmed in their seats, sneaking glances at one another. As she approached, Colleen’s tablemates shrank back, searching for a means of escape. I couldn’t blame them.

Colleen sat abruptly. She yanked the tablecloth and shattered a cocktail glass. As the shards disappeared, cleaned up by one of the servers, she settled into her chair with an imperious expression.

A throat cleared next to me. “Thanks for your help.” She extended her elegant hand. “I’m Jessica Balponi.”

I shook it and smiled. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Balponi. My name’s Katie, but I’d better get back to work or my name’ll be mud.” 

At the end of the evening, I changed out of my costume and tossed it onto the growing pile. “Samantha, I might know where you can get a dog.”

She sighed. “I’m not ready for a pet.”

I chewed on my lower lip for a moment and then asked, “How did Sundance become a therapy dog?” 

“I’m not sure,” she said. She balled up her apron and added it to the dry-cleaning bag. “But the head honcho in hospice at the hospital can tell you anything you want to know.” She scribbled something on a paper napkin. “Here’s her cell number.”

I shoved the napkin into the front pocket of my jeans. “Thanks.” The smile on my lips came from my heart. After a long week, I’d finally had an engaging conversation with another human being about something other than elusive housing.

By the time I retrieved my dog, I was dead tired and in need of a hot shower. But in one night, I earned a week’s worth of inn charges. 

I grabbed Maverick’s leash and chew toy and gave Mr. Walsh the condensed version.

He shook his head. “I can’t wait for everything to get back to normal.”

I wondered what normal would be.

CHAPTER THREE
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On Monday, I placed a call to the number Samantha had given me. The robust greeting caught me off guard. “Good morning. Marjorie Seydel here. How may I assist you?”

“Hi. I’m Katie Wilk. Samantha...” I faltered. I didn’t even know her last name. “Samantha told me about your therapy dog program.” My hands shook, and the phone slid from my fingers, crashing to the floor. I scooped it up. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem. You’re a friend of Samantha’s?”

“I met her while we were serving the Titanic dinner.”

“It’s the talk of the town. What can I do for you?”

“There’s a dog...” I had to find a good home for him; I didn’t think I could take care of him anymore.

Marjorie broke in. “You’re certain he would make a great therapy dog? You’ve called the right place. Our trainer is coming to evaluate dogs for our next class. Would you like to set up a time for the assessment?”

“I think so.”

“C’mon in and complete an application.” Marjorie rattled off the address and instructions to get through the maze created by the hospital construction. “I can’t wait to meet you,” she said. Before I could reply, she hung up.

* * *
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I mustered my courage and stepped inside. I took shallow breaths to avoid gagging from the imagined antiseptic smell lingering in the space. I trudged to the elevator and forced myself to push the button to the hospice offices. The box clunked to the third floor.

The director of volunteers met me as the doors swished open. “Samantha’s quite a handful, but she’s a hard worker. I suppose my cousin gave my mom a hard time.” A wry smile crept onto my face and Marjorie read my mind. She said, “That’s my Samantha. She thinks she knows everything. She’s had some tough times, but she’s super smart, and finally on the right track.”

Marjorie rummaged around on her cluttered desk, straightening a stack of papers and tugging on a folder. “Here’s a packet of information about our program. And the application.” She withdrew the last two pages and spun them in front of me. “Why don’t you fill in the blanks and sign up for an assessment time?”

I read through the list of requirements. “What is ‘leave it’?”

“You never know what might be on the floor or in a trash can in an unfamiliar room—medication, old food, sharps...”

“And you want the pet to leave whatever is there. Good idea.”

“Don’t worry if your dog doesn’t know everything right away. Our trainer can help you with whatever you need. Our patients love our dogs.” She opened a photo journal that contained snapshots of therapy dogs and their beaming partners.

“Therapy dogs are a godsend. A registered therapy dog is evaluated by our trainer to make sure they are gentle, clean, and make great visitors. Petting a dog can lower blood pressure, help with anxiety issues, improve cardiovascular health, release endorphins, and may even reduce the amount of medication a patient needs to take.” She proudly recited the list as if from a training manual.

“Who would the handler be?” 

Her tone was indulgent. “You, of course.”

“I thought maybe you adopted them,” I said, stumbling on my words. I’d have to work something out. 

Marjorie peered over my shoulder and read as I scrawled answers into the application. “Your dog is twenty-seven?” She laughed.

The next question asked for neutered status. Realizing my mistake, I erased my birthdate and hastily filled in Maverick’s. Her eyes narrowed when she read my local address at the Monongalia Bed and Breakfast. After pulling a card from the Rolodex on her desk, she reached for her phone and punched in some numbers. “Do you still have that room to rent?”  She winked at me and nodded. “You betcha.”

She handed me a business card. “She’ll be expecting you.”

Before we headed toward the elevator, Marjorie gave me a short tour and introduced me to some of the staff and volunteers, who eyed me with suspicion.

Aware of my discomfort, Marjorie said, “We appreciate all our volunteers, but a staff member must accompany everyone in and out, and the hospice office locks up tight at four every afternoon. Can’t be too careful. We’ve had some trouble, so I apologize if we seem overly cautious.”

“What kind of trouble?”

She leaned in and whispered, “We think someone might have tried to steal some drugs. Better safe than sorry.”

Marjorie handed me off to an energetic social worker. “You don’t mind taking the stairs, do you? I never take the elevator,” the woman said. “One time I got stuck in the darn thing for more than an hour.”

“What happened?”

“They’d started installing new elevators and had turned off the alarm bells. The old beast stopped between floors, and the construction workers were making such a racket no one heard me yelling. Hey, did you find someplace to live?” she asked.

“For the time being, I’m at the Monongalia Bed and Breakfast, but I have some new properties to check out.” I squeezed the life out of the business card. Indeed, I now had one possibility I was pinning my hopes on.

