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			To Victoria

		

	
		
			ONE



			We blasted out of bayou country, Bernie behind the wheel, me in the shotgun seat. Our ride’s a real old Porsche, the oldest we’ve had in our whole career. The last one got blown up; the one before that went off a cliff. And who can remember the one before that? Not me, amigo, except for how loud train whistles turn out to be from up real close. The point is, old Porsches are how we roll at the Little Detective Agency, just one of the things that makes us so successful, leaving out the finances part, where we’ve run into some hiccups I won’t go into now. And don’t get me started on hiccups, which is the annoying thing about them, namely that you can’t stop. What else do you need to know? Bernie’s last name is Little, which is how come we’re the Little Detective Agency. I’m Chet, pure and simple.

			We came to a crossroads with a roadhouse on one corner. Bernie slowed down and read the sign: “Ti-Pierre’s Cajun BBQ.” No surprise there: for some time now, barbecue had been in the air, impossible to miss. Bernie tilted up his face—no need to describe his face, the best human face in the world—and took a sniff. “I can almost smell it,” he said. Yes, the best human face, not at all like those tiny-nosed human faces you see so often. Bernie had a nose that looked capable of doing big things. So why didn’t it? I turned to him, gave that nose a good long look. He gave me a good long look back.

			“What’s on your mind, big guy?” he said. Then he smiled. “I got it—you’re up for one last taste of the local grub before we head for home.”

			No! That wasn’t it at all! Bernie laughed and gave me a nice pat, scratched the spot between my ears where I can’t get to. And just like that, one last taste of the local grub was all alone in my mind, whatever had been there before completely gone. I couldn’t have been happier, which is how I like to operate.

			We pulled into the parking lot at Ti-Pierre’s Cajun BBQ. I was just noticing all the bikes in the lot, the big kind that bikers like, when the phone buzzed. Bernie hit speaker.

			“Bernie? You called?” Hey! It was Suzie. Hadn’t heard her voice in way too long, although it usually sounded warmer than this. Suzie had been Bernie’s girlfriend, back when she’d worked for the Valley Tribune, the Valley being where we lived—maybe in Arizona, a detail I’d picked up quite recently—but then she’d gone away to take a job with the Washington Post, a no-brainer Bernie said.

			“I, um, ah,” Bernie said. “Sorry.”

			“You’re saying you’re sorry?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“For what?”

			“For what didn’t happen,” Bernie said. For what didn’t happen? This was hard to follow. My mind wandered to a morning not long ago when Suzie had arrived suddenly at the houseboat where Bernie and I had stayed while working the Ralph Boutette case and found Vannah on board. Vannah: a story for another time, but I should probably mention that tiny bikini and how the straps kept slipping no matter what she did. My mind wandered on to something else, namely barbecue, and when it came back, Bernie was saying, “. . . crazy to let silly misunderstandings come between us.”

			“How about serious misunderstandings?” Suzie said, her voice still pretty cold.

			“Them, too,” Bernie said.

			There was a pause, and then Suzie laughed. Soon they were both laughing. I like watching humans laugh when they’re on the phone, especially when they laugh their heads off and somehow keep the phone in place the whole time. As for what this conversation was about, you tell me. It went on for some time, and then I put my paw on Bernie’s knee, just reminding him about what we were here for, namely barbecue.

			Bernie glanced at me. “I’ve got a feeling Chet’s hungry,” he said.

			“That’ll be with a capital H,” Suzie said, losing me completely. But maybe not Bernie. He laughed again. What fun we were all having! I pressed a little harder with my paw.

			“So,” Bernie said.

			“So,” said Suzie. After that came a long pause. Then she went on. “What’s next?”

			“Headed home,” Bernie said.

			“Happy trails,” said Suzie.

			• • •

We hopped out of the Porsche—me actually hopping, Bernie using the door—and walked toward Ti-Pierre’s Cajun BBQ. They had a deck on one side, so that was where we headed, restaurant decks usually being pretty welcoming to me and my kind. We took the last empty table—all the others occupied by biker guys and gals—and Bernie ordered: beer for him, water for me, ribs and brisket to share. A biker at the next table leaned toward us.

			“That your Porsche out there?”

			Bernie nodded. I’d been about to lie down in the shade under the table; instead I sat up nice and straight.

			The biker leaned a little closer, one of those dudes with a neck thicker than his head, not a look that shows humans at their best, in my opinion. “Piece of crap,” he said. He had the most interesting breath I’d smelled in a long time, a rich mix of onions, garlic, pulled pork, whiskey, pot, cocaine, rotten teeth, and strawberry ice cream.

			“This is America,” Bernie said. “You’re welcome to your opinion.”

			The biker dude turned to the biker gal beside him. Hey! She had the same kind of neck, thicker than her head. Had I ever seen that on a woman before? I was trying to remember when the biker dude spoke in a high little voice. “You’re welcome to your opinion.” The biker gal thought that was funny. So did a bunch of the other bikers, all of them now looking our way. “My point exactly, pretty boy,” the biker said, now back to his normal voice, rough and loud. “This. Is. America.”

