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“So how bad is it?”

The bearded man in the pressed white coat nervously cleared his throat. He removed the stethoscopic earpieces from his ears and regarded the patient with an unreadable expression. I literally felt my blood run cold. My skin broke out in goose bumps as a chill trickled down my spine. I got the distinct impression that the doctor was uncertain how to best phrase his answer. I vowed to whatever deities that existed if bad news came out of his mouth then I was gonna personally punch Harry in his. Lucky for me, they were both one and the same person.

“I don’t know what to tell you, man,” Dr. Harrison Watt admitted. 

He looked at me and gave an apologetic smile. He may be my best friend in town, and we may have been friends since high school, but I was ready to smack that smile right off his face. I scowled and tried to look as intimidating as possible.

“You have to do better than that, pal,” I crossly told him, as I looked down at the small table in the examination room. “You need to tell me what’s wrong. I swear, if you’ve given me a dog with a terminal disease then I am personally going to drop kick you into next week.”

We both looked down at the patient. Two soft, doleful eyes looked up into mine. My stomach sank. I wasn’t going to let anything happen to one of my dogs. I couldn’t. I’d spend every last cent in the bank if I had to, which—and I am still getting used to this—is considerable. I couldn’t let anything happen to her. I wouldn’t.

Harry laid a hand on my shoulder. 

“Zack, what we have here is ... how do I put this?”

“Just spit it out, pal,” I snapped, growing angrier and more scared by the second. “Just tell me what’s wrong with her, okay?”

“Your dog is suffering from gastrointestinal distress. That is what’s causing her to flatulate.”

“Gasintestro what?” I repeated. Medical doctors and their big words. Whatever that was didn’t sound good at all. “And it’s causing her to do what?”

“Gastrointestinal distress,” Harry carefully repeated. “It means Watson has gas.”

A smile formed on my friend’s face as he gently stroked the patient’s fur. I stared at Harry, waiting for a punch line I was certain was forthcoming. When my friend didn’t volunteer anything else I scowled again.

“You’re telling me she has gas? And stop rolling your eyes every time you say her name. Her name is Watson. End of story.”

“Watson is not a proper name for a little girl. I don’t care what you say, she doesn’t deserve to be called that.”

“Let’s forget about her name for a moment,” I sputtered, jumping back to the bigger problem. “You said she has gas? It’s not fatal, is it?”

Harry’s smile grew even bigger.

“No, it’s not fatal, Zack.”

“Well, um, what causes it? Dude, they’re raunchy!. Every time she lets one rip, I swear my eyes are gonna melt in their sockets.”

Harry’s smile quickly melted into a frown.

“Do you actually hear her pass gas?”

I shook my head. “No. You can’t hear them, pal. They’re silent bombs.”

Harry leaned back against the counter on the opposite wall, draped his stethoscope around his neck, and stroked his chin. I’m sure I cocked my head like an inquisitive dog as I stared at my friend. I’ve never seen him look so pensive and serious. It was very unbecoming on him and, I will admit, a little unsettling.

“What have you been feeding her?” he finally asked.

“Only the kibble you recommended,” I answered.

“No table scraps?”

“None.”

“Hmm. How does she eat?”

“Excuse me? How does she eat? What kind of a question is that? She doesn’t use a fork and knife, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Harry cracked a smile and shook his head.

“No, what I mean is, the cause of most cases of flatulence in dogs comes from swallowing air.”

“Why in the world would dogs willingly swallow air?” I asked, perplexed.

“Brachycephalic breeds, for example, are prone to swallowing extra air due to their short necks and the position of their noses.”

“Brachy...”

“Brachycephalic,” Harry slowly repeated.

I looked down at Watson just as she turned to look up at me.

“Are corgis braky ... brachy ... whatever you just said?”

“No.”

“No? Dude, why’d you bring it up?”

“I was giving you examples. You asked why a dog would swallow air. I was giving you an answer.”

“Well, what kind of dogs are?”

“Are what?” Harry mischievously asked, clasping his hands behind his back.

“You know good and well what I mean. I’m not saying that word again.”

“You haven’t been able to say it yet,” Harry pointed out.

