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KILLER REVENGE

A Hope Ridge Mystery, Book Three

ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

When New Yorker, Abby Bradshaw, visits her sister, Amy, for the summer in Hope Ridge, she’s looking forward to a break, a chance to heal, and some peace. Abby has been through the emotional ringer and needs a breather, an opportunity to push the reset button.

What she gets instead is a constant barrage of unexpected turmoil. From the police showing up on her sister’s porch the second she arrives in Hope Ridge, to disturbing encounters with the neighbors, this definitely isn’t the small, friendly town Abby envisioned.

However, nothing prepares her for being a person of interest in a double homicide. The lead detective believes Abby is hiding something and refuses to allow her to return to New York.

Despite her new friends, Caroline and Vanessa rallying around her, and a sweet foster dog at her side, Abby faces an uphill battle at every turn. Even the handsome veterinarian, who has piqued her interest, gives her pause. She’s not sure who she can trust, including herself. 

Is Abby guilty or is she an unwilling pawn in a plot of revenge?

PUBLISHER NOTE: A Small-Town Murder Mystery containing adult language, violence, and sexual themes. 72,400 words.
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my inspiration for Hope Ridge, Waynesboro, Pennsylvania. You can take the girl out of the small town, but you can’t take those small-town vibes out of the girl. Growing up in Waynesboro gave me a foundation of compassion and grit. It was and still is a beautiful place to live. I’m truly grateful to everyone who has supported this series. Thank you, Waynesboro. This one is for you!


CHAPTER ONE

ABBY

“Can I help you?” I asked the two police officers standing on my sister’s porch.

The female cop with the red, short hair cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we’ve had a noise complaint.”

I just arrived in Hope Ridge, Pennsylvania. How could I be in trouble already?

The male officer added. “Is Mrs. Green available?”

“My sister insisted on taking my luggage upstairs. She’ll be down in a minute. I don’t understand, how there could be a noise complaint? My Uber dropped me off like ten minutes ago. I haven’t had a chance to catch my breath,” I huffed.

“So, you’re not from Hope Ridge?” the male inquired and cocked his head in curiosity.

“No. I’m visiting for the summer. I’m from New York City. I’m Abby, Mrs. Green’s sister. Um … the Uber driver was playing loud music and his car backfired when he drove away, but I can’t imagine anyone would call the police about it. Where I’m from that’s a quiet night in the city.”

The female relaxed her posture. “Okay. We figured as much. I’m Officer Bishop and this is Officer Diaz. Hope Ridge is a pretty friendly town, but we’ve had some issues while the Green’s home was being built. The neighbors … they can be—”

I finished her sentence. “A little much?”

Diaz nodded. “Well, that’s one way of saying it. In their defense, Hamilton Avenue was more peaceful than a Sunday morning. Then, there was a demolition of three houses and the construction of this one. It’s been a lot for the neighbors to contend with.”

I sighed. “I honestly don’t get it. Where are these ‘Karens’ of the neighborhood? My sister’s home is so huge, it looks like she doesn’t have any neighbors.”

“Have you been out back?” Officer Bishop asked.

“No. Like I said, I’ve only been here about ten minutes. All I’ve heard from my sister, Amy, and my brother-in-law, Jeremy, is how friendly Hope Ridge is. This isn’t exactly the welcome I had in mind.”

Officer Diaz shrugged. “I can appreciate that, ma’am. Behind the Green’s property, there is an elderly gentleman, Harry Davis. He was a handful during the demolition phase. Now it seems your neighbor across the street, Diane Allison must have us on speed dial.”

I peered behind them into a jungle of overgrown trees. “Um … there’s a house over there? It looks more like a forest in a horror novel.”

Officer Bishop pointed above the thicket. “See that pointy steeple-looking thing up there, above the tree line?”

I squinted. Since the sun was setting, I could barely make it out. “I guess.”

“That’s Diane Allison’s place,” she said. “It sits back aways from the street. Miss Allison lives alone with her dog, Rocco. She’s uh … a little eccentric.”

