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This book is for Mary Nix, who helped me through the bad times and had a lot more faith in me than I did. I see her input on almost every page. You’re truly remarkable, Mary. Thank you, with love.





I would like, to begin with, to say that though parents, husbands, children, lovers and friends are all very well, they are not dogs.

ELIZABETH VON ARNIM
1866-1941
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“Cast Your Bread on the Waters”
October 2, Monday, 7:00 A.M.

There’s nothing better than a temperate morning in southeast Georgia. The air was cool enough at this hour that I didn’t need the paddle fans turning on the back porch to be comfortable. I was draped on the chaise sipping my first cup of coffee and breathing in the aromatic fumes rising as steam. My craving for nicotine had faded into infrequent nudges I could ignore. My house and business were in order.

Rudy, my large black cat, was curled by my feet at the end of the chaise. Bobby Lee, my large handsome bloodhound, was stretched out on the twelve-inch pegged board floor. They were my housemates and had returned just minutes ago from their morning run. I glanced across the tarmac at the kennel and admired the bright sunlight reflecting from the large picture windows of the common room. Occasionally a muffled adult bay and the yips of a playful puppy competed with the cheerful background of birdcalls coming from the rose garden to my left.

Wayne Frazier, my kennel manager, had tossed the morning paper on the coffee table after unlocking the two security gates, an early morning ritual. The newspaper was yet unfolded. I preferred to savor the morning.

The first security gate’s harsh signal shattered the tranquillity.

“Just when I thought it was safe to go back in the water,” I grumbled as I quickly stood, walked to the door to my office, and waited for the second gate signal that would announce the arrival of whoever had entered my compound. The reason for the alarm-wired gates and me poised and ready to make a fast dash for an equalizer was my ex-husband, Buford Sidden Jr., known to all as Bubba. He has an ever-abiding desire to break every bone in my body with his favorite baseball bat. I protect myself the way all stalking victims should, with a restraining order that isn’t worth spit and eternal vigilance, and back up both with a handy loaded gun.

I recognized the battered yellow compact and its occupant, Bertie Thompson, when she turned into the courtyard. She’s Balsa City’s delivery person. I walked to the edge of the porch and looked up. Jasmine Jones, a dog trainer and my right hand in all matters, was framed in her kitchen window. The security alarms are also wired into her apartment. She knows Bertie, and we exchanged a casual wave before she left the window.

Bertie is short, stout, and pear shaped, with an enormous rump. We grew up together. She had spotted Jasmine.

“Nosy, ain’t she?” she called loudly as she approached the steps. Her mother is hard-of-hearing and since they live together, Bertie talks louder than a drill instructor. She also cusses like a sailor, is always cheerful, rescues more SPCA dogs every year to go with her present brood of more than two dozen, and has always been my friend.

“She helps me watch out for Bubba,” I explained.

“Shit!” she said in disgust. “When you gonna quit pussyfooting around that turd and blow him to kingdom come?”

“Any day now,” I answered easily to divert a tirade. “How ’bout some coffee?”

“Sounds good! Here, let me give you your delivery, a telegram, no less!”

I finished filling the cup that I had brought out for Jasmine, who usually joins me about this time, and gave Bertie a surprised glance.

“A telegram? Who could be sending me a telegram?”

She shoved it in my direction and snorted.

“Only way I know to find out is to open it, dummy!”

I tore open the envelope, read the short message, and smiled uncertainly at Birdie.

“Is this a joke, or maybe one of your tricks?”

“I haven’t pulled a joke on you since the sixth grade, dammit!” she yelled.

She silently eyed me, but not for long. Curiosity killed the cat.

“What does it say?”

I read aloud, “YOUR PHONE IS OFF THE HOOK. CALL ME IMMEDIATELY AT 712-5595. CELIA CANCANNON.”

I didn’t recognize the name.

“My phone is never off the hook! I’m subject to be called out on a search-and-rescue by three counties, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I’d never—”

I suddenly remembered Rudy’s anger at being startled by my cellular phone’s penetrating chirp last week during one of his frequent naps. He not only knocked it off the bed; he nosed it underneath, where I had to crawl to retrieve it. I thought it was an aberration, but if he was still holding a grudge … I glared at his sleeping form, and spoke loudly.

“If a certain CAT that answers to RUDY has rendered my phone inoperable, he’s in a lot of TROUBLE!”

He sat up quickly, artistically wrapped his tail around his paws, and stared out at the sunshine, avoiding my eyes.

I groaned. “Excuse me,” I told Birdie, “I’ll be right back.”

