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I stepped from the van into a penetrating cold wind. It was an unseasonably chilly day in southeast Georgia. We usually had a few days like this in late January and early February, but not a week before Christmas with carols reverberating in our ears and a Santa in every mall. A northeaster was blowing between 18 to 25 m.p.h.

I had donned my bright Day-Glo orange rescue suit and was fully protected from the cold and wind. I attached the long leads to Caesar’s harness, then Mark Anthony’s, stepped aside, and watched them bail out of their cages with unrestrained enthusiasm. They are two highly trained man-trailing bloodhounds from my kennel. I tucked items into my zippered pockets and attached a quart water bottle. Jasmine Jones parked her van behind mine.

I watched her unload. We wore identical suits. My hair is a mousy brown. Her black tresses artfully hugged her scalp and complimented her long regal neck. She is African American with skin one shade lighter than milk chocolate. I’m pale, never tan, and look like the girl next door after a bad night.

I hired and trained her in man-trailing, search-and-rescue, and drug searches. She lives beside me in a garage apartment and we are close friends.

Jasmine unloaded Ashley and Miz Melanie and secured them to the van. She smiled and started toward me. I met her halfway.

“For right now we’ll leave the backpacks here.”

“Right. Aren’t you taking your gun?” Her holster was fastened over her rescue suit.

“Never leave home without it.” I patted my left breast. “Move yours inside your suit. The dispatcher mentioned shots were fired. We’re out in front if we man-trail. I don’t want the perps to know we’re carrying, might keep us from being used as target practice.”

“What do you know so far?” She was placing items in the pockets of her suit.

I glanced across the empty parking lot and saw Sheriff Philip Scroggins emerge from the double door of the Suwannee Swifty convenience store. He spotted us and waved.

“Have you ever met Sheriff Scroggins?” I asked.

“Last June, when the Shop’n Go was hit. You were busy with the seminar.”

“Right, I’d forgotten. Brace yourself. Here he comes.”

“Oh, dis ol’ gal don’t have to fret ’bout being bear-hugged,” she drawled, parodying southern mush-mouth, “I be duh wrong color for dat!”


I examined her guileless countenance and saw a hint of a smile on her lips.

“It’s getting to where I can’t take you out in public,” I complained. “Behave yourself.”

We lifted the sagging yellow crime scene tape, and ducked under.

Sheriff Philip Scroggins was sixty-five, bald, and was almost as wide as he was tall. He was 5’4” and weighed over two hundred pounds. He had been my father’s friend and was now mine. His booming voice was always a shock to the senses.

“Jo Beth, darlin’, how are you?” he bellowed, grabbing me around my waist and lifting me a foot off the ground.

“Not breathing,” I said, grunting. “Put me down…please?”

He complied, then grabbed Jasmine.

“Jasmine, my beauty! I’m so glad to see you!” He held her aloft and turned two complete circles before releasing her.

The shocked expression on her face made me start giggling, which I tried to cover with a fake fit of coughing.

He thundered an apology. “Me carrying on like this, while a good woman was murdered in there a little over an hour ago. I’m ashamed of myself.”

He contemplated the building and turned back to face us.

“Who died?” I asked.

We were in Collins, the county seat of Gilsford County. It was only 20 miles to Balsa City, my hometown. I know a lot of people here.

“Mrs. Walter Pearson, only fifty-seven years old. A nice widow-woman with two grown sons.” He looked pensive. “Who expects to die during a robbery on Main Street at nine in the morning?” He sighed. “Sergeant Lyons is driving the sons home now. He’ll be back shortly.”

I didn’t know her. “Any witnesses?”

“I think we got lucky on this one, Jo Beth. One of the perps lost his cap inside the store, and I hope we have a credible witness.”

My pulse quickened. We had a chance.

“The cap was bagged and not handled by anyone?” I inquired, trying to mask my anxiety.

Some deputies and bystanders will finger a scent item, searching for a name—or worse, pass it around like a collection plate. This contaminated the scent article with other people’s scent.

“Rest easy, honey. Lyons was the first officer on the scene. He found the witness and bagged the cap before the ambulance attendants arrived. The scene isn’t too contaminated either. The only ones who went inside were me, Lyons, and the ambulance attendants.”

Deputy Sergeant Tom Lyons and I were smiling enemies. He hates my smart mouth and feminist ways, and I despise the way he talks about women and mistreats his prisoners.

“Where’s the witness?” I was anxious to get started.

“He’s sitting in my squad car. Come on over and I’ll introduce you.”

The three of us walked over to his car. Scroggins opened the door and nodded at me. I leaned down and saw a small black boy who was huddled in the far corner of the backseat. He was wrapped in a blanket and was clutching its folds under his chin. His eyes were showing too much white and his small hands were shaking. He stared at me.

“Hi,” I said awkwardly, “I’ll be right back.”

I straightened, closed the door gently, and glared at Scroggins.

“Where’s his mother? He should be taken home!”

“I agree,” he said quietly, “but so far he hasn’t remembered his last name and I’m certainly not going to let a pile of people line up and try to recognize him. How do I know that one of the perps isn’t out there in the crowd standing around watching? Just a look at his face would traumatize the kid, and we’d never get anything.

“He spoke a few words to Lyons when he found him in the store, then he clammed up and started shaking. There were two black perps, and one lost his cap. They both had guns. One fired a shot in the boy’s direction when he spotted him peeking around the ice cream case. He’s got a right to be shaken up. His name is Malahki, and he’s nine years old. I think this calls for a woman’s touch so I’ll leave you to it.”

Sheriff Scroggins squared his shoulders, marched off, and left it to us.

I huddled with Jasmine and spoke softly.

“Which dog do you prefer? I’m going to put two back in their cages. We’re going to do this search by the book. No court-appointed attorney is going to question the use of two dogs.”


“I’ll work Ashley, but why don’t I put them back while you question the kid? It’ll save time.”