A chuckle escaped from Officer Diaz. “That’s um … one way of putting it. Honestly, ma’am, she’s harmless but lonely. She said her mom passed away a long time ago and that was her only family.”

“Sounds like you’ve been there more than a few times,” I commented.

Officer Diaz raised his eyebrows. “You could say that. Look, Miss…”

“Bradshaw,” I answered. “But you can call me Abby.”

“Abby,” Diaz continued. “We’re sorry we bothered you. It seems like Miss Allison may have overreacted. We’ll let you go. Welcome to Hope Ridge. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

“Thanks.” I smiled. It was probably best to keep these two on my good side. “I’m sure the rest of the summer will be uneventful. I’m looking forward to a break from … from everything.”

As the officers said their goodbyes and moseyed to their patrol car, my gaze traveled back up to the barely visible steeple.

A flicker of light startled me, until I realized it was a candle illuminating Diane Allison’s window in the steeple. My sister, Amy, mentioned that many Pennsylvanians had candles in their windows. She told me it was a sign of hospitality and sanctuary.

If there was ever a time I needed a sanctuary, it was now. After everything I’d been through these last few weeks, a safe haven where I could escape was all I desired.


CHAPTER TWO

“Did I hear the doorbell?” my sister, Amy said as she bounded down the grand staircase.

“Yeah, it was the police.”

She halted at the bottom of the steps. “Again? We just moved in on the first and they’ve already been here five times. Was it the sheriff or the new ones?

“They’re all new to me. It was um … Bishop and Diaz.”

“Oh. They’re pretty chill. There are also two new recruits, fresh from the academy and they’re a little too eager to crack down on crime … even when there isn’t any. I’m sure you’ll meet them.”

Her last comment didn’t fully register, because I finally had a chance to take in the full view of her magnificent, new house. “Wow!”

“Wow, good or bad?”

“Wow … this is so amazing. I can’t believe you live here. I mean, your other place was gorgeous too, but this is like one of those mansions in the Hamptons. I love it.”

My older sister’s classy, crisp aesthetic marked every corner of this home. She was elegance wrapped in exquisite taste. The light grey walls with the pearl white wainscoting and trim made you feel like you were in a homey, yet pricey paradise. Flower arrangements adorned every table. I had no idea what kind they were, but I did know Amy hand-picked each one herself. Me? I still used stacked milk crates to store my sweaters like I did in college.

My sister beamed. “Would you like the grand tour? Abby, are you okay? You look a little pale.”

My head dizzied for a moment, but I shook it off. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’d love to see everything, but could we sit for a second?”

“Of course,” she replied. “Follow me to the kitchen. You must be exhausted from traveling. I’ll get you something to eat.”

While we made our way, I said, “The plane ride from JFK to Dulles was the easy part. It’s all the stuff before and after that wears me out.”

“You sit and I’ll take care of everything.”

“Just like old times,” I responded while I settled into a chair at her oversized, granite kitchen island.

“I can’t help it. Mothering runs in my veins.”

I couldn’t recall a more accurate statement. My sister was four years older than me and part sibling, part parental figure. Growing up we had a rotating group of so-called adults looking after us. Our parents divorced before I went to kindergarten and they both set off on a quest to find the great loves of their life, leaving Amy and me to pretty much fend for ourselves.

Normally, I told her everything. Whatever problem I had, she fixed it. But not this time. My problems were nothing compared to what she’d been through.

With ease, she put together a mini spread of all my favorite snacks and an ice-cold Smart Water.

“So, are you excited for your trip?” I asked while munching away, relieved my dizzy spell passed.

“Yes and no. I mean, I’m grateful to have an incredible husband that built me my dream house and booked an extraordinary European vacation, but I would’ve been so much happier if IVF worked this time.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “I was so sure I’d be pregnant by Father’s Day. I planned to keep it a secret and give Jeremy a rattle as a gift. They called the Wednesday before and said it didn’t work. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m rehashing this. You were the first person I called.”

I clasped her hand. “Amy, it’s going to happen. I know it. If there was anyone born to be a mother, it’s you. You’re only thirty-eight. Don’t give up.”

