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			Critics put their paws together for Chet and Bernie!

			SCENTS AND SENSIBILITY

			“For dog lovers looking for whimsical summer reads, you may discover the world as seen through a dog’s nose and point of view. You’ll be amazed at what your furry friends really think about you and life in general.”

			—Bookreporter

			“Light-hearted, humor-filled . . . the ending of this book is especially touching. Most readers will want to read it over (and maybe over yet again, to be sure they are understanding it). It’s beautifully written and very emotional.”

			—Examiner.com

			PAW AND ORDER

			“This one salts a doggedly determined investigation with plenty of laughs.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Anyone who loves dogs will recognize the authenticity of Chet’s original perspective on life and its mysteries.”

			—Library Journal

			“Smart and funny.”

			—Booklist

			“Dog lovers will enjoy Chet’s original, offbeat narration.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			THE SOUND AND THE FURRY

			“You will instantly recognize your own pet in Chet’s wry commentary on the world as he sees it.”

			—Bookreporter

			“Spencer Quinn’s masterful job of having a canine narrator isn’t cutesy, nor does it grow tiresome, a tribute to his wordsmithing.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			“Humor scores every scene.”

			—Booklist

			A FISTFUL OF COLLARS

			“You would think that by the fifth series title, Quinn might have run out of ideas and quips—he hasn’t. . . . Humorous and entertaining.”

			—Library Journal

			“Between Chet’s insightful and humorous takes on human events, the fast-paced plot, and the wealth of fascinating secondary characters, this is a fine entry in a not-to-be-missed series.”

			—Booklist

			“You’ll never have a dull moment. . . . The book is full of hilarious verbal fly-bys, and these Chet-isms are what give the books their inventive humor, as Chet alternately misses the point or gets it with bells on.”

			—BookPage

			“These books are as skillfully rendered as they are clever.”

			—The Denver Post

			“The perfect page-turner. . . . The human-canine duo never fails to captivate.”

			—Modern Dog

			THE DOG WHO KNEW TOO MUCH

			“Outstanding. . . . Intelligent writing and on-the-mark pacing and tone.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Human cunning and canine smarts triumph once again.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“It’s time a dog had his day. . . . Light crime fiction doesn’t get much better.”

			—Wilmington Star News Online

			TO FETCH A THIEF

			“If you like Sue Grafton and Janet Evanovich, hop on this train.”

			—Los Angeles Times Magazine

			“A charming tale.”

			—People

			“Chet the dog is the most lovable narrator in all of crime fiction.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Quinn radiates pure comedic genius. . . . You don’t have to be a dog lover to enjoy this deliciously addictive series.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“The coolest human/pooch duo this side of Wallace and Gromit.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			THEREBY HANGS A TAIL

			“Refreshing. . . . Chet’s narration pulls the reader along as if on a leash.”

			—Booklist

			“For all mystery lovers, even those with cats.”

			—Library Journal

			DOG ON IT

			“Spencer Quinn speaks two languages—suspense and dog—­fluently.”

			—Stephen King

			“Even cat lovers will howl with delight.”

			—USA Today

			“Chet is a hoot—or should I say a howl.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Try to imagine the personality of Jim Rockford or Philip Marlowe somehow fused with one of Edgar Sawtelle’s dogs and you get a clear picture of Chet’s outlook. . . . Sweetly engaging . . . and wonderfully entertaining.”

			—The Denver Post

			“Nothing short of masterful.”

			—Los Angeles Times
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To Lily, with many thanks for all the help.



ONE



Home at last! We’d been away so long, first in swampy country, then in a big city—maybe called Foggy Bottom—that confused me from the get-go. Is there time to mention the air in both those places before we really get started? Soggy and heavy: that sums it up.

Where were we? Was it possibly . . . home? Yes! Home! Home at last! Our home—mine and Bernie’s—is on Mesquite Road. Mesquite Road’s in the Valley. Quite recently I might have heard that the Valley’s in Arizona, but don’t count on that. What matters is that right now I was inhaling a nice big noseful of Valley air. Light and dry, with a hint of greasewood and just plain grease: perfect. I felt tip-top. Bernie opened our door, kicked aside a huge pile of mail, and we went in.

“Ah,” said Bernie, dropping our duffel bag on the floor. I did the first thing that came to mind—just about always my MO—which in this case meant sniffing my way from room to room, zigzagging back and forth, nose to the floor. Front hall, our bedroom, Charlie’s bedroom—mattress bare on account of Charlie not being around much since the divorce—office, with the circus-elephant-pattern rug, where I actually picked up a faint whiff of elephant, even though no elephant had ever been in the office. I’d had some experience with elephants, specifically an elephant name of Peanut, no time to go into that now. The point was: somehow I was smelling elephants in the office. Had to mean I was on a roll. Chet the Jet!