Jasmine sensed the way the wind was blowing. “Nope, Malahki is all yours. Cuddle and mother him. After he calms down, get all you can. I’ll wait by the vans.”

She looked askance at my suggestion.

“I’ve never cuddled a kid in my life,” Jasmine stated succinctly, forcing the words through barely opened lips. “Why me, and not you?”

I used my best mush-mouth drawl.

“’Cause, honey chile, dis time you be the right color!”

I left her to it.

When I walked to the van, I found both braces of bloodhounds with their leads twisted together. As I untangled them I decided to work Caesar. When I commanded Mark Anthony to load up, he sprang into his cage not knowing his day’s outing was canceled. The same with Miz Melanie. When they discovered they were being left behind, they would moan and groan.

Bloodhounds love to trail. They enjoy searching for an illusive scent among many, many thousands of others. Every step we humans take, we drop thousands of tiny skin particles, lint, and dust, all impregnated with our unique body odor. No two people smell the same. When a bloodhound is presented with an article that has been worn by one person, it can lock onto the scent and follow.

However, the present strong wind had me worried: The ideal for scent trailing is on a damp windless day with high humidity. The odor drops to the ground and hovers nearby. On days such as these, we could be searching over 20 to 50 feet away from the actual route the perp took. Hell, it could be blown into the next county by now. Who knew?

Our sense of smell is infinitesimal compared to a bloodhound. Many experts claim it can be a million or more times greater. So we humans train them, teach them manners and to follow orders, then let them drag us around. We can only hope that they are following the right scent. We certainly can’t tell.

I taught myself from books several years ago, trained the hounds, then other handlers. I mostly used a “brace” of bloodhounds, meaning two. I have strong shoulders, and both of my arms are probably slightly longer than they should be. Controlling two dogs weighing over a hundred pounds apiece is not for the fainthearted, believe me.

Bloodhounds are the only breed of dogs whose testimony is considered in a court of law. Bloodhound owners point with great pride to this long record, on the books for over a hundred years. The upstarts may claim the ability, but they can never match our history in court cases. I know, I know, times are changin’, and soon other breeds will be allowed if they can pass the test of having the right criteria.

The rules for bloodhound testimony are very specific. Each owner has to prove his or her man-trailer is registered by the American Kennel Club and has had successful experience in actual man-trailing. The finds have to be documented and proven. The dog also has to be reliable and there must be supporting evidence. Every defense attorney picks at these threads, tries to unravel their evidential worth.

As of this day and as far as I know, the laws of Georgia do not exclude evidence if one handler works two bloodhounds, but the proposed new procedure would be one bloodhound and one human trainer. Seventeen other states now have passed this new provision into law. I know an ACLU lawyer upstate who is working, as I stand here, to get the new law passed. I have no reservations about this one-on-one, especially for beginners, either human or canine. I would also like to note that the aforementioned lawyer lost a previous major case because a good ol’ boy did everything right with three bloodhounds and fried his ass in court.

I couldn’t take the chance in a murder investigation, so Jasmine and I will work one-on-one: the law might have already passed without my knowledge, but ignorance of the law is no excuse.



“Well, sweet thang, how’s tricks? Getting any lately?”

I’d recognize that voice on the dark side of the moon.

“Deputy Sergeant Lyons, I’ll make this statement only once.” I enunciated each word slowly. “My name is Jo Beth Sidden. You may call me Jo Beth, Ms. Sidden, or hey you, but one more use of my name as slop or sexist drivel, I’ll kick your balls into your rib cage.”


“Jo Beth, hon—Listen, I’m mortified you’re in such a sour mood. Pardon me all to hell and back. You’ve got a foul mouth just like me. How come you can call me names and I can’t rib you a little? Answer me that!”

“Only friends can rib me, and you don’t qualify. Also, we have a law that works to protect both you and me. We’re equals, remember?”

“When hell freezes over,” he said sardonically.

I saw Sheriff Scroggins approaching with Jasmine by his side.

“May the bluebird of happiness shit on your pillow each morning,” I whispered.

Lyons opened his mouth to retaliate, then shot a foot in the air when the sheriff’s voice boomed a greeting directly behind him.

I laughed and Lyons looked murderous. Even Scroggins could sense the testosterone wafting on the breeze.

“What?” Scroggins barked, looking from me to Lyons.

“We were discussing birds,” I explained.

Lyons flushed, but remained silent. I turned to Jasmine.

“What did you get from Malahki?”

“His last name is Fenmore. There were two men; he doesn’t remember any facial hair. Both were in jeans. The one who lost the cap had a red shirt, and the other had a black bomber jacket. Both fired one round at the clerk and black jacket shot at the boy. They heard or saw a car drive up. When they went out the door, they turned right. Malahki didn’t move from hiding until the customer came in and discovered the clerk’s body. He wants to go home.”

“You did great,” I said. “I don’t blame the kid. Did he tell you what he was doing in the store at nine? Shouldn’t he have been in school?”

Jasmine hadn’t looked my way since she arrived. She was PO’d about having to do the questioning.

“He has a friend with a new computer game. He was killing time till the friend’s mother left for work. They were gonna ditch and play games all day. He wants a policeman to take him home and explain why he isn’t in school. He’s afraid of getting a lickin’.”

“Sounds like he’s recovered to me,” Scroggins commented with a grin. “Tom?”

Lyons reached inside his tunic and handed me the plastic Ziploc with the perp’s cap. With my back to the sheriff I pretended to wet my index finger, and drew an imaginary line in the air for a one, meaning I had won the first skirmish. He flushed but remained mute, and left to find an officer to take the kid home. God, I was acting childishly, but it felt so good to pull his macho chain.

Jasmine and I silently unhooked the dogs, held up the sagging tape, and started across the parking lot.

“I’ll stay outside,” boomed the sheriff. I gave him a backhanded wave, and glanced at Jasmine.

“Thanks. I was right you know.”

Her expression softened and she gave me a ghost of a smile.