“Maybe I should. I’ve put my body through hell for the last five years and still no baby. Meanwhile, everyone we know in DC is on their second or third child, and all I’ve given birth to is mood swings from the hormones.”

“It doesn’t seem fair. I’m so sorry.”

She let out a long slow breath. “I have so much to be thankful for. I’m going to try to focus on that, but I’m so bummed we’re taking off when you finally arrived.”

“I know. I had a plane ticket to get here in time for whatever extravaganza Hope Ridge has on the Fourth of July, but you know Priscilla. The boss from hell held me up a week,” I fibbed.

Priscilla Prescott, the owner of PPA, was the perfect scapegoat for my little white lie. As the most sought-after literary agent in the country, she was a beast of a taskmaster. Being her assistant for the last ten years was a non-stop roller coaster ride of demands, but I hung in there because I’d been promised a promotion when I was twenty-nine. Five years later, I’m still fetching her coffee and sorting through the never-ending slush pile of potential authors who submitted their manuscripts.

My sister shook her head. “You deserve better than Priscilla. She promises you the moon but doesn’t deliver. I’ve always thought you had an incredible eye for talent. You could start your own agency here.”

I scrunched up my face. “In Hope Ridge? Amy, New York City is where I need to be. I mean, no offense but what could I do here?”

“You could do a lot here, remotely. There are amazing writers all over the world. Haven’t a lot of your meetings in the last year been virtual?”

“Well, yeah. Priscilla is always in the office, and I am too, but we’ve been doing more Zoom meetings. It cuts down on costs.”

“See. Look, I know you love New York, and you’ve wanted to work in the industry ever since you picked up your first Nancy Drew Mystery. All I’m saying is the industry has changed, and there are opportunities everywhere. Remember that author you championed, and Priscilla passed on her?”

“Delaney Foster? That one hurt. Her Obsidian Brotherhood books became best sellers.”

“Netflix turned them into a series. I just binged watched season one. It was so phenomenal, I bought everything she’s ever written.”

My mouth fell open. “Seriously? I feel sick.”

“That should have been your discovery, Abby. Just promise me you’ll think about making a change. You’re here on a break from the city, from Priscilla, be good to yourself. And make sure you go to the bookstore I’ve been telling you about, Turn the Page. It’s on Main Street. The owner Vanessa … I just love her. She lives with one of your favorite authors, Caroline Carter. Caroline gave up life in Hollywood to stay in little old Hope Ridge, just saying.”

“Caroline Carter lives here? I knew you went to a couple of her signings, but I had no idea she actually lived in Hope Ridge. I’m definitely going to that bookstore.”

“Good. I already told her to expect you. Hmm … I should start dinner. Jeremy will be home soon. How do crab legs and cheesy potatoes sound?”

“Like heaven. I’m so glad I packed my fat pants.”

“I may need to borrow them. With all the baby stress, I’ve put on a few.”

“You look gorgeous. You always have.”

That was the God’s honest truth. Amy was classically beautiful. She had perfectly coifed strawberry blonde hair and blue eyes like our mother, and she was tall and lean like our dad. I was shorter and curvier like our mom and had light brown hair and eyes like our father.

She blew by my compliment. “Anyway, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, and I’m not sure you’re going to be okay with it. Um … I should’ve called you right away, but it was kind of last minute and well, I couldn’t say no.”

“Amy, you’re scaring me. What is it?”

“I’ve been keeping a secret.”


CHAPTER THREE

Before I could blast her with questions about the secret, the front door opened and Jeremy called, “Anybody home?”

“We’re in the kitchen,” Amy hollered.

When I jerked my head toward the door, I squealed, “Oh! Look at you! Is this the secret?”

“Yeah,” Amy winced. “This is Brownie, our new foster dog. She just got here a couple of days ago.”

I dropped to the floor to greet this fifty-pound wiggly, sweet pea bounding toward me. “Hi, Brownie. You are the cutest. Oh, my goodness. I think I’m in love.”