Sniff sniff sniffing gets your nostrils quivering real fast, a nice feeling, as you might not know, the human sense of smell—even in huge-nosed dudes and gals—always turning out to be shockingly weak, in my experience. Take Bernie, for example, and his lovely big nose, somewhat crooked, although he plans to get it fixed when he’s sure no more dustups are in his future, which I hope is never, on account of how satisfying it is to see that sweet uppercut of his, followed by some perp toppling limp to the floor, all set for me to grab him by the pant leg, meaning case closed, closing cases being what we do at the Little Detective Agency. Little on account of Bernie’s last name being Little. I’m Chet, pure and simple. As for Bernie’s big crooked nose: What’s it for? Just beauty? Is that enough? I tried to think about that, got as far as: Why not? Hey! Beauty was enough! And of course Bernie’s the most beautiful human I’ve ever seen. Hold on to that fact, if nothing else.

I sniffed my way over toward the wall where we’ve got our safe, hidden behind a framed picture of a waterfall. We’ve got lots of waterfall pictures, water being one of Bernie’s biggest worries. Why worry, you might think, when we had bright green golf courses out the yingyang here in the Valley, sprinklers on full blast morning and night, making beautiful rainbows? A lovely sight, but not to Bernie. What was the aquifer, again? Maybe Bernie and I should go find it, put things right. Wow! One of my best ideas ever! The next thing I knew I was flat on my back, wriggling around on the elephant-patterned rug to my heart’s content. After a while I thought: Why? Why am I doing this? I tried to remember, came up blank, stopped wriggling, and in that blank and motionless pause, I caught another unexpected smell, this time not of elephants but of Iggy.

Iggy? Iggy’s my best pal, lives next door with the Parsons. The fun we used to have! But that was before the Parsons—a real old couple—bought an electric fence that they never managed to work right, so now Iggy didn’t get out much. And even in the old days, had he ever been in our house? Not that I remembered. So what was his smell doing here, not a faint, long-ago kind of smell by the way, but strong and recent?

I rolled over, popped up on my feet, barked one of my barks, of which I’ve got many, one or two that can tear the roof off, as Bernie says. The truth is he only said it once, but it led to a whole night of me trying to bark the roof off where we were, which happened to be a hotel—possibly the Ritz—where we’d gone for a special weekend with Suzie, Suzie being Bernie’s girlfriend, a crack reporter now working for the Washington Post . . . which . . . which might be in Foggy Bottom! I came real close to figuring out something about the past. But no cigar, which didn’t bother me at all. Once I chewed on a cigar butt, and believe me it’s not something you’d want to repeat. Although I did. And then again.

Back to this particular bark. Not close to my loudest, but sharp and quickly cut off, sending a message. I was about to try it again, even sharper, when Bernie stuck his head in the room.

“You okay, big guy?”

There he was! My Bernie. Hadn’t seen him in way too long. My tail started wagging, closed in on blur speed. The room got breezy, not sure why, but that breeze carried Iggy’s scent. My tail hit the brakes in mid-wag, stood tall and stiff, and I was back to barking that sharp bark, eyes on Bernie.

“Going through some mood changes, huh?” he said.

Which I didn’t get at all. I was about to bark one more time—Bernie! We’ve got a problem!—when he took a gun from his pocket and moved toward the waterfall picture. We’d had several guns in our career—including the .38 Special, now at the bottom of the sea for reasons I couldn’t remember even if I tried, which I did not—and for a while quite recently we’d been completely gunless, not good in our line of work, but that .45—a big stopper—in Bernie’s hand meant we were good to go again. A big stopper, by the way, that I’d taken off a perp or . . . or possibly a cop of some sort? I was wondering about wondering about that, as Bernie reached for the waterfall painting. A gun not in use belonged in the safe, where we also kept some papers, plus our most valuable possession, Bernie’s grandfather’s watch.

Bernie removed the painting, spun the dial on the safe, put the gun—but no. What was this? No safe? No safe behind the waterfall painting, but instead just a hole in the wall? Bernie went still. So did I. We’re a lot alike in some ways, although the only one actually panting was me.

Bernie lowered the painting, leaned it against the wall. He put the gun back in his pocket, all his movements real slow now, his gaze on the hole in our office wall. I could feel his thoughts. He was thinking his hardest. When Bernie thinks his hardest, the air feels like a storm’s coming on. Then he gets an idea and you feel light as a balloon when someone lets go of the string. Feeling light as a balloon when someone lets go of the string—Charlie, for example—is the best. I waited as patiently as I could for Bernie to get an idea. All I knew was that Iggy couldn’t be the perp. He’s way too small, for one thing, and not much of a leaper. Leaping is my best thing, although I’d somehow flunked the leaping test at K-9 School on my very last day. Was a cat involved? And maybe some blood? It didn’t matter. That was how I’d met Bernie, meaning it was the best day of my life, except for all those that followed. But I still wouldn’t mind a do-over on the leaping test.

Bernie went to the desk, checked all the drawers. Then he walked slowly around the room, eyeing everything real careful, the way he does when we’re on a case. Was this a case? If so, who was paying? The Little Detective Agency is the best in town, not counting the finances part. We’d had some bumps in the road when it comes to finances. Don’t get me started on Hawaiian pants or tin futures in Bolivia. In fact, I’m never mentioning them again.