I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at Harry. This was a side of my friend that I did not like. The pompous jerk was showing me up, proving he had more education than I did. Harry laughed and slapped me on the back.

“Pugs. Bulldogs. Boston terriers. Pekingese. Are those enough examples for you?”

“So if Watson —”

“Pumpkin,” Harry interrupted, squeezing the word in between coughs. He had made no qualms about telling me what name he would have given my newest dog. 

“If Watson,” I continued, glaring at Harry, “isn’t one of those breeds, then what’s causing the gas? Come on, Harry. She farts in my Jeep. She farts in Jillian’s store. She even farts when she’s up on the bed with Sherlock and me. There’s gotta be a reason why.”

Harry was doubled over with laughter.

“You’re not helping,” I told him crossly. 

“Look,” Harry said, trying valiantly to compose himself, “the reason I asked you how she eats is because the most likely reason, like I said, is that she’s swallowing air. She probably doesn’t even know she’s doing it. So, how does she eat? Does she gobble her food up the moment you put it in front of her?”

I had opened my mouth for an angry retort when I thought better of it. I thought back to all the feedings I had given my dogs. Sherlock was slow and methodical when it came to eating, selecting each piece of kibble as though he was the world’s foremost food critic. Watson, on the other hand, was a canine vacuum cleaner. She was always done in less than twenty seconds. I timed it once. The fastest I’ve seen her polish off her kibble was a record breaking eleven seconds. Was that the source of her gas? Was she simply eating too fast?

“Okay, if that’s her problem, how do I make her stop?”

Harry shrugged. “Get her a different bowl.”

“Huh?”

“They have special dog food bowls specifically designed to make it difficult for the dog to eat. They have these designs built in to the bowl, making it challenging for the dog to get to the kibble.”

I frowned. “Designs? Like what? Can you give me an example?’

Harry made a spinning motion with his finger.

“I’ve seen bowls that have a swirl in it with high ridges. The kibble falls into the ridges and forces the dog to work at it in order to get the kibble out. Therefore, it slows them down.”

“That sounds cruel. I don’t know if I could do that to Watson when all she wants to do is eat.”

“It’s perfectly safe, Zack. It won’t hurt her. It’ll just slow her down.”

“I just wish I knew why she was eating so fast.” I let out a sigh. “I still can’t get used to seeing you in that white coat.”

Harry grinned. “There are times when I can’t believe it, either. As I was saying, the only thing I can think of is that Pumpkin’s previous owners...”

“Watson,” I hastily corrected.

“...might have had other dogs and Pumpkin, er, Watson felt like the only way she’d be able to eat was if she literally inhaled her food as fast as she could.”

I wrapped a protective arm around Watson, who, in turn, licked my hand. 

“That sucks. The poor thing must have gone through hell. How can people be so thoughtless? I’d never do that to either Sherlock or Watson.”

Harry raised both hands as if he was being held at gunpoint.

“Hey, we don’t know for certain that’s what happened to her. I mention it only as a possibility.”

“So that’s the only way to get her to stop eating so fast? Give her the food bowl from hell? If she’s already been traumatized with eating, then the last thing I want to do is to make it even more difficult for her. There’s gotta be another way. Seriously, man, her farts smell like rotten broccoli.”

Harry’s grin was back.

“Sherlock doesn’t try to eat any of her food, does he?”

“No.”

“Then, if you truly don’t want to try the special dog bowl, my only suggestion would be to give it some time. Maybe she’ll snap out of this behavior once she realizes there are no perceived threats.”

“And if she doesn’t?” I asked.

“Then you’re going to have to get used to having a farting dog on your hands. Just have a can of air freshener handy and you’ll be fine.”

“That’s just peachy,” I moaned.

Watson turned to gaze adoringly up into my eyes. I ruffled her fur and set her back on the ground. The red and white corgi shook herself for a few moments and then trotted to the closed door. Clearly, she was ready to go home.

“Keep her on that diet,” Harry instructed, “and make sure she doesn’t get any scraps. No human food. She’s a dog, remember that.”

“I’ve never given either of them any people food,” I pointed out. “And I don’t have any plans to start.”

“I know you haven’t. I can tell just by looking at her. I’m just saying that you’re doing the right thing. Don’t cave, no matter how much she begs.”