Brownie’s big, brown soulful eyes peered into mine. She gave me a quick lick on the nose and then tucked her head under my arm.

“I think Brownie’s in love too,” Jeremy said and kissed my sister’s cheek. “I’ll let you get acquainted. I’m going to change for dinner. Glad you’re here, sis.”

“You got it, bro.” I chuckled.

It was a running joke between Jeremy and me. We looked more alike than my sister and I did. He wasn’t super tall, and he had the same shade of hair and eyes as me.

Amy joined us on the floor. “I should’ve called and asked you if it would be okay with you to look after Brownie while we’re on our trip, but there wasn’t time. She was on the euthanasia list at the county animal shelter. Our local Humane Society is full. They could only pull her if she had a foster home to go to.”

“Of course it’s okay. How did the local Humane Society know how to contact you? You haven’t been in town that long.”

A sheepish expression formed on her face. “I called them after we broke ground in December, so they had my number.”

They had my sister’s number all right. Amy had loved animals for as long as I can remember. Right after she and Jeremy got married, twelve years ago, priority number one was making babies, and priority two was filling her home with pets. Since the babies never came, she fostered animals until they could go to their forever home. Last summer it was a momma cat and her kittens, and the summer before that, two stray puppies. Her heart knew no bounds. To take care of these babies and then give them up must’ve been awful, but she said it meant she could take in another homeless pet that needed a second chance.

As Brownie settled in on my lap I said, “I’m dying to know who named her. She’s not even brown, she’s more of a pumpkin color with brown ticking.”

“I know,” Amy replied. “Best we can guess is a four-year-old named her.”

“She looks more like a Darcy or a Hannah.”

“I agree. But she knows her name. Don’t you, Brownie Girl?”

She yawned and I scratched her head. “Aww … she’s tired. How old is she?”

“They told me she’s a senior, probably around nine years old. She seems in great health though. The only thing they know is that her family moved and didn’t want to take her with them. I don’t get how they could’ve given her up. She’s so sweet, house trained, she hasn’t tried to eat my shoes and knows a few commands. These people just left her at the kill shelter, knowing her chances of getting adopted wouldn’t be good.”

“People suck. I’ve always said so.”

When Brownie lifted her head at the sound of Jeremy’s footsteps, I noticed the white in her muzzle. She might have been a discarded senior dog, but when she peeked up at me, I melted. Then I realized, the two of us were kind of in the same boat. We’d been through some stuff and needed a respite, a chance to lick our wounds and regroup. Brownie was safe, and with any luck, I would be safe from the hell I’d been through too.


CHAPTER FOUR

“So tell us, Abby, what is your author boyfriend working on?” Jeremy asked while shoveling another spoonful of potatoes into his mouth.

I dropped my crab leg at the mention of Dean’s name. “Oh … you know, I’m not sure.”

“You tell Dean whenever he puts out a book, I’m the first one in line to buy it. Crime thrillers are my jam,” Jeremy said.

“Your jam?” Amy teased. “Since when did you get a jam?”

“Hey, I can jam, baby,” he countered.

“All of a sudden I’m married to Jimmy Buffet.”

Jeremy cracked up. “That settles it. Our next trip is to Jamaica.”

“Or Margaritaville?” Amy added.

This! This was what I wanted from a relationship. Genuine fondness, love, respect, and the ability to make each other laugh. Amy and Jeremy went together like peanut butter and jelly. International best-selling author, Dean West and I went together like an old-timey case of scurvy and the clap.

Once their chuckles subsided my sister shot me the look. “Abigail Rose, you’ve gotten awfully quiet since we sat down to eat,” she asserted in her parental tone. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.” I busted open my crab leg. “Everything is good.”

Amy folded her hands together. “I’m not buying it. A little earlier you looked pale, now you’re being quiet, and not drinking your favorite wine. Out with it.”

My big sister always knew when I wasn’t being forthright. She had a sixth sense when something was wrong.

The silence grew uncomfortable.

