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Heaven goes by favor. If it went by merit, you 
would stay out and your dog would go in.

Mark Twain

5

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares 
the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm 

you, plans to give you hope and a future.”
Jeremiah 29:11 
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7

One

Stephanie regretted driving over the wedding cake. She’d had 
hours of bus travel during the last leg of her endless journey 
from New York to mull over her actions when her seatmate, 

Mrs. Granato, had dozed off. Regret bit at her with needle-sharp 
teeth. It had been a lovely cake, white with strawberry filling, frilly 
little rosettes, and the odd string of pearls which were somehow edi-
ble. The cake was certainly not deserving of being flattened. And 
reversed over. The memory made her cringe. Who would imagine 
Stephanie Pink indulging in a moment of madness? Plenty of peo-
ple, she thought ruefully. 

As the bus wheezed to a stop, she straightened her aching shoul-
ders, stowed her regret in the under-seat compartment, and listened 
to the driver who announced, “Big Thumb.” 

Mrs. Granato awoke with a yawn in the seat next to her, smiled, 
and patted her bunker of hair into place. “I’ll be praying for you, 
Stephanie. No more running over desserts or anything else, right? 
God’s got a better plan for you.”
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Dana Mentink8

“Yes, ma’am.” Stephanie felt her cheeks grow warm. She’d shared 
too much in the four-hour ride, but Mrs. Granato was such a good 
listener. Compassion seemed to ooze out of her, extracting all of 
Stephanie’s secrets. She was like a Christian Svengali. 

“Here, love.” Mrs. Granato pressed a miniature book in Stepha-
nie’s hand. “Read it when you can, since you didn’t bring your Bible. 
And drink lots of water. It’s hot here.”

At least the woman wasn’t foisting a manuscript on her. Nope. 
Mrs. Granato was one of the few people in the known universe who 
did not seem to be writing a book. This volume she’d been handed, 
smaller than her cell phone, was entitled Divine Promises. She no 
doubt felt it would be of help to someone with Stephanie’s destruc-
tive tendencies. Mrs. Granato was a glass-half-full kind of gal. 

Stephanie thanked her and peered through the bus windows, 
excitement building. This had to be the place. What other town 
could possibly be better for an assignation to hand over a priceless 
package? She couldn’t have written a finer scene in a novel. Tiny, 
brick-fronted buildings lined the streets and the smell of hay and 
diesel fuel drifted in through the open bus door. One man in over-
alls—real overalls, yet—sat on a bench in the shade of a gnarled 
tree, reading a newspaper. Imagine that. A newspaper. She’d thought 
they’d gone the way of the dodo. Scanning the street, she looked for 
her quarry, her stomach tightening into delicious prickles. So close. 

Her cell phone informed her it was a few minutes before nine. 
If she believed in that sort of thing, she’d have chalked her timely 
arrival up to a miracle. Two endless flights and a miserable delay 
due to some mechanical mischief in Phoenix. Then deplaning in 
what passed for a municipal airport in Redding, where she’d caught 
a bus. Bumping along in this big metal sarcophagus for hours, she 
had actually managed to arrive on time, if somewhat rumpled. The 
travel pains would be forgotten, every dusty mile of them, as soon 
as she bagged her quarry. 

She said one more goodbye to Mrs. Granato, who kissed her 
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Fetching Sweetness 9

on the cheek and looked into her eyes. An odd clog formed in 
Stephanie’s throat. Travel-induced emotional meltdown? Had to be. 
Business at hand, Pink. She unkinked her five-foot-three frame and 
marched down the steps. The bus rumbled away, leaving her in a 
cloud of exhaust and triumph. Stephanie Pink, literary agent’s assis-
tant, had arrived. Flush with confidence that she was about to cross 
a threshold she’d waited for all her life, she mechanically reached for 
the journal in her suitcase to jot a quick note. 

Words formed in her head. I’m here, Ian. We’re here.
Fingers twitching, she whirled around. Her suitcase, the pink 

one with the matching luggage tags, was not there. She’d left it on 
the bus that had just rattled out of town. She stood dumbly as this 
information sank in. Three deep breaths. The old Stephanie, the 
one who drove over wedding cakes, would have pitched an ugly fit, 
but not now, not with her destiny waiting. The new Stephanie Pink 
was not even flustered…much. 

