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            Chapter One

          

          Meeting the elf …

        

      

    

    
      Zeke Kingsley and Beverly Westwood were holding hands in Upstate New York, strolling past quaint little shops that bored him to death, when he spotted an antique Christmas elf sitting behind a store window, staring out at him.

      The elf wore red-and-white striped pants with a green vest covered with stars, along with a red belt with a gold buckle. A red-and-white striped hat with tiny bells sat atop her long blonde hair in braids. Her long legs and arms were bendable for posing. Pointed green shoes with bells finished her outfit.

      She was unique, unlike any Christmas elf that Zeke had ever seen.

      People all over the country would post pictures of their elves on the Biggest Busy Elf Contest website.

      All to try to win a five-thousand-dollar prize. Beverly had decided to enter the contest and she wanted to win.

      That elf is perfect.

      He almost laughed out loud as he stopped suddenly.

      When Zeke didn’t step forward with her, but stopped and tugged her back toward him, Beverly turned with a frown.

      “I’ve found you the perfect elf, for your elf contest,” he said. Then he pointed to it.

      Her frown deepened as she looked at the doll.

      “It’s unique,” he said. “No one else will have one like it. Let’s go in.”

      “No.” Beverly adamantly shook her head. “Antique shops are dreadful, stinky stores full of old things that smell.” She crinkled her perfect nose, and adjusted her fur coat around her shoulders, as if she were suddenly chilled.

      Which made no sense, as it was a warm fall evening and would not begin to cool off for another hour.

      He watched her, thinking.

      Had to be her reaction to the store, or to the elf. Interesting.

      His high-society girlfriend was suddenly showing cracks in her normal façade for the first time since he’d known her.

      Everyone had a face they presented to the world, and one they used in the dark, when no one else was around. That had been his early discovery as a child, watching grownups, and his adult life in college and beyond hadn’t shown him anything different.

      I wonder what caused her extreme dislike of antique shops and the old things they display. She likely wouldn’t enjoy historical museums either.

      “Never mind,” he said. “If you’re cold, we can stop for a cappuccino instead.”

      “That sounds much better,” Beverly said, her usual mask back in place.

      With her perfect nose, porcelain skin, cool blue eyes, and platinum blonde hair in a bob, she could have stepped out of a fashion magazine. And she knew it. That, and her family money, gave her a haughty air at times.

      Beverly also loved to show off her double D breasts that her family’s old money had bought her. They always caught men’s attention, and she loved the attention.

      She flashed him a smile, one that would have had most men catering to her every whim.

      It never worked on him.

      The first time she’d tried it, he’d simply stood there watching her, for what most would have considered a very long time, before giving her a wink, to let her know he was onto her and unmoved by her charms.

      Then he had walked away.

      That made him as attractive as hell to her, as he knew it would.

      He knew a thing or two about inheriting money and had kept his inheritance quiet, refusing to let anyone know how much he had, but implying that he had “enough.” So, he could easily behave as if he did not care about her family money, or their influence.

      Though, in truth, he believed that having more was always better. The more you had, the more you could do things that you otherwise couldn’t.

      He also had a knack for watching people, and learning things about them that they might not even have known themselves.

      She saw him as strong in mind and in character. She was right.

      Never would he let another woman control him or emasculate him. He’d learned strength, growing up with a mother who controlled everything. Growing up without a father, he’d had no other choice as a child.

      Just as his mother had shown one face to the world, and another to him at home, he too learned to present a mask.

      The difference was, he never let his slip and never lost his temper. He was always in control of himself.

      Beverly knew nothing of his past.

      He’d told her that both of his parents were dead, and she’d dropped the subject at once, not wanting to hear of unpleasant things.

      She tried to avoid hearing unpleasant things.

      It did bring a degree of sympathy into her eyes after that, and if the subject came up, she would steer people away from it, as if she was doing him a kindness.

      He really didn’t care about that. He found watching her amusing.

      She had no clue how much he watched her. Watching women was something he enjoyed.

      They went on to have cappuccinos, and then to finish her early Christmas shopping.

      October seemed early to him, but people did shop that early. He was more of a shop the night before kind of man and would pick from whatever was left in the stores to choose from.

      To him, Christmas was no big deal. Other people didn’t celebrate Christmas the way he would have.

      Santa rarely brought him something he wanted.

      This Christmas would be different.
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        * * *

      

      Later, when Zeke was back at work in Manhattan, he called the antique shop and described the elf.