CHAPTER FOUR
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Armed with the address on the card clasped in my hand, I glanced through the wrought iron fence to verify the house number. I parked my car on the street under a majestic oak tree that filtered morning sunshine onto a dappled carpet of green. A covered porch wrapped around the front of an imposing two-and-a-half-story Queen Anne-style home. White gingerbread dripped from the eaves, and cream-colored siding set off the black shutters. The curtain in one of the multi-paned windows of the hexagonal corner drifted to one side.

I turned off the ignition but let the auxiliary power continue to cool the interior. I popped out of the car and, turning to my eager passenger, pleaded, “Stay!”

I closed my eyes and inhaled the soft scent of roses, fortifying me for the ascent. After the gate screeched open, I mounted the steps and raised the handle of a shiny brass doorknocker. In answer to my rap, a quintessential female of indeterminate age wrestled the door open and a hint of Ivory soap wafted out the entry. The stout woman wore a flowing black maxi skirt and a bright-green peasant blouse tucked into a wide purple suede belt. She had wild, curly red hair held in place by a multicolored silk scarf. Huge hoop earrings dangled from her earlobes and a tangle of chains encircled her neck. A mischievous light shone in her green eyes as she raised an eyebrow.

“May I help you?” a wary voice with a curious accent asked.

“Marjorie Seydel sent me to look at a rental unit? Katherine Jean Wilk, but everyone calls me Katie.” I wiped my sweaty hand on my jeans and offered it in greeting. She gave it a quick decisive shake.

“Mrs. Ida Clemashevski. Come in.” She beckoned with both hands. “First, a tour.”

The heavy door closed with a whoosh, and the room fell silent. Glossy wooden floors creaked as she led me through a golden-hued living room crowded with plush forest green furniture and curio cabinets jam-packed with knickknacks. Prisms dangled from lamps adorning the tabletops polished to a high sheen.

“This way, please.” Mrs. Clemashevski glided around the furniture. I followed closely because every surface held a figurine or two, and I didn’t want to knock anything over. I desperately needed this interview to be a success.

As we left the living room, my guide nonchalantly brightened the hushed space with a rich glissando from strings of an opened grand piano couched in the corner beneath an imposing staircase. Closing my eyes, I let the waves of sound lift my spirits and slow my racing heart.

We entered an immaculate kitchen. Copper pots and cast-iron pans hung from a ceiling rack under a hood over an industrial stove. I’d never seen so many cooking utensils and had no idea what they might be used for. Salivating over something that smelled like chocolate baking in the oven, I inhaled deeply. “You must be a great cook.”

“Looks can be deceiving.”

I felt heat rise beneath her gaze and sweat beaded down my back, certain I stuck my foot in my mouth. Much more at ease with numbers, I sometimes fumbled for the right words and wished I could retrieve my awkward attempts at humor.

Then Mrs. Clemashevski sighed and remarked, “I do love to cook.”

She rattled a key in the lock and we stepped through a connecting door. She proudly announced, “Your kitchen.”

I felt I’d almost blown my best chance at finding a place to live, so when I stepped in, I tried, again, to be witty. “A dishwasher is all I need.” When Mrs. Clemashevski knitted her eyebrows, my heart thudded against my chest and I coughed to cloak a nervous giggle, vowing to keep all further comments to myself. 

An oversized enamel stove and refrigerator took up much of the small kitchen. On our way through, I straightened one of the mismatched chairs at the Formica table.

I preferred simple lines and predictable patterns and adjusted the tap on the stainless-steel sink to a position perpendicular to the backsplash. Mrs. Clemashevski cleared her throat and my ears felt hot. She waved to a small pantry. “Basement access through there. Laundry downstairs.” She opened a door and announced, “Guest bath.”

In the sparsely furnished living room, peeling birch logs piled on a thick metal grate in a brick fireplace, waiting for fall. A wood-paneled library looked out over the back yard. She tugged on a drawer handle and revealed a twin Murphy bed.

“One garage stall out back.”

We mounted a staircase and I lightly ran my hand over a smooth rail. My feet slid into slight depressions on the worn steps. At the top of the stairs, she announced, “Full bath, two bedrooms.”

“Can I have a roommate?” I stammered. She glanced at the ceiling, pursed her lips, and nodded.

I sighed when we entered the white and seafoam-green bathroom. The claw-footed tub would be perfect for a relaxing soak, my favorite place at the end of a long day.

In one room, white eyelet lace hung from an exquisite canopy bed. An intricate cut-glass mister sat atop a century-old vanity, and the matching carved armoire would give me plenty of storage space.

The second bedroom was furnished with a daybed. When I added my laptop to the desk standing in the corner and stacked my books on the built-in bookcases, everything would fit nicely. Nothing reminded me of where I’d been for the last year. “This is wonderful. How much is the rent?”

“Let us go down to your kitchen. You can fill out a renter’s agreement,” she purred. The self-assured woman added in a perfunctory manner, “It’s merely a formality, but I’ll also need you to submit references for a background check.”

“Certainly.” 

The apartment was not far from the school where I’d be working, and close to the hiking trails listed on the city map where Maverick and I could walk. It was private and far enough away from my past. 

Mrs. Clemashevski explained how she had determined such a reasonable rate. “Some days, I might allow you to help with the yard.” She waited for a beat and glanced out the window, nodding at the garden and the fruit trees surrounding it. “Or I might need a better set of eyes to read the fine print of the phone directory. I have a fabulous head for numbers.” She tapped her forehead. “But there are new ones I cannot read. And I might need a hand changing a light bulb.” She’d been so straightforward I hadn’t realized that without her heels she probably stood less than five feet tall, yet she had the personality of a giant.

“So, what brings you to the county seat of Monongalia, this great city of Columbia, on the windswept prairie in west-central Minnesota, the edge of the cultural Siberia of the Midwest?” Mrs. Clemashevski set her hands on her hips and finally grinned.