Finally, Jeremy dabbed his mouth with a napkin, and set it on his plate. “Hey, I just remembered I have some packing to do for our trip. Would you mind if I headed upstairs?”

“No, hon. That’s fine,” Abby responded.

After he left the room, I asked. “Where’s Brownie? I thought she’d be at the table begging for a morsel.”

“She’s in the great room on the sofa napping, and don’t try to change the subject. Please … tell me what’s going on.”

“Okay,” I relented. “Dean and I broke up.”

“Again? I mean, I’m so sorry. When did this happen?”

“A little while ago. I totally would’ve told you, but you were moving and before that, you had the bad news about IVF, and my romantic life seemed so not important.”

“But it is important. I thought Dean was the one.”

Dean was a first-class asshat. His talent reeled me in, but after what I suffered, I realized, Dean loved Dean and no one else. He was incapable of having a human relationship. The characters on the page meant more to him than I ever did.

Confiding in Amy about the breakup seemed to appease her. I could keep the rest of the nightmare to myself.

“Sometimes I think there isn’t anyone out there for me,” I whined, sounding more brokenhearted than I was.

“I don’t believe that. Not for a second.”

“Come on. Look at me. I’m a mess. There’s no other half for this.”

“Abby, you’re not a mess. You’re brilliant and beautiful. Someday someone is going to see that.”

By the time Amy finished her pep talk, Brownie trotted over and rested her head on my lap.

“See,” Amy said. “Brownie sees how special you are already. Don’t you, girl?”

I petted her head. “I think she knows you guys are leaving. Well, sweet pea, you’re right about that. Tomorrow morning, your rescuers are taking off. I’m afraid you’ll be stuck with me … the mess.”


CHAPTER FIVE

In my semi-conscious state, I had almost forgotten where I was until those big brown eyes greeted me.

“Good morning, Brownie Girl,” I whispered. “Is anyone else awake? Do you have to potty, because I do?”

I hauled myself off the sofa and headed for the patio doors. The sun was still waking up too. The grass was dewy and the summer breeze in the air felt cool against my skin.

I inhaled. So this was what clean air smelled like?

Brownie wasted no time taking care of business and following me to the powder room off the kitchen so I could as well.

When we both landed in the kitchen, Jeremy was making coffee. “Hey, you’re up. We felt terrible leaving you on the sofa last night, but you were out.”

“That’s all right. I think it was the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a while. I took Brownie out. I don’t know what your normal routine is for breakfast.”

Jeremy smiled at Brownie. “Is anyone hungry?”

I laughed at her hind end wiggling in response. “She doesn’t mess around with just a simple tail wag.”

Jeremy opened the pantry, poured her kibble into a dish, and sat it on the floor. “Breakfast is served, good girl. She has a hearty appetite.”

“I can see that.”

“So, on the island are all of Brownie’s instructions for food, treats, and the vet’s address and phone number. She doesn’t take any medications, so we’re okay there. But she has a couple of quirks.”

“That’s okay. I do too,” I joked.

“Don’t we all. What I mean is … it’s the strangest thing. Brownie won’t climb the stairs in the house. We’ve had a lot of foster dogs and we’ve never run into this before.”

“Well, I can sleep in a bedroom downstairs.”

“That’s going to be an issue. The bedroom down here is full of boxes. Look at these walls. Not a single piece of art on them. Does that seem like your sister?”

“Now that you mention it, no. She loves her Monet and the Degas lithograph.”

“Everything has been so hectic, we piled a bunch of stuff in there and locked the door to secure it. We thought you’d love the guest suite upstairs. Amy designed it with you in mind. It has a separate shower and jacuzzi tub, a huge closet, and a balcony. It’s almost as nice as the master.”

“It sounds awesome, but I don’t want to leave Brownie alone. I can sack out on the couch until you get back. It’s not a big deal.”

“Are you sure? I’ve been sleeping down here with her. When we’re upstairs too long she whines.”

“It’s totally fine. Remember, I live in a shoe box in New York with a tiny twin bed. The sofa is a huge upgrade for me. Anything else?”

He opened up the pantry door again. “Her leashes and harness are in here.”