We left the office and went through the whole house, starting with the front door—not a mark on it—and going all the way to the back door, off the kitchen. No marks on the back door, either. Bernie opened it, worked the lock a few times.

“Are we dealing with a pro?” he said.

I had no idea, wasn’t sure I understood the question. We walked out onto the back patio. The swan fountain—pretty much all Leda had left behind after the divorce—wasn’t running. Bernie reached for the faucet on the side wall and was just about to start the water flowing out of the swan’s stone mouth, when he noticed something shiny on the tiles of the empty pool bottom. He picked it up, and held it so we could both have a good look. A small but thick silver snakehead on a broken chain?

“Pendant,” Bernie said. He took a closer look at the edge of the pool, bent over, and pointed to a reddish patch on a blue tile, although I can’t be trusted when it comes to red, according to Bernie, so skip this part. “See what happened here? Dude doesn’t see the fountain—meaning nighttime and maybe not a pro after all—falls in, scrapes off some skin, loses the pendant. On the way out or the way in? I’m thinking the way in. On the way out he’d have the safe, and a dropped safe leaves marks. So, not a pro, plus no sign of forced entry.” Bernie rose. “Meaning he had a key.” He gazed at the silver snakehead—who would want that around his neck?—and the heavy broken chain lying on his palm. “Yeah. He for sure.”

•  •  •

“Leda?” Bernie said. “It’s me.”

We were back in the kitchen. Leda came over the speaker. “I recognize the voice,” she said.

“Uh, right. It hasn’t changed.”

“What does?”

“Sorry? Not quite following you.”

“My point exactly.”

Bernie laughed. “You’re in a good mood.”

Silence.

“The thing is, we’re back,” Bernie said.

“I know that. You texted me an hour ago. I’ll bring Charlie over Saturday morning, as agreed.”

“Right. Good. Thanks. But that’s not why I called.”

“No?”

“I was wondering if you still had a key to the place.”

“Your place?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Another one, you mean?”

“Huh?”

“You sound a little slow today, Bernie.”

Bernie’s voice got a bit edgy. “I’m just trying to find out about the key.”

Leda’s voice got even edgier. “And I’m not in the mood for one of your blamefests. I humbly apologize for my indiscretion, but I had no idea I even still had a key until last week. I was sending some things over for the homeless, and the stupid thing fell out of an old Gucci bag. I drove by to drop it off with Mr. Parsons. That’s the only key I had. Unknowingly, as I’m trying to make clear.”

“Why him?”

“Mr. Parsons? One—he was outside. Two—I’d tried your slot, but it was blocked by the mountain of mail in the hall. Three—if you don’t trust Mr. Parsons, you’ve got paranoia issues.”

“Okay, okay, I was just—”

Click.

Bernie looked at me. I looked at him. “Started well but cratered fast,” he said. “Where do I go wrong?”

Bernie going wrong? That made no sense to me. I pressed my head against his leg, pressed my very hardest. It was all I could think of to do. Bernie recovered his balance in a flash. He’s quick on his feet, just another wonderful thing about him.

•  •  •

We went over to the Parsonses’ house. “Wow!” Bernie said. “This is new.” A big saguaro stood in the Parsonses’ front yard, freshly dug earth piled around the base. I’m not a fan of saguaros, especially the kind that look like giant green men, such as this one. I laid my mark on it in my quickest and most efficient manner, and we walked to the front door.

Bernie knocked. Right away I heard Iggy start up on the other side. How I’d missed that amazingly high-pitched yip-yip-yip yip-yip-yip, a yip-yip-yipping Iggy could sustain all night if he wanted, and he often did! But now it was saying Welcome home, buddy! Let’s do something fun! Like dig up old man Heydrich’s lawn, old man Heydrich being our neighbor on the other side. Dig it up so it stayed that way! What a brilliant idea, especially coming from Iggy.

“Chet! What do you think you’re doing?”

Uh-oh. Possibly standing on my back legs, pawing at the door? Maybe more like clawing into it, somewhat deeply? If that was really happening, I got it under control and pronto. If you’d looked, you’d have seen me standing silent and still beside Bernie, like a good citizen, whatever that happened to be. You’d have thought I’d been like that the whole time. And . . . and hadn’t I? Hey! You’d have been right! And me, too! Which made me like you! What a day I was having, and it had hardly begun! It was great to be home.

Stump stump stump. That was the sound of Mr. Parsons on his walker, stumping toward the door. Stumping mixed with yipping in a way I found quite pleasant. Then came some grunting, the grunting of an old dude bending down to do something, and after that the door opened. Not much, but enough for Iggy to shoot through. Iggy! My best pal. We bounced off each other, Iggy spinning high in the air, and took off for parts unknown—my favorite kind of parts!—ears flat back from the wind we were making with our own speed, knocking over this and that, chasing every living—But no. None of that happened, except Iggy shooting through and bouncing off me. Why? Because Iggy was on a leash. A leash in the house? I’d never heard of such a thing. And even so, it almost didn’t matter because the leash slipped from old Mr. Parsons’s hand. But Bernie grabbed it, and Iggy came to a sudden halt, hanging in midair for what seemed like the longest time, before thumping back down.