“I’ll be on a plane home in a couple of hours anyway,” she mut-
tered to no one.

She scanned for the café, the only eating establishment in the 
town of Big Thumb, California, south of Redding and north of 
nowhere. There it was, tucked under the shade of a cottonwood tree 
across the street from a gas station with one pump and a post office 
with an attached bait shop. 

She scurried across the road, trying to pat into place the pony-
tail that had lost its chic some sixteen hours prior. Where are you, 
Mrs. Wharton? 

The last time she’d seen Agnes Wharton had been thirteen years 
before, when she’d appeared at a bookstore event in Manhattan 
that Stephanie and her twin brother, Ian, had skipped their sev-
enth-grade algebra class to attend. Back then, Wharton had been a 
twitchy, middle-aged woman with her hair plaited into a braid that 
left frizzy tendrils around the temples. She was in no way the literary 
giant they’d expected, but Stephanie had subsequently learned that 
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authors were seldom what one expected. Back then, the group had 
drilled Agnes Wharton with the one question on everyone’s mind. 

When?
When would the precious sequel to Sea Comes Knocking, the 

memoir that had become an instant classic, be delivered? When? 
The answer is today, Stephanie thought with a thrill of victory. 
Today, Stephanie Pink would take possession of the novel that 

the hungry world had been waiting for, fifteen long years after the 
first installment. So what if Agnes had become a recluse, without 
so much as a cell phone? It was charming, in a way, that they’d cor-
responded exclusively by letter to arrange the meeting in this wee 
town that had some sort of sentimental meaning for Agnes. Rumors 
abounded that the eccentric author had not left her remote off-the-
grid property in the wilds of Washington since that book signing 
thirteen years ago in Manhattan, but Stephanie did not believe it. 
Nor did she care. She would get that manuscript if she had to crawl 
across the country on her hands and knees, and she would finally 
see her name neatly lettered on the frosted glass office door. She’d 
measured one morning in between coffee runs. Klein, Gregory, and 
Pink Literary Agency. It would just fit. Good thing her last name 
only had four letters. Pinkerton would never do. 

How her brother would have crowed. I’m close enough to taste 
it, Ian.

She shouldered her purse more securely and marched into the 
Thumb’s Corner Café. A quick scan of the tables netted no solitary, 
literary types. 

“Hello,” she said to the teen boy behind the counter. “I’m sup-
posed to meet someone here. Her name is Agnes Wharton.”

“Haven’t had anyone but regulars today ’cept one woman with 
a braid.”

Her breath hitched. “That’s her. Where is she?”
“I don’t know. She came in and asked for a bowl of water about 

ten minutes ago and then left. Hasn’t been back.”
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Fetching Sweetness 11

“Great, thanks…” Stephanie suddenly stopped. “A bowl of water? 
For what?”

He shrugged. She was already pushing back outside. “Never 
mind. Thank you.” 

The July sunlight in this rugged part of the world dazzled her 
eyes. She slipped off her silk blazer, beginning to wish she’d worn a 
skirt instead of her dress slacks. At least her pumps were low heeled. 

Bowl of water? Stephanie sped along the sidewalk toward the 
only vehicle she saw, an old Chevy Suburban parked one block 
down, with the passenger door open. 

Stephanie stopped alongside it when she noticed the overturned 
bowl and the stain of spilled water drying rapidly on the sidewalk. 
There was no one in the car. On the floor of the front passenger seat 
was a bag with a loaf of bread sticking out of the top. The front seat 
was crammed with plastic bags stuffed with recently purchased bat-
teries, bags of flour, toothpaste and dental floss, a carton of copier 
paper, and three scattered white rose petals. The backseat had a 
blanket spread over it and an old cardboard box on the floor, the 
perfect size to hold a neatly typed manuscript. 

Delicious tension spiraled through her body. “You don’t sup-
pose…” she whispered, reaching for the cardboard box. Was she 
inches away from the sequel to Sea Comes Knocking? Her fingers 
went icy.

She was startled when a woman ran out of the clustered trees. 
A silvered braid, intense brown eyes. Agnes Wharton. It could be 
no one else. 

Stephanie beamed, feeling like a starstruck teen. “Ms. Wharton, 
I’m Stephanie Pink from the Klein and Gregory Agency. I’m so…”

The woman ran past her, slammed the passenger car door, and 
raced to the driver’s side. 