			Pretty boy? Was he agreeing with me that Bernie had the best face in the world? I went back and forth on that. Meanwhile, the biker dude was saying, “Your piece of crap ride ain’t American. Makin’ you a traitor, as well as a sexual deviator.”

			It got very quiet out on the deck at Ti-Pierre’s Cajun BBQ, so when Bernie spoke every word was clear. “You’re embarrassing yourself,” he said.

			It got even quieter. I heard the sounds of chairs being pushed back a bit and feet getting gathered underneath dudes, dudes maybe planning to rise in a hurry.

			The thick-necked biker’s face was real red now and his nostrils had opened up a surprising amount, reminding me of a bull I came across once in a corral I’d regretted entering almost immediately. “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll give you a choice. I can either beat the shit outta you here and now—”

			“Yeah, do that, Ferdie,” called someone from another table.

			“—or you can put those airy-fairy wheels of yours up against me and my Harley, say from here to the Pont Greve Bridge and back.” He took out a fat wad, counted out some bills, and slapped them on our table. “A thousand bucks says you lose.”

			Another biker dropped in more money. “Make that two grand.”

			And one more biker. “Three.”

			Meaning there was a serious pile of money on the table, how much exactly I’ll leave to you, since I don’t go past two. I had the feeling that we hadn’t walked away with a whole lot of green on the Ralph Boutette case, although the details wouldn’t come. Something about emergency car repairs? Maybe. But none of that mattered now. All that mattered was us latching on to that pile of money.

			Bernie leaned back in his chair, looking real relaxed, unlike everyone else on the deck. But that was Bernie! “I’m mighty tempted, Ferdie,” he said. “But you’re too drunk to drive.”

			There’s a kind of silent excitement that can spread quickly through a group of humans. It’s got some sweat in it, the sour kind, plus a funky part, male and female. I smelled it now, and the fur on the back of my neck rose up. Ferdie got to his feet, and I smelled one more thing: he had a gun in his pocket, recently fired.

			Ferdie—even huger than I’d thought, now that I saw him upright—gazed down at Bernie like he hated him, which made no sense since they’d hardly even met. “Willing to bet I’m too drunk to beat you to a pulp?” he said.

			Bernie got a distant look in his eyes, the way he does when he’s doing his deepest thinking.

			“Yellow, huh?” said Ferdie, which I didn’t get at all, Bernie’s skin being tanned and a bit reddish if anything.

			“It’s more the syntax,” he said.

			“Huh?”

			“A little tricky, took me a moment,” Bernie said. “But sure, I’m on. Although why don’t I just take the money and spare you the pain?”

			Ferdie roared. More bull than man, but the sound didn’t scare me. I’d seen enough fighting—and done plenty myself—to know that when it came to humans, the silent ones are the most dangerous. Did Ferdie flip the table right onto Bernie and come swarming in, throwing heavy roundhouses with his huge arms? Possibly, but I was on my own feet now and facing away from the action, setting up a friendly little boundary, just making it easier for everybody. From behind I heard a thump thump, and maybe one more thump, Ferdie still pounding away, and then came a brief pause followed by a snap that reminded me of wishbones on Thanksgiving—my favorite holiday, but no time to go into that now—only much louder, and right after that there was a horrible cry of . . . how to put it? Agony? Not Bernie’s of course, but it really did scare me just the same.

			I turned. Bernie was on his feet—the money already tucked into the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt—setting the table back up in the proper way. Ferdie lay on the floor kind of . . . how to put it? Writhing? That was as close as I could get. His arm was at an angle you never see. Just the sight of it made a big bearded biker a few tables back puke all over a paper plate stacked with cornbread. I came close to losing my appetite, and in that moment of not concentrating on my job, almost missed Ferdie’s biker gal—the one with the thick neck, even thicker than his, I now saw: what a time we were having!—whipping a little pink-handled gun out from under her bra. Luckily for me—and I’ve had so much luck in my life, starting with flunking out of K-9 school on the very last day, which was how I met Bernie—I can go from just standing around to flying through the air in no time flat, always the best time there is. The next thing I knew I had that little pink popgun in my mouth and the thick-necked biker gal was holding her wrist and calling me names I’m sure she didn’t mean.

			“Nice work, big guy,” Bernie said, taking the gun. A breeze sprang up behind me and after hardly another moment went by, I realized it was my own tail in action. Was I cooking or what?

			Bernie held up the gun in a delicate kind of way between his finger and thumb. “Any objection to me confiscating this? Wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

			Judging from the looks on their faces, that didn’t go over too well with the bikers. They seemed to be closing in, a dude with one of those teardrop tattoos, like he was always feeling sad, drawing a throwing knife from behind his back.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Bernie said, his eyes on no one in particular. “I’m making a big fuss about nothing. No way such a pipsqueaky thing could be accurate. You’re probably right, but . . .” Bernie’s grip on the gun changed a bit: still kind of loose but now his finger was on the trigger. Crack went the gun, but in a very small way. Then came a clang, and the throwing knife got knocked right out of the teardrop dude’s hand and fell to the floor. “Gracious me,” Bernie said. He stared at the pink-handled gun like he was amazed, then dropped it into his pocket.