“Uh, sorry to bother you, Daniel,” Bernie said.

“No bother,” said Mr. Parsons. “Nice to see you back. Read a rather hair-raising account of your recent adventures in the Sunday paper.”

“You know how they exaggerate,” Bernie said. “Didn’t amount to much.”

“Nice to see you anyhow.”

And it was nice to see old Mr. Parsons. Was he getting skinnier? His shirt, buttoned to the neck, hung kind of loose on him. So did his long pants. His feet were bare, nice broad feet I’d always liked. I was considering giving them a quick lick when he said, “Anything I can do for you?”

“Actually,” Bernie said, getting a tighter grip on the leash, Iggy’s stubby legs now churning at top speed, although he was going nowhere, “I was hoping to pick up the key Leda left with you.”

“Sure thing,” Mr. Parsons said. “Come on in.”

We entered the Parsonses’ front hall, me first, after a little confusion in the doorway. Bernie tugged Iggy in after him and closed the door. Meanwhile, Mr. Parsons went to a small corner desk and opened the front drawer.

“That’s funny,” he said. “I know I put it here.”



TWO



Mr. Parsons straightened, scratched his head. That’s a human thing for when they’re confused. In the nation within—which is what Bernie calls me and my kind—we scratch our heads, too, but only if they’re itchy. And wouldn’t you know? Seeing Mr. Parsons scratching his head made my own head itchy! So for moment or two we were both scratching away, me and old man Parsons. What a life!

Mr. Parsons—a wisp of his thin white hair now standing up—went through the drawer again. This time he took all the stuff inside and laid it on top of the desk, stuff like papers and pens and a flashlight and—and a tennis ball? I eased my way over there, eased a little quicker when I noticed Iggy easing in the same direction.

“That’s funny,” he said again.

“One of the other drawers?” Bernie said.

Mr. Parsons shook his head. “They’re for Mrs. Parsons’s knitting supplies. Verboten territory.”

“Maybe she’s seen it,” Bernie said.

Mr. Parsons picked up a scrap of paper and gazed at it. “Seen what?” he said.

“The key,” said Bernie. “That Leda left with you.”

“Afraid not,” Mr. Parsons said, putting everything back in the drawer.

At the last moment, Iggy made a play for the tennis ball, leaping the highest I’d ever seen him leap. But he just didn’t have it in him, poor little guy. As for me, I’d already noticed that the knob on the drawer was kind of big, like a mushroom—don’t get me started on mushrooms—with a narrow stem. We’d done lots of work on knobs like that, me and Bernie, work meaning a Slim Jim every time I opened a drawer. In short, I could have that tennis ball anytime I wanted. I’m a good worker.

“. . . back in the hospital before Leda dropped by,” Mr. Parsons was saying. “The docs have got some new procedure they want to try, but she has to get stronger first.” He turned to Bernie, his eyes a bit watery. “How’s she going to get stronger in the hospital? Answer me that.”

“I don’t know,” Bernie said.

“She hates the hospital,” said Mr. Parsons. “Edna’s a free spirit, maybe something hard to spot in an old woman. But she was a cowgirl when I met her—folks had a ranch outside Sierra Vista. Could rope and ride good as any man or better.” Mr. Parsons paused, took a deep breath. On the way out, it turned all wheezy. He put a hand to his chest.

“How about a glass of water?” Bernie said.

“I’m all right,” said Mr. Parsons. “Sorry if I got a bit exercised there. It’s just that we . . . we . . .”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Bernie said.

Iggy sat down beside Mr. Parsons’s feet, leaned sideways, gave the nearest one a quick lick. What a tongue Iggy had! Enormous, especially considering how runty the rest of him was. Hard to imagine having a better pal than Iggy.

“Nice of you to say so,” said Mr. Parsons. “Couldn’t ask for more in a neighbor than you, Bernie.” He glanced down at the desk. “Where the hell is that damn key?”

“Maybe you put it somewhere else.”

“Nope. I remember distinctly. There was a whole thought process. Directly in the top drawer, Danny boy—that’s what I said to myself.”

“Could someone else have moved it? A cleaning lady, for example?”

“Flora’s having some health issues herself—hasn’t come in three weeks now.”

“Has anyone else been in the house?”

“No,” said Mr. Parsons. “Other than . . .” He paused, licked his lips.

“Other than?” said Bernie.

Mr. Parsons spread his hands, then brought them together, fingertips up. “Had Billy here for a few days.”

“Who’s Billy?”

Mr. Parsons met Bernie’s gaze for a moment, then looked down. “Our son.”

“You’ve never mentioned a son.”

“No,” said Mr. Parsons. “He’s been . . . living far away. And we haven’t been . . . how would you put it?”

“In communication?”

“I was going to say ‘close.’ But ‘in communication’ is better. We haven’t been in communication for a long time.”