“Ms. Wharton,” Stephanie called. “I’m—” She was about to 
launch into her introduction for the second time, but Wharton 
leaped into the driver’s seat and gunned the engine. 
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“Wait,” Stephanie said, waving her arms. “I’m here to meet with 
you. You can’t just drive off.”

Wharton jammed the car into gear. 
The old Stephanie, the one who drove over wedding cakes, 

sprang in front of the car and whacked her palms on the hot metal 
of the hood.

“Stop!” she yelled. “I’m trying to talk to you.” 
Wharton jerked as if she hadn’t before noticed the sweating, 

well-dressed woman sprawled on the hood of her Suburban. 
She honked the horn, which made Stephanie jump. 

“Get in, or I’ll run you over.” 
Stephanie thought it over for millisecond. Agnes Wharton was 

clearly nuts. Then again, all writers were a little nuts, and this par-
ticular nut held the keys to Stephanie’s future. One second ticked 
by. Two. Hauling open the door, Stephanie hurtled onto the pas-
senger seat. 

5

Rhett Hastings opened one eye and rubbed the shoulder he’d 
bruised trying to force the trailer door closed that morning. It had 
been a Herculean effort to park the 1953 Lighthouse Travel Trailer 
in the first open space he saw at the Big Thumb Campground. He 
hadn’t even hooked the behemoth up to electrical or water. He’d 
simply unhitched his truck and crawled into the trailer. Sprawled 
on the musty living room sofa, he’d mumbled an awkward prayer 
that he was doing what God commanded and not simply making 
the most colossal mistake of his life, and then he’d fallen asleep until 
nearly dinnertime on Tuesday. 

When he finally swam his way fully into consciousness, he sat up. 
The sunlight that had streamed in through the window all day left 
the trailer oven temperature. Sweat dampened his brown hair into 
those curls that annoyed him. He reached for his phone to text the 
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Fetching Sweetness 13

guy who would come and give him a two-hundred-dollar haircut. 
Then he remembered. You don’t live that life anymore, Rhett. 

Right. Shoving his fingers through his hair did not improve his 
look, nor did the stubble of beard on his unshaven chin. He felt the 
thrill of something again in his stomach, and he wasn’t sure if it was 
fear or exhilaration. Didn’t matter. He was way past the penny or 
pound stage. God had directed him to this hulk of a trailer, which 
was the symbol of the way forward, the rusting, unwieldy bridge to 
a new life for Karen. Unless He hadn’t, and it wasn’t, and Rhett was 
delusional. It was a possibility.

The trailer needed major renovations. The thing had already 
been on the rickety side two decades ago when he and his sister had 
lived in it. The paneling was water damaged, and he had a feeling 
the entire ceiling in the upper level bedrooms needed to be replaced. 
As he paced a few steps and tried to get the kinks out of his six-foot-
three frame, he noticed a soft spot in the hallway between the living 
room and the kitchen near the bathroom.

In days gone by, Rhett had been tolerable at helping his Uncle 
Mel fix up the old trailer, but replacing a ceiling and floor might take 
some research. He didn’t stew about it. A couple of YouTube videos, 
and he was sure he’d be up to speed on the how-to. He rummaged 
through the kitchen cupboards until he found the meager supplies 
he’d purchased the day before. Dried Turkish apricots and Marcona 
almonds would have to do until he got the power up and running—
if he even bothered. One day to get the tire replaced and the door 
fixed, he figured, and then back on the road. He had a deadline, after 
all. Schedule, deadline, plan. The words soothed him. 

Something flashed by the window, a blur of white. He opened 
the door to investigate, but he saw nothing except for a thick forest 
of shrubs. A squirrel chattered from an old tree stump. He chewed 
a couple of apricots. Now that he was fully alert, he saw he’d man-
aged to select a pretty isolated camping spot. Down to the left, a 
trickle of water, which was probably closer to a river in the winter, 
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burbled weakly. The ground was covered by pine needles, and the 
little camp store and pool were so far away he could not even hear 
the chatter of summer visitors getting in that last swim of the day. If 
there were any visitors. Big Thumb was not exactly a tourist mecca. 
He wouldn’t have stopped either if he wasn’t exhausted, emotion-
ally and physically. 

He heard his Uncle Mel repeat in that quiet way of his. “Rhett, 
you sure about this?”