			Things settled down after that. In fact, it turned out the bikers all had somewhere else to be. By the time the waiter appeared with our order, we had the deck to ourselves.

			“Where the hell did everybody go?” the waiter said.

			“No one takes time to smell the roses anymore,” Bernie told him.

			Roses? None around that I knew of, and you can trust me on that kind of thing. But the smell of Ti-Pierre’s Cajun BBQ was overpowering. The waiter laid a paper plate of brisket at my feet, and I have no memories from that moment until Bernie and I were back in the car.

			He opened the glove box, popped the little pink-handled gun inside, which was where we normally kept the .38 Special, now on the bottom of the sea for reasons I won’t go into. Bernie cranked us up, drove out of the lot and into the crossroads, started to turn, and then stopped. He took his hands off the wheel. There was no traffic, but stopping in the middle of the road? Not our usual MO.

			Bernie looked my way. “Left is west, Chet. West and home. We’re westerners, you and me.” I was just finding that out now? It sounded important. “But there’s a tide in the affairs of men.” This was getting complicated. I started to pant a bit. Bernie’s hands settled on the wheel. “And east is Suzie.”

		

	
		
			TWO



			It’s a big country, Chet,” Bernie said. “Last, best hope.”

			I looked out from the shotgun seat. Yes, big country was zipping past, this part hilly and so green, compared to back home. As for hopes, I had none at the moment: everything was perfect just how it was. The sun went down and the land darkened from the bottom up until all I could see was a mountaintop off to one side, glowing deep orange.

			“Lookout Mountain, big guy,” Bernie said. “Battle Above the Clouds, Grant versus Bragg. Littles fought on both sides. Military family, going way back. Kind of shapes your outlook on life, curse and a blessing. Suppose we’d been, I don’t know, pharmacists, say, or shoemakers.”

			I loved when Bernie went on like this! Shoemakers, was that it? I checked Bernie’s feet. He was wearing flip-flops. I felt in the picture, but totally. Not long after that, we pulled into a truck stop, had a little snack—kibble for me, tacos for Bernie. Then came a wonderful warm wave of relaxation flowing right through my body, and when that happens, my eyelids get heavy. And after that, what can you do? Clouds came rolling in. I was safe and sound above them. From time to time Bernie’s voice drifted in through the clouds, Bernie speaking the way he does when he’s thinking out loud. “Should we call ahead?” he said. And then after a while, “. . . but surprises are nice—don’t women like surprises?” I shifted around, got even more comfortable, hard to imagine how that was possible. Whatever this was, Bernie would work it out. He was the best out-loud thinker I knew. The worst was a perp name of Joe Don “Einstein” Wargle Jr., whose last out-loud thought that I heard was: “If I jump out this here window, you suckers’ll never catch me.”

			Meanwhile, Bernie had gone quiet. Somehow I got my eyes open long enough to check on him. And what do you know? He was in dreamland.

			• • •

The next time I opened my eyes, the sky was just starting to lighten in a milky sort of way, too soon for telling whether it was clear or cloudy, and we were on the road. I looked across at Bernie. Sometimes I think you only see humans the way they really are from the side. Actually, I’d never thought that before and wished I hadn’t now. I mean, what comes next? All I knew was I really liked Bernie’s face from the side; and the front, of course, goes without mentioning. As for what I could see? First, Bernie was real tired, his face pale except for dark patches under his eyes. Second, the eyes themselves were intense, like Bernie was wired about something. I sat right up. When Bernie’s wired, I’m wired.

			He glanced over at me. “Sleeve of care all knitted back up, big guy?” he said, pretty much losing me from the get-go. I checked the sleeves of his shirt, saw nothing unusual. He was wearing the same Hawaiian shirt he’d had on the day before, the one with the drinking fish pattern—all these fish bellied up to a bar, smoking and drinking, not my favorite when it comes to Bernie’s Hawaiian shirts. I looked out instead, saw we were on a freeway with lots of lanes, all those lanes clogged in both directions.

			“Our government on the way to work,” Bernie said. “Kinda wish they wouldn’t bother.”

			Uh-oh. What could we do about that? There were so many of them. We climbed a long hill, and on the other side a big city appeared, maybe not as big as the Valley, but the river in this city had water in it and ours didn’t. “Foggy Bottom,” Bernie said. “Where they keep the levers of power. Wouldn’t mind seeing one of those levers someday, let alone getting my hands on it.”

			Kind of a puzzler: what about that time we got stuck in a ditch and Bernie said, “I’ll just use this branch to lever us out.” He had his hands on a lever that day, no doubt about it, and the fact that the branch had snapped in two and we ended up calling in the wrecker and giving him all our cash and the dude was still grumbling didn’t change that. Also, there was no fog I could see now; the sky had turned nice and blue. I made a mental note to drag the very next fallen branch that came along over to Bernie. Then he’d say, “Levers of power, just what I’ve been looking for. Thanks, big guy!” The day was off to a good start. We crossed a bridge over the river, a white-domed building on the far side. “Jefferson Memorial,” Bernie said, and then surprised me by leaning out his window toward the white-domed building and calling, “Come back to life!”