“None of my business, but has something changed?”

Mr. Parsons thought about that. “I’ve been asking myself the question—what’s changed? Aside from the obvious, of course.”

“The obvious?”

Mr. Parsons opened his mouth to reply, but before he could, someone knocked on the door. A real quiet someone—how could they get so close without me knowing? I went right to the door but didn’t bark. Bernie wouldn’t want me to—I just knew that. And don’t forget it wasn’t my job here at the Parsonses’ house. It was Iggy’s. So why was he trotting down the hall toward the back of the house? That was Iggy: full of surprises.

Knock knock.

“Want me to get that?” Bernie said.

“I’ll handle it,” said Mr. Parsons, maybe a little annoyed, for reasons I didn’t know. He reached for his walker, stumped over to the door, and opened it. On the other side stood a woman in a khaki uniform. She had light hair, blue eyes, white teeth, and other things, too, all adding up to the kind of woman Bernie tended to have trouble with.

“You the property owner?” she said to Mr. Parsons.

“That’s right,” he said.

“What’s your name?”

“Daniel L. Parsons.”

She took out a notebook and wrote something down. “I’m Special Investigator Newburg, Department of Agriculture,” she said, flashing a badge. “What can you tell me about the cactus on your front lawn?”

“It’s a saguaro,” Mr. Parsons said.

Which I knew to be true, but the answer didn’t seem to please Special Investigator Newburg. “I’m aware of that,” she said. “I’m asking about its provenance, meaning where did you—”

“I know the meaning of ‘provenance,’ ” Mr. Parsons said, his back straightening and his voice losing some of its wispiness.

“Then answer the question,” said Special Investigator Newburg.

“Can we ramp down the attitude?” Bernie said. “Mr. Parsons here is not a criminal.”

Special Investigator Newburg turned slowly to Bernie. “Who are you?”

“A friend.”

Another answer I could see she didn’t like. Her eyebrows kind of went together in the middle, and her mouth opened in that lippy way humans have when something sharp is coming, but then she noticed me and seemed to change. She blinked a couple of times, gave her head a quick shake—the only good thing I’d seen from her so far—then turned back to her notebook.

“It’s a simple question,” she said. “Where did you get the cactus?”

“It . . .”

Mr. Parsons’s hands tightened on the walker, like things had gone wobbly. He licked his lips again, maybe on account of how dry and cracked they were. I licked my own lips. They felt just fine.

“It just arrived,” Mr. Parsons said.

“Just arrived?” said Special Investigator Newburg. I wasn’t liking Ms. Newburg as much as I liked most humans, but then I picked up a faint scent coming off her, the scent of a member of the nation within, a member of the nation within who smelled a lot like . . . me. Have I described my scent yet? Hate to slow things down when by now we’ve definitely gotten started, but my scent is pretty important. Scents are not so easy to describe, but this will give you some idea about mine: a mix of old leather, salt and pepper, mink coats—I knew about mink coats on account of Bernie had one, his grandma’s, that he gave to Leda—and a soupçon—a favorite word of Bernie’s, meaning, I think, a tiny drop of soup: in my case, cream of tomato. Plus there’s the faint scent of gator, coming off my collar, but no time to get into that now. The point is I was smelling a member of the nation within who smelled a lot like me, minus the gator part.

“. . . more or less a gift,” Mr. Parsons was saying.

“More?” said Newburg. “Less?”

Mr. Parsons began to tremble a little. He bent over the walker, hanging on harder.

“A gift,” he said.

“From who?” said the special investigator.

There was a long pause. Mr. Parsons glanced at Bernie—who was watching with one of those complicated expressions you sometimes see on his face, complicated expressions that I never understand and wish would go away fast—then gazed down at his feet.

“Anonymous,” he said.

“Speak up, please,” said Newburg. “I didn’t catch that.”

Bernie spoke up, spoke up plenty. “Then there’s something wrong with your hearing. He said ‘anonymous.’ ”

Wow! Bernie had better hearing than Special Investigator Newburg? Made sense since his ears were bigger than hers—by a lot, actually—but Bernie’s hearing had never been one of our strengths. I got the feeling that the Little Detective Agency was just getting started.

Special Investigator Newburg gave Bernie a hard look. “If you’re really a friend, you’ll stay out of this.”

“And what is ‘this,’ exactly?” Bernie said.

That hard look stayed on Bernie. “How about I show you?” she said. “Then, if you’re a true friend, you’ll persuade Mr.—” She checked her notebook. “—Parsons here to cooperate.”

After a brief moment of confusion in the doorway, we went outside, first me, then Newburg, Mr. Parsons, and Bernie. Just as Bernie closed the door, Iggy, somewhere back in the house, must have figured out, too late, what was going on. I knew that from the heavy thump against the door, followed by yip-yip-yipping.

We stood by the saguaro. Special Investigator Newburg took out her phone, held it so Mr. Parsons could see. “Check this out,” she said.

“I’m not certain what I’m looking at,” said Mr. Parsons.

“An app we created at the department,” said Newburg.