My cell phone started ringing, filling the lobby with the dulcet tones of Twisted Sister, singing We’re not gonna take it. I fumbled with the phone for a few seconds—nearly dropping it—before I was finally able to silence the blasted thing. It was my turn to offer a sheepish smile.

“Sorry. Forgot to switch the stupid thing to silent mode before I came in here.”

“Awesome choice of tones there, bro,” Harry told me as he handed the clipboard to one of the girls manning the front desk. He leaned over the counter to look at my phone. “Anyone I know?”

“It’s Vance. I can call him back.”

“We’re done here,” Harry told me. “Just take the call.”

“Fine.” I tapped a finger on the cell’s display. “Hey, Vance. What’s going on?”

“Zack. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

I held my credit card questioningly up to Harry, who shook his no. I nodded in appreciation and turned to leave.

“No. Watson and I were just leaving Harry’s office.”

“Oh? Is everything alright?”

“Yeah, thanks for asking. Harry was just checking Watson out to make sure she’s okay.”

“I still say that’s a strange name for a female dog.”

“I’ve already heard the same thing from Harry today. Don’t you start up either.”

“Tell me again why you named your dog Watson?

“It went with Sherlock, okay?”

“But she’s a girl! Watson is a boy’s name.”

“It was my decision. I like how Sherlock and Watson sound together. She doesn’t have a problem with it so I fail to see why you should, either.”

“I thought you told me last week that you now consider yourself a dog lover. Why put the poor girl through that?”

“Fine. I’ll admit I thought it’d be cute. Besides, I’ve been through this with Jillian, with Harry, with you, and a slew of other people. She likes it, she responds to it, end of story. Is that why you called? To give me grief about my dog’s name?”

I heard Vance laugh.

“Hardly. You asked for my help with a personal problem, remember?”

Vance was—is—a detective for the Pomme Valley Police Department. We met a few months ago when I had the unpleasant experience of sitting on the wrong side of an interrogation table. Accused of murder. However, that’s a story I’ve already told and I don’t need to go back down that road right now. 

Anyway, I had been getting harassing phone calls in the middle of the night. There was never anyone there. I could never hear anyone say anything. The only thing I could hear was someone breathing softly into the phone. The logical assumption was that a distant member of my late wife’s family was the culprit. Long story short, Bonnie Davies, the person that I had inherited my house from—and my winery—had bequeathed everything to my wife and me. Since Samantha died in a car accident last year that meant I was the lone beneficiary.

It’s certainly a fantastic way to make new friends, believe you me. Man alive, had that pissed some people off. High on the list was Abigail Lawson, Bonnie’s daughter. I can only assume she was doing everything in her power to make my life miserable, hoping I’ll throw in the towel and just move away.

Well, it ain’t gonna happen, lady. PV is my home now. You’d better get used to it. 

So, since the calls kept coming, I had enlisted the help of my detective friend. Hopefully, he had some insight into what I could do to get these people to leave me alone. I was tired of being woken up at 3:30 a.m. every single morning, almost like clockwork.

“So what do you have for me?” I optimistically asked.

“The calls are being made from a disposable phone. There is no way to track that. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.”

“Swell.”

“I do have a recommendation.”

“I’m listening.”

“How often do you use the landline? Just get rid of it. That’s what I did. I’ve always got my cell on me so I never miss a call.”

“If that’s my only option, then I’m willing to entertain it. Abigail can suck it for all I care.”

“You don’t know if Abigail is behind this.”

“You have to admit, she’s a fine suspect.”

“You do have a point. Hey, have you talked to Jillian today?”

“No, why?”

“Do you have plans for the night?”

I reached my Jeep, loaded Watson into the passenger side, and nudged Sherlock—curled up in the back seat—to wake him up. I had to think for a moment. Did I? I shook my head, forgetting that Vance wasn’t able to see me. I had yet to talk to Jillian today. In fact, for the past hour or so, I had been trying to come up with an excuse to stop by her store. As far as plans go, Watson’s checkup was the only thing I had on my calendar. That and to finish the draft of my latest book.

“Why? What’s up? What do you know that I don’t?”