Moving through my office, I stopped by my desk and replaced the receiver that was lying on its surface and not in the cradle where it belonged. I continued to my bedroom, where I saw that my cellular was missing from the nightstand. It was under the bed, near the headboard. I retrieved it and carried it to the back porch.

“So is Rudy in trouble?” Bertie was grinning.

“He’s due for a refresher course on telephone manners.” I was grinning myself. “I’m proud of him, however. He figured out the way to keep both of them from ringing. He’s one smart cat.”

Bertie was stroking Bobby Lee’s long ears.

“It’s still hard to believe that this dog is blind.”

“But he isn’t any longer!” I exclaimed. “Has it been that long since you were here? He’s had vision for months now.” I counted on my fingers. “Six months exactly, today. It was April second, and suddenly he could see.”

“Just like that?” She gave me skeptical raised brows.

“Exactly. We all called it a miracle.”

“What did the vet call it? You know, the one that said Bobby Lee didn’t have some connecting nerves or something was missing from birth? Bet he feels stupid!”

“The vet that originally diagnosed Bobby Lee’s blindness is dead now. My present vet, Harvey Gusman, accepted the former vet’s findings; he didn’t have any reason to disagree at the time. Harvey now thinks that a blood clot was the problem, probably caused by trauma while still in the womb. He thinks it took two years to dissolve. I personally don’t care what it was, I’m just thankful that he now has perfect vision. He’s a joy to behold.”

“Now that he can see, does it affect that extra-special talent that you were always bragging about?”

She said it kindly, and I knew she was just joshing me.

“Not at all. In fact, I think he’s better than ever!”

She drained her cup. “Got to run. I hadn’t finished feeding up when I got the call to roll at six damn A.M.”

She was trotting down the stairs before I could properly say good-bye. I yelled it and waved as she gunned her small car through the first gate. I would send her a half-bag of dog food I hadn’t gotten around to giving her for her tip. It couldn’t be a full bag, because she was proud. A true daughter of the South wouldn’t accept charity. I gathered up the cups and coffee to move inside.

I was at my desk with a fresh cup of coffee reading the telegram again. I didn’t know Celia Cancannon from Adam. Jasmine gave a perfunctory knock, entered, and headed for the coffeepot, giving me a silent mouthed greeting. She saw I was punching in numbers on the phone.

I studied her as I listened to the repetitive rings of the phone. Jasmine had on a pair of jeans and a simple T-shirt in coral. She looked chic. I had on the same apparel except my T-shirt was light blue, and I looked dressed to dig potatoes and hoe the corn. Either you have it or you don’t. She’s African-American, with soft, gracefully curled hair, which complements her long slender neck. My hair is light brown and naturally kinks into a replica of last year’s bird nest when it’s damp. On the twenty-eighth of this month I will turn thirty-three. Jasmine is five years younger. I grew tired of comparing. I won’t even mention her body.

“Mrs. Alyce Cancannon’s residence.”

“May I please speak with Ms. Celia Cancannon?”

“This is she.”

“My name is Jo Beth Sidden, I received a tele—”

“Oh, thank God!” she interrupted fervently. “I’ve been trying to reach you since late yesterday! Amelia has been missing since lunchtime yesterday and Mrs. Cancannon is beside herself with worry. The helicopter can pick you up in less than thirty minutes. Please mark an X on your lawn in an area free of trees and power lines, so the pilot will know where to land. Use anything at hand. A can of white spray paint, a roll of paper towels or toilet tissue. Use canned goods to hold the two latter suggestions in place. Can you be ready in thirty minutes? Every minute counts!”

I had sat up straight and listened carefully after her second sentence. Her voice held stress and something else, possibly impatience, I couldn’t be sure. Something was very wrong with this scenario. If this was a righteous callout for a search-and-rescue for a missing person, our local sheriff, Hank Cribbs, wouldn’t have ignored my unanswered phone. Hank would have roared up my drive, siren wailing, lights blazing, with loud vocal recriminations. He knew that a scent trail grew colder with each hour lost. He also knew that a decision to wait for daylight to search was only mine to make. With bright sunshine out my window and no Hank, something was haywire.

“How old is Amelia?” I asked into the building silence.

“How old?” She hesitated. “I think she’s five. Can I tell the pilot to take off? Can you be ready in thirty minutes?”

The impatience came through loud and clear. She thought she was five? Come on. I knew that Celia Cancannon was answering the phone at Mrs. Alyce Cancannon’s residence, about a five-year-old Amelia, lost since lunchtime yesterday. Maybe the same name for both didn’t mean they were related, thus she could be unsure of the child’s age. Stranger things have happened.

“What is your relationship to Amelia?” I asked patiently.