“I’ve heard of apps,” said Mr. Parsons, “but can’t say as I truly—”

“Never mind all that,” Newburg said. “Were you aware that it’s illegal in this state to move or transport a saguaro cactus from public or private land without a permit?”

“No,” said Mr. Parsons.

“Ignorance of the law is no excuse.”

“I know,” said Mr. Parsons. “And that law sounds right to me, now that I think of it.”

“You don’t have a permit for this one, do you, Mr. Parsons?”

“No ma’am.”

“Right answer,” said Newburg. “One hundred percent verifiable—there’s a chip planted in this cactus, and when I open the app and point the phone like this, it fires right up. Like that. See?”

“I see some numbers,” Mr. Parsons said.

“Those numbers are GPS coordinates. This particular cactus was dug up out of the desert at 32 degrees 13 minutes 12 seconds north and 110 degrees 32 minutes 28 seconds west, give or take, meaning just east of Rincon City.” Special Investigator Newburg tucked the phone away. “That’s what I’ve got, Mr. Parsons. What have you got?”

Mr. Parsons licked his cracked lips again. “I don’t know what to say.” He turned to Bernie.

“Is there any chance,” Bernie said, “the person who gave you the cactus had a permit?”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“How about making a call or two?” Bernie said.

“Is there a listing for ‘anonymous’?” said Newburg.

Which didn’t sound at all friendly to me, but then came a surprise, namely Bernie laughing a quick little laugh. Newburg’s eyebrows rose in surprise and, at least for a moment or two, she didn’t seem so annoyed. Hey! Her eyebrows were kind of like Bernie’s, speaking a language of their own, even though she had way less going on when it came to eyebrow size.

Meanwhile, Mr. Parsons just stood leaning on his walker, still trembling a bit.

“Go,” said Newburg, but for the first time a little gently. “Make a call or two.”

Mr. Parsons made his way back into the house. That left me, Bernie, and Newburg standing by the cactus, meaning there were more than two of us. Two was best, in my opinion, and also as far as I go when it comes to numbers.

Bernie and Newburg exchanged a glance. I thought of Silent Sammy Cipher, a perp of our acquaintance who spoke to us once and once only. “Whoever talks first is a loser, pal.” You can find Sammy over at Central State Correctional, breaking rocks in the hot sun, and if you can’t get there soon, no problem.

Bernie, the farthest from a loser you’ll ever see, spoke first. For a moment, I had this picture in my head of Special Investigator Newburg in an orange jumpsuit, no telling why.

“I know you’re just doing your job,” Bernie said.

“Spare me,” said Newburg.

One of Bernie’s techniques—mine, too! No wonder the Little Detective Agency is so successful, other than the finances part, in case I haven’t mentioned the financial part already!—is plowing right along. That’s what he did now, continuing as though Newburg hadn’t said a word. “And it’s an important job. I respect it. I admire it.”

“Stop already.”

“But he’s an old man in poor health and his wife’s dying in the hospital.”

“Everybody has a story.”

“That’s no reason to tune out.”

Newburg’s eyes shifted slightly, like she was paying attention to something inside.

“How about going easy on him?” Bernie went on. “We’ll do whatever we can to help you.”

“Is that the royal we?”

“It’s me and Chet here, commoners both.”

We were commoners? I was just finding that out now? But whatever commoners happened to be, for sure it was something good, if the group included Bernie. So: just one more reason to be in a fine mood, which I was already.

“Chet’s your dog?” Newburg was saying.

Bernie nodded. Newburg turned my way. Her head tilted to one side, a sign she was trying to get a different angle on things; we do that, too, where I come from. She seemed about to say something, but at that moment, someone popped up into view in the shotgun seat window of her truck, parked by the side of the road. Did I mention her pickup truck already, all dusty, painted the color of her uniform except for a green and gold shield on the side? If not, I should have. Don’t be mad. The whole truck thing isn’t really important anyway. The important part was this someone who’d popped up into view. First, he was a member of the nation within. Second, he was just a puppy. After second came a lot more, including the fact that his ears didn’t match, one being white and the other black. Also I’d come upon this little dude before, out in the canyon behind Mesquite Road. We’d even had a playful dustup, if memory serves, which it hardly ever does in my experience.

He saw me and barked. I should have liked the sound of that bark, on account of how similar to mine it sounded—nowhere near as powerful, of course, hardly seems necessary to throw that in—but for some reason it annoyed me. I barked back at him, sending a clear message. Meanwhile, both Bernie and Newburg were looking from me to the puppy and back again.

“I’d heard something about a puppy matching that description being loose in the neighborhood,” Bernie said.

“Shooter is never ‘loose,’ ” said Newburg. “But that shoe most certainly fits someone else in our happy little scene.”

Shoes were the subject? Bernie wore flip-flops, Special Investigator Newburg boots, and Shooter—if I’d caught the little dude’s name—and I had no need for shoes of any kind. That was as far as I could take it. Meanwhile, all eyes were on me, for some reason. I thought of rolling over and playing dead, a trick I hadn’t performed since my own puppy days.
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My neighbor,” Special Investigator Newburg said, “had a bitch—since deceased—”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“—who got knocked up a while back by a perpetrator unknown.”