“Wait, did you say leashes, as in plural?”

Jeremy grimaced. “Yeah. For an old gal, she’s a hellion on the leash, so I got a harness with a clip in the front and a clip on the back. My guess is no one ever took her on walks before.”

“Is she good with other dogs and people?”

“She’s great with people. Out of all the dogs we fostered, she’s the best when it comes to humans. But when it comes to her own kind, Brownie is picky.”

“I can appreciate that. I am too,” I uttered in jest, even though it was true. “Did something happen?”

“Uh … yes and no. The first day we had her, she pulled on the leash until we got to the park. Then she turned into a sniffing machine, which was fine. The author that Amy likes, Caroline Carter was at the park with her dog, Bolt. Her and Amy are acquainted so Brownie and Bolt met. I mean, they practically fell in love on the spot, so Amy and I thought we were good. Then, on the way home, we crossed paths with our neighbor, Diane, and her dog, Rocco. Amy calls Rocco a pint-size Cujo. I hate to say this, but the dog is seven pounds of evil. It went after your sister, growling and snarling.”

“Whoa. Did he bite her?”

“No, but only because Brownie lunged at Rocco, and they took off. That sweet, little senior resting at your feet flipped out. She’s definitely protective. I’m guessing there’s some German Shepherd mixed with a few other things in her.”

“So, in other words, keep her away from other dogs?”

“Yeah, I guess. It’s a real shame. She loved Bolt, the black Border Collie mix, but on the second walk, it seemed like she became a little more reactive, especially to small, snappy dogs. That’s why I walked her last evening instead of early morning. I was hoping to avoid the crowd.”

“Did you?”

“Pretty much. But if you see a little dog coming toward you, cross the street and give Brownie space. Some of those owners have long retractable leashes, and don’t have any control over them. And they say things like, ‘He thinks he’s a Rottweiler,’ if they go berserk. When I was a kid, I had a Rottweiler and it never acted up like that.”

“Okay. I’ll steer clear of small dogs, especially Rocco. I think the neighbor across the street, Diane, isn’t fond of us. She called the police yesterday.”

Jeremy rolled his eyes. “Again? Damn it. I hope she won’t be a problem for you. I thought Amy went over there to try to make peace. If we had more time, I would’ve sent her some kind of care package to smooth things over from the construction noise. I was hoping we’d get along with our neighbors.”

“Nothing says, ‘Welcome to the neighborhood’ like two police officers on your porch.”

“Yeah. You know that reminds me. I had an appointment with a security expert my new law partner recommended. Leigh said he was the best. But we had to cancel last minute because of fostering Brownie. It was the day the Humane Society called. Unfortunately, we don’t have an alarm system or a Ring doorbell or anything. I was hoping to get the new place tricked out with cameras around the perimeter of the house and the property.”

I clicked my tongue. “Jeremy, did you forget about the great code debacle of last summer? I was nearly arrested because I kept setting off your system. It’s totally cool. I’m a New Yorker. All I need is a deadbolt.”

“But in the city, you have a doorman.”

“In Hope Ridge, I have Brownie. Besides, my doorman drinks.”

He chuckled. “Okay. Good point.” Jeremy turned to head upstairs and stopped. “Oh. One more thing. There’s a canine fanny pack in the pantry, so you can carry your essentials on the walks.”

“I’m going to have to stop you right there, bro. This girl doesn’t do fanny packs.”

“Amy told me you would say that.”

“I’ve made my peace with the return of the scrunchie, but I draw the line at a fanny pack.”

“Okay. You don’t have to use it. It does have a special holster for a water bottle, and it’s important for Brownie to hydrate. You’ll also need to carry your keys, your phone … poop bags.”

“All right, all right. I’ll wear the fanny pack,” I said as I glanced down at Brownie. “I’m only doing this for you.”


CHAPTER SIX

“Have the best time ever!” I said as I embraced my sister curbside.

