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      In Patches In The Rye, Book 5 of the Marcia Banks and Buddy Mystery series, service dog trainer Marcia (pronounced Mar-see-a, not Marsha) goes a bit off the rails for a while, as she’s tempted to try her hand at being a private detective.

      

      Nothing about her new client is what she expected—from the posh house that says family money to his paranoid preoccupation with his sister’s love life—but when he dangles a thousand-dollar retainer under her nose, she can’t resist playing P.I. However, the deeper she digs into the sister’s boyfriend’s past, the more questions arise. How is a disastrous fraternity party five years ago linked to blackmail, prostitutes, and murder today? And who’s driving the black SUV that keeps trying to turn Marcia and Buddy into roadkill?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Patches In The Rye

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared up at the large white house, a mini-mansion really, and swallowed. Buddy and I climbed the steps to the broad, pillared porch. The buzz of an electric trimmer, wielded by a gardener manicuring an already pristine lawn, reminded me of a swarm of angry bees.

      The noise covered the sound of the doorbell as I pushed the button beside the door. After a moment, I debated if I should knock.

      Not yet. If the former Navy Chief Petty Officer actually answered his own door—with a place like this, he might have servants—it would probably take him awhile. I didn’t want to make him feel rushed.

      I was daydreaming, trying to jive the non-commissioned officer rank with the fancy house, when the door flew open, banging against the inside wall so hard the glass panels around its frame rattled.

      And suddenly I was staring at a substantial amount of cleavage, tucked into a snug pink top. Long legs in tight jeans were already moving before the owner of the cleavage seemed to register that someone was standing in her way. She veered slightly to the side, but still came close to bowling Buddy and me over.

      I caught a glimpse of her face as she barreled past us, mumbling, “Sorry.” Long, straight blonde hair, red-rimmed blue eyes, tear tracks on fair cheeks, an overall impression of beauty and youth.

      I turned to stare after the teenager, my mind conjuring up a sordid explanation for why she was running away from my client.

      “Sorry.” This time, the word was delivered in a rumbling male voice coming from the open doorway behind me.

      I turned back with a plastered-on smile, then had to lower my gaze to make eye contact with the man in the doorway. “Roger Campbell?”

      “Yeah,” he said. He wore a blond buzz cut, a faded Navy tee shirt and a dark green throw over his legs. “And you just met my sister, Alexis.”

      Watch those assumptions. My mother’s voice. Even inside my head, she was annoyingly right most of the time.

      Campbell whirled his wheelchair around. “Come on in.”

      He led Buddy and me down a long wide hallway, dim rooms on either side, with blinds mostly closed to protect dusty antiques from the Florida sun. A formal parlor, a dining room, and a library with shelves and shelves of books that made me salivate.

      It was on my bucket list to someday own a home big enough for a separate library.

      The hallway opened into a sparsely furnished area, a great room. No rugs or coffee tables cluttered the space. A tan leather sofa, matching loveseat, end table, and overstuffed armchair lined half the perimeter of the expanse of hardwood floor. A large, flat screen TV hung on the wall opposite the sofa.

      The room would have been attractive—spacious with a lived-in air—if the dark wooden blinds covering the many windows weren’t completely closed. Instead it resembled a giant cave, with only a few scattered lamps casting a feeble glow.

      In one corner, a round oak table was surrounded by three chairs, with an open gap where one would expect a fourth to be. Roger’s place at the table, no doubt.

      That was confirmed when he maneuvered his wheelchair around in that spot until he was sideways to the table. He gestured toward the nearby loveseat.

      A beer bottle sat on a placemat at his elbow. He nodded toward the bottle. “Want one?”

      Another fake smile. “No, thank you.” I perched on the edge of the loveseat and signaled for Buddy to lay down at my feet.

      “I’m Marcia Banks.” I’m sure he’d been given my name, but it seemed polite to introduce myself. “And this is Buddy, my mentor dog. He’ll be helping to train whatever dog we pick for you.”

      This preliminary visit was a new addition to the process that Mattie Jones, the director of the agency I trained for, hoped would help the trainers assess what kind of dog would be most appropriate for new clients.

      “Do you have any preferences regarding breed?” I asked to get things rolling.

      Campbell shook his head without meeting my gaze. His mind seemed to be elsewhere.

      “Can you tell me how you sustained your injuries?”

      Suddenly his blue eyes, darker than his sister’s, were focused on me—two mini laser beams. “Can’t. Classified,” he said brusquely.

      I nodded, even though I knew that was probably horse hockey. If the operation where he’d been injured was truly secret, he would have given me the cover story, not said out loud that it was classified.

      I caught myself reaching back to twirl my long ponytail of auburn hair around my fingers, a sure sign that I was more nervous than usual. Dropping my hand back into my lap, I said, “I’m not being nosy. I need to assess what kinds of things are triggers for you, what might set off a flashback, such as loud noises.”

      I’d be training his service dog to help with physical needs, such as picking up objects dropped on the floor, but our dogs were mainly trained to help veterans cope with PTSD and other psychological symptoms related to their service.

      He gave me a grim smile. “I was on an aircraft carrier. I’m used to loud noises.”

      I opted to give up on this tooth-pulling process. We had a waiver of confidentiality from him and I suspected Mattie had a detailed report on his symptoms by now, although it wouldn’t say much about the operation in which they were sustained, even if it wasn’t classified.

      I’d come back to that question another time, if necessary.

      I launched into my spiel about how the process would proceed, that I’d pick a dog and bring it over to make sure they hit it off, before starting the expensive training process. Then it would be several months before he heard from me again, at which point I’d set up some times to meet and teach him how to work with the dog.

      He was barely listening, looking at the door periodically and glancing at his watch.

      Sheez, what’s with this guy? snarky me said inside my head. I hid a proud smile. Ms. Snark, as I thought of that part of myself, was getting so much better at not blurting out her thoughts.

      I went back to my spiel. Campbell glanced at his watch again.

      I tried to mentally slap a hand over Ms. Snark’s mouth, but I was too late. “Am I keeping you from something more important?”

      He had the good grace to blush a little. “Sorry. I guess I’m preoccupied.”

      Duh, Ms. Snark said internally.

      He used his elbows to push against the arms of the chair and sit up straighter. “Mar-see-a.” He emphasized each syllable of my name. “Where’d you get that name?”

      From my parents, like most people, Ms. Snark said inside. I imagined putting duct tape over her mouth.

      I dug deep for another fake smile. “My mother thought that was more unique and melodic than Marsha, even though it’s spelled M-a-r-c-i-a.”

      He nodded, and I went on, describing some of the things I would train his dog to do.

      Again he was distracted, staring at the opening to the hallway. From where I was sitting, I could see an edge of the front door’s frame. He would have a full frontal view.