“No,” he’d said, “but I think God is.” Uncle Mel probably 
thought he’d lost his mind. At odd moments, Rhett feared that his 
uncle was right. 

The sound of a car engine caught his attention. Someone was 
completely ignoring the five-mile-per-hour campground speed 
limit. He stepped out on the metal porch of the trailer, which 
groaned under his weight. A Suburban pelted into view, coming 
to such a sudden stop that it skidded for a few feet on the pine nee-
dle carpet. 

Two women got out, one older, braid flapping; the other 
younger, too well dressed for camping or Big Thumb in general. To 
his utter astonishment, they both raced into the thicket of bushes, 
leaving the car doors flung open. 

He waited a moment to be sure they weren’t dealing with 
nature’s call or some such thing, but when he heard them hollering 
something he couldn’t make out, he hopped off the step and headed 
toward the thicket. He reached it just as the younger girl emerged, 
her chic twist of dark hair mussed and a rip in the knee of her pants, 
panic written on her face.

“What’s—” he started. 
Her dark eyes were wild. “Big dog. White.”

“How—”
“Find him!” she shrieked. 
Rhett was a man who rarely took orders from anyone, a ten-

dency noted on multiple occasions in his school records. This time, 
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Fetching Sweetness 15

the escalating hysteria in her voice caused him to comply, more 
out of curiosity than altruism. Something about the frantic woman 
intrigued him. Pushing through the branches, he searched. 

“Hey, doggie. Come on out here, fella.” 
A half hour later, hot and sweating, he caught sight of the older 

lady marching grimly back to the Suburban. He followed. The 
young woman was there now too, looking even more worse for 
wear than he’d noted before. 

“Ms. Wharton,” the young woman said in a soothing tone. 
“Please try to calm down. I’ll call the police and animal control. 
We’ll find your dog. I promise. He can’t have gotten far.” 

Ms. Wharton did not appear assuaged. Rhett saw now that she 
was thin, very thin. Her brown face was webbed with lines and 
speckled with spots of sun damage.

“I’m sorry,” the young woman continued. “We’ll fix this, but can 
we conclude our business first?” She offered a smile, which Rhett 
had to admit lit her face like a beacon. Dark hair, dark eyes, porce-
lain skin.

“Your manuscript is priceless,” she said. “It would be a tragedy if 
something happened to it.”

Priceless? Now he was hooked. 
Ms. Wharton considered for a moment, her mouth working as 

if she was reciting a speech to herself. Then she stalked to the back-
seat and hauled out a cardboard box tied with a string, her hands 
clutched around it so firmly that her knuckles turned white. 

The younger woman’s eyes danced. “That’s it?” she breathed. “I 
can’t believe it. Finally.” She held out her hands, fingers trembling 
slightly. 

Ms. Wharton pulled the box tight to her chest. Her voice 
sounded low and rusty from disuse. “If you want this, you are going 
to find my dog and bring him to me.” 

“What?” the woman said, her face turning from ecstasy to puz-
zlement. “Are you saying you won’t give it to me now?”
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“Nail on the head, sweetie.”
“But Ms. Wharton—” 
She freed a hand to point one long bony finger straight at the 

young woman’s chest. “No dog, no manuscript. I’m going home. I 
hate it here.” She shot a look at Rhett. “Too many people now.” 

“Wait,” she cried as Ms. Wharton put the box back into the car 
and gunned the engine. “You can’t just drive off. How will I—”

“Find Sweetness!” Wharton shrieked. Through the open window, 
Rhett saw the spark of tears in her eyes. Dust swirled from under the 
churning tires, and then she was gone. 

It was like a moment straight out of a classic movie. The young 
woman’s mouth was open as she stared after the departing car, one 
hand frozen in the air. 

“What just happened?” she whispered. 
“Seems like she wants you to find her dog,” he said, helpfully. 
Slowly, very slowly, her gaze swiveled to him. “I feel like 

screaming.” 
He stood aside and held the trailer door open. “You can scream 

in here if you like.”
Her eyes narrowed slightly. “And what are you going to do dur-

ing the screaming?”
He was already pulling on a baseball cap to contain his irritating 

curls and walking down the road. “Find the dog,” he called.
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Two

Stephanie’s head spun as she stood there between the rusty trailer 
and the rapidly departing man. The screaming fit was tempt-
ing. She’d just been within arm’s reach of the manuscript that 

would change everything, only to have it whisked away. And now 
she was…where exactly?