“Say you’re sorry,” she demanded.

“I can do that.”


“Well?”

We were at the door of the store.

“Later,” I said with a grin, holding the door open.

I was the last one in. No sooner than the door closed, both dogs stopped, began an eerie whining, and tried to go through me in their haste to reach the door. Jasmine was struggling to pull Ashley back and Caesar bulled his way between my legs, wrapping his lead around my right leg, with toenails scrabbling on the waxed tile floor.

“Go outside,” I yelled to Jasmine over the dogs’ frantic baying, straining to grab Caesar’s harness and remain upright. But I went down hard, on my tailbone, and saw stars floating in blurred vision. The pain was intense.

“Are you all right?” Jasmine screamed. She was braced against the open door, holding on to Ashley for dear life, who was at the far limit of his lead, pulling backward trying to free himself.

I quickly hit my left shoulder twice, with my left fist. It was a silent command to the dog to get the hell out. My head was throbbing in rhythm with my tailbone and the dogs’ howling was an added assault. I didn’t feel like yelling. I had Caesar’s harness clutched in my right hand and was trying to keep him out of my face. He was squirming on my legs, trying to hide his head in my stomach. He weighs l20 pounds. I had my hands full.

Regaining my feet and choking up on his lead, I pulled him outside. In the open air they both stopped making their terrified sounds and stood hassling for breath. I limped over to the low curb of the sidewalk rubbing my tailbone. I sat down gingerly and Jasmine joined me. We were also panting and trying to regain our breath.

“What happened?” She sounded awed by what she’d seen.

“Blood,” I said shortly, gazing out at the people milling around behind the tape. Sheriff Scroggins and Tom were on their way toward us. I’d have to explain again to them, so I was waiting for them to arrive.

Sheriff Scroggins squatted, so we were more or less eye to eye. He looked concerned. Tom remained standing slightly behind the sheriff.

“Blood,” I began. “So much blood. I could even smell it, and the dogs got their large muzzles full of the scent. The heat in there just intensified the odor. They went bananas. They smelled death, or maybe they know that so much blood means death. They are very sensitive to human suffering.”

While I was speaking I happened to glance at Tom. He was sporting a smirk, making a movement in the air with his finger that signaled he had also chalked up a score. It only took me seconds to remember. He had been by my side more than two years ago when two of my bloodhounds had refused to enter a car where a man had died from his throat being cut. When I had opened the car door, they had leaped back nervously from the blood smell, and bolted. The bastard remembered and let us go in there uninformed.

My ire was so great I felt like I was choking. I had to move.

“The dogs need water,” I said in a strangled voice to Jasmine.


She followed after me, trying to keep up with my angry stride.

“What gives?” she asked quietly when we arrived at the van.

“Tom sent us into the store deliberately, knowing the dogs would be spooked. He saw the same thing happen sometime back. Never fear, he’ll pay dearly for that rotten trick.”

“Good,” she agreed.

“Let’s put away Ashley and Caesar. They’ve had it for today. Luckily we held back Mark Anthony and Miz Melanie.”



We returned to the front of the store where the sheriff and Lyons were standing.

“Sheriff Scroggins, I’ll need four men. Two with me, and two to go with Jasmine.”

“Jasmine, start Miz Melanie at the door. We have a fifty-fifty chance she’ll pick up black jacket’s scent. I’ll use red shirt’s cap.”

Lyons came trotting back across the tarmac with three deputies in tow. One was plump with salt-and-pepper hair. He had to be fifty. I pointed at the two young deputies, and told them to stay with Jasmine.

“You other two come with me,” I said, not using Tom’s name or rank.

“One drives and the other stays at least ten yards behind us, in case the dogs have to double back. That way you won’t contaminate the trail.”

I was praying that some scent was left on the ground. The wind was picking up. I put the opened Ziploc under Mark Anthony’s nose. He buried his muzzle inside the bag, taking deep sniffs of the cap. I pulled out two pieces of deer jerky and held them under his nose. He gobbled them down.

“Seek, Mark Anthony, seek!”

He bent his head and started working. Nose down, he ranged eight feet or more in a loose figure eight, trying to locate the odor that he was seeking. A bloodhound’s long flapping ears are important tools. They are natural funnels that scoop up the scent around him and send it to his nose.

Suddenly, Mark Anthony’s tail became a metronome, swinging back in forth with his own personal rhythm. He tugged on the lead, urging me to give him slack. I followed along behind, wanting to believe that he had quickly picked up the scent, but I was doubtful. He had never been fast on the scent.

He hurried around the store and turned right on brown dried grass that crunched with each step. Discarded litter lay scattered among the weeds. The verge was twelve feet wide between the convenience store’s south side and the wall of a hardware store. It ran back about forty feet where two large trash Dumpsters sat side by side, facing the alley.

Mark Anthony turned left into the alley. We walked several feet down the road before I glanced back. Miz Melanie appeared and turned right, and stopped in front of one of the Dumpsters. Both lids were thrown back and the containers were overflowing with trash.

Miz Melanie stood on her hind legs scratching her front toenails against the metal, trying to climb its vertical surface.


I pulled Mark Anthony off the scent trail and went back to watch. Jasmine shortened the lead by coiling it several times and waved a deputy forward. He started past her to peer in the Dumpster, but she called him back sharply, handing him the lead.

“Place the loop over your wrist and wrap it three times. Don’t, under any condition, turn it loose.”

She watched carefully as he followed her instructions. She caught the top of the Dumpster and pulled herself up until her body was against the surface, near her pelvis. Balancing there on her left hand, she reached into a pocket with her right and pulled out a baggie. She drew up her right knee and leaned precariously over into the messy contents. I held my breath. If she tumbled in, she would have to be fumigated; the garbage smelled ripe. Her hand came out, carefully holding up a gun, her two covered fingers on the very end of the barrel.