			We’ve had this type of long road trip before, a long road trip where Bernie gets a bit hard to follow after a while. Those road trips always ended well in my memory, just like everything with Bernie. My mind moved on to thoughts of breakfast. But no one ever comes back to life, practically the first thing you learn in a job like mine; although I can think of an exception, which maybe we’ll get to later. But all the other times a new smell starts up right away and no matter what the EMTs do—and I’ve seen them try and try—there’s no going back. Turned out I had a hope after all: I hoped Bernie wouldn’t be too disappointed when whoever he wanted to come back to life did not.

			• • •

We drove into one of those neighborhoods that was all about nice houses with space between them and no one around but landscapers. Bernie patted his pockets, reached under the seat, fumbled with some scraps of paper, squinted at a torn envelope. “Two forty-three? Is that what it says? Can’t read my own damn . . .” He checked the passing houses, slowed down, pulled over in the shade of a big tree. A taxi came by the other way, the driver pulling over on his side of the street and parking in the shade of his own big tree. The driver—a slicked-back hair dude—took a long look at a blue minivan parked farther up our side of the street and then glanced over at us. His face, not happy at the moment, looked like it was made of a few hard slabs stuck together. He steered back onto the street and drove off, leaving a faint smell of hair gel behind, a bit like the scent of bubble gum. I’d tried bubble gum once. Not food and not a chewy: I didn’t understand bubble gum at all.

			We got out of the car, approached the nearest house, a brick house with a tall hedge in front and a gated driveway on one side, the gate hanging part open. A member of the nation within the nation—as Bernie calls me and my kind—had laid his mark on one of the gateposts, forcing me to do the same. Meanwhile, Bernie had gone on ahead. I tried to hurry things along, but that’s not so easy to do. Bernie was already knocking at the front door when I caught up to him.

			“Kind of a big house,” Bernie said. “Maybe we’ve got the wrong—”

			The door opened and a woman—not Suzie—looked out. She was maybe about Suzie’s age, had red hair and green eyes—although Bernie says I can’t be trusted when it comes to colors, especially red, so don’t bother remembering this part—and wore a dark business suit. I knew right away that she was the type of woman who had a certain effect on Bernie.

			“Yes?” she said.

			“Uh,” said Bernie. “We’re, um, looking for Suzie Sanchez.”

			“Is she expecting you?”

			“Not really. It’s kind of a surprise.”

			The woman gazed at Bernie. With some humans, you can see into their eyes a bit, get a feel for what’s going on behind them. This woman was some other type. “Are you a friend?” she said.

			Bernie nodded. “I’m Bernie Little. This is Chet.”

			My tail got ready to start up, but the woman didn’t look at me. “The private detective?” she said. She looked past us. “That must be the famous Porsche.”

			“Wouldn’t know about famous,” Bernie said.

			The red-haired woman smiled, more to herself that to us, if that makes any sense.

			“Suzie mentioned you,” she said. “She’s our tenant—you’ll find her in the carriage house out back.” The door closed.

			We followed the driveway along the side of the house, past a small green lawn which a squirrel had crossed, and not long ago—

			“Chet!”

			—and came to another brick house, much smaller than the first. Bernie gave it a careful look. “Urbane?” he said, stepping up to the door. “Would that be the word?” He was on his own. I waited for the answer. Bernie froze and said, “Oh, my God! Flowers!” “Flowers” was the answer, not “urbane”? That was as far as I could take it. Meanwhile, Bernie was glancing around wildly. He spotted some yellow flowers growing in a window box, sprang over and snatched them out, then returned to the door, the flowers in one hand and a surprising amount of that moist black potting soil on his shirt. Bernie’s other hand was in knocking position when the door began to open from the inside. A lovely big smile spread across Bernie’s face and then just hung there in the strangest way when a man stepped outside. The man wore a suit, had a neatly trimmed little beard but no mustache, a look that always bothered me, no telling why, and carried a briefcase made of fine, lovely-smelling leather that aroused a funny feeling in my teeth right away, a feeling that only gnawing can satisfy, as you may or may not know. He paused, rocking back slightly on his heels. We’ve seen that before. Bernie’s a pretty big dude, and I’m not exactly a midget myself, a hundred-plus pounder, in fact, as I’d heard Bernie say more than once.

			“Ah, um,” the man said, and then his gaze settled on the flowers. “A delivery for Ms. Sanchez?”

			“Huh?” said Bernie.

			I was with him on that: the bearded dude had a strange way of talking. Much easier to understand was his smell, which was all about nervousness, and getting more so. Nothing easier to pick up in the whole wide world of smells than human ­nervousness—excepting bacon, of course, goes without mentioning, and possibly steak on the barbie, and there’s no leaving out burgers, plus those Thai ribs down at Mr. Cho’s Tex Mex Chinese Takeout and Delivery aren’t too shabby, and . . . where were we again? All I knew for sure was that my position on the front step seemed to have changed a bit, moving me closer to the briefcase. At the same time, the bearded dude was calling over his shoulder. “Suzie? A delivery for you.”