She did a slow circle, ignoring the pinch from her pumps. Trees 
and shrubs surrounded the place, some sort of camp, she’d dis-
cerned. Camp. She’d never been to one, but she’d heard camps were 
places rank with nature where people intentionally banished them-
selves. In the distance she could make out the blue nylon of a tent 
and another trailer up at the top of the hill. The quiet was eerie. No 
bustle of people, no constant stream of city traffic, no smell of the 
urban life. 

In New York City there was never a still time, a silent hour where 
one could hear everything from falling leaves to the hammering of 
one’s own heart. Where were the honking taxis, the incessant hum 
of traffic? It made her uneasy, all of this lousy quiet. 

“You can salvage this, Stephanie,” she said. Swallowing hard, she 
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forced her lungs to carry on working. “Everything will be peachy 
when you find the dog.” Or maybe the man would. He looked 
hearty and hale, approachable. What dog wouldn’t come bound-
ing out of the woods to meet him? He probably had dogs lining up 
to join him in this camping business. She would just send a quick, 
vague text to Mr. Klein and tell him there’d been a teeny delay, but 
the matter was well on its way to a happy resolution. 

Panic rippled through her insides. Her purse and cell phone 
happened to be in the front seat of Agnes Wharton’s car. Her palms 
went clammy. No phone. No money. Not so much as a tissue or a 
tube of lipstick. Now she did let out a shriek, only one, but it was 
loud enough to startle two scrub jays from their perch in the trees.

The man reappeared at a run. “What happened?”
“Just a scream,” she said, through clenched teeth. “A small one.” 
“I thought you were going to do that in the trailer.”
Stephanie threw up her chin. “This is America. I can scream 

wherever I like, can’t I?”
His brown eyes widened and he broke into a full-lipped smile, 

brushing pine needles off of his sleeves. “Depends on what you’re 
screaming. You’re not allowed to yell ‘Fire!’ in a theater.” 

He looked familiar. She tried to place the brown curls that 
peeked out from under the brim of his baseball cap, the heavy lashes 
completely wasted on a man, the wide shoulders and muscular fore-
arms showing where he’d rolled up his sleeves. Had she seen him 
somewhere before? Her stomach tightened. Like on TV’s Ten Most 
Wanted or something? What better place for a serial killer to hang 
out than in Big Thumb. Don’t get crazy, Steph. “Did you find the 
dog?”

“No, but I have an idea where he’s gone.”
Was he a dog whisperer? She felt a spark of hope. “Where?”
“Hot-dog roast today. Can’t you smell it?”
Her nose twitched. “Um, yes, as a matter of fact.” 

“Wouldn’t you make a beeline for a bunch of hot dogs?”
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“I’d try to think it over first,” fibbed the women with her lead foot 
perpetually on the gas pedal of life. 

“Guess you’re not a dog.” 
“How astute.” She regretted the barb. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a very 

bad day so far. Let’s start again. My name is Stephanie Pink.”
“Rhett Hastings.”
They shook hands. She’d expected his palms to be hardened 

and calloused, but they were remarkably smooth. Suspicious. “If 
you would please show me where the hot dogs are, I’ll go try to find 
Sweetness myself. I’m sure you’ve got other things to do.” 

He shrugged. “What was that cardboard box thing all about?”
“Ms. Wharton and I have a business deal, and she just welched 

on it.”
“Written contract? Any legal recourse?” 
She started, not expecting business savvy from camper man. 

“No. My literary agency handled her previous book fifteen years 
ago, and we’d made a verbal arrangement to do the same for this 
one, but Sweetness took off after a squirrel just before I arrived and 
now the whole deal is off until I find her dog.”

“That’s…unusual.”
“You have no idea,” she said as they made their way along a gravel 

path. She stumbled on the uneven ground, and he offered her an 
elbow. She didn’t want to take it, but the sooner they ended the 
debacle, the better. If he was a serial killer, he wasn’t going to mur-
der her within sight of a cookout. She took his arm, strong and solid, 
and they made their way along the path until they reached a small 
clearing, where a woman wearing a green apron was rolling hot dogs 
around on a smoking grill. 