“Yes!” I cried, giving her a pumped-fist salute. I hurried over and helped by removing the gun from her lowered hand. She then slid down gracefully. Her two deputies gave a few halfhearted ragged-spaced claps that sounded derisive. She did a graceful curtsy in rebuttal.

It was a cheap knockoff, a Saturday night special. Cradling it in the plastic, I carefully broke open the cylinder. Two rounds were missing. Jasmine and I were grinning with delight. Our fifty-fifty chance just jumped to the max. She had black jacket’s scent.

Jasmine retrieved the lead and dropped to her knees, crooning into Miz Melanie’s ear while she hugged her neck.

“My big baby is so smart. Good girl, good girl!”


She fumbled in her pocket and produced a generous handful of jerky.

Lyons walked up, acting as if he wanted to snatch the gun from my grasp. It’s a good thing he didn’t try. I would’ve probably shot him with it. I walked over to the youngest deputy, who looked as if he just started shaving, and laid it gently in his hands.

“Take this back to Sheriff Scroggins. Tell him to send two units back to follow behind us. You drive for Jasmine, and ask the older deputy to come with me. Lyons will drive behind me.”

“Hold it, Pete. Give me the gun.” Lyons couldn’t hold still for this, his ego was smarting.

The deputy glanced at me.

I gave Lyons a cool smile and verbally pounced.

“Tell him to do as I said or Jasmine and I load the dogs and go home. Now!” I put a nice little snap in my voice.

Lyons reluctantly nodded at Pete. He looked ready to chew nails.

“Remember to stay at least ten yards behind me, where you belong,” I ordered. “Have you forgotten we have two murderers to catch?”

I strode away without looking back. I led Mark Anthony to where I pulled him off the scent trail. I patiently let him smell the cap, fed him jerky, and again gave him the command to seek. It took him awhile before he seemed to lock onto the scent.

This gave me time to glance back to make sure that everyone was set to go. The deputy with the salt-and-pepper-colored hair was trudging a few yards behind me, and Lyons was creeping along behind in his wake. The trail had split and Jasmine was leading in the opposite direction with her escort. It was time for a radio check.

When Jasmine and I trail together, we turn to a seldom-used channel and keep the transmissions very short. We use the regular channels to converse with the lawmen. We also choose cutesy names to further confuse. A lot of people in this neck of the woods carefully monitor all channels. Pot growers, DEA, moonshiners, ATF, retirees living in the boonies, hunters—and hunter’s wives, who want to make sure the hubby is out there training that blue tick hound that cost an arm and a leg and not off somewhere boozing or floozying.

“Trouble to double. Over.”

Jasmine had lowered the pitch of her voice. Over the tinny speaker, it was hard to tell she was female.

“Double here. Be careful. Don’t be a hero. Call on contact. Over.” I made my voice rough and husky.

“Same back at you. Over and out.”

Mark Anthony was having trouble with the trail of scent. He would run sideways from the structure straight across the alley. It was the wind. It had scattered the scent all to hell and gone. This search just might end with a whimper, not a bang. Bad analogy to think bang. Success maybe, or roar; never bang. My perp up to this point still had his gun.

When I checked, Salt-and-Pepper was still walking behind me. I motioned him forward and introduced myself. He told me his name was Donald Augustine. He was older than I had guessed. Hearing better diction than I expected, I asked him if he was local.

He hailed from Tallahassee, Florida. His wife had been born and raised here. After he had put in twenty years on the police force and took retirement with a nothing pension, his wife wanted to move back to her hometown. In six months of idleness and finding that he couldn’t live on the small check, and gaining twenty pounds from his altered routine, he became a deputy here two years ago. Told me with a chuckle that he had to hurry up and get killed while on duty because compulsory retirement was fifty-five, which was six months away.

I liked him. He hadn’t lost the twenty pounds, but with Sheriff Scroggins in charge he didn’t have to worry about his weight for another six months. We talked as Mark Anthony whined in frustration at frequently loosing the scent.

Suddenly the bloodhound tugged forward, impatient with being tethered and wanting to hustle. I waved Deputy Augustine back with a smile and we took off again.

I checked out the houses, small businesses, and alleys we were passing. Gilsford County had l6,000 residents. Collins had 13,000 within the city limits. So the other 3,000 in the county were the people who lived on the edge of Okefenokee Swamp, or in isolated houses scattered among the hundreds of thousands of acres of planted pines. Lots of pine trees and only a few people.

Mark Anthony turned off the alley into small backyards and weedy empty lots. After going through the first yard, the Lyons unit was staying a street over or one behind, trying to keep track of our progress. When the people on the small roads, faces peeking from windows and bodies standing or sitting on porches, became predominately African American, I motioned for Augustine to join me.

“Blacks don’t appreciate whites chasing black men through their yards. Have you noticed how quiet the streets have become, and no one is yelling greetings? Stay alert. Unsnap your holster, and if we have to enter a house, you go in with your gun in your hand and stay in front of the dog and me. Keep your voice down. Sound does funny things in this kind of wind. Some places we won’t be able to hear each other from six feet away—in others, they can hear us for several blocks. The bloodhound’s name is Mark Anthony. If something happens to me, grab his lead and don’t let go. Running free he would be dead in five minutes. I hold you personally responsible for his safety. I’ll return from the grave to get you if he dies.”

“Shades of Julius Caesar,” he whispered.

“Nope,” I returned softly, “that’s the name of the other dog I worked with earlier.”

“I swear to protect you and your noble beast until death,” he vowed, hand on his badge and a smile hovering on his lips.

“Now you’re talking!”

We were walking within a six-foot gap between two brick buildings. The wind was screaming around the corners like a banshee wailing of impending death. Here I went again, referring to death. I had to quit relying on ancient history, wives’ tales, and southern adages in my thoughts, but what was left? No windows marred the three-storied symmetrical layers of old crumbling bricks.