“I was hired as a math teacher at Columbia High School.” I concentrated, filling in the blanks on the application.

She relaxed, leaning back, folding her hands in front of her. “And I am a retired art teacher. Did they talk you into anything else?”

“I have to admit, when the principal said, ‘Would you be willing to...’ I said yes.” Her eyebrows prompted more. I really wanted a job, that first paycheck, and with it, experience to land other jobs. “I agreed to advise the science club and mock trial team.”

Mrs. Clemashevski snorted. 

“I’ll already be teaching my favorite subject. And acting as an advisor to a club will give me the opportunity to meet more students and their families. Mock trial sounds like fun—sort of acting out a strategy game. That won’t begin until the end of the first quarter, so I have a little time to get acclimated.”

“And the science club?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. The entire adventure will be an experiment, pun intended. I guess I might want to keep busy, because the first few weeks in a new place can be...” I trailed off, reluctant to share so easily with this stranger.

“Lonely,” Mrs. Clemashevski said, affirming my reticence. “Katherine Jean Wilk, I think we will work out just fine. Would you like to move in now?”

What an unexpected bonus! “That’d be great. But...” I scribbled faster and handed her the completed form.

She impishly arched an eyebrow.

“Maverick’s in the car.”

Both eyebrows arched.

CHAPTER FIVE
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I clipped the leash on my sixty-five-pound black Labrador retriever, sitting amid ribbons of what might once have been a map. With his huge brown eyes, sloppy smile, floppy ears, and noble bearing, people who met him thought he was a fine specimen of a dog. Tongue hanging out and tail wagging, he yanked me along as he dashed up the stoop to where Mrs. Clemashevski waited.

I cued, “Sit, Maverick.” I paused. “Sit.” I counted to ten and lowered my voice. “Sit.”

“Sit,” said Mrs. Clemashevski. His rear hit the deck. I fumbled for the treats I kept in my pocket. “He’ll only be here until I can find someone to take him,” I said hesitantly. I never planned on owning a dog, and this one came with responsibilities I hadn’t bargained for. Hedging a bit, I added, “He’s well trained.”

“Does he do tricks?”

“Maybe,” I said. I gave Maverick my most serious look, hoping he understood his performance could make or break this deal. “Say hi, Maverick.”

He tilted his head, kryptonite to dog-loving humans, and offered a paw to Mrs. Clemashevski. She shook it and said, “Velcome home.” I was so flabbergasted, I forgot to give him a treat. He’d never shaken my hand.

* * *
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After leaving a thank you note for Mr. Walsh and checking out of the inn, I transferred everything into the apartment and garage, except two cartons marked “school supplies.” 

“Can I get WIFI here?” I asked.

“It is accessible to you.”

I opened the wizard to enable the connection. My fingers poised above the keys, and Mrs. Clemashevski disclosed the password. “CQDMGY.”

With my fingers hovering, I grinned back at her. “The distress call from the Titanic?”

“Of course. I am an ardent aficionado of all things Titanic, along with most everyone else in town. And you?” She inclined her head toward the bookcase. College Kids Cook, Magic for Dummies, and a few dog-training titles were crammed between bookends in the shape of a bisected four-funneled ocean liner.  I shrugged.

I hadn’t yet thought about food, so I relished Mrs. Clemashevski’s invitation to lunch.

“What do you do for fun?” she asked as she scurried about her kitchen. She handed me plates and silverware and pointed to a stack of napkins.

“Maverick and I walk. And we’re always working on a cue. It’s what the pet manuals say to do.” Even if we weren’t too successful yet.

I reached down to scratch behind his ears. His eyes closed and he leaned into my hand. I pulled away, not wanting to get too accustomed to his presence. I couldn’t keep him. “What about you?” I asked, as I rotated an unfinished crossword puzzle on the table.

She closed her eyes and sighed. “I love to dance.”

I penciled in three answers before I caught Mrs. Clemashevski’s checking over my shoulder. I dropped the pencil as though it burned my fingers. 

“You like puzzles,” she announced.

I nodded sheepishly.

As we devoured Irish stew and nibbled warm pumpernickel bread, Maverick remained calm, easygoing, and a perfect gentleman. “He’s very smart,” I said. “He’ll make someone a great pet.”

“How did you get a dog you did not vant?”

Her comment stung a little, but I’d practiced a hundred times and the line slid off my tongue. “He was a gift I’m unable to return.” My tone cut off any further discussion. 

Mrs. Clemashevski placed a warm chocolate lava cake in front of me for a sweet finish. Vanilla ice cream melted on the side, and hot fudge oozed from the center. 

“Maverick would make a great therapy dog.” Mrs. Clemashevski looked thoughtful. “You should take him for a walk now.”

* * *
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I stumbled behind Maverick as he pulled me into the wildlife refuge where we could walk and I could try geocaching, an activity I’d researched for science club.

No one was around, so I unclipped Maverick’s leash, allowing him to investigate unrestrained. He sensed prey or past visitors in the area and raised his hind leg every five yards to mark his territory.

The trail crunched beneath my feet and Maverick inspected every square inch of turf, sprinting between the maple and black walnut trees. I inhaled the refreshing scent of Frasier firs as I crushed fallen needles under my heels. 

Happy clouds skittered across the sky. The canopy of trees cast cooling shadows that appeared to move with us as we wended our way through the wetlands. Through a channel in the trees, I caught glimpses of the mirrored surface of a small body of water peeking through the tall grass surrounding it. 

I perched on one of the wooden benches built to catch the not-so-hale and hearty, opened the geocaching app, and waited for it to zero in on my location. We were two-tenths of a mile away from an easy find. When we closed in on the cache, I signaled Maverick to “sit.” I fed him a tiny morsel, hoping he’d stay, then headed the last few feet toward the coordinates to begin my search. I sighed when Maverick joined my exploration, snuffling through the underbrush. He left his mark on a metal sign post, and I gingerly searched the base. A magnetic box clung to the back of the sign. 