“Hello,” she called out. “My, you didn’t have to dress up fancy. 
It’s just a barbecue.”

Stephanie sighed. “I’m looking for a dog.”
“Plenty of those around here,” she said. Sliding a hot dog in a 

bun, she handed it to Rhett, but he waved it away. 
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“Dog’s a runaway. Just bolted today,” Rhett said. “It’s…” He 
turned to Stephanie. “What does the dog look like anyway? I only 
saw a streak of white.”

Stephanie shrugged. “Big and fast. I don’t know much about 
dogs. I’m more of a goldfish person.”

The hot dog lady pointed with the spatula. “Either of those fit 
the bill?”

Two dogs sniffed around the picnic tables, one, a slender white 
dog with piles of fluffy hair, and the other, a massive off-white crit-
ter with a few scattered brown patches. Fluffy dog pranced around 
energetically, while the other loped, stub of a tail wagging and quiv-
ering nose the size of an eight ball. Each eye was ringed by a darker 
patch that made him look as though he’d been decorated by a pre-
schooler wielding a magic marker. Roaming closer to the grill, a riv-
ulet of drool dribbled from its fleshy lips. 

“Gross,” Stephanie said. 
“Does Sweetness have spots?” Rhett said offering the dog a pat. 
“I don’t know,” she said helplessly. “Don’t they have name tags?”
“Nope, but they have collars,” the lady behind the grill said. 

“Mostly when we have dogs show up they belong to someone in 
camp, but I haven’t seen these guys before.” 

The larger dog lifted his hind leg and let loose with a stream of 
pee on a nearby log. Stephanie jerked away just in time to avoid the 
overspray. Disgusting. “I’m sure that smaller one is Sweetness,” she 
said. “It looks well-groomed and…respectable.” 

Rhett handed Stephanie a hot dog. “What gives you that impres-
sion? Is it wearing a necktie?”

She ignored the jibe. Taking the grilled hot dog, she broke it in 
half. “There’s only one way to find out.” She bent down on one knee. 

“Come here, Sweetness.” 
Instantaneously, both dogs were at her side, accepting their 

treats. Rhett and the hot dog lady laughed. 
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“Guess you’ll have to take both of them,” he said. He was enjoy-
ing her dilemma. 

“Fine. I’ll take them both and then return whichever one isn’t 
Sweetness after I catch up to Agnes. Don’t let them leave,” she said, 
marching toward the tiny camp store. Inside, she searched the 
shelves in vain for any kind of pet supplies. She found nothing but 
one box of dog biscuits and a length of rope. The rope would do. 

She plopped it down on the counter and scrabbled through the 
change in her pockets. Her face flushed hot, she came up with only 
a dollar and forty cents left over from her last airport latte. “I’m so 
sorry. I’ve lost my purse,” she blurted to the teen behind the regis-
ter. “Is there any way I can give you an IOU?”

The boy raised an eyebrow. “For a three-dollar package of rope?” 
He waved a hand. “Never mind. I’ll cover it for you. Take it.”

“There is no way I’m letting you pay for me.” 
He shrugged. “It’s no problem. I’m getting nine dollars an hour.”
She had sunk to the point where she was sponging off a kid earn-

ing minimum wage? “Look.” She plopped down her money. “Just 
give me a dollar and forty cents worth of rope, okay?”

“But how will I—”
“Estimate!” she snapped. 
He gave her a look indicating he’d just realized she’d escaped 

from a mental institution. “Oookaaaay,” he said, snipping approx-
imately four yards of rope and cutting that into two equal pieces at 
her direction. She slapped the money down. “Here you go. Thank 
you. I’m so sorry. In my real life I’m very organized and not at all the 
scatterbrained person I appear to be at this moment.”

He stood transfixed by her stream of babble. 
Slinking out the door, she handed Rhett the ropes. “Can you 

please tie them up?”
“Why don’t you do it?”
“I’m not skilled with dogs.” 
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“Somehow I sensed that.” He bent to examine the dogs. “Well, 
they both have collars and no tags, so I’ll slip the rope on through.” 
He handed the ends to Stephanie, the proud owner of two 
canines. Two dogs, one man, and the hot dog lady all looked at her 
expectantly. 

“Now what?” Rhett said. 
“Now,” came an angry voice from behind them, “you’re going to 

give me back my dog!”