			“Coming.” That was Suzie, no doubt about it, from somewhere back in the house—meaning we’d found her, so everything had to be going smoothly.

			The bearded dude raised his voice again. “Bye, love.” Then he stepped around us—me getting in a lick of his briefcase, an all-too-quick lick, but the leather was by far the best I’d ever tasted—walked down the street, got into the blue minivan, and drove away. Bernie wasn’t smiling now, but his mouth was still open. All of a sudden, he looked like Charlie! Charlie’s Bernie’s kid back home in the Valley, where we all once lived together as one big happy family—me, Bernie, Charlie, and Leda, Leda being Bernie’s wife at the time, but now married to Malcolm, who’s real big in software, whatever that may be, and we don’t see Charlie much, except for some holidays and weekends. But no time for any of that, and I shouldn’t have even gotten started. The point is, I could now see Charlie in every feature of Bernie’s face. Okay, not the nose. Bernie’s waiting to get that slightly bent part—hardly noticeable, in my opinion—fixed after he’s sure that his fistfighting days are over, which I hope is never, on account of how much I’d miss seeing that sweet uppercut.

			Right in there somewhere, Suzie appeared. Her eyes—beautiful dark eyes that shone like the countertops in our kitchen after they’d been polished, which had been a while—widened in the way that shows a human is surprised. Cats are just the opposite, but let’s leave them out of the story if we can.

			“Bernie?” she said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were headed home.”

			“Uh, home, right,” said Bernie. “Surprise type of thing.” He thrust the flowers in her direction, then seemed to think better of it, and drew them quickly back, the heads of some of the flowers snapping off and wafting down to the floor, a black-and-white tile floor that I knew would feel nice and cool on my paws once we got inside. Wasn’t that the plan? I got a sudden feeling that things weren’t going well and started panting just the littlest bit. Bernie noticed all the scattered petals. “Maybe not my brightest idea,” he said.

			“No, no,” said Suzie. “This is wonderful! I just wish you’d called, that’s all. I would have been more . . . organized.”

			Bernie glanced back toward the street. “Is that what we’re calling it?” he said.

			“Bernie? Whoa. Is something wrong?”

			“How would I know? I’m just the delivery boy.”

			Suzie’s face changed and so did her eyes; she started to become a harder kind of Suzie. I preferred the other one. “You’re not making much sense,” she said.

			“No, love?” said Bernie.

			“Love?”

			“That’s what your guest calls you.”

			“My guest?” Suzie’s eyes shifted. “You’re talking about Eben? He’s from London, Bernie.”

			“So?”

			“So he calls everyone ‘love,’ ” Suzie said. “Like Ringo Starr.”

			Ringo Starr? Had to be some sort of perp. And not even the first Ringo perp we’d run into. Who could forget Ringo Gog­arnian, who liked to dress as a mailman and empty out people’s mailboxes and was now dressed in an orange jumpsuit? Message to Ringo Starr: heads up, buddy boy. Bernie and Suzie had gotten a bit confusing there for a moment, but now we were humming.

			“Meaning you and he aren’t . . . ?” Bernie said.

			“Aren’t what?”

			“You know.”

			“For God’s sake—he’s a source.”

			“A source of what?”

			“Information,” Suzie said. “I’m a journalist, remember? Journalists have sources.”

			“Oh,” Bernie said.

			“That’s it?” said Suzie, her voice closer to its normal self, which actually reminded me of music. “Just oh?”

			Bernie thought for a moment. Then he held out what was left of the flowers.

			“How nice,” Suzie said. “You’re giving me my own flowers.”

			Of course it was nice—Bernie always came up big in the end. As for me, I was already in the house, feeling the tiles under my paws, pleasantly cool just as I’d expected. I also seemed to be . . . how to put it? Munching? Close enough. I seemed to be munching on some of those petals that had fallen on the floor. They tasted a bit like grass, drier perhaps, but with a faint hint of lemon that was really quite pleasant. What was the name of this city again? Foggy something? I was liking it just fine.

		

	
		
			THREE



			First, we were hungry. Lucky for us, Suzie had a little kitchen at the back of her place, and soon we were chowing down: yogurt for Suzie, bacon and eggs for Bernie, bacon and kibble for me, and then a bit of bacon for Suzie, which she and I ended up sharing. So nice to see Suzie again! I’d missed her.

			After that, we were sleepy, even though it was morning. No problem for me: whatever regular hours happened to be, we don’t keep them in this business. Bernie and Suzie went upstairs to her bedroom and closed the door. I made a quick recon of the whole house—not much to it, bathroom and another small bedroom on the upstairs floor, kitchen, office, and living room down below. Then I lay by the front door and closed my eyes. Warm air, actually almost hot and much damper than the air we’ve got back home in the Valley, leaked in under the door, and with it came sounds from the street: a car going by, a truck, and a bicycle making just a faint airy whirr-whirr-whirr, very pleasant to my ears.

			A door opened, not too far away, thumped softly closed. Then came footsteps. A woman, moving away, wearing sneakers: other than that, I had no info. She stopped. Silence. There’s a silence when something’s ended. This was the other kind, when you’re still in the middle.