“Maverick. Cache,” I said. I held the container near enough for him to sniff. “Cache,” I repeated, hoping he might someday associate the word with the action and help locate them. It could be a great selling point. I needed all the help I could get. 

Maverick loved playing hide-and-seek and it was the one cue I could bank on him understanding. I covered my eyes, and Maverick knew it was game on. When he found me, he lavished me with sloppy kisses and I didn’t need to use treats as an incentive for the game anymore.

I put my hand over my eyes. He sat and I walked ahead until I found a comfortable spot at the base of an enormous gnarled tree. “Find me,” I called.

I heard Maverick bounding down the trail, panting with anticipation. Then he veered off on one of the narrow paths, crashing through the brush toward the water. The dense vegetation hid him from view. He swam well and I didn’t think he would drown, but I’d never been to the water’s edge, and I didn’t know what other trouble he might find.

“Maverick,” I called. When he failed to return, I trudged through thigh-high weeds, thinking of ticks, spiders, a sprained ankle, or a ring-necked pheasant Maverick might chase to who knew where. Keeping him safe was sometimes overwhelming.

I found him balanced, as if on point, one black paw raised. I didn’t see any wild friends, people, other dogs, or, heaven forbid, squirrels. Maverick studied the reflection on the water. He snuck a sidelong glance at me as I stepped into the narrow clearing, then returned to his watch-and-wait stance.

“Come, Maverick. Maverick, come.”

He looked my way, tongue hanging out, muscles rippling, and then he closed his lips and turned again to stare at the water.

“Stay.” I approached with care and knelt next to him. I wrapped an arm around him, scratched his neck, and followed his gaze. “What do you see, big guy?”

Something shiny and blue floated on the surface of the water about forty feet from shore. An almost imperceptible line cracked the surface next to it.

“Wonder what that is?” 

The wind direction changed and an unpleasant odor permeated the air around us. Maverick turned his face to me, cocked his head, and his big brown eyes seemed to ask, do you see it now? He wriggled free of my embrace and plunged into the slough.

“Maverick, here,” I shouted, but he paddled away on a mission. When he reached the bobbing object, he took it in his mouth. “Maverick, here,” I howled. He struggled with his retrieve. Gentler, I called, “Here, boy.” He dropped the bobbing whatever and paddled with difficulty, progressing nowhere. He wasn’t panicking yet, but I felt the first tingling of alarm. “I’m coming.”

I threw down the contents of my pockets—my phone, ID, and an emergency twenty-dollar bill. I considered removing my well-worn shoes, then had a vision of the things that might be lurking in the fetid water: bottle caps, glass, rocks, wet wigglies, crawly bugs, and mush. “Now I’ll need new shoes, Maverick,” I grumbled. 

I raised my feet as high as I could, trying to avoid things I couldn’t see. The pond inched its way higher with each step, soaking me to my chest. Slimy blue-green scum clung to my arms. I brushed aside the oily effluvium that snaked across the top of the water. It took forever for me to wade close enough to reach Maverick. His collar was tangled in a piece of sturdy wire below the surface. I unhooked him.

I didn’t want him to get hooked again so I grabbed the flimsy fabric and tugged, but it held tight. Maverick paddled in the water next to me, captured the material, and turned inland. A figure rose out of the water and pivoted. Milky eyes lolled in the sockets. Shredding skin fell in sheets from a pale, macerated face. Bloated hands reached for me. I sprang back and lumbered through the murky water, which felt as thick as syrup. The muck sucked my right shoe from my foot.

“Maverick!” I screamed as I struggled to shore. 

He paddled efficiently, dragging the tuxedoed body behind him. When he reached the edge of the slough, he released his quarry. Water splashed from his coat, and panting, he bounded over to me with a pleased, expectant look.

“Oh, Maverick. Now look what you’ve gotten me into!” I cried. I slogged up the incline, grabbed my phone, and with green gunk sliding off my fingers, I punched 911. I tripped and my last vision was a crackle of fireworks.

CHAPTER SIX
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Warm blood pulsed through my fingers and it wouldn’t stop. A distant siren screamed, and I croaked, “Here we are. Help us!”

The gossamer threads of memories parted like a curtain as I swam to the surface, away from the nightmare that never failed to drag me into the abyss. Something warm and rough swabbed my face, and I heard a whimper. My eyes flashed wide, and I moved Maverick to one side.

A police car and an ambulance stormed the service road and parked near the end of the wetlands path.

I sat up with a start. A pain roared in my head and a wave of nausea knocked me back down. Tears filled my eyes.

“Ma’am?” called an EMT as he stepped toward me.

“Stay, Maverick,” I mumbled. Maverick sidled next to me, and he gently shook tiny droplets of water. The metal dog tags around his neck rattled, comforting me. I pointed to the shore where Maverick had dropped his find. “There’s a body.”

Maverick nestled close enough for me to put my arms around him, gathering support to sit upright, and keep him out of the way of the emergency assistance.

The uniformed man draped a metallic thermal blanket over my shoulders. “Roger that,” he reported into the walkie-talkie clipped to his collar.

“We can’t do him any good, but...you’re bleeding,” he said. He tore open a small package and reached down to wipe my head. I cringed from the sting and the antiseptic smell. 

The EMT glanced at the body and said, “I’ve seen worse.” He flexed his muscles so they strained against his crisp white shirtsleeves. His muscles strained against everything, accentuating his compactness. His lips hinted at a smile. Confident round eyes reflected various shades of a startling blue and green in a narrow face framed by wavy carrot-red hair. A generous sprinkling of freckles dotted his nose. “You’ve had quite a shock.”

As the EMT continued to watch me, I reached behind my calf and, shuddering, pulled off a slimy leech and tossed it as far as possible.