5

Rhett swiveled to face a large bald guy with a fishing pole in 
one hand and a bucket in the other. A salt and pepper mustache 
bristled on his upper lip. Because Stephanie seemed to be immo-
bilized, clutching the makeshift leashes and staring, Rhett decided 
to pinch-hit. 

“Hello. I’m Rhett Hastings, and this is Stephanie Pink.”
“And that’s my dog,” the guy said. “What are you doing with her?”
“Oh, it’s a her?” Stephanie managed. 
The man quirked a caterpillar eyebrow. “Yeah,” he drawled out. 

“I raised her from a pup, so I’d like to know what you think you’re 
doing tying her up.”

“Easy, Joe,” the hot dog woman said. “They thought she was a 
stray. They’re looking for their lost dog.”

He squinched up his eyes. “And you can’t recognize your own 
animal?”

Stephanie sighed wearily. “It’s a long story. I apologize. Which 
one is yours?”

“Cindy, come here,” Joe said. The fluffy, respectable-looking dog 
trotted away, pulling the rope from Stephanie’s hand.

Rhett caught Stephanie’s look of dismay. Goodbye, respectable. 
Hello, big galoot. He tried to remember the last time he’d been so 
amused. 
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Joe untied the rope and handed it to Rhett. 
“You should know your own dog,” Joe said gruffly. “What breed 

is he anyway?” Joe gave him the once-over and Rhett, Joe, and the 
hot dog lady offered their opinion at exactly the same moment. 

“Great Pyrenees?” said the hot dog lady. 
“Sheepdog?” offered Rhett. 
“Mastiff?” mused Joe.
“Who cares?” Stephanie said wearily. 
Joe shot her a look. 

“Uh, sorry about the mix-up, Joe,” Rhett said. “Man, that’s a 
sweet looking trout in your bucket. Must be a good twenty inches.”

Joe shrugged, but Rhett could tell he was pleased. “Yeah. You 
should have seen the one I got yesterday. Twenty-five, easy.”

“What are you using for bait?”
What followed was a ten-minute discussion about fishing, a sub-

ject Rhett had not entertained for a solid two decades, nor did he 
particularly care about. The small talk was a means to an end. He 
and Joe parted with a friendly wave. He turned to find Stephanie sit-
ting on a stump with her elbow propped on her knee and her chin 
in her hand. The dog, which Rhett now realized was enormous—
probably close to a hundred pounds—was giving the ground a thor-
ough sniffing. Every once in a while he would try to lick her hand, 
which she snatched away out of reach. He settled for rolling on his 
back, steeping himself in whatever scent he’d particularly enjoyed. 

Stephanie appeared lost in her thoughts, oblivious to the rip in 
the knee of her pants and a tear in the other, which revealed a scratch 
on her toned calf. 

When again offered food, he declined the hot dog, but helped 
himself to some baked beans, enjoying the breeze that puffed along 
through the pines, cooling his overheated skin. He’d been in air-
conditioned high-rises for so many years he’d forgotten how to be 
hot or cold or anything in between. Funny. The tangy beans made 
every taste bud in his mouth stand up and yodel.  The personal chef 

Fetching Sweetness.indd   23 5/4/16   3:29 PM

Copyrighted material 



Dana Mentink24

who had cooked his meals had changed his palate the way the tem-
perature-controlled environment had altered his body’s thermostat. 
Canned beans? Good sense returned as he considered what artifi-
cial ingredients he might be ingesting, and he put the bowl down.

Rhett wasn’t entirely sure what to do regarding the puzzling 
woman and her newfound dog. Uncertainty was a novel feeling also. 
He fetched her a hot dog.

She blinked, coming back to reality as she accepted the offering 
and took a hearty bite.“Thank you. I’m starving. Don’t you want 
one?”

“I don’t eat hot dogs.”
“Why not?”
“They’re not to my taste. Not healthy, anyway.” 
“My grandfather lived to be one hundred and two, and he ate a 

hot dog every day of his life.” 
“Statistical aberration. Do you want me to hold the rope while 

you eat?”
She handed it over. Sweetness righted himself and Rhett 

scratched the dog behind the ears. The animal flipped over again, 
offering his fuzzy stomach, his long legs bicycling through the air. 
Stephanie moved out of range, staring. 

“Maybe that’s not really Sweetness,” she said. “Maybe it’s just 
some random stray.”