			I heard the soft grunt of a woman bending down or leaning forward. After that, a real faint metallic scratch, just about at the outside range of what I can hear. That scratch was followed by another, slightly louder. After that: a pause, a soft thud, like from a real small door closing, and then the footsteps came my way again. A door opened and closed. Another bicycle went by with another nice whirr-whirr-whirr.

			Everything got quiet. It was quiet upstairs, too. Quiet was the ideal sound for sleeping, but for some reason I felt restless. I got up and did a complete recon of Suzie’s place again, and then another. I was just passing her bedroom door for way more than the second time, when it opened and she tiptoed outside, buttoning up her blouse. Human tiptoeing: always something I love to see, although why they do it is a complete mystery.

			“Shh,” she said in a little whisper, making the sign Bernie and I had worked out for quiet, namely a finger across the lips. “Let him sleep, Chet—he’s so tired.” She gently took my front paws, which seem to have risen up and planted themselves on her chest, and encouraged them back down to the floor. We headed downstairs, Suzie still on tiptoes. Funny how noisy human steps could be, even with only the toes touching down. Yes, you had to feel for humans in some ways, but wasn’t it amazing how so many of them kept breezing along like they were aces?

			Downstairs in her office, Suzie checked her watch, didn’t seem to like whatever it was telling her, and began gathering up stuff real quick: phone, laptop, shoulder bag. I hung right beside her, even quicker, and for no particular reason except that it felt good. We bumped into each other a few times, and then Suzie laughed and said, “Want to ride with me, Chet? The big lunk’ll be zonked till noon.”

			What was this? Ride? I was already at the front door. The big lunk part I didn’t get at all.

			• • •

Hadn’t been in Suzie’s little yellow Beetle in way too long. Last time I’d seen it had been back in the Valley, that sad day with a U-Haul hooked on behind and Suzie on her way to her new gig—a no-brainer, Bernie said, although how did that match up with the look on his face as he’d watched her go? But now we were all back together! So everything was cool, except that all the other times I’d been in the Beetle, she’d had treats in the glove box, and now there were none. Not a scrap of food anywhere in the car, for that matter. I didn’t even need to bother digging under the seats. Suzie was the tidy type of human. The untidy types could be bothersome at times—take Nestor “Messy” Ness, for example, now on parole because no one at Northern Correctional could bear to share a cell with him—but there was also something to be said in their favor.

			We stopped at a light. “Here’s a crazy thing,” Suzie said. “I really did like getting those flowers!” She laughed. “Does that mean I need to toughen up?” Suzie turned and gave me a close look. I gave her a close look right back. She smiled. “Forgot what it’s like having you around.” Then came a nice pat, so nice I never wanted the light to change. What a weird thought, because then how would we ever . . . something or other. “We’ll have to pick up some treats along the way, won’t we?” You had to love Suzie. Did she need to toughen up? Not with me around, amigo.

			“Along the way”: had to be immediately, ASAP, stat, in a hurry, now, or even sooner. What else could it mean? But we didn’t seem to be making any stops. We hit some traffic, made a few turns, and soon a big open area appeared on one side, with lots of grass and—and what even looked like a nice swimming pool, the longest I’d ever seen, with a very tall and narrow stone tower at one end! Swim and a snack? But that was life: just when you think it can’t possibly get any better, it does. That thought was still in my mind as we drove past the stone tower and turned onto a side street, away from the water. What was going on? I studied Suzie’s face for some clue, found none.

			Lots of humans are completely unaware that you’re staring at them. You can stare at them all day if you want, which I don’t, except when it comes to Bernie, of course. Suzie wasn’t the unaware type. Her eyes shifted my way.

			“I swear sometimes, Chet, I can feel you thinking right along with me.”

			Good news. Now we’d be clearing up this snack and swim problem. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, making a tiny sound at the end. That was a sigh; we’ve got pretty much the same thing in the nation within. It means there’s a problem. Slim Jims are a primo treat, but I’m not fussy: a simple biscuit would do. Problem solved!

			“The truth is . . .” Suzie stopped, gave her head a little shake, started up again. “Bad to even say it out loud. But what if—at least for the moment—I’m in over my head?”

			I raised my eyes, saw nothing over Suzie’s head except for the roof of the Beetle. We were in the car in the usual way. No worries.

			“Can’t do this job without an ego,” Suzie went on. “At the same time, you can’t let your ego get in the way.”

			What a lovely voice Suzie had! I realized how much I’d missed it. As for what she’s just said, I was no wiser than before, maybe less. And totally cool with it!

			“Meaning,” she said, “I can’t ignore the question of why someone like Lanny Sands would want to meet me. He’s one of those insidermost insiders, the kind you can never get to . . .” Suzie pulled over, parked a few spaces away from a restaurant with sidewalk tables, all empty. She took out her notebook, flipped through the pages, her eyes going back and forth real fast. Meanwhile, a taxi was coming up the street on the other side. It stopped, and a man wearing a suit and a baseball cap got out. He went over to the restaurant, sat at one of the tables.