      “Do you still have the elf?” he asked.

      “Yes, we still have it,” the woman answered.

      “Excellent,” he said. “I’ll purchase the elf, if you can send it out to be cleaned and to be filled with new stuffing.”

      “But that would decrease the value of the antique,” the shop owner protested.

      “True, but then I can gift it to my fiancée, who has terrible allergies. This is a Christmas gift, and I don’t want it to make her sick. She will love the gift, but not if it has old stuffing. It must be hypoallergenic stuffing for her, all the way.”

      “Oh, I see,” the woman said, though she was still clearly distressed at the idea of devaluing the antique.

      He could tell by her tone, and by the fact that she had yet to agree to it.

      “The elf is old and comes with a history,” she said. “Her name is Tananna. The girl who owned her died and her mother took the doll and packed it away in a trunk, where it stayed until everything in the house was sold in an estate sale many years later. We’ve tried to find others like her, but there seem to be none. She is unique and should be preserved.”

      “I’m not going to change what she looks like. Just her stuffing. Can it be done? I will pay extra,” he said.

      Throwing more money at something often brought the result you wanted.

      “Yes, it can be done,” she said with a sigh, giving in. “I know people who restore dolls.”

      Zeke gave her his credit card number, and the purchase was made.

      He would surprise Beverly with the elf, just before December and the start of the online elf contest.

      They’d be spending the Christmas holiday in Miami, Florida, so Beverly would need a dog-sitter and a house-sitter for her house in the Large Bass Lake subdivision in the Pocono Mountains.

      A house she never went to unless she wanted to ski all weekend. Which she only did once a year now that the newness had worn off. Once the newness wore off anything, she was done with it.

      He knew all about newness wearing off. But he had the perfect house-sitter for her, one who house sat for his cousin not long ago.

      A blonde named Marcie, with curves and a sweet smile, who also loved dogs.

      She was perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the elf arrived, he looked the doll over. You could see the recent stitching, where they’d cut the back of the fabric of the doll and then stitched it back together There was plenty of new stuffing.

      Good.

      Taking scissors, he ripped open the stitching, careful not to cut anything that would leave a mark.

      Then he pulled out just enough stuffing and inserted a camera inside. Threading the thin part, that would sit behind the eye of the doll up into her face, behind the eye, he fiddled with it until everything was in place. Then made sure the stuffing hid everything, so you could not feel the equipment.

      After that, he restitched the doll. It took a while, because no one had taught him how to sew, but eventually he got it done.

      Finished, he looked the doll over.

      No one will know.

      He would give Beverly the doll tomorrow night.
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        * * *

      

      Beverly still didn’t like the elf much. Even though the doll now smelled fresh and new and had been cleaned.

      “What is this?” She leaned back against his leather couch, away from the doll. “Why would you buy this old thing for me?”

      “I bought her for you, so you can win,” he spoke as if it should be obvious. “This elf is unique, no one else will have one like it. The owner of the shop tried to locate another one like it and had no luck, so this must be the only one in existence. The other contestants will be buying new elves off the shelves. I know how you can’t stand to see any woman wearing the same dress as you, so I don’t believe you’d want your elf to look like everyone else’s. Look, I even had her cleaned and re-stuffed for you, so there’s no bad smell.”

      His tone implied that he’d gone to a lot of trouble for her.

      She appeared confused.

      “Her insides are all new?” she asked, though he’d just told her that they were.

      Patient, he nodded.

      “Well,” she hesitated, picking the doll up and giving it a quick sniff, to double-check.

      He knew it didn’t smell bad.

      “Thank you,” she finally said. “I do want to win the contest.”

      She sat the doll back down on the coffee table and stared at it for a long time.

      Finally, she spoke. “It’s looking at me.”

      “Most dolls do,” he said. “And you’ve been staring at it for a while. Don’t make yourself paranoid over a silly doll.”

      “Well, I’m not taking this elf to Miami with us,” she said. “I don’t want to have to look at her, or have her looking at me, every time we come back to our room.”

      “You don’t have to take the elf to Miami,” he said. “Let the house-sitter take the pictures for the contest and send them to you. It’s not like she’ll have anything else to do, besides walking the dog once a day.”

      Ginger, Beverly’s little King Charles Spaniel, was easy to take care of, this was true. She just needed to be fed, watered, and walked. Which was all Beverly did with her. The rest of the time Ginger was at doggie daycare. But they didn’t board dogs overnight.