      I cleared my throat.

      His head swiveled back toward me. Again he shoved himself more upright. “Sorry. I’m just worried about my sister.”

      This time my small smile was more genuine. “I gathered that.”

      I have a masters degree in counseling psychology and, although I’ve never been in practice, I use the skills I’d learned to get clients talking. This time, however, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what drama was behind his sister’s precipitous exit.

      “It’s only me and Alexis now…”

      Crapola. Apparently, he was going to tell me anyway.

      “Both our parents are dead.” His voice was hoarse. “And I think I’m losing her.”

      I stifled a sigh. “How so?”

      “She’s dating this guy who’s too old for her, and he’s got a criminal record. We used to be really close, but now we fight most of the time, usually about him.”

      “How old is he?”

      “Twenty-six.”

      A year younger than Roger Campbell himself, if I was remembering his age correctly. But still way too old for Alexis.  “How old is your sister?”

      “Twenty.”

      Wow. I’d have guessed sixteen or seventeen. Did her youthful appearance make her brother more protective of her?

      My older brother had never been particularly protective. When we were kids, he was the one I most often needed protection from. But we got along fine now. When Ben’s oldest picked on his younger brother at family gatherings, I’d roll my eyes at Ben and smirk. If no one was watching, he’d stick out his tongue at me and then grin.

      Elbows on the chair arms, Campbell leaned forward a little. “Do you happen to know any private investigators? I want somebody to look into this guy.”

      The abrupt change of subject surprised me, the word investigator making my heart beat faster.

      “I’m sure there’s more dirt there.” He grimaced. “Besides the sealed juvenile record I was able to find.” He looked at me with a hopeful expression. “I’ll pay good.”

      The corner of my brain that constantly worries about money perked up. An image of my past due electric bill flashed into my mind’s eye.

      I tried to tamp down both my excitement and my avarice. I am not a private investigator, I told myself.

      “No, I don’t know anybody, but my boyfriend might.” I kind of hated that term for an almost forty-year-old divorced cop, but for lack of a better word. “He’s a police detective.”

      Campbell frowned but then shifted his expression to a smile. “Would you ask him?”

      “Sure.”

      “That would be great.” The smile was still there, but his eyes didn’t look all that happy.

      He paid closer attention to the rest of my spiel after that.

      “I’ll be in touch, once I’ve found a suitable dog.” I pushed myself to a stand and Buddy rose too, giving his body a small shake.

      “Don’t get up. We can find our…” Heat crept up my cheeks as I realized my blunder.

      The ends of Campbell’s mouth quirked up and his eyes sparkled with amusement. It was the first genuine expression he’d exhibited. “I’ll let you see yourself out.”

      Once on the porch, I paused and lifted my face to the Florida sun, already intense even in early March. Its warmth chased away the slight chill running through my body.
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      “Happy anniversary,” Becky trilled in my ear when I answered her call.

      “Thanks.” My tone was less than enthusiastic.

      “So what are you two doing to celebrate one year of dating?”

      “I’m eating a poptart and reading a client’s file. Will’s chasing bad guys.”

      “Oh sweetie.” Becky’s voice deflated.

      “Yeah, well. Goes with the territory.” Will had recently transitioned from the sheriff of a small rural county to a detective in a much larger county’s sheriff’s department, primarily so that he could move closer to me. He considered it a lateral career shift and was happy to be solving crimes again rather than attending eternal meetings with county commissioners.

      But it had its downside. He no longer controlled his own schedule. So our plans to celebrate the anniversary of our first date had gone by the wayside when a string of armed bank robberies threatened to put Marion County on the map, and not in a good way.

      Tired of my pity party, I changed the subject. “How’s little Buster or Betty Boop doing?”

      “Behaving his/herself lately. No more morning sickness.”

      I brightened a bit. Some good news tonight at least. “That’s great.”

      “So can you meet me for lunch tomorrow?” Becky asked.

      I slumped in my kitchen chair again. “Can’t. I’m dog hunting.”

      “You still gotta eat.” Her voice sounded borderline desperate.

      “I’ll probably be running all over central Florida, and once I get this dog rolling with their training, I’ll need to start another one.” Normally I liked to have one dog about halfway through their training before starting another, but multiple recent events had disrupted that pattern, and had left my bank account on life support.

      “I could go with you,” Becky was saying. “I’m dying of boredom down here.”

      I got that. It was one of the many reasons I’d resisted moving in with Will when he was still sheriff of Collins County, the position Becky’s husband Andy now held.

      “You know that’s a bad idea, Beck. You’ll come home with a half dozen puppies.”

      A deep sigh. “Yeah. I’ve got no willpower where cute is concerned.” A pause. “So when can you get together?” The whine in her voice was unmistakable, and out of character.

      “Soon, I hope. I–” A mind-boggling idea blossomed in my brain, stalling my tongue. I knew instantly that it had been percolating ever since Roger Campbell had asked me about private investigators.

      And I also knew that pretty much everyone who cared about me would hate it.

      “You still there?” Becky said in my ear.

      The doorbell rang before I could answer her. I jumped up and headed for the living room. “Hang on. Someone’s at my door.”

      I peeked out my front window. A stranger in jeans and a tee shirt stood on my porch. Shafts of bright light from the setting sun lit up the cleared field across from my house. One sunbeam spotlighted the giant bouquet of multi-colored roses in the man’s hands. A green panel truck, parked at the curb behind my car, sported Belleview Florist on its side in pink frilly letters.

      “Will sent me flowers,” I told Becky as I threw open the door.

      The guy said my name, mispronouncing it as Marsha, of course. I nodded, too pleased by the sight of the roses to bother correcting him. Grinning, he relinquished the bouquet and trotted to his truck.

      “Is there a card?” Becky asked.

      “Yeah.” I read it silently as I stepped back inside the house, then found it difficult to get the words past a lump in my throat. “He says he’ll make it up to me.”

      “Why so glum?” Becky asked.

      “Not glum, guilty.” I sighed. “I’m the reason he took this job, remember? I should be making it up to him.”

      Becky spent the next five minutes trying to convince me that Will had made his own choices regarding his career and I had nothing to feel guilty about. It was a nice try, but I wasn’t buying it. I knew darn well that in the meeting-each-other-halfway aspect of relationships, he’d gone seventy-five percent of the way and I was barely at twenty.

      And if I implemented my new bright idea for making more money, I’d be backsliding to about ten percent. I glanced at the pile of unpaid bills on my coffee table and grimaced.
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      With morning coffee close at hand, I sat at my kitchen table perusing Mattie’s list of donated dogs currently being fostered by agency staff members or volunteers. All the dogs were too young and still being trained in the basics by their foster parents.