“I thought you might like to swing by the school and see the Egyptology exhibit. The grand opening is tonight. It opens to the general public tomorrow. Tori has VIP passes.”

Tori is Vance’s wife; in case I hadn’t mentioned anything about her before. She is a tall, lithe woman with long red hair and sparkling green eyes. Wickedly smart. She can make both Vance and me feel like grammar school dropouts whenever we’re in the same room together. Jillian, however, is another story. I think she could give Tori a run for her money.

“We’re talking about the high school, Vance. I read in the paper that the exhibit is being set up in the school auditorium. It’s not like it’s a rock concert. I can’t imagine what a VIP pass to that exhibit would do for us.”

“Tori says that it’d be well worth our while to check it out. Come on, man. Don’t make me suffer through that by myself.”

“Ah. There’s the real reason. Look, I wouldn’t mind going, but I don’t have anyone to watch the dogs.”

“Couldn’t you just crate them for a few hours?”

“Crate them? Are you out of your mind? No way. Would you do that to Anubis?”

Anubis was Vance’s German Shepherd. Gorgeous dog, if a touch intimidating. That dog’s eyes could drill holes right through you.

“Sure. I’ve done it before.”

“Let me rephrase that. Would Tori ever do that?”

Perhaps I should have clarified. Anubis was Tori’s dog. Vance’s wife was a born again dog lover and there was no way she’d ever crate her precious dog.

“Er, no.”

“Didn’t think so. Is this important? I might be able to get Jillian to watch them for me.”

“That’s not gonna work, buddy.”

“Why not?” I asked, growing confused.

“Because she’s accompanying you tonight.”

“She is?” I asked, dumbfounded. “Since when? And how would you know?”

“Tori and Jillian are good friends. Besides, I overheard Jillian say she’d never pass up a chance to go to a formal event.”

“Wait, what? Formal? To a high school auditorium?”

“That’s right, pal. The tuxedo shop closes at 3 pm. Better get going.”

I stared at my phone in shock and horror. A tuxedo? Me? I hated them. With a passion. The last thing I wanted to do was to get trussed up like a penguin and bump elbows with similarly dressed penguins.

“Look, Vance. Maybe this isn’t for me. I’m not a big fan of dressing up. Besides, if I’m escorting Jillian to this shindig, then I don’t have anyone to watch the dogs.”

“Just bring them over to my house,” Vance instructed. “My kids can watch them. Besides, Anubis, Sherlock, and...”

“Her name is Watson, pal,” I hastily interrupted. 

“I was gonna call her Watson. Take it down a notch. Anyway, all three dogs get along great. Drop them off here and we can all head to the school together.”

“You owe me for this.”

“Oh, just relax. It’ll be a night you won’t soon forget.”

Well, I had to hand it to Vance. He wasn’t wrong. In fact, in less than two hours, the exhibit we were heading to would be the talk of the town for months to come.

* * *
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“I don’t know about this,” I grumbled as I yet again tried to loosen the hangman’s noose around my neck. 

Grr ... bowties. I should have just gone with my gut instinct and chosen the clip-on rather than the real thing. Jillian had assured me that not only would it look better, but the people at these types of events could spot a clip-on from a mile away. I was told these type of people had a bad habit of looking down their noses at anything even remotely less than the best.

Let’s set the record straight on something. I personally don’t give a rat’s ass what anyone thinks about me or how I look, and have said as much to Jillian on more than one occasion. However, as was typical in these types of circumstances, her argument-cancelling smile had won me over. I have never cared—or wanted—to bump elbows with the city’s upper class and, I’m sure my defiant behavior was written all over my face. With extreme reluctance, I agreed to spend the evening in a form-constricting tuxedo.

Dammit.

“Stop that,” Jillian scolded as she batted away my hands after I tried yet again to ditch the feeling I was being throttled. “You’re going to mess it up. Trust me, you look very handsome.”

I glanced over at my date for the night. Jillian Cooper owned and operated Cookbook Nook, a specialty cookbook store located downtown. She was in her mid-thirties, had long curly auburn hair, green eyes, and—like me—didn’t have any tattoos or extra piercings. She kept herself fit by the simple fact that she was always on the go, a prerequisite, I’m told, of running your own business.