      “That’s a great idea,” Beverly said. “Didn’t you say you knew someone?”

      “Yes,” he said. “My cousin hired a house-sitter a few months ago, and she was good. I’ll call him for her contact number and take care of it. And, if you don’t want to take the elf home with you tonight, she can stay here until you hand her off to the sitter.”

      He didn’t tell her the house-sitter’s name was Marcie Hayes, or that he’d had Marcie’s number for months. He’d even had Marcie investigated. He knew a lot about Marcie Hayes that his girlfriend didn’t need to know.

      She didn’t need to know a lot of things. Luckily, she was too busy being pretty to be more inquisitive.

      Beverly gave him a beautiful smile, and then leaned forward and kissed him.

      His smile after that kiss was deep.

      Not merely because of the kiss.

      He was visualizing Marcie with her soft curves, big blue eyes, and long blonde hair. She was pretty enough to be a doll herself. Pretty enough to be in pictures with the elf.

      The elf would keep her company all through December, as she took pictures with it, for the elf contest.

      And he would be watching.

      It was the perfect plan.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Day one: Take a picture of you meeting the elf …

      

      

      The strangest request Marcie Hayes had received since she’d started her ‘Home Sweet Home Sitting’ house-sitting business, five years ago, sat on the kitchen table staring at her.

      She stared back.

      Ginger, the little dog she would be dog-sitting, had been barking since she’d walked in the front door, but she was supposed to read this note first, even before letting the dog out.

      An antique Christmas elf sat on the table beside the note.

      To be honest, Marcie found the Christmas elf more than a little creepy, with its weird eyes, and she thought, not for the first time since walking into the room, that its eyes were following her.

      But doll eyes didn’t follow people because dolls weren’t alive. So, she brushed her initial thoughts aside.

      Christmas elves of the stuffed variety, which had become popular, were supposed to be Santa’s helpers, reporting back to Santa on whether a child had been good or not.

      Though this antique elf didn’t look the same as those elves and did not look like an elf anyone should ever give a child, it was still a Christmas elf.

      People all over the country would post pictures of their elves on the Biggest Busy Elf Contest website. All to try to win the five-thousand-dollar prize. And Beverly wanted to win.

      Marcie glanced down again at the instructions Beverly Westwood had left for her on the table in front of the elf. Picking up the paper she reread the part about the elf.

      Meet Tananna, my Christmas elf. Isn’t she wonderful? I’ll bet no one has an elf just like her. She’s an antique from one of those Slav countries. Czechoslovakia, or Poland, or Croatia, or something.

      Marcie shook her head and thought: She’s covering such a wide range of Slav countries; she has no idea where it’s from. Marcie went back to reading the note.

      I want to win the Biggest Busy Elf Contest, so this is very important. I want you to take a picture of my elf every day and text it to me. The grand prize this year is five thousand dollars! The pictures you take must be good. No blurry or off-centered ones.

      I want one taken in each room of the house (so make sure it stays clean) doing Christmas stuff. I will tell you exactly what to do, so it will be easy.

      We can do this! We can win! Here is the schedule:

      Day one: Take a pic of you meeting the elf in the kitchen.

      Day two: The elf watching you make breakfast. Make it a big breakfast. Bacon, fried eggs, toast, and hash-browns. Remember, everyone will see the picture! Position her so she is watching the pans on the stove while you cook, but not close enough that the elf might catch fire. Remember, she is old and is a valuable antique.

      Marcie had to put the note back down on the table, and step away as her emotions charged up. “She’s telling me what to eat!” She voiced her opinion to the empty kitchen.

      The little King Charles Spaniel started barking even more.

      She needed to hurry through this note and let the dog out.

      “I never eat a big breakfast!”

      More barking answered her.

      Usually, she just had a simple bowl of cereal or oatmeal.

      “Now I must cook a big, greasy breakfast?” she muttered to herself. “I don’t think so.”

      She paced and thought.

      Beverly must be a control freak.

      Only a control freak would tell someone else what to do, even down to what they had to eat. Only a control freak would attempt to control what was going on when they weren’t around.

      “I am not letting someone else tell me what to eat or drink. It’s my body. I alone have the say in what goes into it.”

      Barking, barking, barking answered her.

      She went back to the table and read the rest of the note.

      Day three: Take a picture of the elf helping you put up the Christmas tree. The tree and decorations are all in the basement, clearly marked with which ones to use this year.