A short distance away, a member of the emergency team yanked equipment she might need from the rear of the ambulance and a gurney clattered.

As the EMT looked toward the wetlands entrance, I followed his gaze. A dark Ford Explorer, with blue and white lights blazing, barreled into view. “That’s the chief,” the EMT said. “I’ll be over there if you need anything.” He tilted his head.

“Oh, Maverick,” I moaned. “What have we done now?”

A tall, slender man, with a thick shock of wavy white hair and a luxurious mustache draped like a horseshoe, ambled toward us. Dressed in navy pants and matching shirt pressed into razor-sharp creases, the chief of police skirted the yellow caution tape being wrapped around the trees to cordon off the area. He turned his head from side to side, surveying the sights and sounds around him. Sunlight glinted from his badge and collar pins. He stopped in front of me. “And who are you?” his deep voice asked officiously. Hat in hand, he pushed his sunglasses onto his head.

I shook my head to clear the silken threads threatening to pull me back to the nightmare that took Charles. I didn’t like having to look up at the chief, so I arranged my legs under me and stood. I staggered. The chief reached out to grab my arm, but I waved him off.

“Katie Wilk,” I answered, and even to me I sounded defensive. I nodded to my side and said more amicably, “And this is Maverick.”

“Lance Erickson, Chief of Police.” He extended his hand and I took it. “What were you doing out here?”

I swallowed hard. “We came out here for exercise.”

“Do you live around here?”

“I just moved to 3141 North Maple.”

“Ida’s tenant. You’re the new teacher?” 

“Yes.” News traveled fast in this small town.

“Ida’s already submitted the paperwork for your background check. What brought you down to the water, off the beaten path? It’s out of the way and kind of hard to get to.”

“Maverick and I were playing hide-and-seek and,” I added hastily, “geocaching.”

“I’d like to see that.” He chuckled, wrinkles deepening in his weathered face. “You do that a lot?”

“This was my first time. I hoped it would take me someplace I hadn’t intended to go.” I gasped at the startling truth to my words.

“Preaching to the choir.” He waited.

“Maverick took a detour to the water’s edge. He found...” I spluttered. “I had to go get him.”

“Is he a hunting dog?” He assessed Maverick.

“Maybe.” I tried to find a hunter in his stance, but I didn’t know what I was looking for.

“The body you found isn’t in very good shape. Sorry you had to see that.”

I was sorry I had to see that too. The dreadful memory would take a while to fade. “Is it Mr. Bruckner?”

Chief Erickson lowered his sunglasses, shielding his eyes, replaced his hat, and adjusted it to lie securely on his head.

I looked down and shuffled my feet. “I thought that maybe Hastings made good on his threat.” 

I looked up. The chief pursed his lips and studied me. “Don’t go jumping to conclusions.” He pulled out a notebook and pen and jotted a few lines.

I shifted from one foot to the other, and turned toward the entrance as a tow truck rolled in. My gaze followed the men from the truck, wearing waders, as they led a heavy-duty chain into the water. The winch on the tow truck screeched under the weight of a black car ratcheted from the water.

The sirens and strobing lights collected gawkers, so the officers erected a barrier of gray plastic tarp to discourage prying eyes and prevent cell-phone cameras from recording. An eager runner in bubble-gum pink gear jogged in place, divining possible routes around the sea of emergency personnel.

“You’re bleeding,” Chief Erickson said.

I put my hand to my forehead. My fingertips came away sticky and red. I glanced around to see where I might have gashed my head. Maverick stood close by and growled his opinion. “It’s okay, Maverick.”

“Looks like you hit your head on the no swimming allowed sign.” The chief paused for effect, eyeing the towering rusty metal signpost near us indicating our civil disobedience. Like I wanted to traipse around in that muck. I rubbed Maverick’s velvety ears to distract me, then caught myself and stopped; I didn’t want to become any more dependent on him. I concentrated on the questions the chief asked and tried to keep from breaking into a heap of tears until interrupted by the water gushing from the driver's side when the door was opened.

“The ambulance will take you to the ER. Get your head examined.” One corner of the chief’s mouth turned up. “I’ll give Ida a call. I know where to find you in case I need to speak with you again. Got somebody to take that dog?”

I didn’t expect the panicky feeling. “Can’t he come with me?”

The EMT, who stood within earshot, stepped closer. “I’m afraid it’s against policy.” He pressed an ice-cold pack into my hands and directed it toward my head.

“Then I don’t need to go.” I took a step back.

As I toppled, Chief Erickson charged behind me and cradled my elbows, lowering me to the ground. “I’ve got you.”

A pleasant voice from the crowd called out, “Chief, can I help?” The pink runner limboed under the crime-scene tape, scooted around an officer, and trotted over to us. She knelt on one knee and put out her hand to Maverick. He sniffed and bowed his head for her to scratch.

“Jane,” Chief Erickson said resignedly, and tipped his head. “Katie Wilk,” he said, gesturing to me.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Jane said with a hint of Southern drawl. “You’re staying with Ida, right?” She lowered her eyes. Crimson crept up her neck. She should be embarrassed. I’d been Mrs. Clemashevski’s tenant for less than half of a day and already everyone knew my business.

She looked familiar.

“Have we met?”

She searched my face. “I don’t think so.” Maverick changed position to get the full effect of her heavy-duty scratches. “He looks very smart. Do you think your dog will go with me if you tell him it’s okay?” I begrudgingly thought he might. She wriggled her fingers into a pocket of her running shorts and dug out a business card. “Contact information, in case of emergency,” she said, a light twang coloring her words. I glanced at the name under an attractive close-up of her face. It read, Jane K. Mackey.

My head throbbed and I swiped more blood off my brow. I needed to trust someone. The chief nodded his approval.

“Maverick, go with Jane,” I cued.