All eyes still on me? That made no sense. Wasn’t a perpetrator something like a perp? That ruled me out—I was the number one enemy of perps here in the Valley, had grabbed so many by the pant leg that I’d lost count! Actually losing count after two, but that wasn’t the point. The point was: Why me? In moments of uncertainty like this, a go-to move that usually works—as you may or may not know—is marking something. The only good marking post around was the big saguaro, which I’d already marked, but now I marked it again. Humans often say you can’t have too much of a good thing—and I’m sure they’re right—but from the looks on their faces as they watched me with one back leg raised, I got the feeling that Bernie and Special Investigator Newburg had forgotten all about that saying, at least temporarily.

“Shooter being the result?” Bernie said.

“Correct.”

“How big was the litter?”

“Just Shooter. My neighbor was having problems at the time. I took him.”

Bernie glanced my way. “Any point in a DNA test?”

“To confirm the obvious?” said Newburg. “I’m not paying.”

Bernie nodded like that made sense, whatever it was. I finished what I was doing and sat by myself in the Parsonses’ front yard. I would have preferred sitting by Bernie, but . . . but sort of wanted him to call me over. Which he did not. I sat up tall and alert, a total pro. It was all I could think of to do.

“I didn’t think this could happen,” Bernie said.

“That’s what they all say,” said Newburg. “You owe me child support.”

“You’re joking, right?” Bernie said. Newburg didn’t reply, and her face showed nothing, at least to me. “Where do you live?” Bernie said.

“On Wildheart Way,” said Newburg.

“That’s the other side of the canyon?”

“Correct.”

“And your neighbor?”

“Down the block from me.”

Bernie nodded again. “Got a moment?” he said. “I want to show you something.”

Special Investigator Newburg checked the Parsonses’ door, still closed, then turned toward Shooter. The passenger-side window was cracked open enough for him to stick his muzzle way out, which he was doing. It was the right move, and I’d have done the same. “Okay,” Newburg said.

We walked over to our place and around to the back gate. Bernie unlocked it and we went inside. “Welcome,” he said. “I’m Bernie Little, by the way.”

“Ellie,” said Special Investigator Newburg. “I like your fountain,” she added as they shook hands.

“It’s a swan.”

Ellie Newburg quickly let go of Bernie’s hand. “I can see that.”

“A bit abstract,” Bernie said. “This particular rendering, which was why I mentioned it.”

“It’s not abstract to me,” said Ellie. “And it captures the essence of swans very well, in my opinion.”

“The essence being?”

“That beauty can be nasty inside.”

Then came a silence in which they both quickly looked at each other and quickly looked away. No idea what that was all about. What were we even doing? I had no idea. But it was always nice to be on the patio. No complaints, amigo.

“I grew up on a lake near Pinetop,” Ellie said. “We had swans out front all the time, so I got to know them.” She pointed her chin at the fountain. “This is what you wanted me to see?”

Bernie shook his head. “Check out the gate.”

“What about it?”

“The height.”

He hurried into the house. I stayed where I was. A no-brainer. We had a stranger on the property and security’s my job; also, no-brainers are my favorite kind of brainer. I kept my eye on Ellie. She took a look at the gate, then turned to me.

“An interesting guy,” she said. “The most interesting guy I’ve come across in some time, matter of fact, but is he nuts?”

I had no idea who she was talking about, was unable to help.

She took out her phone. “How about a quick search?” She tapped at the screen, then gazed at it for a few moments. “Well, well,” she said, which was around the time Bernie came back out, and she put the phone away. Or maybe not. All my attention was on Bernie, on account of what he had in his hand, namely a Slim Jim. The day, already off to a rockin’ start, was about to get even better! I couldn’t believe my luck, except that I could. I’ve had a very lucky life, especially after joining up with my partner Bernie.

“What’s going on?” said Ellie.

“Just trying to explain what happened here,” Bernie said. “Sit tight, Chet. Ms. Newburg and I are going out for a bit.”

“Huh?” said Ellie.

Bernie led her through the gate and then closed it. I sat tight, which I took to mean was all about trotting right over to the gate and pawing at the wood.

“Chet—cool it.”

I paused, one paw in the air. They started talking, talking with me not there. That was bothersome.

“Did you check out the gate?” Bernie said.

“What about it?”

“No way under, right?”

“Not that I can see,” said Ellie.

“And would you call it high?”

“Gotta be six and half feet.”

“Seven,” said Bernie. “I used to let Chet sleep out by himself on nice evenings. Hard to imagine that gate being leapable.”

“No way.”

“Exactly my point—a . . . a black swan event, if you see what I mean”

“I do not,” said Ellie.

“You will,” Bernie said. Then he called to me: “Hey, Chet. Got a Slim Jim here, big guy. Come and get it.”