      “Good gravy,” Marcie said. “This woman is something else.” She read faster.

      Day four: Watch a Christmas DVD with the elf, in the living room. Watch the Rudolph movie for this picture. Make popcorn and use the Santa bowl.

      Day five: Take a picture of the elf on the desk with the phone, reporting to Santa.

      Day six: Take a picture of the elf on the bookshelf in the downstairs office/study picking out a Christmas story to read.

      Day seven: Take a picture of the elf having hot cocoa. Then show her climbing up the tree because she’s had too much sugar. Make sure no bulbs get broken. That is taking the naughty elf too far.

      “I know who’s taking things too far,” Marcie muttered, ignoring the barking dog, which was starting to upset her, as usually she did not ignore people’s dogs. She hurried to get through reading the message to the end.

      Day eight: Take a picture of you and the elf, in the kitchen, baking Christmas cookies. The sugar cut-out kind. I want the kind you make from scratch, not the slice-and-bake ones, and no store-bought ready-made! There needs to be flour on the table, and the elf with the rolling pin.

      “She doesn’t even know if I can bake or cook. Nothing about food, or diet, or cooking was mentioned to me when I took this job.” Marcie shook her head. “Unreal.” She continued to read.

      Day nine: Naughty elf takes a bite out of one of the cookies. Take a picture of the elf, and the rest of the cookie.

      Day ten: Take a picture of the elf writing a letter to Santa.

      “I know what I’d like to write to Santa about,” Marcie said.

      Day eleven: Take a picture of the elf upstairs in bed with you, reading a bedtime Christmas story. Be sure to wear cute pajamas.

      “Now she’s telling me what to wear,” Marcie muttered. “I never agreed to be in pictures posted online, in bed, wearing cute pajamas. I don’t even wear pajamas.”

      The white silk nightie she wore, which was her soft comfort sleep item and traveled with her, was not something she was willing to wear in pictures spread over the internet. Too much of her showed through it. But it was the softest, silkiest thing she had ever owned and sleeping in it was a way of pampering herself, something she needed when staying in other people’s bedrooms.

      “We’re going to have to talk about this,” Marcie said. “First, she isn’t paying me enough to do all this, and second, I’m not wearing what she says, or eating what she says.”

      Marcie noted there was no offer to pay for all the food she was supposed to cook, or to pay for pajamas to appear in. Not that she was doing any of that stuff anyway. But, if she were inclined, it would not be coming out of her pay.

      She went back to reading the list.

      Day twelve: Take a bubble bath with the elf and set her on the shelf at the end of the tub where she won’t really get wet. Just put some bubbles on her.

      In disgust, Marcie stopped reading the list.

      “So, I’m dog-sitting, house-sitting, and baby-sitting an elf doll, while the owner tells me what to eat and wear, and she wants me to take a bubble bath … with an elf,” she said. “This is crazy. And none of this was part of our original agreement. She owns the house and its contents and the dog. She does not own me. I provide a service she has paid for, which is not the same thing at all.”

      She skimmed down to the bottom of the elf pictures list, from day twelve on, and then read the final entries.

      Day twenty-three: The day before Christmas Eve, the contest is over.

      Day twenty-four: Christmas Eve, be ready to take a picture of the elf with the winning email when we win!

      I know we have an edge because my elf is a very special antique elf. She doesn’t stink like other antiques because she’s been cleaned and restored, and even has new stuffing. You won’t see another elf like her on the internet, or anywhere else.

      Not sure where Zeke found her, but she’s the best gift ever.

      I want you to think of her as your new best friend. She’ll do everything with you this season, so you won’t be alone, and you’ll also have Ginger.

      Ginger may bark at her, but she’s just being silly.

      Use your imagination and have lots of fun with the contest! The more pictures the better, that way I’ll have plenty to choose from.

      And you will receive a fifty-dollar bonus if we win!

      No wonder Beverly wanted to try to cash in on the prize. But she wanted Marcie to do all the work. And she hadn’t offered Marcie any portion of that good prize if they won.

      Just a fifty-dollar bonus.

      Fifty dollars wouldn’t even cover all the groceries and other stuff she’d have to buy to meet all of Beverly’s demands.

      The only thing Beverly had to do was upload the pictures using her code into the form on the website. Her pictures would all be grouped together somehow by using that code.

      Marcie would have to take the elf pictures and then send them to Beverly in Miami, where she was on holiday with her boyfriend, Zeke.