      I started calling the rescue shelters in central Florida. Mattie has an understanding with many of them allowing us to take a dog on a trial basis. But none of them had a dog that met our criteria.

      I remembered the young woman I’d met at the Buckland County shelter last summer. Buckland Beach was on the east coast, two hours away, but I was getting desperate. I called their number while I tried without success to recall the woman’s name.

      I was in luck. The chirpy young woman who answered the phone said that yes, she remembered me. “Jake Black’s friend. He’s been in several times, since… all that happened. He and his wife now foster some of our kittens.”

      Jake Black was a former client—not really a friend per se—and “all that” referred to the two times his service dog Felix had been sent to the Buckland shelter when Jake and his wife were arrested, first for robbery and then for murder. One of those times Buddy had been in the house with Felix and had also been hauled away. I never wanted to relive that horrible Saturday afternoon when I was desperate to get to the shelter before it closed, and would be closed for the next two days. I’d felt like child protective services had taken my kid away from me.

      “I’m sorry but I can’t seem to remember your name,” I said.

      She giggled. “I’m not sure I ever gave it to you. Stephie, um, Stephanie Wilson.”

      My brain conjured up an image of her young face, smooth and round, with big brown eyes and a halo of frizzy dark hair.

      I told Stephie I was searching for a dog for a new client and gave her the criteria.

      She thought for a moment. “I may have just the guy for you, a Heinz 57. But he’s not quite that tall.”

      A Heinz 57, a mix of many breeds. Not a bad thing. Mutts were often healthier than dogs who came from more limited gene pools.

      “How much shorter than twenty-four inches?”

      A beat of silence. “Maybe two, but he’s muscular, weighs about sixty pounds. And he’s really well-mannered and eager to please.”

      I considered the fact that Roger Campbell was in a wheelchair. His file had revealed that he’d fallen off of an airplane wing during a maintenance inspection and landed hard on the aircraft carrier’s deck, sustaining “severe and most likely permanent injury to his spinal cord.”

      You can bet Ms. Snark had some things to say about that classified mission! But the ignoble way he’d sustained the injury didn’t make him less of a hero to me. Anyone who was willing to serve our country in the military is a hero in my book.

      What had bothered me a little was his general discharge, under honorable conditions—a discharge that sometimes, but not always, meant the recipient was a troublemaker.

      “You still there?” Stephie said in my ear.

      “Yes.” Since Roger Campbell would be wheelchair-bound for the foreseeable future, a shorter dog should work fine. Might even be better. “Any aggressive behaviors or fears?” I asked.

      “None that we’ve seen. And he knows all the basic commands—come, sit, lie down, stay.”

      “Can you hold him for me? Until I can get over to the coast.”

      “Um, I guess so. For a few hours.”

      “I’ll be there in two.”

      I figured the dog was a long shot, but Mattie would reimburse me for the gas. And I’d remembered Stephie had expressed an interest in learning to be a trainer.

      My bright idea was beginning to solidify into a half-baked plan. If I had help with the training, I’d have time to explore a possible new career.

      

      Two hours later, I was eyeing the dog dubiously. “Looks like he’s got some pit bull in him.”

      “We don’t think so.” Stephie was trying to hand me his leash, which I was passively resisting by keeping my hands at my sides.

      “Our vet said he’s probably half American Staffordshire Terrier, with a conglomeration of a few other breeds thrown in. Amstaffs are cousins of pit bulls, but they have somewhat different personalities.”

      I was still skeptical. “Aren’t they dog-aggressive, like pits can be?” A dog that reacted much to other animals, either overly friendly or aggressive, would be too easily distracted to be a good service dog.

      “Sometimes,” Stephie said, “but this guy’s fine with other dogs.”

      I arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Come on. I’ll show you.” She turned and led the dog away. Short of being rude, a mortal sin according to my mother, I had to follow.

      Stephie opened the gate to a fenced enclosure. She turned the mutt loose in it. He bounded away and started sniffing clumps of grass. “I’ll be right back.”

      I was getting to know the boy—he was adorable, white with tan patches and an intelligent face—when Stephie returned with two other dogs in tow. Both were smaller than the Amstaff, one some kind of terrier mix half his size and the other a Chihuahua, who was snapping at the terrier. Stephie was struggling to keep them apart.

      I went over and helped her with the gate. Once inside, she let the dogs off their leashes. The Chihuahua went after the Amstaff, stopping just shy of his nose and putting on her best snarling and snapping routine. The terrier stood by the gate, barking, hair standing up on his back.

      The Amstaff cocked his head at both of them. They could have been inanimate objects that someone had wound up and set loose. Indeed, he might have reacted more to such objects, as toys. These nuisance dogs he ignored.

      “What’s his name?” I tried to sound gruff, like I was still resisting the idea.

      Stephie grinned. She knew I was hooked. “We’ve been calling him Patches.”

      It suited him. And it was a good name for a service dog—short and simple, easy to call out quickly to get his attention.

      I turned to the young woman. “Did you ever call Mattie Jones about becoming a trainer?”

      Her cheeks turned a light shade of pink. “Yeah. She said I’d be a good candidate, but then I got busy with the fall semester and never followed up. I go to Buckland Community College.”

      “Will you have time for training if I ask you to train under me?”

      Her blush deepened and she nodded her head, dark curls bouncing. “I’ll make time.”

      “I’m two hours away.”

      That gave her pause, but only for a moment. “I can probably get over there for a good chunk of time at least three days a week.”

      “That should work. I need to take the dog on a two-week trial basis, see if he’s going to work out.”

      “I think the adoption director will go along with that.”

      “I’ll clear the training with Mattie,” I said.

      We both nodded and grinned at each other.
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      Will made it home for a late dinner. Fully aware of my limited culinary skills, he’d stopped for pizza along the way.

      Now, by “home” I mean my house, even though it technically wasn’t Will’s home. When I’d resisted living together—the next logical step in our relationship—he had bought the fixer-upper next door to me and made the job change to the Marion County Sheriff’s Department.

      Every time I thought about those changes he’d willingly made, my chest felt light and warm even as my gut twisted a little with guilt. I didn’t deserve a guy who would go to such lengths to be close to me when I wasn’t willing to commit past breakfast the next morning.

      So now we did this odd combination of living together but not, often eating together and sleeping together, usually in my kitchen and bedroom respectively.

      I didn’t feel particularly guilty about our “conjugal visits” as Becky laughingly calls them. We’d both been married and divorced, hardly blushing virgins. Although I still hadn’t told my rather old-fashioned mother, a pastor’s widow, that Will lived right next door now. With fingers crossed behind my back, I’d told her he’d moved closer to me and our relationship was going well. Which was the truth, just not the absolute whole truth.

