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			Old Mr. Parsons knocked on our door. I was lying in the front hall, eyes closed and not really in the mood to open them even though Mr. Parsons was a good buddy. Mr. Parsons had a knock all his own, quiet yet bony, but I’d already known it was him just from the slow bumpitty bump of his steps—he used a walker, couldn’t make it much easier for me than that—and of course how could you miss his old-man smell, kind of like stacks of yellowed crumbling newspapers we’d once toppled over, me and Bernie, revealing a perp whose name escapes me—although no perp ever escapes me and Bernie, not in the end—and . . . and where were we going with this? Easy to lose the thread sometimes: once I had one caught way up inside my mouth. It dangled down and tickled my tongue in a bothersome way. But not now: no thread worries, no worries of any kind. A lovely dream featuring snacks and treats was getting ready to take me in.

			Mr. Parsons knocked again. “Bernie?” he called through the door. “You there?”

			Bernie, my partner in the Little Detective Agency, was here all right but hadn’t yet made an appearance. His snoring, coming from the bedroom down the hall, made a lovely sound, actually musical to my way of thinking. We’d had a late night down at Central Booking, trying to hand over a perp we’d busted, name of Truffles Siminoni, whose MO was all about boosting fancy food from high-end restaurant kitchens. We had lots of pals at Central Booking, everything usually going smoothly, but last night there’d been a hitch—something about the evidence having disappeared, was that it? A pound of caviar, whatever caviar happened to be, or possibly two pounds? While I was wondering about all that, although not wondering hard, Mr. Parsons called Bernie’s name again. His wavery old voice sounded even waverier and older than usual. I rose, gave myself a shake—not the long kind that starts at my nose, goes to the tip of my tail, and then all the way back, and sometimes makes one more round after that!—no, this was a just a quick shake to get going.

			I went down the hall to Bernie’s bedroom, and just as I was about to enter gave myself one of those good long shakes after all. Some things you can’t explain. At that moment I happened to lick my muzzle. Hey! It tasted salty. Another thing I couldn’t explain, and coming so soon after the first one, something about . . . about . . . whatever. The day was off to a good start: that was my takeaway.

			It was quiet and dark in Bernie’s room, and smelled of Bernie. Bernie’s the best-smelling human I’ve ever encountered, no one else even close. He just never stops giving off this wonderful mix of apples, bourbon, salt and pepper, with just a hint of something funky in the background. Who wouldn’t love Bernie? Actually a surprising number of people, starting with his ex-wife Leda, who used to sleep on the side of the bed where Bernie wasn’t at the moment. He lay over at the other edge, all twisted in the sheets, hair mussed up and his eyebrows, too—beautifully thick eyebrows with a language all their own—and one leg sticking out. It happened to be the leg that got wounded in the war, a wound you didn’t see very often, on account of Bernie hardly ever wearing shorts. Sometimes he limps just the tiniest bit, but only when he’s very tired or we’re hiking the steepest trails out in the desert.

			I went closer to the old wound. It was shiny, seemed to pull in all the light in the room; a weak sort of light, what with the curtains closed. Poor Bernie. Licking the old wound seemed like a good idea, although I had a faint memory of that being a Bernie no-no. But why? And did Bernie even have any no-nos? Plus what were no-nos again? I got a bit confused.

			Bernie’s eyes opened, blank and misty at first. Then they cleared and shifted in my direction.

			“Hey, big guy, what’s all that barking?”

			All what barking? I went still, listened my hardest, heard no barking, just one of those strange silences that comes right after some big noise has come to an end.

			“Late night, Chet,” Bernie said, “and a little more shut-eye would—”

			More knocking at the door.

			“Someone at the door?” Bernie sat up. “Good boy,” he said, giving me a pat. “Sorry I’m so slow on the uptake.”

			That had to be one of Bernie’s jokes. Bernie was the smartest human in the room, now and forever. He got out of bed, me making it easier for him by yanking off the covers—no trouble at all, I’m here to help—pulled on sweatpants from a pile on the floor, and headed for the door with me right beside him, or, more accurately, in front. Bernie opened the door and there was Mr. Parsons, leaning on his walker, a breeze riffling his wispy white hair.

			“Daniel?” Bernie said.

			“Did I wake you?” said Mr. Parsons.

			“Nah,” said Bernie, “been up for hours.”

			Mr. Parsons seemed to think about that. I was thinking about it, too, but not getting anywhere. I waited to see what Mr. Parsons would come up with.