			“Should have known he was the ball-cap-and-suit type.” Suzie snapped her notebook shut and started to get out. I started to get out with her—no point in making her go around and open my door from the outside: I like to make things easier for everybody.

			Suzie held up her hand. “Sorry, Chet. You’ll have to stay put.”

			Stay put? Had I ever heard such a thing? Did I even understand what it meant? All I knew for sure was the doors were closed and the windows, while open enough to let in a steady flow of air, weren’t open nearly enough for what I had in mind. I was just about to start charging back and forth across the front seat and maybe doing things to the Beetle that might not be right, when Suzie glanced back at me. “Won’t be long—I promise.” Suzie has a wonderful voice, like music, if I haven’t mentioned that already. Not music like “Death Don’t Have No Mercy.” More like “If You Were Mine,” one of our favorites, mine and Bernie’s, especially when Roy Eldridge comes in with his trumpet at the end. The feeling I get, all the way through my ears to the tip of my tail and back again, and I’m sure the same thing happens with Bernie, except for the tail. Too bad Bernie didn’t have a tail. He said so himself on a day I won’t forget: Bernie, high up in a tree in our yard, taking down a hanging branch with the chainsaw. He leaned way out and said, “A tail would come in handy right now, big guy.” The moment after that, Bernie, the ladder, and the chainsaw were all in separate motion. Bernie ended up landing on the roof of Leda’s convertible—this was toward the end of their ­marriage—not a scratch on him, and the branch came down on its own with the arrival of the monsoons, so everything was cool. But the point was . . .

			While I tried, although not my very hardest, to remember the point, I found I now had my nose stuck out the partly open window on the shotgun side. A waiter was bringing coffee to Suzie and the ball-cap-and-suit guy; and not just coffee, but some sort of baked goods—goods: what a perfect name!—that reminded me of crullers. The next thing I knew, I was finding to my amazement that the window was in fact open just wide enough, if I squeezed and squeezed and—ah!

			“Oh, my God,” said the ball-cap-and-suit guy, leaning way back in his chair, hands up for protection. Protection from what? Not me, I hoped. Then I noticed I’d somehow come to a stop with one paw, or maybe two, on his foot. I got that problem fixed, and pronto.

			“Chet!” Suzie said, grabbing my collar and urging me toward her end of the table. “How did you—” She glanced over at the car. “Never mind. Sit. Be good.”

			I sat. I was good.

			“Your dog?” said the ball-cap-and-suit guy.

			“Belongs, if that’s the word, to a friend,” Suzie said.

			“Eben St. John, by any chance?”

			“No,” Suzie said. “But you know Eben, Mr. Sands?”

			“Call me Lanny. Haven’t had the pleasure of meeting him yet, but I know of him.”

			“Plus you know I know him,” Suzie said.

			Lanny Sands—if I was following this right—shrugged his shoulders. He didn’t have much going on in the way of shoulders, but he turned out to be one of those big-headed types, an interesting combo. That was life: interesting things flowing by all the time. “Lucky coincidence,” he said, taking a bite from one of the cruller-like things.

			Croissant? Was that it? With the two twisted-up ends? One of which fell off and practically bounced right up into my mouth? Still totally sitting, as anyone could plainly see, I inched his way.

			“. . . carriage house of yours?” Lanny went on, talking with his mouth full, a very cool human thing in my opinion. “I had a friend who wanted it, but you got there first.”

			“That’s why you wanted to meet me?” Suzie said.

			Lanny laughed, a few croissant crumbs getting spewed my way. They treated you right in this town.

			“And exact my revenge,” Lanny said. He laughed some more. “The truth is I’ve been following your work—you’re good.”

			“Yeah?” Suzie said. “You wanted to praise me in person?”

			“Any harm in that?”

			“Not that I can see,” Suzie said.

			Lanny looked down, started moving his silverware around. The knife clinked against his water glass with a sound that seemed strangely loud to me. “The story you did on the Neanderthal reenactors is probably my favorite,” he said.

			“Thanks,” Suzie said. “But I’d actually like to get into more serious stuff.”

			His head rose. “Such as?”

			“Politics,” Suzie said. “Isn’t that what this town is all about?”

			“After real estate,” Lanny said, polishing off the rest of his croissant in one bite—kind of a big one there, dude—and washing it down with coffee. I’d tried coffee once—actually, a paper filter full of coffee grounds—and that was enough.

			“And now that I’ve got you here,” Suzie said, taking out a device and laying it on the table.

			Lanny shook his head. “We’re off the record.”

			“Can I quote you anonymously?”

			“About what?”

			“The election.”

			“No,” Lanny said. “And the election is two years away.”

			“Meaning imminent in your world,” Suzie said.

			“My world?”

			“The inside baseball world.”

			“I’m not part of that,” Lanny said.

			“Come on,” said Suzie. “You’re the Sandman.”

			“I hate that nickname.”

			“Isn’t it a compliment? Your arrival on the scene means lights out for the opposition.”

			“That’s the cartoon version of how things work here.”

			“Then give me the grown-up take,” Suzie said. “How about these terrible poll numbers of the president’s, for example? As his childhood friend, college roommate, former campaign manager, you must have some opinion.”