Before I could say any more, the chief ordered, “Jane, bring Maverick to the ER. I’ll send Ida to retrieve Ms. Wilk.”

“We’ll be there ASAP,” said Jane.

Maverick licked my cheek and nudged me toward the ambulance. I wiped my face with my shirtsleeve and he licked it again. I handed Jane the leash and she clipped it onto Maverick’s collar. They jogged toward the path.

“Jane?” I called. She turned. “Thanks.”

She nodded and Maverick followed her with a jaunty step and not a glance backward.

I gathered my belongings, and the EMT guided me to the ambulance. “He a good dog?” The name tag read, S O’Hara.

“Yes, Mr. O’Hara, he’s a very good dog—might even become a therapy dog...” The thought evaporated, as stunned, I realized Maverick might have greater success as a cadaver dog.

CHAPTER SEVEN
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Fidgeting on a paper-lined exam table, I turned to see a figure in a flapping white lab coat sail into the emergency room. The baritone voice snapped, “You can leave now.”

Maverick sat between Jane and me. I presumed we weren’t welcome and edged off the table. Instead, the white coat bellowed at our redheaded EMT. “O’Hara, you’ve made your delivery. Get out.”

The young man craned his neck around the white coat and said to us, “If you need anything else, just ask, okay?” He raised his chin defiantly and stepped out of the room.

“Why did you do that?” I asked with restraint, not knowing if we’d be asked to leave next. “He was just being nice.”

“And what the hell is a dog doing in here?” the white coat snarled.

“Excuse me,” said Jane, coolly. “I checked at the front desk. Hospital policy allows an owner’s dog to visit. If you have any complaints, raise them with your policymakers.”

“Sorry. It’s been a helluva day,” the doctor said, hands raised in surrender.

Jane handed me Maverick’s leash, then inclined her head and mouthed, “Call me.”

The doctor’s eyes followed Jane as she marched out the door, then he turned back to us. His hands probed my forehead.

“Ouch.”

“Sorry,” he said. “You need stitches and suturing may leave a scar.” His scrutinizing hands halted.

I felt his gaze zero in on my face. I looked up. Long black lashes framed intense dark-chocolate eyes locked on mine. When my face began to sizzle, I looked back down and mumbled, “Fine.” Eyes were my nemesis, always had been. My heart raced. My spine melted. Was it guilt I felt or something else? Relax, I told myself.

The doctor tugged the admission papers out of my hand and read them. “It says your cut may have come from a rusty sign. Your tetanus needs to be current.”

I tried to avoid those eyes. Mussed black hair curled gently around his collar, a scruffy five o’clock shadow bristled on a chiseled chin and framed brilliant white teeth. I speculated I should concentrate on the lips rather than the eyes and found, to my chagrin, my heart thumped even faster. His lips were full and sensuous and terribly dangerous. Fortunately, my thoughts were interrupted by an attention-getting cough.

“I’d recommend another,” he said. “Another inoculation,” he repeated. “A little prick from a local,” he said. Yup, maybe he was. He reached for a syringe, “And we’ll wait for the anesthetic to take effect.”

Maverick rested his head in my lap, his big brown eyes blinking.

“Trying to get on my good side?” I asked.

“What was that?” said the doctor.

“Nothing.”

The nurse wrapped the blood pressure cuff around my arm, and I repeated my calming mantra: The past has no power over the present. I closed my eyes and willed my galloping heart to slow to the pace of Maverick’s measured breathing. In with the good air, out with the bad.

“Nice dog,” the doctor said.

I opened my eyes. “Say hi, Maverick.”

Maverick sat straighter, and I heard the snap of nitrile gloves being removed. The doctor put out his hand for Maverick to sniff. “Hi, Maverick.” Sniffing done, Maverick offered a paw to shake and leaned in. He was a discerning dog, but hey, a petting hand also can reach a perpetual itch. I almost heard Maverick sigh when the doctor reached under his collar with an earnest scratch. “Good boy.”

“Dr. Pete Erickson.” He extended his hand.

“Katie Wilk,” I replied. I wiped my grubby fingers on an equally grubby T-shirt and reached out. 

“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Wilk,” he said.

“Just Katie.”

He released the hand he held an extra moment. “Just Katie then,” he said with a satisfied grin.

The nurse tapped a pen against a clip board. Auburn hair framed a youthful face. She wrinkled her nose. I sniffed. Something smelled awful. Me? My baggy walking clothes were wet and dirty and a whiff of Maverick clinched it. The nurse grabbed my wrist and chewed her lower lip as she watched the seconds tick by on the clock.

“Are you in the market for a dog?” Maverick’s head volleyed back and forth.

Doctor Erickson let out a little laugh. “Susie.” The nurse handed him a penlight. 

“May I?” Dr. Erickson asked. I nodded, and he flashed the beam in my eyes.

“Are you new in town?” Dr. Erickson asked.

“Yes.” I should have said more, but I couldn’t find any words.

“Okay?” He reached up to touch my forehead. 

I nodded. I wasn’t sure the local had taken total effect, but it was more uncomfortable to sit and be flustered by my inability to communicate coherently. I didn’t understand my reaction. Until now, I thought I’d banished all those primal urges and they were locked somewhere in stasis.

“Looks like seven stitches.” I heard, rather than felt, each and every one.

After the stitches, with a slightly sadistic glint in her eyes, Nurse Susie administered the tetanus booster.

Dr. Erickson scribbled on a pad and handed me a square. “Take this antibiotic twice a day for five days, and in seven days see your general practitioner to check the stitches and examine the wound.”

“Um,” I faltered. “Can you recommend one? A general practitioner?”

“You could come back here,” Dr. Erickson offered.

“Thank you,” I mumbled. I really didn’t want to return to this ER. “When would it be convenient for you?”

“Tuesday...”

The entry doors crashed open, and Mrs. Clemashevski bustled into the ER. “Katie, what happened?”