      Between bites of pizza and trying to act nonchalant, I asked him about good private investigators in the area.

      “Why do you need a P.I.?”

      “It’s for a client.”

      His blue eyes sparkled and a grin stretched across his rugged face. “Phew! You had me worried for a minute.”

      My stomach clenched. I knew Will was not going to like my half-baked plan. Would it be the final straw for him?

      I was five-seven, curvier than was fashionable, with freckles on what I thought was a rather plain face. My only really good feature was my long dark hair with its red highlights. I seriously doubted I’d ever attract another man like Will.

      But… I desperately needed money. Events beyond my control last summer had both cost me money and slowed down my training schedule, and the occasional online psych classes I’d been teaching for a local college had disappeared when they’d hired more full-time faculty.

      Plus a year ago, I’d totaled my car in a close encounter with a palm tree. Again, not my fault. At the time, a guy was standing behind the car about to blast me with a shotgun.

      Now I had car payments and higher insurance premiums. The insurance company was skeptical of the shotgun story.

      I held my breath, as Will thought for a moment. If he did know a good P.I. maybe that would be a sign that I shouldn’t do this. At any rate, I was trying not to tell him what I was contemplating, until it was real.

      Dropping a thin strip of pizza crust on his paper plate, he put his hands behind his neck, elbows sticking out, and stretched to loosen tight muscles.

      I almost swooned as said muscles rippled in his tanned arms.

      Leaning his chair on its back legs, he finally said, “Can’t think of any. Know a few bad ones. I’m sure there are some good ones around, but I haven’t crossed paths with them yet.”

      Keeping my gaze on my plate, I asked, “Um, how does one go about getting a background check on someone, and how much does it cost?”

      I felt more than saw Will jerk a bit in his chair across from me. The chair’s front legs hit the floor with a thud.

      A beat of silence. I was afraid to look at his face.

      “There are online companies that do them.” His voice was neutral, maybe too neutral. “For one worth having, they run about fifty to a hundred. Why do you need a background check on someone?”

      “A client seems a little weird.”

      “Same client?”

      Sure, I’d call Campbell “a little weird.”

      “Yes.”

      “I could run it for you.” He sounded more normal. “But don’t tell anyone about it, and it would be illegal for you to openly use the info against the person.”

      I was a tad surprised by the offer. Usually Will was pretty by the book.

      I crossed my fingers under the table. “That’s okay. Since I’ve already told you it’s a client, I really can’t say his name now. Confidentiality and all that.” Actually, I didn’t even know the name of the young man my client wanted investigated.

      I made myself meet his gaze and managed a smile. “If I find something bad, Mattie will probably reimburse me. And if I don’t, it will be worth it. I’ll feel more comfortable working with him.”

      He returned my smile. “Good to see you being so careful.”

      I felt like a worm, until I decided that maybe I should run a background check on Campbell after all, as well as his sister’s boyfriend.

      I relaxed. Now I was telling the truth. Again, not the whole truth, but hey….

      And my plan felt more like two-thirds baked now. All I had to do was get Roger Campbell to go along with it.
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      The next morning, I knocked on the Campbells’ door, then stepped well back, gesturing for Buddy to follow suit. He cocked his head, giving me his patented what’s-up expression.

      “To avoid flying sisters,” I whispered to him.

      I glanced at my car, parked at the curb in the shade of a live oak tree. I’d left Patches in the backseat until I could assess the situation with Roger Campbell.

      He answered the door and gave me a pleasant enough smile. “Ms. Banks, come on in.”

      “Please, call me Marcia.” I stepped over the threshold and looked around. The house was quiet. Maybe his sister wasn’t home.

      His smile widened. “Okay, and I’m Roger.”

      “Are you ready to meet your potential service dog?” I said with an exaggerated smile of my own.

      “Sure.” His tone wasn’t completely enthusiastic, but it wasn’t hesitant either.

      Even after I’d shelled out fifty bucks for an online background check of this guy, I still had reservations about him. Why, I couldn’t quite pinpoint. The only thing I’d come up with was that he’d made no move to interact with Buddy the last time we’d been here.

      It was as if the dog didn’t even exist, which pegged Campbell as not much of a dog person. But then again, he had been distracted.

      He didn’t have to love dogs, but he had to at least like them. So I’d designed a little test. I gave Buddy the release signal—hands crossed at the wrists, then opened wide—a gesture one was not likely to make accidentally.

      “I’m going to leave Buddy here while I get Patches. I’ve released him from duty so it’s okay to pet him.” Buddy gave a tentative wag of his big black tail.

      I paused for a moment before turning back toward the front door.

      Roger Campbell patted the lap throw over his thighs. “Come here, boy.”

      Buddy trotted over, and Roger held out his hand in a loose fist for the dog to sniff it. Then he patted Buddy’s shoulder, before moving his hand up to scratch behind an ear.

      Buddy’s tail was waving like a conductor’s baton.

      Okay, enough of a dog person to know how to interact with a strange dog. Most of my tense muscles relaxed.

      I went out to my car to fetch Patches.

      After dog and man had gotten to know each other—with some sniffing and ear scratching—I gestured for both Patches and Buddy to lie down, my hand parallel to the floor and moving straight down. I added a verbal, “Lie down,” for Patches’s benefit. He hadn’t quite made the connection yet to the hand gesture.

      “So what do you think?” I asked.

      Roger smiled at the dog, a good sign. “He’s a handsome fellow, and he seems pretty bright.”

      “I think he’s going to work out fine. I’ll work on some preliminary tasks this week and get a better feel for how trainable he is.”

      He gave one slight nod of his head, then asked, “Did you find out about a private investigator?”

      I shifted mentally to that subject. “My boyfriend didn’t know anyone he was willing to recommend.”

      Roger’s gaze dropped to his knees. His face slowly turned red. Suddenly, he smacked the arms of the wheelchair with his hands, making me jump.

      Buddy looked up at me, worry in his eyes. I shook my head slightly.

      Roger started cursing a blue streak.

      I cringed a little inside. I’m no prude, mind you, but my mother was really strict about swearing. My friends know it makes me uncomfortable and try to resist cussing around me.

      Thus the phrase, “cussed like a sailor.” For once, I was grateful for Ms. Snark’s commentary. I relaxed some.

      Until he smacked the chair arms again. “A man needs to be able to protect his family.”

      I took a deep breath, debating now if I should mention my two-thirds baked plan. Something about this whole scenario felt off.

      But Roger went there first. Dark blue eyes boring into mine, he said, “I heard you’re a pretty decent detective yourself.”

      I feigned surprise. Actually, that wasn’t too hard since I was somewhat surprised by his statement. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “Retired vets’ grapevine. I heard you helped Jake Black out of a fix last summer.”