“What do you mean?” She sounded confused. “I’m not related to her. She belongs to Mrs. Alyce Cancannon.”

Belongs?

“Then who is Amelia?” Shades of Abbott and Costello, with their “Who’s on First?” routine. I glanced at Jasmine and lifted my eyebrows upward.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I must have misled you. We have been so upset; I didn’t state the facts clearly. Did you think Amelia is a child? She’s a long-haired Persian. She’s Mrs. Cancannon’s cat.”

“A cat,” I uttered flatly.

I heard Jasmine suppressing laughter, but I carefully didn’t look in her direction.

“Ah … Celia,” I said, glancing at the telegram to be sure I was saying her name right. “We don’t search for animals. You see, when we train bloodhounds, we have to constantly teach them not to follow an animal scent. The bloodhounds only scent-trail humans. I won’t be able to help you. Sorry.”

“Can’t you make an exception? Please?”

Now I heard only desperation. Amelia must be some cat. I looked down at Rudy, now curled by my left shoe. I wondered if Mrs. Cancannon would like to replace her lost Amelia with an independent tom who didn’t like telephones.

“I wish I could help, but it’s out of the question.”

Her voice was faint. “Thank you anyway.”

I hung up the phone and leaned across my desk and handed Jasmine the telegram.

“Where do the Cancannons live?”

“We didn’t get that far to exchanging addresses. She lost me when she said cat.”

“Must be rich,” Jasmine mused. “Sending a helicopter when it’s just after dawn? You remember how hard it is to rent a helicopter, don’t you?”

I laughed. “You got me. Of course I remember my aborted attempt to secure a helicopter some months back. Trust you to remind me.”

“A small attempt to teach you humility.”

“Nah, you like to lecture. Admit it.”

“Do not.”

“Do too.”

The phone rang, bringing a disgruntled Rudy to his feet, and we watched him stalk toward the bedroom twitching his tail. It also stopped our nonsensical bantering, and I caught it on its third ring.

I propped my feet on the edge of the desk, getting comfortable. It was a few minutes before eight, and Monday morning. I guessed this call was from Susan Comstock, my best friend, who had arrived early at her shop, Browse and Bargain Books, and wanted to fill me in on her weekend. I guessed wrong. The breathless voice belonged to Celia Cancannon, and she almost ran her words together in her haste.

“Mrs. Alyce Cancannon, my employer, has authorized me to hand you a check in the amount of five thousand dollars when you deplane on the island, and give you another check for five thousand if you will search for Amelia, whether you are successful or not. Now will you come?”
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“Get Thee Behind Me, Satan”
October 2, Monday, 8:00 A.M.

My feet slipped off the desk and my jaw dropped to my breastbone. I stretched my mouth in a comic duh! expression for Jasmine’s benefit, and strove to sound nonchalant.

“Let me see if I understand your offer, Ms. Cancannon. Five grand when I arrive, and another five grand for the search regardless of the outcome?”

Jasmine’s eyes widened, her hands covered her cheeks, and her lips formed a perfect oval. Her good sense took over way before mine. She looked sad as she slowly turned her head left and right.

God, the temptation was awesome. A five-figure infusion in the constantly drained operating accounts. But it would be a pretend search, would confuse any dog I chose, and my conscience would give my gut fits. It also had the potential to swing three-sixty and smear my reputation with bloodhound people, if truth were told. I gave the offer serious consideration for several heartbeats and reluctantly declined.

“You have to do this!” Celia Cancannon insisted. “Aunt Alyce has fixated on you as her only hope!”

It took another five minutes of denials of having any involvement before she hung up in defeat. I gave a loud sigh.

“You did the right thing,” Jasmine assured me.

“Yeah, broke but honest.”

“You are far from broke,” she chided.

Wayne knocked and entered, with Donnie Ray right on his heels.

“Hi, guys!” I spoke and signed at the same time. Wayne is deaf. Jasmine stood with her coffee cup and moved to the left, where she could watch his flashing hands. We are all proficient in signing, even the fulltime trainers and most of the part-timers.

“Good morning. The first feeding and weighing is finished. The trainers are out in the field. Donnie Ray is going to be working on the evening meal. I have to go to town for supplies. Need anything?”

Wayne is young and bright and a permanent fixture here. He and his mother moved into the upstairs apartment located to the left of the kennel almost three years ago. He was fresh out of a high school for special students. Rosie, his widowed mother, moved out just over a year ago when she married our local fire chief, and Donnie Ray moved in with him. Wayne is tall, dark-haired, and weighs just over two hundred pounds.