I faltered. “I’m fine.”

“Good evening, Ida,” Dr. Erickson said. Glittering lights of familiarity winked on in his dark eyes. “I’m confident I can release her into your most competent care. If you notice any symptoms of nausea or trouble walking or talking, bring her back immediately. Other than the initial dizziness and headache, I haven’t seen any other signs of a concussion.”

Concussion?

“Of course, Dr. Erickson,” Mrs. Clemashevski gushed. She took hold of Maverick’s leash and led us out the glass doors to an ancient purple muscle car. Aside from the garish color, I thought my dad would have approved of the immaculate 1970s Plymouth Barracuda. 

We pulled into a drugstore drive-through to fill my prescription, and my eyes slammed shut. I woke up when Mrs. Clemashevski backed into an empty garage stall next to a Buick.

She ushered Maverick and me into her kitchen. While she fussed, I assured her we were fine, but then the dam burst, and she handed me a box of tissues. When I finished dabbing at my eyes and wiping my nose, she said, “No more of that.” She sent me out to sit at a battered picnic table.

From behind her screen door Mrs. Clemashevski asked in her thickest accent, “So, smarty-pants, when will you learn to open the door?” I wondered whether she was speaking to Maverick or me. “Pull” would be the next cue for us to work on. I slid the door to the side, and she exited, balancing a tray with two glasses, cookies, and a pitcher of ice-cold lemonade.

“Maverick is such a good boy. May I walk him when you are not around?” she said.

Hearing his favorite word, Maverick wriggled. “I don’t think he’s going to wait for my permission. I’ll hang that leash in the porch and you can walk him whenever you’d like.”

“Good. That will get me outside.” She paused, then added, “Katie, which is heavier, a pound of gold or a pound of feathers?” It tickled me that she remembered I enjoyed puzzles. As I started to answer, her landline trilled. “Would you get that for me, please?” 

Eager to please, I sprang into action, nearly vaulting inside, but was brought up short by a stabbing pain behind my right eye. I slowed and picked up the receiver. “Hello. Clemashevski residence.”

A tentative female voice asked, “Am I speaking with Ida?”

“No. Hold on. I’ll get her. May I tell her who’s calling?”

“Elaine Cartwright,” she barked.

I pulled the receiver back from my ear and stared at it. “Mrs. Clemashevski. It’s for you. Elaine Cartwright?”

A stone like mask fell over her features. She drew herself up to her full four feet and some inches, bracing herself before taking the few steps inside, and put out her hand for the receiver.

“This is Ida.” She listened, nodding her silent responses. She rolled her eyes and pointed to the pitcher, indicating, I hoped, I should begin pouring. I was happy to oblige. A few moments later she joined Maverick and me on the deck.

I handed her a glass. Her forehead scrunched with worry lines. Without trying to seem too nosy, I asked, “Is everything all right?”

“Miss Cartwright is not a very happy person right now.” Mrs. Clemashevski took a dainty sip.

I dug for more. “Why is she unhappy?”

“She was asked to resign from a job she loved.”

I waited.

“I know many people in town, and she had the impression I could help her.” Mrs. Clemashevski took another sip.

“Can you help her?”

“I do not think so. There were some photos of improper behavior with a student.”

“Who asked her to resign?” I held a cookie too close to Maverick’s tongue and it disappeared. 

“The school board chairman,” Mrs. Clemashevski said.

“That’s too bad. What did she do for the school?”

She leveled her eyes at me and said thickly, “Yourrr job!”

CHAPTER EIGHT
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I finally understood the phrase “the silence in the room was deafening.”

A sigh slipped from Mrs. Clemashevski’s lips. “Last year, the chairman of the board called Elaine before the school’s attorney. She denied any wrongdoing, and the attorney admitted the photos they received could have been doctored, but rather than drag the student in question through an inquiry, Elaine resigned. No charges were filed. She will not, however, sit idly by. She vowed to find out who did this to her and why. Sadly, she now seems to be the subject of many police investigations.”

Mrs. Clemashevski took a long drink of lemonade then rattled the ice in her glass. “Elaine played in my yard. She grew up in my house. I never doubted that she loved teaching. I think she would do anything to protect her students.”

“You said she held my job?”

“Her degrees are in video production and mathematics. But her sullied reputation preceded her. She couldn’t get a job with the movie crew either.”

We finished our dinner in grim silence.

After we cleared the dishes, Mrs. Clemashevski steered me to my kitchen table and sat me down. “You have medication to take.” She retrieved the pill bottle from the counter and handed me a full glass of water. She stayed rooted until I re-secured the cover on the bottle and downed the entire glass of water.

I thanked her and said goodnight. As I waited for the sandman, I tugged out my journal.

Busy day: Maverick found a dead body. Met Jane Mackey and Dr. Pete Erickson. Nice to know I can still appreciate a good-looking man. To top it off, it seems the last person to have held my job was asked to resign. 

* * *
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The next morning, Mrs. Clemashevski shared her daily newspaper and, fortified with hot black coffee and a warm cinnamon roll dripping with sugary frosting, I perused the front page of the Columbia Sentinel. A photo of the water-fowl protection area and tall headlines trumpeted our gruesome discovery. The article didn’t mention my name; it described a new resident out for a stroll with her dog and the horrific welcome they’d encountered.

The victim was Arthur Condive—entrepreneur, school board chair, local businessman, and owner and operator of Ye Olde Auld. A fifty-eight-year-old widower with four grown children, he traveled the tri-state area searching for odd treasures. He specialized in collecting antiques, archaic office supplies, old paper, ink, furniture, and ancient business records. The article gave an account of his valuable service to the community and a list of those who would miss him.

“This man signed my employment contract,” I said. “Did you know him?”

“Katie.” Through Mrs. Clemashevski’s sadness, pinpoints of light twinkled in her captivating eyes and she puffed up a bit. “I have lived in Columbia longer than you’ve been alive. I know almost everyone.”