I felt the clutch of claustrophobia. It was close in here; and the old bricks have a bad habit of falling down eventually. Could be today, right about now. We were a few feet into the gap. I guessed the lower scent was out of the wind because Mark Anthony picked up speed and I pounded along matching his progress. I couldn’t get out of these confining walls fast enough. We left Augustine in the shade.

We burst out into an open alley and Mark Anthony stopped on a dime. I guessed he had lost the scent. I glanced around to scope out the landscape. A tall building was directly in front of us with boarded-up windows and nothing on either side but weeds. Even the parking lot had weeds in the potholes and cracks in the tarmac.

A short brick fence about fifty feet in length was a foot off the easement for the alley, and directly in front of the building’s front door. I turned back to see if Augustine had cleared the alley just as Mark Anthony threw back his head and poured forth a loud voracious baying. Red shirt was very near. Mark Anthony was celebrating!

Bloodhounds run mute. Only when they are almost on their target do they unleash that loud mournful bay, so beautiful to a man-trailer’s ears.

I was mesmerized with Mark Anthony’s vocal announcement of his accomplishment. At the edge of my vision, I saw half a brick pop off into space. It came from the side of the building we had just run past. In that same instant I heard the shot.

“Run!” I screamed to Mark Anthony.

I was jerking him mightily, almost losing my balance. He was slow to react. It took a few seconds for him to process the rarely used command through his large skull and remember its meaning; but it seemed to take eons before he moved the way I was trying to pull him. He was still baying when I dove the last six feet and ended up with him standing over me dripping slobber.

Ignoring the numbing pain in my funny bone where I had rapped my elbow on the low wall, I grabbed him by his harness and jerked his right front leg out from under him, flopping him prone. I lay above him whispering frantically into his ear.

“Hush, hush, low, low, no, no.” It was the command for silent trailing and not baying over his joyous victory. I wanted him to lie still and shut the hell up. I was also giving him the signal for silence, by pushing down firmly on his large head with my aching right arm. He finally got my message.

Panting, I lay close to the low barrier, running my memory film of the earlier scan of the building, which now was directly in front of me, a few feet away. I hadn’t counted floors and wasn’t about to lift my head to do so.

If Red Shirt had fired from the third floor or higher, we were dead meat. His first shot was high and wide. If his gun was the same as Black Jacket’s, it wouldn’t be accurate from that distance. He also had at least four rounds or more, and with enough altitude he could see us easily and pick us off at his leisure. Considering these several factors, I was scared silly but not formulating immediate plans to travel. I hugged my big dog and cogitated.

I heard a noise over the wind and watched aghast as Deputy Augustine bobbed and weaved while awkwardly crouched, gun in hand, trying to cross the gulf of thirty feet. He was moving in slow motion, and graceful he wasn’t. Not only was the damn fool gonna die while he was on duty, it was going to be right about now, with me watching.

He slumped in front of me with his face less than a foot away from Mark Anthony’s and mine. He hadn’t been pierced with a bullet or even shot at; but I was feeling the urge to do that very thing myself, this minute.

“Are you out of your cotton-pickin’ mind?” I asked, in greeting.

“Best chance I’ve had in the past two years, and the sucker wouldn’t cooperate,” he complained.

His face was the color of chalk, his breathing was labored, and sweat on a day as cold as this one meant fear.

“You may wish to commit suicide, but not here, and not today. Am I getting through to you?”

“Yes’em,” he replied, trying to grin.

He was wiping the moisture from his face with a handkerchief.

“And furthermore,” I added icily, “I will repeat your conversation verbatim to Sheriff Scroggins. He doesn’t need or deserve a loose cannon on his force.”

“Don’t,” he said, grabbing my wrist for emphasis.

“She’s in a wheelchair with MS. I blabbed to you because I was shook up. I should have kept quiet,” he muttered, disgusted with himself. “She needs the widow’s pension and the medical coverage. Don’t blow me out of the water. I don’t fear dying, only that I’ll bungle it and need care myself…. Please.”

I gazed at him appalled. Red Shirt and immediate peril forgotten. I swallowed and tried to sound calm and in control.

“Have you checked out all the other possible solutions thoroughly?”

“As best as I can, under the circumstances.” He added dryly, “I can’t come right out with it, to Social Services. The councilor would remember after the deed was done, so to speak.”

“Let me try,” I said in earnest. “I’m in a different county, and they’d never connect the two of us. I’ll pretend I’m worried about a favorite uncle with similar circumstances. Give me thirty days for research to find a better solution. If I can’t find one, you have my word that I’ll come to your services and keep silent. But believe this. If you jump the gun before the thirty days are up, I’ll be so pissed that you didn’t wait for my learned advice, I’ll scream your scheme from the roof tops and force them to believe me. Do we have a deal?”

“Give up this golden opportunity?”

He was being sarcastic and cast his eyes upward. He returned his gaze to mine in consternation.

“Did you know that I can see two upper floors and the roof from this position? If I can see them and if he’s still up there, he can see us!”

“No shit, Sherlock.” I uttered waspishly. “About the time you were making your suicidal dash, I kinda got distracted. Did you happen to use your radio to call in our location to the dispatcher before taking off on the Death Defying Thirty?”

He looked embarrassed.

“I reported shots fired, but I didn’t hold down the transmitting button during the last half of me describing our present location. Sorry.”

“And you turned off your radio?”

I wanted to make certain before I started screaming.

“Sergeant Lyons can’t be far away and people must have heard the shot. They’ll direct him. Besides, I didn’t want the ambulance to get here too fast.”

“If asked, the locals will direct him in the wrong direction. Do you see a concerned citizen? Do you hear any sirens, by chance?”

I jerked out my radio and switched it from the private channel where Jasmine could reach me. I was repositioning the channel when I heard the faint wail above the wind.

Ten seconds later, Lyons roared around the corner, screeching to a halt at an angle where he could open his passenger-side door and talk without leaving the protection of the vehicle.

“Dispatcher loused up, sent me two blocks west instead of east, or I’d been here sooner. Is he up there?”