Jillian looked absolutely amazing. She was wearing a purple chiffon evening dress with half sheer sleeves, which had a net overlay with corded lace giving the sleeves and neckline a scalloped appearance. The chiffon skirt draped to the ground in a floor length sheath style. Her hair was done up in what she later told me was referred to as a ‘side shaped coif.’ I couldn’t quite tell what she had to do to get her hair to look like that, but I knew one thing: she looked absolutely stunning. I scratched at the bowtie encircling my neck. Jillian promptly swatted my hand away.

“Sorry. Force of habit. It feels like I’m being strangled.”

“Oh, stop your fussing. How often do you get dressed up like this? Try and enjoy the evening. Don’t forget those things are harder to tie than they look. I had to tie yours, remember?”

I gave my bow tie a last, furtive scratch.

“Hey, as long as I’m standing next to you then I won’t have to worry about a thing. Everyone will be looking at you, not me.”

Jillian inserted her left arm into my right.

“Oh, that’s so sweet! Thank you.”

We followed Vance and Tori into the crowded auditorium. Spotlights and track lighting were everywhere. Stanchions and soft red velvet ropes guided us to the center of the huge space. Large tables had been erected and covered with thick black velvet. Sparkling clear glass display cases were situated on several of the tables. Glittering jewels beckoned enticingly in their respective cases and attracted small admiring crowds.

I sighed. Jillian was right. I was glad that I came to this. A small part of me had wanted to just blow the evening off, but thankfully I managed to talk myself out of it. Egyptology exhibits were something I typically avoided due to the strong likelihood that I’d encounter that which creeped the bejeezus out of me.

More on that later.

“This is nice,” Jillian whispered in my ear. “Listen! Can you hear that?”

Unsure of what I should be listening for, I paused. I heard the soft murmur of several dozen conversations. I heard the clink of champagne flutes as people drank to a variety of toasts. Someone coughed nearby. I looked at Jillian and shrugged.

“What am I listening for?”

“The music. Tori was right. It’s exquisite!”

“The music?” I closed my eyes and tried to will away the ambient noise. There, barely perceptible above the din of the hundreds of people at the exhibit, were the dulcet tones of flutes and harps.

“Okay, now I hear it. Sounds like elevator music. What about it?”

Jillian playfully swatted my arm.

“You uncultured barbarian. What you’re listening to is an arrangement especially written in the Phrygian dominant scale of medieval Egypt. Isn’t that fascinating?”

Both of my eyebrows shot up.

“And you knew this off the top of your head? That’s impressive.”

“Well, no,” Jillian admitted. “I didn’t. Not at first. Tori told me about it. One of the curators specializes in ancient music and wrote the piece specifically for this tour.”

“I wonder what they’ve got behind the curtain,” I mused, turning my attention to the stage located at the front of the auditorium.

“It’s a stage,” Jillian pointed out. “Stages have curtains. They’ve got a podium up there. I’d say that’s where the presenter will address the crowds.”

I pointed at the four different spotlights illuminating the entire stage, from left to right.

“They wouldn’t have that many lights trained on the stage if they weren’t planning on doing something.”

“That’s where the big reveal is going to happen!” a woman’s voice said behind me. 

I turned at the sound of the voice. Tori was back and she was standing next to her husband. Each of them were holding two champagne flutes. Tori handed her extra flute to Jillian while Vance handed his to me. 

“I’m so glad you two could come with us tonight!” Tori exclaimed. “I’ve worked so hard to get Exhibitions to come here. Now that it’s finally happening I don’t know what I’m going to do with my free time.”

“Maybe now you’ll be able to relax,” Vance gently teased. “You’ve been so stressed these last couple of weeks.”

I watched Tori level a neutral stare at her husband. “You try juggling two jobs and organizing a petition to get Egyptian Exhibitions to stop by a small town like PV for a week. I’m honestly surprised I was able to pull it off.”

“Maybe it was because you petitioned them daily for three months straight,” Vance idly suggested as he lifted the glass to his lips. 

I stifled a smile as I watched Tori frown at Vance. The detective smiled sheepishly and pretended his champagne had become the most important thing in the world. I looked back at Tori and cleared my throat.