      She’d gotten the job, because of Zeke, though she barely remembered meeting him, before she got in her car to leave a house-sitting job for his cousin. The cousins had arrived at the homeowner’s house together, after a trip.

      She may not have remembered him, but he had remembered her.

      Zeke had suggested her to his girlfriend, Beverly, when she’d needed a house-sitter and a dog-sitter.

      Now here Marcie was, house-sitting a house in the Large Bass Lake subdivision in the Poconos, in December, and dog-sitting a King Charles Spaniel named Ginger, along with a creepy elf named Tananna.

      Well, best to get on with it.

      She moved the irritating note out of the way, pulled out her cell phone and selfie stick to take a picture and frowned. Then she stood next to the elf, forced a smile, and took the first photo on the list.

      She texted it to Beverly.

      The things I do for my clients. Sigh. Is this going to raise my phone bill?

      I’m only going to send her one picture a day. Take as many as I want? I don’t want to take any. So, unless I get a pay increase, one will have to do.

      Opening the refrigerator, on the way out of the kitchen, before going to let Ginger out, she found bottled water, condiments, and a tomato.

      So, where’s the food I’m supposed to cook for the big breakfast? Not in this refrigerator. That would mean a grocery bill, which she won’t reimburse me for, and it would mean going to the grocery tonight for this breakfast to happen tomorrow morning.

      She frowned and shook her head. No, Beverly. Not happening.

      Marcie considered what she knew about the woman she was house sitting for.

      Very little. Less than she usually knew about a client.

      What’s she really like?

      Marcie had only spoken to Beverly once on the phone, after Zeke had set up the meeting.

      The woman was certainly a control freak, but one of the nice things about house-sitting was the fact that the homeowner was away and not in your face, forcing you to have to deal with their micromanaging.

      With a phone call, you could distance yourself a little, put them on speakerphone, and move across the room to fold your laundry, or do whatever else needed doing.

      Best way to deal with anyone going off on a rant was to get distance.

      She took out a bottle of water, uncapped it, and took a swallow.

      Now to meet Ginger.

      The little dog had been barking since Marcie had let herself into the house with the key that had been under the mat on the front deck.

      Ordinarily, she would have put meeting the dog first on her list.

      She’d been told to go find the note first, to read it before letting Ginger out, and to put the key back under the mat, where the cleaning lady could find it.

      Beverly was going to have the house “thoroughly cleaned,” but she didn’t say when, or leave any information about the cleaning lady.

      Marcie always did her best to follow her client’s directions, so she put the key back under the mat, but she didn’t feel good about it. It didn’t seem like the safest idea. But, without knowing how to get ahold of the cleaning lady to make other arrangements, she didn’t have much choice.

      Usually, she would put the client’s house key on her keyring right away and never take it off until the job was done. Then she’d return it exactly where she got it. She’d never lost a key or been locked out. Not once.

      Ginger was still barking and sounded wound up. Probably because a stranger was in her house. The little dog had only been left alone for an hour, as Marcie had made sure to arrive as close to the time Beverly and her boyfriend Zeke had left as possible.

      If her flight hadn’t been delayed by an hour, she’d have been there right after they’d left, as planned.

      I’ll let Ginger out, and I’ll check to make sure all the windows and doors are locked from the outside.

      Later, she would check from the inside.

      These habits were for her safety and had developed from moving into strange houses in towns she’d never been in before.

      You couldn’t always count on everything being secure. Homeowners were often careless, particularly when their minds were on going out of town.

      It was Marcie’s job to keep an eye on the house, contents and any pets, and it was one she took seriously. There’d never been a theft on her watch, and she intended to keep it that way.

      So far, the front door to the living room and the sliding glass doors in the kitchen were the only doors she’d gone in or out of, but that didn’t mean the others were locked, or that the windows were locked. People often forgot.

      Here in ski country, did it ever get warm enough to open the windows?

      None of the windows looked like they even opened. This was her first time staying on a mountain in ski country in a chalet-style house.

      Maybe here, on top of the mountain, it didn’t get warm enough to open windows.

      She’d entered through the front door, pocketed the key, and then moved through the living room and then down the three steps off to the right, ending up in the kitchen, where the instructions were on the table.

      Ginger barked and barked.

      Marcie felt bad about not going to the little dog right away, but she was following the homeowner’s instructions.

      It was important to read the instructions first. Sometimes there were directions as to the care of the pet.