I carefully refrained from looking at Augustine. I was afraid I’d brain him with the radio, which I put back in my pocket turned to Jasmine’s channel.

“We think so, unless he went out the back door,” I said.

Lyons answered quickly.

“There is no back door. I was in there last month with the fire inspector. Both back doors are nailed shut and boarded up. We have to go get him.”

“What do you mean by we, pale face?” I retorted.


I tossed a thumb over my shoulder. “He’s in there, and my participation in this exercise is over. Deputy Augustine isn’t going anywhere. He’s staying right here to protect me.”

“You’re the last one in this county that needs protection!” Lyons yelled.

I smiled when I heard the cavalry arriving. Every law-enforcement car that would run was on its way. Big happening in a small town.

Within minutes, the narrow street was bumper to bumper with yellow-and-tan county vehicles, pale blue for the city police, black government units for the initials DEA and ATF; assorted colors of personal cars for the SWAT team; and a large white boxy ambulance. The Georgia Highway Patrol colors weren’t present. They must be out with their unit having coffee. There was even a green-and-yellow truck representing the Georgia Department of Fish and Game. If Red Shirt was still up there, he had multiple choices of targets.

Sheriff Scroggins had duck-waddled from around his vehicle and hunched by my side.

“I know I look damn ridiculous, so quit holding back those snickers. This crouch is hard on an old fat man’s knees. What happened?”

“Sheriff, Red Shirt fired one round after Mark Anthony started baying. He panicked. You know how some men fear bloodhounds. I’d say fifty percent still warn their wives and children to stand way back, that the dog is vicious. It’s erroneous. You and I know bloodhounds are gentle and don’t attack. Some men would rather face a machine gun than a large charging dog.”


I continued. “I think I have a good chance to get him out of there with out anyone getting hurt. Will you let me try?”

“You want to try to talk him out?” Scroggins looked doubtful.

“No, I want to threaten that I’ll turn the dog loose in the building.”

Scroggins laughed. “That’ll be the day. He’d lick him to death.”

I laughed with him. “We know Mark Anthony is a pussy cat, but the Red Shirt doesn’t. Can’t hurt.”

“Go to it. My knees are killing me. Keep your head down.”

He duck-walked back to his foam-cushioned seat in the cruiser.

I made a hand motion for Lyons to toss me his mike.

He glared daggers at me but threw it and flipped on the loud speaker.

“I’m speaking to the man in the red shirt in the boarded-up building.”

My voice boomed on the brisk breeze, vibrating in my ears.

“This is the attack-dog handler. I have been ordered to release the dog. This is your one and only chance to come out without getting mauled. If you are on an upper floor, start down immediately. You have less than five minutes to follow my instructions. At the front door, toss out your weapon. Remove your shirt and jacket. Empty your pockets and turn them out so I can see the white. Walk out slowly with your hands on your head. Three steps from the door, lie down spread-eagled on the tarmac. Keep your head down and don’t move a muscle. If you do everything right you won’t be hurt. I will repeat this message because of the wind.”

After I finished, I tossed the mike back to Lyons. My mouth was dry. I drank from my water bottle and offered it to Augustine. He took it and drank. I pulled back my glove and saw that time was almost up. I moved fast to keep from thinking. Did I really want to do this?

I stood, jerked up a comfortable bloodhound from his snooze, and was striding around the barrier before anyone noticed. I began yelling at Mark Anthony.

“Where’s your man! Find your man! Find your man!”

I held the cap down by my leg. Mark Anthony raised his head and started his raucous baying while he moved to the far end of his lead, straining mightily to go after his guy.

I ignored the shouts behind me. Maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t try to out-hero me by charging to the rescue. To the uninitiated, Mark Anthony would be deemed a hound from hell. His strident cry was his desire to let the world know where Red Shirt could be found. He was doing everything but jumping up and down and pointing at the door.

I kept a jaundiced eye on the large metal entrance. A mantra wouldn’t hurt.

I will not be shot, he’s gonna fold, I will not be shot, he’s gonna fold. Amen.

A dark gap appeared and widened teasingly slow, and an object sailed on the breeze before landing on the pitted tarmac. It was a gun. A figure appeared in the doorway, then advanced and slowly moved forward. Stripped to the waist with pockets turned out, and his hands locked on his head.

He was saying something but the wind wasn’t bringing me the message. Mark Anthony was doing his jiggle dance trying to reach him. I began to haul back on the lead when I could understand the man’s message.

“Don’t turn him loose! I’m down, I’m down!”

He was indeed down and several feet from the gun.

Figures flew by me, falling on the suspect as if each one wanted to be the one to cuff him. Someone produced leg irons. When they stood him up, I released my tight resistance on the lead and Mark Anthony surged forward to claim his victory. I let him have his moment. He deserved it. He nuzzled and licked the prisoner, whining for joy. He wanted to be hugged and petted, but the man cringed and didn’t have a way to touch him, or the desire, I suspected. Mark Anthony did everything but hug him.



Later that evening over a pepperoni-and-cheese pizza, wine for her and beer for me, Jasmine told me about her search.

“Deputy Pete Benifield had his gun drawn as he pounded on the door. I was trying to restrain Miz Melanie on a shortened lead and hold the screen door open, and she was baying her head off. Black Jacket’s mother opened the door shouting and praying, and a small child started screaming at her first sight of a huge dog straining to enter. You couldn’t hear yourself think. I wasn’t expecting a pint of ground black pepper scattered on the front threshold. On the back sill certainly, but not the front. Miz Melanie began sneezing and baying, slipping and sliding…” She paused for another sip of wine.

“To make a long story short, she entangled us in her leash, entrapping our legs, and took us all down like bowling pins, with the exception of the little girl. She ran back to tell Black Jacket what was going on. He was hiding under his mama’s bed, doing some screaming of his own. His mama had taken his gun, put it in the oven, and turned it on so he wouldn’t be tempted to shoot us.