Well, of course I knew he had a Slim Jim: I’d seen it and I could smell it. Normally Slim Jims can’t be resisted. But right now resisting seemed the way to go, although I had no idea why.

“Come on, Chet—jump!”

The Slim Jim smell grew stronger, as though Bernie was waving it in the air. My mouth started getting wet. Did I even drool a bit? I’m not denying it. But I stayed where I was, actually sat down in this special way I have of making myself very hard to move. And I would have stayed like that as long as it took, but a commotion started up on the other side of the gate.

First came the sound of running, not human running but real running, no offense.

“Oh my God,” said Ellie. “Shooter! How did you get out?”

Bernie laughed. “Two peas in a—”

“Shooter!” said Ellie. “Sit! Sit down this minute. Do you hear me? I said sit.” And a lot more like that, accompanied by the sounds of a chase, specifically the special kind of chase where a human tries to corral a member of the nation within, one of the very best games going.

“Sweet moves for a little guy,” Bernie said. “A budding Crazy Legs Hirsch. But not very obed—”

“Are you going to commentate or are you going to help?”

Or something less than friendly like that. I might have missed it on account of Crazy Legs Hirsch. First I’d heard of him, but clearly a perp. News flash for Crazy Legs: get measured for an orange jumpsuit. But not right now. Right now I was caught up in more fun sounds—they’d reached the wild scrambling stage—and the next thing I heard was Bernie saying, “Hey, Shooter—how about a Slim Jim?”

“He’s not allowed any damned—”

All at once it got very quiet and still outside the gate, like the chase was over. How could it have been over so fast? I knew chases: this one was just getting started. Something was very wrong.

“Good boy, Shooter,” Bernie said. “Come on over and get your Slim Jim. Attaboy. Now sit. Excellent. Funny little guy. Here you—”

Some things in life can’t be tolerated. At the top of the list would be an upstart puppy getting hold of a Slim Jim meant for me. I’m sure you’d feel the same way, feel it so strongly that there’d be no holding you back from jumping that gate. Which you couldn’t do. Sorry for pointing that out. But there happened to be a gate-jumping dude extraordinaire on the premises: namely Chet the Jet!

Bird’s-eye view: The next moment I finally got to understand what it meant, on account of that’s what I now enjoyed! What a life birds had! So why were their eyes mean and angry? No time to puzzle over that. Instead I just delighted in my view from above, a view of Bernie, Special Investigator Newburg, and Shooter, all standing in a sort of circle, completely unaware of me way above them. One correction: Shooter was sitting, not standing, in fact sitting just as Bernie had suggested, sitting up nice and proper in anticipation of the Slim Jim which Bernie was about to hand over right that instant. What’s an instant? Something pretty quick is all I know, meaning less than an instant had to be even quicker! Wow! Was I on fire or what? All this going on in my mind and at the same time I was dive bombing down like . . . like a dive bomber, whatever that might be. I snatched that Slim Jim out of Bernie’s hand just as Shooter’s cute little jaws were closing on it, one of the very best things I’d ever done! This Slim Jim was mine!

I cut one way, then the other, raising a dust cloud, the Slim Jim hanging out one side of my mouth but completely secure, baby, better believe it. Did Ellie throw up her hands in fear and scream, “Oh! Oh!”? Did Bernie yell, “Chet! Stop! For God’s sake!”? Did Shooter come zooming after me, zigging and zagging with every one of my zigs and zags, plucky little dude, actually jumping up to make a play for that Slim Jim, and . . . and whoa! Snatching it right out of my mouth. None of that, amigo! I snatched it back, bowling him over in the process, and then without another thought, always a sign I’m at my best, I took off into the canyon at top speed, or even faster. And what do you know? The little fella took off right after me! We charged up a long rise, scrambled, and rolled down the far side, flew over a dry wash, and headed for points far distant, leaving the whole world in our dust.

“CHET!”

“SHOOTER!”

“CHET!”

•  •  •

We came back much more slowly, Shooter and I side by side, our tongues possibly hanging out the slightest bit. It’s also possible we had thorns of some sort in our coats—I was pretty sure I did—and Shooter had learned a hard lesson or two involving javelinas and those pesky tusks of theirs. But most of all we were filled with the feeling you get from a job well done, although what the actual job had been wasn’t superclear to me. Something about a Slim Jim? That seemed right. As we climbed over the crest of the last rise and came to our back gate—mine and Bernie’s—I wondered about the chances of another Slim Jim real soon. Pretty good, right? I could think of no reason why not.

The gate was closed and no sounds came from behind it. We walked alongside the house—Shooter giving me a little bump for no reason and me bumping him back for the reason that . . . that he’d bumped me! Phew! Almost forgot!—and found lots happening in the Parsonses’ front yard.

For starters, we had some workers digging up the saguaro cactus, watched real closely by Special Investigator Newburg who was telling them to be careful and watch what they were doing and take it easy for chrissake. Then we had Bernie standing by the front door, watching her. And old Mr. Parsons in the open doorway, hunched over his walker. He didn’t appear to be watching anything, but he was the first one to see us.
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