      I gave a slight nod and let out a slow breath, thankful that he hadn’t heard about my first attempt at detecting, which hadn’t ended nearly as well.

      “Could you check out my sister’s boyfriend for me?”

      I gave a small self-deprecating shrug, which I’d practiced several times in the mirror that morning. “I guess I could try.”

      Roger wheeled over to a small desk in a corner of the room. He pulled a checkbook over in front of him. “How’s a thousand dollars as a retainer sound?”

      Like a bunch of overdue bills getting paid off, Ms. Snark commented internally. I reminded her that I was going to keep the money in my savings account until I was sure I’d earned it.

      “That’s fine,” I said out loud, trying to keep my expression serious. Excitement bubbled in my chest. “I’ll need more information.”

      Thirty minutes later, I left the Campbell residence with a dog to train, a check to deposit and a decision to make about how and where to start in my role as private eye.

      My other quandary was how to explain to Will that I was once again sticking my toe in the detecting pool, this time quite intentionally, and that I might be considering—not a career change per se, but a career addition.
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      I headed home to meet Stephie Wilson for her first training session with Patches.

      By the time I’d gotten to the turnoff for Mayfair, I’d decided how to begin my investigation.

      “My investigation,” I whispered to myself and a frisson of excitement ran through me.

      First, I needed to talk to Alexis Campbell. Maybe she would tell me, another woman, things she wouldn’t say to her brother.

      Maybe she wasn’t even all that hung up on this guy and only kept seeing him to get under Roger’s skin—an act of rebellion against the older brother who’d taken on the parent role. In which case, it wouldn’t take much dirt to accomplish Roger’s goal of breaking them up.

      Aha! Ms. Snark said.

      Aha, indeed. I’d just put my finger on what was bothering me about this whole set-up. I doubted Roger Campbell would be happy if I came back and told him that the young man his sister was dating was squeaky clean, despite his juvenile record. And unless I found something pretty awful, I wasn’t real comfortable being a party to interfering in someone’s love life.

      There’s a reason why juvenile records are sealed. The majority of kids with such records are never arrested as adults. Either they get better at not being caught, or they straighten up and fly right, as my mom would say.

      My earlier excitement gone, I mentally smacked myself for not thinking this through better. As the first case in my budding new career, this one kind of stank. I sighed. I’d made the commitment, so I’d at least give it a try to see what I found out.

      Stephie was there when I pulled up in front of my house. I glanced down the street. Will’s truck was gone.

      Good. I hoped to get Stephie set up to start training Patches and get out of there again before he got home.

      I gave her a tour of my house, which took all of three minutes, then led her and the dogs out back where I usually trained. The temperature was a comfortable seventy-two. Perfect training weather.

      “I’d like you to work with Patches on two basic commands today,” I said, “Come and lie down. He needs to learn a gesture command for each as well as the verbal one. That allows for the most flexibility.” I demonstrated the lie-down gesture. Buddy dropped to the ground.

      Patches did not. He stood there, tail wagging, expectantly watching me.

      I smiled a little in spite of myself. This dog seemed so eager to learn.

      “He’s kind of shaky on come. Couple that word with a pat on the thigh,” the gesture I knew Roger already used as that signal. “Give him a treat when he comes promptly and no treat if he dilly-dallies.”

      She looked confused by my old-fashioned words, one of my “motherisms” as Will had dubbed them. I’d picked them up as a kid, a defense against my mother thinking some slang word from my generation was “inappropriate.” If I talked like her, I was safe.

      Unfortunately, those supposedly safe speech patterns, along with the unusual pronunciation of my name, had gotten me teased by other kids. Ted, my ex, had also made fun of the way I talked, but Will thought my motherisms were cute.

      Stephie’s face cleared and she nodded, her curls bouncing. “Right. No rewards for dilly-dallying.”

      I think I’m gonna like this kid.

      That brought me up short. Since when did a twenty-something become a kid to me?

      I handed her a packet of treats and gestured toward the open yard.

      Settling myself and Buddy at the small table on my tiny deck, I glanced at my watch. Ten of eleven. As a detective, Will worked irregular hours, but hopefully this would be a more normal nine-to-five day.

      Trying not to get antsy, I watched Stephie for twenty minutes. She seemed to know what she was doing when it came to training basic commands. And she had a good manner with the dog, firm but kind.

      Patches rarely glanced our way, and when he did, Stephie immediately said his name and he would return his attention to her. Definitely not an easily distracted animal.

      I nodded to myself. It looked like both the dog and the young woman were going to work out fine.

      Stephie called out, “Come,” patting her thigh, and Patches romped right to her. “Good boy,” she said and gave him a treat.

      I rose from my seat and walked over to them. “Do you feel comfortable working alone for a little while? I need to run an errand.”

      A flicker of anxiety in Stephie’s eyes and then it was gone. “Sure. We’ll be fine.”

      “Good. Feel free to take a break if you or the dog gets tired.” I gestured back toward the deck.

      Stephie nodded. “I brought my lunch.”

      A twinge of guilt that I hadn’t offered her something. My mom frowned at me in my mind’s eye.

      Stephie’s face had clouded up. “Am I doing okay?”

      I gave her a big smile. “You’re doing great.”

      She grinned back at me.

      With Buddy in tow, I headed for the house. On my way, I dropped the sign that said Training over the fence between my property and Will’s. It signaled that he shouldn’t come over without calling first to make sure he wasn’t interrupting at a crucial moment.

      And today it served the dual purpose of keeping him from finding out what I was up to.
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      Thirty minutes and a quick stop for a fast-food burger later, I was back in Roger Campbell’s neighborhood on the western edge of Belleview, just south of Ocala. I parked my car, and Buddy and I went for a stroll. The white Ford Focus that Roger said his sister drove was nowhere in sight. He’d told me she was a student at the University of Florida, but that she only had morning classes on Fridays. I hoped she would come home soon.

      She pulled up ten minutes later, and Buddy and I casually strolled past as she was gathering textbooks and an oversized tote bag from the passenger’s seat.

      “Hi, Alexis,” I called out. “Good seeing you again.”

      She yanked her head out of the car and looked my way. “Do I know you?”

      “Well, we weren’t formally introduced. I’m Marcia Banks. I’m training your brother’s service dog.”

      “Oh.” Her expression relaxed. “Is this him?”

      “No, this is my dog, Buddy. I’m afraid you missed meeting Patches earlier today.” I was hoping she didn’t ask what I was doing back here now, because I didn’t really have a good story to cover that. “Say, can we chat for a few minutes. I like to get to know family members a bit, those who will be living with the dog along with his veteran handler.”

      She glanced toward her house, then shrugged and shifted the textbooks from one arm to the other. The strap of her tote chose that moment to fall off her shoulder, almost making her drop a book.