“He’s big.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And he’s got lots of white parts.”
“I can see that.” 
“And he did show up here in the campground just as you were 

looking for a specimen matching his description.”
She looked unconvinced.

“There’s a letter embroidered on his collar.”
“Let me guess, an S?”
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“Hard to say. It’s sort of worn away. Could be a B or it could be 
an S.”

“Even if it is an S, it could stand for anything. Spot, Scruffy, 
Spencer.”

“Spencer?”
She started. “It’s a name stuck in my memory.” 

“A pet?”
“No, but he was a dog, for sure.”
Judging by the look on her face, Spencer had done more misbe-

having than chasing after squirrels. Rhett wasn’t about to dig into 
that particular can of wigglers. “Why don’t you try calling Sweet-
ness without the hot dog incentive to see if he recognizes his name?”

“Right. That’s a good idea.” She put down her snack and walked 
a good ten feet away. The dog eyed her from his upside-down posi-
tion. “Sweetness?” she called in a soft voice. 

The dog rolled over, sprang to his feet, and careened over to her 
so fast his paws roiled up two columns of dust. She stepped back 
in alarm. Sweetness reared up and put his paws on her jacketed 
shoulders. Having finally got the well-dressed lady right where he 
wanted her, he began to lick her face with energetic swipes of his 
enormous tongue. 

She made a gurgling sound, threw up her hands, squealed, and 
thrashed until Rhett finally grabbed the end of the rope and pulled 
the dog away. He couldn’t help laughing. 

“It’s very rude to laugh, you know,” Stephanie said. 
Rhett mumbled an apology. 
Satisfied with his performance, Sweetness meandered toward 

the shrubbery to pee on selected branches. 
Stephanie wiped the drool off her face with the back of her hand 

and looked at the dog with disgust.
“Congratulations,” Rhett said. “You really did find Sweetness.”
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Three

Rhett walked back to his trailer, Stephanie stumbling along on 
her impractical heels. Amusement aside, he wasn’t quite sure 
what her plans were, but his were clear. Fix the trailer and 

head out as quickly as possible. The entertainment had been great, 
but it was over. 

When they arrived at the campsite, he located a bowl from the 
kitchen cupboard and offered the dog some water, which he drank 
in messy canine fashion. He handed Stephanie a bottle. She glugged 
it with more enthusiasm than he would have thought. 

“Where do you have to deliver the dog?” he said. 
“Eagle Cliff, Washington,” she rattled off. 
“Where’s that?”
“In Washington. The state, not the district.” 
“So I gathered. What part?”
“I don’t know. Someplace rural.” 
“Is there an airport nearby?” Rhett flashed on his sweet little 

Cessna parked in a hangar back in the Bay Area, all sleek metal and 
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sandalwood with leather seats. He had a sudden craving to fly her 
again. Blinking, he refocused. “Maybe you could fly him.”

She stared at the dog, as if mentally measuring his impressive 
girth. “How much does it cost to fly a dog this size?”

Sweetness took that moment to gasp and hack. Ten seconds later 
he vomited his hot dog onto the ground. 

Stephanie blanched. “Never mind. I’ll pay whatever it takes to 
get this over with.”

Rhett retrieved his laptop and used the truck bed as a table to 
power it on and do a quick search. “Eagle Cliff. Are you sure that’s 
the right place?”

“Agnes Wharton corresponds only through snail mail if you 
can believe it, and her address is 1 Eagle Cliff Road, Eagle Cliff, 
Washington.”

“Hmm. Well, you’re not going to fly Sweetness there. It’s pretty 
remote. No airport close by.” He squinted at the aerial photograph. 

“Not much of anything close by, as a matter of fact.. It’s just moun-
tains. Are you sure?”

Her serrated look stopped him. She was sure. “Anyway, you’re 
better off driving.”

“I can’t,” she moaned. 
“Why not?”
Her fingers toyed with the empty water bottle. “I sort of tempo-

rarily lost my driver’s license.”
“Ah.”  
“I wasn’t driving drunk,” she said with some pique.
He held up his palms. “Hey, I’ve got plenty of sins on my own 

plate.”
“I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea. There was no alco-

hol involved. I don’t drink. It was more a matter of, er, rage-induced 
recklessness.” 

“Something to do with Spencer?”
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