Filing that thought away for future reference, I continued scanning the article. “It says he might have died under suspicious circumstances. I should say so. It wouldn’t have been difficult for him to drive into the slough, but it would have been almost impossible for him to have floated out of the car with the doors closed.”

Mrs. Clemashevski’s eyes grew huge.

“Did Mr. Condive request Elaine’s resignation?”

“He did.”

Maybe not everyone would miss him.

* * *
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My school was minutes away by car. Over the tops of the boxes I hauled in, I heard chuckling and peeked around to find the clerk of the Monongalia Bed and Breakfast. “How’s that pup doing?” Mr. Walsh asked. He grabbed the top box.

“You work here too?” I asked, flabbergasted.

“I loved my engineering career, but I couldn’t find enough to keep me occupied at home after I retired and the missus passed away, so here I am. I love the energy and as a custodian I have no home work.” He winked and delivered me to the math department. “I’ll leave you to it.”

I tore through my boxes for items to cheer up my classroom and adorn the sterile khaki walls. I tacked up a few posters, and organized what I considered to be a prime selection of books and puzzles. I planned to show my students how math is used in a variety of disciplines. Maybe one of the posters or books would inspire a student to pursue a career, and they’d see how math connected to the world around them.

Or not! 

The stack of teacher’s manuals teetered on my desk. When I opened the new advanced math book, the spine made a crackling noise. The pages smelled fresh and inky. I took a deep breath, then set to work writing out lesson plans, supplementing daily instruction with card tricks or new vocabulary words with numerical meanings, such as sesquicentennial: a 150-year celebration. I matched biographies of mathematicians to the topics I would teach. If my students seemed bored with a lecture, I could change it up with an outlandish number story or brainteaser.

When I returned to my apartment, Mrs. Clemashevski said, “Elaine called again. The police brought her in for questioning. She believes she is a suspect in the death of Mr. Condive.”

“Have they determined how he died?” I asked.

“She did not say, but their questions alarmed her. They asked for an alibi she does not have. She is one unlucky girl.”

“Could she have done it?”

Mrs. Clemashevski sighed and shook her head.

“What can you do?”

“Prove she is innocent.”

* * *
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Mrs. Clemashevski had two automated doggy doors installed, elevating Maverick to king of the yard. His new collar activated an electronic keyed entrance to the porch and my kitchen. He enjoyed lying outside in the warm sun and occasionally cooling himself in the shade. However, his favorite place when I was in the apartment was underfoot.

Mrs. Clemashevski and I lounged in lawn chairs and sipped iced tea. Maverick leaned into her scratches and beamed in satisfaction. If he were a cat, he’d be purring.

“Boyfriend?”

I forced a smile. “Not right now.”

“We’ll work on that. Favorite music?”

“I like music from the 1940s best.”

“Me too. Color choice?”

“It changes, but today, purple.”

“Mine is rrred,” she said. “Favorite food?”

“Anything I don’t have to make myself. You?”

“Anything I make myself.” She laughed. “By the way, a dear friend of mine gave me a few bottles of Zinfandel. I do not drink red wine. If you do, please consider it part of your housewarming gift.” She nodded at a carton on the deck.

“Thank you. I’d love it.” I carefully crafted my next question. “If they determine foul play in the death of Mr. Condive, and you believe Elaine is innocent, who do you think might be guilty?”

She stopped scratching Maverick. 

* * *
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Each day, the formidable Mrs. Clemashevski relaxed her attentiveness a bit more. I took Maverick for walks, although we avoided the wetlands for more populous territory. Walking on leash tethered his joyful sense of adventure, but our yard was the only acceptable location to be free. I feared what he might find if I allowed him to roam. He repaid me by chewing the strap off a sandal he found by the back door, gnawing a perfectly good McIntosh apple, and shredding a day-old newspaper.

After the week passed, I welcomed and dreaded the return trip to have my stitches removed and come face-to-face with Dr. Erickson again. No one was at the desk, however, when I entered the ER. I felt relieved for a bit then peeved. My stitches were begging to be scratched.

Sitting in a red Naugahyde chair, I watched the ticking hands of the clock hanging behind the desk. I could have sworn it took two hundred forty seconds for the minute hand to complete one revolution. I didn’t wear a watch, and the sign at the entry had asked us to turn off our cell phones so I had no way of knowing how long I sat there.

By the time Nurse Susie bustled in, I had lined up the chairs, straightened the tables, and paced off the dimensions of the room. She uttered a displeased, “Oh,” then began the strange business of organizing the desk in front of her. 

Sweaty skin stuck slightly, making an embarrassing sucking noise as I stood and walked red-faced to the admission desk. I did the traditional throat clearing and asked to see Dr. Erickson.

“He’s not available,” she replied brusquely. “Come back tomorrow.”

What else could I do?

When I returned, Mrs. Clemashevski eyed my stitches, perplexed.

“No Dr. Erickson,” I volunteered with more acidity than planned.

She handed me a key. “For the garage. After our walk, I closed the door and left Maverick in the yard. I watched him stand on his hind legs, pull the handle down on the service door, and push it open.” She frowned but her eyes laughed.

I made my way to my room and penned another note in my journal.

Maverick! What a dog! And no one was available to remove the stitches or examine my head. Strike one, Dr. Erickson. 

CHAPTER NINE

When my persistent questions about Columbia drove Mrs. Clemashevski crazy, she shooed us outside. 

In the evening, she implored, for the eleventeenth time, “Come with me and meet some people. Vivian Green said, ‘Life is not about waiting for the storm to pass. It is about learning how to dance in the rain.’ I dance. That is how I keep my svelte figure.” Her hands smoothed the sides of her solid hourglass shape and she did a little shimmy. 

I acquiesced and accompanied her to what she said would be the
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