      “Here, let me help you with those.” I grabbed the teetering book and lifted the tote bag off her arm. “Is it okay to put these on the porch for now and maybe you can walk with us for a couple minutes?”

      I wanted her away from her brother. No way she’d open up with him around.

      Alexis seemed a little nervous but she went along with the plan. After we’d dumped her things by her front door, she strolled down the sidewalk with Buddy and me. “May I pet him?”

      I appreciated her asking even though he wasn’t wearing a service vest. “Sure.”

      She lowered her fingers for Buddy to sniff, then scratched his ears as we strolled along. “I hope this service dog you’re gonna train for Roger helps him be more independent.”

      “It should,” I answered, then shut up to see how she would fill the silence.

      “I really want to move out, get my own place. But I can’t do that now, not when there are certain things he can’t do on his own.”

      “You see, it’s really helpful to know that.”

      Her lovely face blanched. “Please don’t tell him I said I want to move out. I haven’t, um, talked to him about it yet.”

      “Oh, I won’t.” I crossed my fingers behind my back. I wouldn’t tell Roger about that. But anything she said about her boyfriend I’d likely repeat to her brother.

      Mark that in the P.I. con column. I wasn’t totally comfortable with lying and also wasn’t particularly good at it.

      “So why do you want to move out?”

      She grimaced. “We fight all the time. Roger doesn’t get it that I’m an adult now.”

      That was pretty much what I’d expected her to say, but the candor of her next comment surprised me.

      “He can’t stand my boyfriend Shawn. And he won’t listen when I tell him he’s got it all wrong.”

      “How long have you been dating Shawn?”

      “About five months. We met shortly after my father…” She paused, bit her lower lip. “After my dad died.”

      Dang, their father died that recently! I hadn’t meant to prod a fresh wound. That helped explain Roger’s protectiveness.

      I was feeling a tad protective now myself. This young woman’s innocence and openness was refreshing, but it made me scared for her out in the big, bad world.

      “Where’d you and Shawn meet?”

      “At his family’s horse farm. I answered an ad for part-time stable help.”

      I almost blurted out, You have to work? I thought there was family money. But I caught myself. The fancy house didn’t guarantee that liquid funds were readily available.

      “You’re working and going to school,” I said instead. “That’s a lot on your plate.”

      Alexis chuckled. “Oh, I didn’t get the job. I love horses, so I thought that job would be a great way to be around them. But Shawn figured out pretty quickly that I didn’t know beans about the things a stable hand has to do. He didn’t hire me, but we hit it off and he asked me out.”

      “Which farm is his family’s?” Ocala was right in the middle of horse country.

      “Clover Hills.”

      I knew the name, had passed the green and white sign a few times, dangling between two white pillars on either side of a wide drive. Miles of pristine white fencing and green fields, flat as pancakes, stretched in both directions from the entrance. I remembered thinking that the owners must be from up north. No native Floridian would have called the place anything Hills.

      So Shawn’s family was well-to-do. He probably wasn’t after Alexis’s money then. Unless the horse farm wasn’t making a profit. I made a mental note to check that out, after I figured out how to check that out.

      Look at you! Thinking like a real detective, Ms. Snark said. I ignored her.

      “Have you met his family?”

      “Oh yeah. I go over there, whenever I can get away…” She glanced back at her house. “So I still get to hang out with the horses, but without having to get dirty and smelly.” She grinned. It lit up her already lovely face. “I adore his mom. She says I’m a good influence on Shawn.”

      We had reached the end of the block. I stopped and turned toward her. “Oh, does he have need of a good influence?” I said it with a joking note in my voice.

      She smiled again and giggled, shaking her head. Silky blonde hair slid over her shoulders, which were clad in a blue knit top that matched her eyes. “Not now, but I understand he was a ‘bit of a hellion’ in the past.” She made air quotes. “That’s how his dad describes it.”

      “How does Shawn describe it?”

      “He said he got into some scrapes in high school, and in college he drank too much and cut classes a lot. He almost flunked out. But he straightened himself out toward the end of his junior year.”

      “What’s he doing now?”

      “He helps run the farm. His dad wants to retire soon. He’s kinda on the old side, fifteen years older than his mom.” Alexis glanced nervously toward her house down the block. “Do you have any more questions about Roger? He’ll be wondering where I am, and I’ve got a ton of schoolwork to do tonight. I better get started on it soon.”

      Somehow I doubted she was nervous about getting her schoolwork done on a Friday afternoon. How tight a rein was Roger trying to maintain on his twenty-year-old sister?

      I turned us back toward the house. “Anything else you can tell me about your brother that might be helpful?”

      She snorted softly. “Besides the fact that he’s overprotective and paranoid?”

      I gave her a half smile. “Yes.”

      Her face now serious, her fingers absent-mindedly stroked Buddy’s head as we walked. “Roger tends to get down sometimes, depressed, I guess.”

      “Okay, that’s definitely helpful. I train my dogs to pick up on anxiety and offer soothing. I’ll work on picking up on signs of depression as well.”

      She turned toward me as we neared her front walk and gave me another light-up-the-world smile. “That would be great. I worry about him.” She gestured again toward the house.

      I glanced up and saw a curtain move. Roger was watching us.

      “Well, I better get to it,” she said. “Nice meeting you, Marcia.”

      “And you, Alexis.”

      “Call me Lexie. Everybody does.”

      Startled, I blurted out, “Everybody but your brother?”

      Her face took on a pinched look. “He used to, until he decided to take on the daddy role.” Her voice was bitter, tinged with sadness.

      “Well, I’ll work on training the best service dog ever for him. Then he can be independent, and so can you.”

      Her smile came back and she threw herself at me, despite Buddy being between us. For a moment, we all teetered in an awkward but enthusiastic hug. “That would be so wonderful, Marcia. Thank you.”

      And then she was dashing away up the walk to gather up her books. She gave a little wave and entered the house.

      I looked down at Buddy. He cocked his head to one side, as if to say, What was that?

      “My reaction exactly, boy.”

      He and I walked to my car and headed for home. I couldn’t wait to get on my computer and order a background check on Shawn Davis. And since it was Roger Campbell’s money I was spending, I’d order the deluxe version for a hundred bucks.

      I wanted to know all about those high school “scrapes.”
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      Becky called as I was driving home. Bestowing blessings on the inventor of Bluetooth technology, I answered.

      “What’s up, Beck?”

      “Um, I’m not sure.” Her voice sounded funny.

      Adrenaline shot through me. “Is something wrong with the baby?”

      “No, not that, but… I went into town with Andy this morning. I needed a few things and didn’t feel like driving to Polk City. You know I’m getting pretty big now. Well everybody was nice and friendly before, and most folks still are. But my big ole baby bump got a few funny looks today. And one woman blatantly snubbed us as we were walking down the street.”