“I’m going to try,” she responded and squeezed me tight. “Oh, I wish you and Dean were still together. I figured he come visit while we were gone. I can text him when we get to the airport. Maybe…”

I pulled back. “Amy, please don’t. We’re so over. I promise you, I’ll be fine.”

Jeremy called from inside the Uber. “Honey, I have full confidence in Abby. We need to get going.”

“Listen to your husband,” I added. “Europe is waiting for you. Don’t worry about a thing. Text me when you land.”

She gave me one more hug. “I love you, little sister.”

“I love you, big sister.”

I waved while the car drove away, and tears flooded my eyes. “Oh, God. What is with me?” I muttered to myself.

The morning air was still cool enough to take Brownie on our first walk together. I might as well dive into the deep end of my canine duties.

Fanny pack here I come!

Once I had the harness and leash on her, Brownie wasted no time yanking me in the direction of the park. I kicked my pace into high gear. After all, I was a New Yorker, I always walked fast.

Jeremy was right about a couple of things. She needed two leashes, and I was an idiot to think I knew better. And this dog sniffed like she was investigating a crime scene.

“Brownie, do you have your own true crime podcast?”

She ignored me. It made me curious about what was so fascinating about the particular spot on the ground.

As we ventured deeper into the park, I noticed an enclosed picnic area. Nice! It would surely be a quaint spot for a child’s birthday party.

After a short loop around and several potty breaks, Brownie settled down. It dawned on me I hadn’t given her any water yet, so we plopped down under a shady elm tree.

Without a single dog in sight, I let go of Brownie’s leash so I could fetch her water.

“You thirsty, girl?” I asked her.

She lapped it up and sat next to me, taking in the view. The birds chirped as a cloud wafted over the sun. It was peaceful.

When darker clouds rolled in, I decided we should head back to the house. “Looks like it could rain. Come on, sweet pea. Let’s go.”

With a firm grip on the leash, I went left toward a hill on the other side of the park. A man hopped out of a truck and strolled toward the walking path, so we continued to journey in the direction of the grassy slope.

As we got a little closer, an SUV pulled in next to the truck and two dogs got out of the car, a big one and a little one. Neither had a leash on so we turned around in the nick of time and hiked back the way we came. Better to be safe than sorry.

Then I heard it. It was a high pitched, shrieking bark that activated Brownie. I was stuck. I either had to go back to the unleashed dogs or towards the holy terror that might be Rocco.

Since neither was a great option, I spotted a small opening in the fence of the baseball field and hustled Brownie in there. She calmed down and we took refuge in the dugout.

After a few minutes, the coast seemed clear, but a light drizzle started. With Brownie’s leash pulled up short in one hand, my other one grabbed the back loop on her harness, and we headed home.

The park appeared empty as we sped past the covered picnic area. From out of nowhere, I heard the shrieking bark again, and I jerked around to find a tiny black and white dog barreling toward us.

“Get your dog!” I screamed. “Get back!”

I tugged Brownie to the sidewalk ready to escape, but it was too late.

The dog had a long lead and snapped at my ankles. Brownie reared up on her hind legs with her teeth barred and the two went at it.

“Rocco! No!” the lady screamed, pulling on her retractable leash.

Without thinking, I dove in between, yelling for help. Firing on pure adrenaline, I got Brownie stilled but she wouldn’t let go of Rocco’s ear. That little hellion was biting the crap out of my hands while I pried Brownie’s jaw off of his ear.

Once they were separated, the lady hollered, “That dog should be put down! I’m calling the police!”

Meanwhile, Rocco charged at us again, and I thought Brownie was going to get away from me.

I wrapped both arms around her and held her tight. “Go! Get your dog and go! Pick it up and get out of here.”

When she was out of sight, I sat on the ground and tears poured out of me while the sky rained down on us.

What the hell just happened? Was I in shock? My entire body trembled.

“Oh, my God,” I gasped. “Oh, shit. Are you okay?”

There was so much blood, I couldn’t tell if it was coming from me or Brownie.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said, still shaking.

“Miss, are you okay?” a man asked, approaching us cautiously.

“I don’t think so. I mean … um … I’m not sure.”