Donnie is short, feisty, blond, and has an ego as large as Texas. He is my videographer, filming the monthly seminars and the occasional searches we use for training films. I took him under my wing and have tried to instill good Southern manners to make up for his worthless slut of a mother, who failed to teach him anything. Wayne and Donnie Ray, so unalike, have bonded and work as a smooth team. I dread the day they find girls and marry. I don’t want to lose either one of them. They, along with Jasmine and Rosie, have become my family. I don’t have any living relatives I recognize as family.

I consulted my “want” list. “You can stop by Office Outlet and get me a dozen small legal pads. White, if they have them. And … I’m almost out of candy bars.”

I saw his grin and quick glance at Jasmine. She remained silent, bless her heart. She always nags me about chocolate, but she knew I had resisted a much larger temptation a few minutes ago. I was receiving chocolate for consolation.

“Donnie Ray, when do we have the pleasure of viewing your latest masterpiece? It’s been a while.”

He looked embarrassed. “I had to scrape it. I messed up when I tripped over Richard. It lacked continuity.”

I suppressed a smile. Richard the Lionhearted was a great drug-sniffer but was clumsier than a hippo wearing ice skates. He romped with abandonment through searches indiscriminately bowling over people, objects, or anything in his path as he pursued a drug trail. He’d knocked me on my butt more than once. I could sympathize.

“F-I-D-O,” I counseled.

Donnie looked perplexed. “Fido?”

“Forget It, Drive On.” I sanitized the saying by using an innocuous F. After all, I was Donnie Ray’s role model and mother substitute. I couldn’t use the appropriate F word in his presence.

After they left I rinsed the coffee things and made a banana and peanut butter sandwich on whole wheat bread. Even if Jasmine returned and saw my breakfast selection, she couldn’t fault my choice. I had fruit, protein, and a double serving of grain.

It was bill-paying time. I turned on the computer and prayed that I wouldn’t mess up too badly. My computer and I despised each other. Let me make the tiniest mistake, and she would gleefully fill my screen with incomprehensible gobbledygook, and I would be forced to grovel and try to extradite myself without calling for help. Anything that had a plug-in cord or required batteries was in on the conspiracy. I was appliance-cursed and computer-haunted.

The phone called me back to the real world.

“What kind of mood are we in today?” Hank asked when I answered. “Kindly, somewhat kindly, or pissy?”

Hank was Dunston County’s elected sheriff and a good friend. He wanted more than friendship, but we had been there, done that, and had the scars to prove it.

“I can’t speak for you, but I’m feeling quite benevolent this morning. What favor do you seek?”

“My lucky day,” he said wryly. “Do you know the sheriff of Camden County, Jeff Beaman?”

“I met him once. It was at a drug seminar … in Savannah, I think. It was several years ago. He seemed nice.”

“He’s a good guy, I’ve known him for years. He called just minutes ago. He needs a big favor.”

“And it involves me? Fire away, although I don’t know why he didn’t call me direct. Does he think by any chance you have some pull with me?”

“If he does, would he be right?”

I laughed. “Absolutely.”

“Don’t I wish. Beaman’s jurisdiction covers the small islands just off the coast. Most of them aren’t habitable, but two of them are privately owned. Cumberland Island is the barrier that protects them. The small island called Little Cat was the topic of his discussion. It’s about seven miles from shore, straight out from Crooked River Inlet. Ever heard of it?”

“Nope. I—”

I just remembered Celia Cancannon had said the word island in one of her calls.

“Hank, if the owner of the island is Cancannon, I can’t help. Sorry.”

“Wait,” he said anxiously. “I thought you had never heard of the island. What gives?”

“I too had an earlier phone call, two in fact. We never got around to discussing her location, I had to say no. I just remembered she mentioned island. So I put the two together. It’s impossible.”

“Babe, please reconsider. Beaman really needs to come through on this request, he says there’s a great deal at stake.”

“I can sympathize with his plight,” I said in a wry tone. “They waved ten grand at me and I’m still suffering mightily for having to turn it down. I wonder what she offered him.”

Hank gave a surprised whistle. “Ten grand?”

“Yep.”

“There’s no possible way you could do it? God, ten grand! What makes it so impossible?”

“They want me to search for a cat.”

“Oh. I wasn’t told it was a cat. Beaman said it was a valuable family pet.”

“I also don’t do dogs, raccoons, monkeys, exotic birds, turtles, guinea pigs, or reptiles. Did I leave anything out?”

“Christ, Sidden, don’t be snide. No one would attempt that.”

“A woman in California does.”

“What?”

“A woman in California searches for exotic pets. I was just reading about her business. It’s called Pet Pursuit. Maybe Ms. Gotrocks could fly her in. Shouldn’t cost much more than the ten grand I was offered and whatever she promised Sheriff Beaman.”

“Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. If the sheriff is interested, I have her address and telephone number, which I will supply free of charge. Maybe he’ll be grateful and offer you part of his ‘bonus.’”

“Why don’t you just fake it?”

“Can’t. Wouldn’t be ethical.”

“Don’t hand me that crap. You’ve broken and stretched more laws than the law allows!”

“Y’all have a nice day now, you hear?”

I gently replaced the receiver.

I went back to closing last month’s figures and trying to place the correct amounts on a floppy disk for my accountant. I dropped it into the padded self-addressed envelope and placed it in the mail basket.

I picked up a long-sleeved shirt. I was going to the kennel to give three five-month-old puppies some one-on-one tutoring. They were dropping so far behind their age group that I knew without a lot of work they would never catch up. They were having trouble with the commands sit, stand, and come. I planned on giving each one patient repetition, which is the key to training puppies. Their attention span was about fifteen minutes. After that, all they wanted to do was play. The long-sleeved shirt was to keep most of their drool off my arms. I’d be covered with it by lunchtime.

At half past noon, Jasmine and I were having lunch in the kitchen. She had made a salad while I showered off puppy slobber. The salad was delicious. Small cubes of three different cheeses, ham slivers, and cherry tomatoes. A light Russian dressing. I had told her about the puppies’ antics. I was concentrating on my salad when she spoke.

“Remember telling me about Ivanhoe during rounds the first week I started working here?”

I nodded because my mouth was full.

“You caught my attention when you were discussing him. You mentioned that he was your worst failure in the history of the kennel.”

“You got that right. That big lummox had no desire to scent track humans. All he wanted to trail were rabbits, coons, and …”

“Cats,” she finished.

“He never entered my mind,” I said thoughtfully. “He’s, let’s see … he’s about seven now. I couldn’t sell him to anyone but a hunter, and I would never do that. They would run him in the heat of summer to train the puppies. They keep their dogs in small cages, feed them erratically, and never give them enough exercise. But seven? He’s probably given up his love to chase cats by now. He’s not young and frisky anymore.”

Jasmine kept her eyes on her salad. “Wayne tells me that Rudy has a set routine every evening as he and Bobby Lee leave for their afternoon run. He stops by Ivanhoe’s quarters, and they race side-by-side, two full lengths of the long run while Bobby Lee watches, then Rudy breaks off the chase and they leave.”

“Wayne has never mentioned a word to me about it!”

Jasmine smiled. “He didn’t want to squeal on Rudy. He says Rudy thinks he’s teasing Ivanhoe, but Ivanhoe enjoys it, and so does Rudy. He said no harm, no foul.”

“True,” I admitted. I thought about it.

“He’s had a leash on twice a day, to be moved back and forth from his quarters to the exercise yard. He hasn’t been put on a trail for over four years. He’s probably forgotten every command he was taught.”

“You could try.” She grinned and used the tag line of an old Southern joke. “And we can always use the eggs!”

I was still chuckling as I reached to pick up the chirping cellular I had moved to the table before lunch.

“Hello.”

“My name is Chief Justice Constance Dalby and I wish to speak to Ms. Jo Beth Sidden.”

Her imperial voice was music to my ears. In my prior relationship with the judge, I had always been the one calling her, but now the shoe was on the other foot. I had been politely blackmailing her for years. I had asked favors on only three occasions, and each time it had been like pulling teeth.

I knew of one illegal act where she had been an accomplice and if I revealed it, it would blow her out of her Tenth District judgeship seat. I would never do it because it would also snare two good friends of mine, and place my own hide in jeopardy. Thank goodness she didn’t know I would never reveal her secret. Her help had been invaluable when I needed her leverage. She truly despised me.

“This is Jo Beth. How are you, Constance?”

I flinched when she hissed her answer.

“You refer to me as Judge Dalby. I will not tolerate you speaking to me in this manner. Is that clear?”

“Certainly, Judge. So what can I do for you?”

I knew what this phone call was costing her and decided not to tweak her pride.

“I believe that you were contacted by Ms. Celia Cancannon, on behalf of Mrs. Alyce Cancannon, to perform a service for her. Is this correct?”

“That is correct, Your Honor.”

“I ask you to reconsider and accommodate Mrs. Alyce Cancannon.”

“Judge, I wouldn’t do it for anyone else, but your wish is my command. It’s a done deal.”

“You will?”

Her surprise that I let her off the hook so easily was monumental. She choked out a terse thank you and disconnected.

I gave an evil smile and a wink to Jasmine, who had seemed in shock ever since she heard me use Judge Dalby’s name.

“We’re on,” I told her.
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