      The adrenaline subsided. It left a sick jittery feeling behind. Andy was a light-skinned black man who’d recently won the sheriff’s election in the small town of Collinsville, after Will had opted not to run for re-election. You might think electing a black man with a white wife would be a sign of the demise of bigotry in rural Florida, but it was really about the lesser of two evils. Without Will in the race, a much darker-skinned black woman was their only other choice.

      “What happened?”

      “I had my arm looped through his and we were talking and laughing. I didn’t even notice her until she was almost in front of us. She made this harumphing sound. Andy looked up, smiled and turned us around sideways so she could go past. He even tipped his hat and said, ‘Good morning, Miss Shirley.’”

      I groaned inside.

      “She downright glared at my belly and then stepped off into the road to go around us. I don’t get it.” Becky’s voice hitched. “She’s been nice to me before.”

      “The old battleaxe,” I muttered. “Sweetie, Miss Shirley is at least mid-eighties. Her generation’s attitudes aren’t necessarily shared by others.” What I didn’t want to tell her, if she didn’t already know it, was that Miss Shirley single-handedly supervised the town’s rumor mill. By sundown, half the population of Collins County would be believing that Andy and Becky were half-naked and doing it right there on the sidewalk.

      Even pregnant, Becky was drop-dead gorgeous, and she had a real knack for picking clothes that were both graceful and accentuated her curves. That thought produced another, a hunch. “What were you wearing?”

      “Jeans and a new maternity top I ordered from Rosie Pope’s Maternity in New York. Why?”

      “So it’s the modern kind of top that snugs around the baby bump instead of billowing out to hide it.”

      A half-beat of silence. “Oooh.” Then a soft chuckle.

      I chuckled too, although my insides were far from relaxing. “Her reaction was probably more about your fashion statement than anything else.”

      She laughed again, a soft melodic sound, and I visualized her running a manicured hand through dark, thick curls, a smile spreading across her heart-shaped face.

      “So maybe I’ll save that top for trips to Orlando,” she said. “It’s really cute, with big pink hibiscus flowers all over it.”

      “Or to Mayfair. Edna’d probably get a kick out of it.”

      That got yet another laugh. Edna Mayfair was my octogenarian neighbor and friend who had a penchant for wearing muumuus with flowers on them in colors that were rarely found in nature. She pretty much defined the word feisty and still ran the Mayfair Motel, with no plans for retiring anytime soon.

      The sick, jittery feeling hadn’t completely dissipated. I wasn’t at all sure that Becky’s wardrobe choice was the only thing that was setting Collinsville residents’ teeth on edge about their new sheriff and his family.

      “So how are you doing?” Becky asked.

      I took a deep breath. “I’m considering a career shift.”

      “Say what?” she squealed in my ear.

      “Not a complete career change. More like a career addition. I’m tired of being strapped for money all the time.”

      “So what are you considering adding?”

      “Private detecting.”

      Silence. I could hear her dishwasher making soft churning noises in the background.

      “How’s Will feel about that?”

      “I haven’t told him yet.”

      “Uh, oh.”

      “Yeah, I know. He’s not going to like it. But it actually pays decent money. Someone has given me a thousand-dollar retainer to check into a person’s background.”

      “It may be decent money,” she said, “but it’s a job that can get dangerous, as you well know.”

      I swallowed a sigh. “Beck, it’s not just the money. I’m…” I faltered, not sure how to express what I was feeling. “I’m excited about life, for the first time in a long time.” For the first time since last summer when I’d helped Jake and Janey Black figure out who was trying to frame them for robbery and murder.

      “I won’t stop training dogs, but I’d rather do that at a more leisurely pace, instead of working seven days a week and still not making ends meet.”

      Another beat of silence. “Okay, but you better not get yourself in trouble,” she mock scolded. “You’re gonna be a godmother in a few months.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said and left it at that. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about being a godmother. I knew Becky wasn’t particularly religious. To her, it was more a way of making me an official part of her child’s life.

      I wasn’t all that into organized religion either, but I had been raised by an Episcopal priest—yes, they can marry. I’d been taught to take the role of godparent seriously.

      Becky changed the subject to how much her feet were swelling lately. We talked for a few more minutes and then signed off as I was driving past the new Victorian-style Mayfair Motel.

      Edna’s great nephew, Dexter, was on the front porch, dressed in his usual cool-weather attire of plaid flannel shirt and blue jeans. He waved and yelled out, “Hey, Marcia.”

      I waved back but kept going, praying I had beat Will home.

      Made it with fifteen minutes to spare.
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      Will had the weekend off, which was both wonderful and annoying. I loved spending so much time with him, but there was no opportunity to continue my investigation.

      We’d finally had our delayed anniversary celebration, a delightful dinner at the same French restaurant in Belleview where we’d had our first date.

      Several times I’d almost gotten up the nerve to tell him about the investigating gig, but I’d chickened out. Once was on Sunday, over dinner, but I couldn’t bring myself to spoil the pleasant evening—or at least, that’s what I told myself.

      On Monday morning, Stephie arrived for a training session. I gave her a new assignment, to work with Patches on sit and stay. “He’s pretty good with both,” I said, “but he has to be excellent. Then we can start teaching him the cover command. Did you read up on that?”

      Stephie bobbed her head, her dark hair even frizzier than usual. The cold front that had come through on Saturday was now being overpowered by moister tropical air from the south. The temperature would make it to eighty by this afternoon.

      I should have stuck around but I was anxious to resume my investigation. “I need to run an errand. Will you be okay on your own for an hour or two?”

      Stephie’s face fell but she quickly covered her disappointment with a game smile. “Sure, we’ll be okay.”

      My heart squeezed in my chest. I vowed that after today, I’d focus more on training both Stephie and Patches.

      Guilt partially appeased, I grabbed Buddy’s leash and patted the pocket that contained the background report on Shawn Davis. “I’ll get back as quick as I can.”

      The background check company had definitely earned their hundred bucks. They’d found the sealed juvie record, but they’d also reported he’d been arrested in his junior year of college, when he was no longer a minor.

      Young Mr. Davis had been charged with aggravated assault. The charges were later dropped.

      I very much wanted to know what that was all about.
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      I had looked up Clover Hills Farm, located west of Ocala, on the other side of I-75. They advertised “fine Paso Fino horses for riding and showing.” I’d heard of Paso Finos but had never ridden one.

      I was horse crazy as a kid, as so many girls are. I even had a pony of my own for a while. My grandparents had bought him for me and had paid the monthly board payments. Then I’d outgrown the pony and discovered boys.

      Such a cliché, Ms. Snark commented.