An alarming expression formed on his face. “You’re bleeding. I saw Diane running with Rocco. She said your dog attacked hers.”

“It was the other way around,” I grumbled.

“That doesn’t surprise me. I’m Tripp, by the way. I’ve never seen you here before. I walk on the path almost every day.”

Except for his protruding belly, Tripp had about the same medium build as my brother-in-law, Jeremy. His jet-black hair was slick and shiny from the rain and judging by his Members Only jacket, he was probably over fifty.

“I’m Abby, Abby Bradshaw. And this is my sister’s foster dog, Brownie. She’s actually pretty sweet. Um … we just don’t know a lot about her background. I thought I was being so careful.”

“Listen, that Rocco is a menace. Everyone thinks so. I think he gets it from Diane. They’re both teeny terrors. Can I give you a lift somewhere? The rain is only going to get worse. You might need to see a doctor.”

“I’m more concerned about Brownie.”

She was still panting and lying on her side. Was she in pain?

“I’ll tell you what,” Tripp said. “I’ll run and grab my truck on the other side of the park, and I’ll give you a ride to the vet.”

“You don’t have to do that. If you could just drive us to my sister’s place, that would be great.”

“Don’t be silly. If you’re new in town, you don’t know where the animal hospital is.”

“Okay. That’s kind of you.”

“I’ll pull right up here. Hang tight.”

“We won’t go anywhere. Thank you again.”

The one thing my mother always warned me about was riding in a car with a stranger. Did the same rules apply in a small town like Hope Ridge? Tripp seemed as harmless as a rose petal. What could possibly go wrong?


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Poor Brownie hasn’t stopped panting or squirming,” I said. “I wonder if cars scare her, or if she’s hurt? Is it much further?”

“Nah. It’s just up the road a piece and to the left. There’s a little strip mall.”

Luckily Tripp had a roll of paper towels in his truck, and I used a couple to wrap up my hands, so I didn’t keep bleeding on Brownie. He said he kept them handy because he had a few coffee spills. Considering the bumpy ride, I didn’t doubt him for a second.

When we pulled into the parking lot, I was relieved to see it empty. The last thing Brownie needed was to become activated again.

As I lifted all fifty pounds of her and carried her inside, I silently patted myself on the back. My summer body wasn’t bikini ready, but I was strong.

“Oh, goodness,” the lady behind the desk said, her eyes widening. “What on earth happened?”

“There was an incident with another dog at the park. I’m not sure how badly she’s hurt. I jumped in the middle.”

A tall, well-built man in scrubs sauntered toward the desk like he was walking a red carpet. “Penny, can you get me a phone number for Zody’s dog, Zeus?”

The second his gaze traveled to Brownie, he switched gears. “Scratch that. Here, let me help you,” he said in a calm tone and gently cradled Brownie in his arms. “It seems we have an emergency on our hands. Penny, I’ll be in exam room three.”

As I hurried behind him, Tripp called to me. “Uh … Abby. Should I wait here?”

I forgot about Tripp!

“Uh, yeah. Do you mind? If you have to go, I guess I can get a ride,” I replied, realizing I didn’t know a soul in town.

“I’ll make sure you get home. Don’t worry.”

Before I could shut the exam room door, Penny appeared. “Doctor, I don’t have this patient’s information. She didn’t sign in, I didn’t get a weight, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen this dog here. Doctor Ludwig followed a certain set of rules.”

“Penny, Doctor Ludwig has retired,” he said in a deep baritone voice that resonated in the room. “Sometimes the patient comes before protocol.”

In a huff, Penny turned and slammed the door.

With care, he placed Brownie on the floor, observing her while he said, “You’ll have to excuse Miss Swope. The transition from Doc Ludwig to me has been challenging. Apparently, I’m too ‘highfalutin’ since I went to Cornell University in Ithaca. Hmm, can you help me out? What happened?”

“Um, well, this is my sister’s foster dog. They haven’t had her for very long and now she’s in my care.”

He sat down on the floor next to her, to get a closer look. “You’re Brownie, right?”
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