“It took us a long time to pull Black Jacket, his sister, and Miz Melanie out from under the bed. When the sister told Deputy Pete the gun was in a lit oven, he grabbed Bomber Jacket and his mama, and I had the kid and Miz Melanie. We all ran outside and hid behind the house next door.

“The second deputy finally arrived with the fire department. They turned off the propane gas at the tank and were waiting for the oven to cool down when we left. They said it was a miracle that the ammunition hadn’t begun exploding, sending rounds and flames all over. You know what mama said when she heard him say it?”

I gave a negative headshake.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, young man. I only turned the knob to warm, not bake!”



The day before Christmas Eve, I met with Patricia Ann Newton, a recently acquired friend who had more money than Midas. Then that afternoon I met Deputy Donald Augustine, in the city park. I explained to him that an anonymous donor had added his name to a living trust that would furnish him with ample funds upon his retirement, to enable him to care for his wife comfortably, and it would continue if he died first.

He was embarrassed for having to use his handkerchief to wipe the pine tree pollen away that was making his eyes water. It also bothered mine as I wished him Merry Christmas.
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Chapter 1




Wet dog. Definitely essence of wet dog.

A.J. shivered in the cold and groped for her blanket, her dream in which Buster darted through the sprinklers gradually fading away. A frown tugged her brows together as a painful throb at the back of her head nudged her toward wakefulness.

With effort, she opened her eyes, squinting into near darkness, then squeezed them shut again as the pain above the nape of her neck arced around to burrow itself behind her forehead. Bile rose in her throat. Swallowing against it, she counted to ten, exerting mind over matter, in this case the churning in her gut. God, this felt like the granddaddy of all hangovers, but since she rarely drank, that explanation wouldn’t hold water.

And she rarely dreamed or, when she did, remembered it afterward. But this one had been so vivid. Not only had she witnessed the beagle’s favorite summertime antics, she could smell him, in fact, still could and that was impossible. She had buried Buster in the yard under his favorite red maple years ago. Yet the aroma wafting under her nose was definitely a part of the here and now. She even felt warm doggy breath gusting rhythmically across her face.

Her eyes snapped open, her vision blurred until she willed her surroundings into focus and almost wished she hadn’t. She was nose to nose with the biggest damned German shepherd she’d ever seen, at least this close up. She squealed in alarm and was awarded with a slurp across her cheek and chin and a generous lathering of dog drool.

“Get away from me!” A.J. yelped. Struggling to retreat from the unwelcome facial, she discovered there was nowhere to go. This was not her bed, it was a car and she was wedged on the floor between the front and backseats. Furthermore it wasn’t even her car. The Miata had no backseat. But she’d sold the Miata, hadn’t she? She couldn’t remember, couldn’t seem to put two coherent thoughts together. Her brain felt as if it had been reduced to pieces of a jigsaw puzzle dumped in a pile, no box, no picture to guide her.

Where am I? she wondered, scrubbing at her face. How did I get here? For that matter, where was here? That she had no idea launched full-blown panic, her stomach, already queasy, roiling even more, her head and heart pounding in synchronicity.

A bolt of lightning zigzagged from cloud to ground as if the gods were cutting the night sky with pinking shears. The dog whimpered, grabbed a jaw full of her jacket and tugged, his massive body half in, half out of the open rear door.

“Stop that!” She nudged his muzzle away and took a deep breath in hopes it would help to clear her head. Didn’t work. Thinking straight seemed impossible, but she had to make the effort, had to quell the panic and nausea rising in her throat. This is not the time to get sick, A.J., she scolded herself. Think now, barf later.

First things first: the shepherd. Despite his size, he obviously meant her no harm or she’d have been dog food long since. And he was trying to help, those big teeth now latching on to her collar.

“Okay, okay. I get your point,” she said, gasping as limbs that had obviously been in one position too long screamed in protest. Whose car was this anyway? And who had been driving? Confusion overwhelmed her, her disorientation contributing to the chaos in her head. Levering herself from the floor onto the backseat, she looked around. Bad move. The car lurched, the hood tilting down, the rear upward like a rocking chair. She froze until it settled, then eased up slowly, her weight on her hands, to peer out the windshield. A pair of sallow yellow beams illuminated the branch of a tree as it was swept along by a swiftly moving current below her. A stream? Oh, Jesus, a river? She couldn’t tell but unless she moved carefully, she would soon find out. The car appeared to be teetering on a ledge a few short feet above the water.

Thunder rumbled in the distance and lightning speared the darkness followed by big, fat drops of rain. The dog tugged harder, his back legs scrambling for purchase outside the car.

“Let go, boy.” Carefully, she pried her collar from his grip. “Out, dog,” she said. He reversed until he stood peering in at her, twitching with anxiety. Another bolt of lightning, the thunder nearer this time, sent him scurrying away into the darkness to return a long few seconds later, a soft woof letting her know she was testing his patience.

“Look, hang in with me, okay?” A.J. was appalled at the plea in her voice but in the short time in which he’d disappeared from view, terror at being abandoned had skewered her from top to toe. If she didn’t get moving, she’d be down there in the water. With no way to gauge how deep it was, there was also no way to be certain the car might not wind up completely submerged. As few as her options appeared to be, out there on solid ground was by far the better of them.

“Okay, A.J.,” she muttered, “let’s haul ass.” It would be tricky. Leaving this backseat would involve scooting toward safety an inch at a time, waiting after each inch to let the sedan settle before she went any farther.

It turned out to be sheer torture. After each move, the rocking emphasized how unstable the car was. The shepherd pranced, twitched and whined, his attention migrating between her and the lightning. It and the rain were increasing in intensity and volume, the wind lashing at the tall grasses around him.