      It’s best to learn what you can about the pet, before meeting them. That way you’d hopefully learn anything important and could ease any distress the pet might feel at meeting a stranger who had entered their house.

      This time she’d been given very little information about the dog.

      Beverly was more interested in the elf than her own dog. The note had barely mentioned Ginger. There were no instructions for her care.Marcie sighed and tried not to be judgmental.

      Checking the sliding glass doors, she paused to look out at the snow-covered view. A blanket of white covered everything.

      The view sure is pretty.

      Leaving the note on the table, she headed for her first meeting with Ginger, leaving the kitchen, moving past a small bathroom, and into the next room at the back of the house.

      Ginger barked again.

      “Coming, Ginger,” she called. “I hear you, and I’ve heard all about you.”

      Actually, she hadn’t. Hadn’t been told where the dog crate was, what Ginger’s favorite toys or food were, or any tips to make dog-sitting any easier for either of them.

      The only thing she’d been told over the phone was, “You’re a dog-sitter. You know what to do.”

      Well, yes, I do know what to do, but still. Beverly gave more instructions on that weird elf than she did on her own dog. And that elf just sits there. It doesn’t need anything.

      Her dog, Ginger, on the other hand, is a living creature, with a personality, feelings, and needs. You’d think being away for an entire month, her owner would care more about her dog than a silly old elf and an online contest. Money prize or not.

      How does Ginger do with strangers? Well, I’ll soon find out.

      Inside the crate, a brown-and-white King Charles Spaniel barked and wagged her tail furiously. She had the sweetest face, and her coat was shiny and untangled.

      She’s been groomed. At least she looks cared for, not neglected. It’s time to let her out.

      The closer Marcie got; the more excited Ginger became.

      Marcie laughed as she reached into her coat pocket, to touch the doggie treats she had brought with her. “You lost your warning bark, Ginger. That’s a ‘pet me please’ bark, if I ever heard one.”

      Ginger’s tail wagged even more furiously.

      The minute Marcie unlatched the door, Ginger rushed out and stood barking happily, wagging her tail.

      “Well, you are just adorable,” Marcie said. She loved seeing happy dogs and knowing that she made them happy.

      Ginger responded with kisses and tail wags, which wagged her whole body, making Marcie laugh.

      Dog-sitting could be so much fun.

      “It’s nice to meet you too, girl,” Marcie said. “Do you need to go out?”

      The little dog responded with more wiggles and tail and body wags in her excitement. The soft, cuddly dog had plenty of energy and plenty of welcome kisses for her new dog-sitter.

      Holding off on a treat for now, Marcie reached for a nearby leash and clipped it to Ginger’s collar.

      Once Ginger was on her leash, they moved past the bathroom and into the kitchen, toward the sliding glass doors, which led to the front deck.

      Ginger stopped in front of the kitchen table, refusing to go farther, and began barking furiously and ferociously at the elf, as ferocious as a King Charles Spaniel could be, her tail no longer wagging. Instead, she went from barking to growling at the elf.

      Marcie wasn’t so thrilled with the elf either, but she wondered what it was about the elf that had made the dog so upset.

      The previously sweet-faced, happy little dog now appeared as if she wanted to tear that elf apart. The sudden switch in behavior was a bit unnerving, and Marcie was not sure how to handle the situation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcie decided to try talking to the dog and, if that didn’t work, there were always the doggie treats in her pocket.

      Ginger continued barking and growling at the elf.

      “Well, my goodness,” Marcie said. “You don’t like that elf much, do you?”

      Ginger barked again, louder, as if in confirmation.

      “I don’t blame you,” Marcie said. “I think she’s creepy.”

      Ginger barked once, as if saying yes, and then Marcie reached to unlock and open the sliding glass doors.

      The little dog nearly bounced outside. She was either excited or needed to go, though it was likely her owner had let her out right before she left.

      If Beverly had been self-centered enough to forget, then Ginger might really need to go.

      “Okay, girl,” Marcie said. “You do your business and then we’ll take a walk so you can get some exercise.”

      The walk would consist of a close circle around the house to check everything for security, another part of Marcie’s routine. Then she would explore through the trees around the back of the house with Ginger.

      Marcie would start to relax once she understood her environment more. It was all part of her natural pattern for adapting fast, so she’d get a good night’s sleep.

      She’d flown in from her last house-sitting job in LA. The new time zone, and the cold Pennsylvania mountain air, would take some getting used to.

      She’d packed her warmest clothes, her
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