			“Happen to hear anything during that time?” he said, which was no help to me at all.

			And maybe not to Bernie, either—don’t forget we’re alike in some ways. “Such as?” he said.

			“Coming from our place,” Mr. Parsons said. “Like barking, for example.”

			“Chet was just barking,” Bernie said. News to me. I let it go by, one of my specialties.

			Mr. Parsons shook his head. “I meant Iggy. The thing is, Bernie, I think he’s escaped.”

			Iggy escaped? At last! Another breeze sprang up, much stronger than the one that was ruffling Mr. Parsons’s hair, and coming from the other direction, meaning behind me. Kind of strange, the inside of our house on Mesquite Road not usually being a windy place. I sat down to think about it, and the wind died down just like that. A puzzling moment but not important in the grand scheme, whatever that might mean. The important thing was Iggy, on the loose. Iggy’s my best pal: the fun we’ve shared! I can hardly remember. But all that was way back when, before the electric fence dude came around and made a sale to Mr. and Mrs. Parsons. Then came a mixed-up time where they couldn’t get it working right, even though Bernie went over and straightened everything out more than once, and after that you never saw Iggy outside anymore, only spotted him at the window in their front hall, peering out. His constant high-pitched yip-yip-yip; his stubby sideways tail wag whenever he saw me, the fastest wag I knew, just a blur; and somehow Iggy could keep drooling at the same time! Did I miss him or what? So this was great news, unless I wasn’t getting something.

			“ . . . no idea how he could have gotten out,” old Mr. Parsons was saying. “Locking all the doors is part of my nightly routine.”

			“Did you set the alarm?” Bernie said.

			“The alarm?” said Mr. Parsons, biting his lower lip, something I always look for in a human. In the nation within the nation—as Bernie calls the world of me and my kind—we don’t go in for much in the lip biting way, although getting a bit of lip snagged on a tooth can happen from time to time. I checked—no lip snagging at the moment—and concentrated even harder on what Mr. Parsons was saying, maybe “Doesn’t the alarm set automatically?” or something of that sort.

			“Tell you what,” said Bernie. “Let’s go over and check things out.”

			“Hoping you’d say that,” said Mr. Parsons.

			And so was I, even though I hadn’t realized till Mr. Parsons said so. Life’s full of surprises, almost all of them good.

			•••

			What a beautiful day! That was my thought as I raced across our front lawn—not the grassy kind of lawn but the desert kind, on account of the aquifer, one of Bernie’s big worries, although I’m pretty sure he’s never seen it, at least not since we’ve been together—and did what I had to do, and do pretty urgently once I got started, but the point was I was doing what I had to against my very favorite tree and thinking about nothing, when I started thinking about something, namely if Iggy was on the loose, how come he hadn’t laid his mark on my tree? Wouldn’t he have done that first thing? I know I would have in his—

			“Chet? You coming?”

			What was this? Mr. Parsons was stumping across our driveway toward his place, Bernie walking slowly beside him and looking back at me. Was I coming? Of course! Just as soon as I finished what I was—whoa! Hey! It turned out I was finished—hadn’t even remembered to save a little something for any marking purposes in the near future—and yet was still in place by the tree, one back leg raised very high, which isn’t really necessary, just my style, all the while kind of . . . lost in thought. Lost in thought? That wasn’t me at all. I hurried over to Bernie, although not in a straight line, on account of my security duties, which began every day with a thorough sniff-sniff-sniffing of the front yard to find out what had been going on overnight, in this case invasions by a squirrel, a mouse, and . . . and a cat? A cat had been on our property? And right about here by this stunted little prickly pear plant Bernie can’t get to grow, that cat had caught the mouse, no question about it: once you’ve smelled mouse insides you don’t forget. Now we had cats taking down mice in my territory? What could I do about it? Absolutely nothing except for sprinting around in tight circles, tighter, tighter, tighter, claws digging deep into the dried-out earth, clods flying, clouds of dust rising and—

			“CHET!”

			I hustled right over. When Bernie talks I listen, and listen good.

			•••

			We went to the back door of the Parsons’s house. It was open just the tiniest bit, but I was more interested in the presence of Iggy’s smell, somewhere between fresh and yesterday. Iggy’s smell is a little poopier than you usually find in members of the nation within, maybe takes some getting used to. I was used to it. Iggy was my best pal, if I haven’t mentioned that already. The point is he’d been right here, outside the door, no doubt about it.
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