After an eternity, A.J. reached the edge of the seat and swiveled so she could suspend her right leg out the door. With her right arm braced along the seat back, she felt something poke her wrist. Behind her she could just make out the corner of something dark and square wedged on the deck between the glass and the headrest. A vicious bolt of lightning, loud enough to make her flinch, revealed a handbag. She didn’t recognize it, but in case it was her own, she looped the strap around her wrist, eased her left leg out, and gasped, realizing how high the rear of the car sat above solid ground.

She would have to jump. Now that she was so close to the edge, the sedan was listing toward this side. Terrified that the damned thing was about to fall over, she launched herself as far onto the bank as she could, landing on all fours, her knees taking the brunt of her weight. There was a moment or two of more panic as she felt herself sliding backward, but the dog snared her collar again and braced himself, trembling with strain or perhaps fear of the storm. A.J. felt a couple of fingernails tear as she fought against gravity, but her grip held. Winded, her lungs pumping like bellows, she turned over and sat up.

“Thanks, buddy,” she croaked as the dog released her. “I owe you big time.” She gave him a couple of pats on the head before turning her attention to what to do next.

Even out here it was too dark to see her surroundings clearly and the rain obscured all but the car and the little illuminated by its headlights. There was no more than a foot or two between the front bumper and the water, but whatever had snared its undercarriage still kept it captive.


A.J. leaned forward, trying to get a better look at the sedan as a whole. A late model Taurus, perhaps blue or black. She could swear she’d never seen it before. How could she have wound up in it? And, again, who had been driving? The front door on the driver’s side gaped open. Had the driver fallen out?

Struggling to her feet, she stood up slowly, fighting the return of nausea and a few seconds of vicious vertigo. The world and her stomach settled enough to make her feel that she wouldn’t pitch forward on her face, then she peered down into the water. No sign of a soul. As big as the branch was she’d seen being swept downstream, she doubted anyone caught in that current would still be there. She opened the purse and groped around in it, in case it contained a cell phone. Nothing she touched fit the definition of anything close. She had to alert the authorities, just in case. Then she could see about herself. But which way to go? Up, that at least was certain. There had to be a road nearby. The car had to have skidded off it.

“Home, James,” she said to her companion, who woofed and scurried up the bank.

It wasn’t long before A.J. found herself looking back at the exit from the sedan as a piece of cake compared to getting wherever they were going. The hill outside the car was steep and slippery, making her progress one of two steps backward for every one forward; her shoes, clogs with medium heels, were neither designed nor worn with climbing anything in mind. A yard from asphalt she lost her footing and cartwheeled halfway down again, arms flailing. The purse went flying and disappeared into the night. Face in the muck, she felt two tosses away from throwing in the towel until a multi-legged something skittered across her hand. Scrambling to her feet, she stood still for a moment but saw no sign of the purse. It might well have landed down there in the water.

God, here I am, she thought, no ID, no money, no notion of where I am or where I’m going and feeling worse by the minute. Not to mention scared, she added. She’d never felt so lost, so out of control. Well, tough noogies, A.J. Suck it up. You’ve got the dog—or more accurately, it had her. He must belong somewhere and wherever that was, she was going with him.

The road turned out to be two lanes, with gullies for shoulders, another rock-embedded bank on its far side and beyond that woods, darker than a coal mine. No signs on the road, at least none visible, just a sharp curve ahead. Beyond that, who knew?

The dog had scrambled up that rise and disappeared into the trees as if he wore night vision goggles.

“Slow down,” she yelled. “Please, dog! Heel, dammit!”

He returned. She wasn’t sure whether he’d responded to “please,” “heel” or “dammit.” All that mattered was that he’d come back, and to her surprise and relief, remained at her side with no further encouragement.

From that point time became meaningless, along with direction and distance. There was only the lashing rain, the howl of the wind in her ears, and the weight of her clothes as they became more and more soaked. The smell of the woods clogged her nostrils, the air a musty, moldy miasma. The temperature wrapped her in a frigid embrace, making her teeth chatter. Was this fall or winter? As hard as she tried, she couldn’t remember. If this rain changed to snow…

Enough, A.J. Gotta keep going. Pushing her discomfort, ailments, and questions to some rear corner of her mind, she thought only of survival, which consisted, for the time being at least, of putting one foot in front of the other, with one hand on the shepherd’s head. She couldn’t see him, had to trust him to escort her between trees.

After an eternity of slogging and stumbling over roots and other invisible obstructions, the darkness lost some of its opacity, melding into a slate gray, the rain becoming visible. The trees thinned out and they were finally free of the suffocating forest. The dog gave a full-throated bark and raced away into the murk.

“Wait! Where are you going? Heel!”

A.J. trudged faster, blinking as her eyes adjusted. A new aroma perfumed the night. Woodsmoke? The dog reappeared, tongue lolling, tail whipping in overdrive. He pranced a few steps farther, pranced back, clearly urging her to follow. She plodded after him, then stopped, disbelieving, when she made out a pale golden square that seemed to levitate in the gloom. A window! Civilization! Tears of relief blurred her vision and she squeegeed them away with a forefinger. A log cabin took shape, smoke drifting from its chimney. It was a beautiful sight. She prayed someone was home who would let her use a phone.

The dog sounded again, darted up onto the porch and pawed at the door. It opened, a figure silhouetted against the warm glow behind him, tall and male, all A.J. could tell at this distance. As she got closer, she could make out dark hair, lots of it, a long-sleeved shirt and broad shoulders, jeans hugging long legs.

The man spotted her, opened the screen door and stepped out, fists on his hips. A.J. experienced a moment of hesitation, not at all reassured by the vibrations he emitted. This was not a happy camper. Would he turn away, shut her out? Or invite her in and…She squelched that thought, only to have fear kick in and bring it to the surface again. She was alone, cold, sick, in no shape to defend herself if she needed to. Jesus, had she gone from a bad situation to a worse one?

Moving to the edge of the porch, the man stood unmoving. His silence screamed in her ears. Finally, he scowled at the shepherd and said, “Well, hell, Duke, what have you dragged home this time?”
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