      I didn’t honor that with a response.

      I’d called ahead, asking if they currently had any riding horses for sale. The woman on the phone confirmed that they did. “I have an appointment in a little while.” Her voice was cultured with only a hint of a twang that I couldn’t place. “But my son Shawn can help you.”

      Perfect! I’d thanked her and signed off.

      Now, as I pulled into the driveway under the green and white sign, I caught Buddy’s eye in the rearview mirror. He was stretched out across the backseat, head resting on his front leg.

      “Keep your eyes and ears open for anything strange,” I said.

      He raised his head and cocked it to one side, as if to say, What are you up to?

      I’d seen the same expression in Will’s eyes last night over dinner, when I’d been making bright and nonsensical small talk, too wired to be quiet but also too scared of his reaction if I told him what really had me so excited—a possible new career as a P.I.

      It wasn’t only that I needed to make more money. I still loved the dogs, but the training process had some pretty tedious parts to it. Like this early stage of reinforcing the basics that I was turning over to Stephie.

      Dumping on her is more like it, Ms. Snark said.

      I shook off the guilt and parked in front of a large, low building. Buddy and I got out.

      The double-wide doors, under the slight peak of its roof, were rolled back, as were the doors at the other end of a long aisle. Silhouettes of several horses’ heads stuck out of stall doors along the sides, and that of a man carrying a bucket and walking away from us.

      We jogged over to the doorway. I stopped to let my eyes adjust to the dimmer light inside the building. When I could make out more than dark silhouettes, I called out to the man, “Hello.”

      He turned. “Hi. Can I help you?”

      We walked toward him. As we approached he gave Buddy a skeptical look.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “He’s very well behaved.”

      “Still, some of our horses don’t like dogs.”

      As if on cue, there was a loud thud against the door of the stall we were walking past. It was one of the few that did not have the top half of the door open.

      The man surprised me by grinning. “Don’t mind Diablo. He doesn’t like anybody.”

      I peeked through the crack between door and post and saw a black horse, about fifteen hands. He was beautiful, with a flowing black mane that rippled like silk as he tossed his head and stamped one front hoof.

      And he was glaring at me. I quickly broke eye contact.

      “He’s our stud. Gorgeous and he knows it. He produces spectacular foals, but he’s got a major ’tude problem.”

      I let out a little laugh. “Um, I called and talked to Mrs. Davis. She said you had several riding horses for sale and I could stop by this morning to look at them.”

      “Sure, I’ll go see if she’s back yet.”

      “Uh,” I fluttered my eyelashes, “I’d rather talk to you.” My flirting skills were pretty rusty so I probably looked like I had something in my eye.

      But he graciously held out his hand. “I’m Shawn, her son.”

      “I’m, uh…” I hesitated, wondering if I should give a false name, “Mary… Hanks.”

      “These are mostly show horses at this end of the barn.” He waved his hand around. “Follow me and I’ll show you the riding stock, unless… Were you planning on showing?”

      “Oh, no. I just want to ride again.”

      “Again?” he said as he led the way down the barn aisle.

      “I rode as a kid and young teenager, until I discovered boys. Now I’m coming back around to animals.”

      He chuckled. “Boys didn’t work out so well?”

      I smiled. “Yes and no. But I’m definitely not obsessed with them anymore.”

      As he smiled back, hazel eyes shone in a tanned face, framed by blond hair that was slightly overdue for a haircut. “Animals are simpler to relate to than humans sometimes.”

      Shawn Davis was easily as handsome as Alexis Campbell was beautiful, but my gut said looks weren’t the main attraction for either of them. He seemed to have the same down-to-earth, sweet nature as she did. Of course, that could be an act, meant to disarm young women into trusting him.

      We’d reached the other end of the barn. Another black horse’s head, smaller than Diablo’s, stretched toward Shawn as he approached. He took something from his pocket. A flash of orange and the piece of carrot was gone, gently scarfed up from his hand by delicate black lips.

      My heart ached a little. I’d forgotten how much I loved horses. “Is she as sweet as she looks?”

      Shawn was rubbing the velvet nose. “How’d you know it was a mare?”

      “The size of her head, I guess.”

      He glanced my way and nodded approvingly. “Yes, she’s very sweet. The perfect lady’s horse.”

      Under other circumstances the feminist in me would have taken offense, but I knew in horse parlance that meant the mare was gentle and on the small side—a horse that a woman could easily mount and handle, even if she wasn’t an extremely experienced rider.

      “Unless you were looking for something more challenging?” Shawn said.

      “Oh no.” I stepped forward and reached out to stroke her silky neck. She turned her head slightly toward me and big dark eyes stared into mine. Warmth spread through my chest.

      “Would you like to try her out?”

      I nodded, and he walked away, toward a rack of saddles.

      “What’s her name?” I called after him.

      “Niña.” He pronounced it the Spanish way, Nee-nya.

      I remembered enough high school Spanish to recognize the word—it meant little girl. And it fit her.

      “Um, not sure how she’ll react to the dog,” Shawn said as he returned with a saddle that looked like an English one, but with wider side flaps and bigger stirrups.

      I led Buddy several yards away to a wide wooden post that rose to the ceiling.

      “You can tie him there,” Shawn called over.

      I told Buddy to sit and stay, but I didn’t tie him. I wanted him to be able to move out of the way if someone brought a horse in or out. Instead I took his leash off, so it wouldn’t somehow get tangled in a horse’s legs, and dropped it in a heap by the pole.

      Shawn raised an eyebrow at me as I returned to the mare that he was now saddling.

      “He’ll stay there,” I said. “He’s been trained as a service dog.”

      Shawn switched eyebrows but said nothing as he cinched up the saddle.

      I followed him and the mare out into the bright sunshine, trying to remember the carefully rehearsed segues for getting Shawn to talk about his past. But all I could do was watch the mare’s shiny black rump and twitching tail and swoon.

      I wanted this horse! And I knew darn well I couldn’t afford her.

      Again, someone or something in the universe was looking out for me. Shawn provided the segue. “I know someone who’s getting a service dog.”

      “Oh, who?”

      “My girlfriend’s brother. He was in the Navy and got injured. Now he’s in a wheelchair.”

      “Oh my! That must be really hard on him, and on your girlfriend.”

      Shawn shrugged. “I have trouble feeling sorry for him. He’s such an as…uh, jerk.” He glanced at me and turned a little pink.

      Your mama taught you well, Ms. Snark said inside my head.

      At least about not cussing in front of the customers, I agreed silently.

      We had stopped outside the gate of a small corral. Shawn flipped the side panel of the saddle up to check the girth.

      “How’s he a jerk?” I said, realizing I was about to lose the opportunity to find out more. As much as I wanted to ride this
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