“Did you say you were working multiple jobs?” I asked. I knew she was a school teacher but didn’t know anything else about her.

Tori nodded. “That’s right. I teach here at the high school. History. I also teach dance three nights a week down at the rec center next to City Hall.”

“She’s the best jazz dancer in PV,” Jillian proudly announced, drawing a small smile of appreciation from Tori. “She’s also one heck of a traditional Irish dancer. I’m still hoping you’ll start teaching one of those classes, Tori. I’d love to give it a try.”

Surprised, I turned to Tori and nodded appreciatively.

“Irish dancing? That’s impressive. Is that the dance where all the dancers hold their arms motionless at their sides? I’ve seen some of the videos. How those dancers can move like that is beyond me.”

Tori smiled at me. “If I were to start a class on Irish dancing, would you and Jillian be my first students?”

Oh shit on a stick. I walked right into that one.

“Umm...”

Jillian looked expectantly up into my eyes. I usually can’t tell when I’m blushing but right then I could. Suddenly it felt as if I had walked under a heat lamp. I caught Vance smirking at me.

“Why, that would a great idea,” Jillian exclaimed as she tightened her grip on my arm. “What do you say, Zack?”

It was time to wipe that smug smile off of Vance’s face. If I was going down, then I was taking someone with me. If I was going to suffer through one of these dance classes then so was he because, no matter how I tried, I couldn’t imagine my friend, the detective, trying to learn to tap dance. Well, if you want me to be honest, I couldn’t imagine myself doing that, either.

Jillian flashed me another smile. Unbelievable. What we gullible men will do when a pretty girl bats her eyes continues to blow me away.

“Fine. Tell you what. We’ll sign up...”

Jillian squealed excitedly. Clearly she didn’t think I’d go along with this.

“...if Vance takes the class with us.”

The smile disappeared from Vance’s face in the blink of an eye.

“Really? You had to drag me into this?”

“Misery loves company, pal.”

“Oh, hush,” Jillian scolded. “You’re not going to be miserable. In fact, I think you’ll love it! I’ve always wanted to learn how to tap. What about you?”

“I can honestly tell you that it has never crossed my mind,” I confessed, patting Jillian’s hand. “Not even once.”

Tori laughed. “Okay, you guys. It’s not going to happen any time soon, so relax.” 

Vance and I started to smile. 

“But it will,” Tori continued. “Mark my words. I will look forward to seeing you three in tap shoes.” 

Our smiles vanished as quickly as they had appeared. Tori hooked her arm through Vance’s and led the grumbling detective off. I looked over at Jillian and shook my head. She owed me big. Me? Taking a tap dancing class? It was official. Hell hath frozen over. Words could not adequately describe the size of the favor Jillian now owed me. So, the question was, how should I collect?

“A penny for your thoughts?” Jillian asked.

“I’m trying to figure out what favor I can ask that will be in the same ballpark as the one I just did for you.”

Jillian giggled, “Very well. Fair’s fair. Ask away. However, once you discover that you enjoy Irish dancing then the favor becomes null and void or else you’ll owe me a favor. Do we have a deal?”

“Absolutely. There’s no way that I’m going to enjoy tap dancing.”

Jillian smiled cryptically at me and pulled me toward a small group of people chatting amiably amongst themselves. 

“I can’t wait to hear you admit that you were wrong.”

“Nice try, lady. Ain’t gonna happen.”

“Mm-hmm. Would you like to meet some friends of mine?”

“More friends of yours? Sure. Is there anyone you don’t know?”

“Not really. I pretty much know everyone in Pomme Valley.”

“Not surprising,” I added with a smile. “You’ve mentioned before that you have been living here your entire life.”

Jillian nodded. “True. Have you met any of them before? No? Hmm. Perhaps I should give you a little background before we make it over there.”

Well, color me intrigued.

“Oh? Alrighty then. My curiosity has been piqued. Who do we have over there?”

“Do you see the lady on the far left?”

“The one with the straight long brown hair?”

“That’s right. That’s Hannah Bloom. She owns The Apple Blossom. Its PV’s one and only flower boutique. She’s married to
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