			“Haven’t seen the president since last Christmas,” Lanny said. “And I no longer follow the polls. I’m retired.”

			“Aren’t you a little young for that? What do you do with all your energy?”

			“Travel. Play golf. Meet interesting people, like you. My advice is to stick to the feature stories. What’s wrong with giving the people some lighthearted relief?”

			“Nothing,” Suzie said. “What do you say specifically to these polls showing that if General Galloway is the opposition nominee, he’ll win at least thirty-nine states, with two toss-ups?”

			Lanny gazed at Suzie in a way that reminded me a bit of one of Bernie’s gazes, the kind that goes deep inside. I got a good clear view of his face: a roundish sort of face with very light-colored eyes. It showed nothing in particular, but under the table—and I always check out what’s going on under tables—one of his legs suddenly started up, going a mile a minute. Which isn’t actually that fast—we’d done two miles a minute out in the desert, and more than once. We know how to live, me and Bernie. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that Lanny’s top and bottom halves weren’t in sync. We watch for that kind of thing at the Little Detective Agency.

			“He’s not nominated yet,” Lanny said. “And our opponents have a long and happy history of shooting themselves in the foot.”

			Uh-oh. I’d seen perps do that, and more than once. Maybe this town was tougher than it looked.

			“Picking someone other than the general would be shooting themselves in the foot?” Suzie said. “Is that what you’re saying? And what kind of strategy depends on the other guy screwing up?”

			“Strategy’s beyond my grade level,” Lanny said. He raised his hand. “Check!”

			“I’ll get this,” Suzie said.

			“Nonsense,” said Lanny, paying the waiter. He rose. “Let’s stay in touch.”

			“Why?” said Suzie.

			Lanny laughed again. “You’re going places,” he said. He sat back down, lowered his voice. “In fact, if General Galloway is the nominee, I may have something for you during the campaign. As long as you don’t jump the gun.”

			“What sort of something?” Suzie said. “And what do you mean by jumping the gun?”

			“Asking premature questions, like you’re doing right now.” Lanny rose again. “How’s that landlady of yours, by the way?”

			“Lizette Carbonneau? You know her?”

			“Seen her at parties,” Lanny said. “Are she and Eben close?”

			“I don’t think they know each other,” Suzie said. “Why?”

			“No particular reason,” said Lanny. “You’ll find this is a small town, that’s all. Remember student government in high school? It’s the same type of people, but exactly.”

			“Am I meant to understand that in the context of Eben and Lizette?” Suzie said.

			Lanny smiled. “It was just an idle remark, and not particularly original,” he said, “signifying nothing.”

			He walked off down the street. Suzie watched him go. I watched both of them, no need to turn my head even as the distance grew. That’s how we roll in the nation within. I’m sure your eye setup has its good points, too.

			“I actually liked high school,” Suzie said.

			I pressed up against her. I liked high school, too, especially the one near our place on Mesquite Road, where I’d once snagged a baseball in the middle of a game. And then done it again the very next day!

		

	
		
			FOUR



			Suzie Sanchez, girl reporter,” said Suzie.

			Back in the car, stop-and-go traffic and a cat was eyeing me from the rear window of the car ahead. Ever had a cat eye you? Cats always send the same message, a message about them being on top and you on the bottom. Even the way they move sends that message! Once—true story—I was digging a hole—can’t remember exactly where or why and it doesn’t matter—and really making progress, all paws chipping in to the max and clods of earth and sod soaring sky high, when I happened to notice a cat on someone’s porch, perhaps a porch associated with the very lawn I was digging up, it now occurs to me, although it did not at the time, but that’s not the point. The point was the way this cat, so perfectly still, was watching me, so perfectly in motion, if that makes any sense. I froze for a moment, standing, if I’m remembering right, on just two of my paws, one front and one back. That was when the cat yawned, an enormous yawn somehow right in my face despite the distance between us. At that moment, I lost all interest in the hole! True story! And just walked away. A good thing in the end, because by the time the dude with the shotgun came charging onto the porch, I was out of range.

			“. . . speaking of high school, my very first piece on the high school paper,” Suzie was saying, “an exposé of janitorial salaries that made the principal—Chet? What are you doing?”

			What was I doing?

			“Not digging at the seat, by any chance?”

			Digging at the seat? Me? Of course not. My front paw was poised like this because . . . just because. Up ahead, the car with the cat in back swung onto an exit ramp and disappeared from view. My paw came down and rested comfortably on the seat, a seat that felt slightly rougher than before, hardly at all, not worth a second thought.

			“Good boy,” Suzie said.

			That was me! I gave the side of her face a nice big lick. She laughed. “Stop it—we’ll have an accident.” So I stopped, if not then, at least not too long after. Suzie was the best! When I was with her I didn’t even miss . . . uh-oh, but I did. I did miss Bernie, just a bit. Then more and more. I curled up on the seat and thought about him, all nice thoughts. Suzie’s voice flowed by me, kind of like a bubbling stream Bernie and I had come across on a missing wilderness camper case, of which all I remembered was an encounter with a mule named Rummy, plus the glimpse of a golden seam in a mine just before it caved in.
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