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This book is dedicated to Diana



ONE

I smell trouble,” Bernie said.

Better stop right there. Not that I doubt Bernie. The truth is, I believe everything he says. And he has a nice big nose for a human. But what’s that saying? Not much.

It’s a fact that trouble has a smell—human trouble especially, sour and penetrating—but Bernie had never smelled trouble before, or if so he hadn’t mentioned it, and Bernie mentioned all kinds of things to me. We’re partners in the Little Detective Agency, me and Bernie, Bernie’s last name being Little. I’m Chet, pure and simple.

I took a quick sniff, smelled no trouble whatsoever, just as I’d expected, but did smell lots of other stuff, including burgers cooking on a grill. I looked around: no grill in sight, and this wasn’t the time to go searching, although all at once I was a bit hungry, maybe even more than a bit. We were on the job, trailing some woman whose name I’d forgotten. She’d led us out of the Valley to a motel in a flea-bitten desert town. That was what Bernie called it—flea-bitten—but I felt no fleas at all, hadn’t been bothered by them in ages, not since I started on the drops. But the funny thing was, even though I didn’t have fleas, just the thought of them suddenly made me itchy. I started scratching, first behind my ear, soon along my side, then both at once, really digging in with my claws, faster and—

“Chet, for God’s sake.”

I went still, one of my back paws frozen in midair. Bernie gave me a close look. “Don’t tell me I forgot the drops?” I gave him a close look right back. Bernie has these faint lines on his forehead. When he worries, they get deeper, like now. I don’t like it when Bernie worries. I pushed all thoughts about scratching clear out of my mind and sat straight up in the shotgun seat—my very favorite spot—alert and flealess.

We were in the Porsche. There are fancy Porsches out there—we see them on the freeways; we’ve got freeways out the yingyang in the Valley—but ours isn’t one of them. It’s very old, brown with yellow doors, and there’s a bullet hole in the back license plate. How that happened is a story for another time.

There was one palm tree on the street in front of the motel, a small one with dusty leaves, and we were parked behind it. That was part of our stakeout technique, hiding behind trees. Maybe it was our whole technique: I couldn’t think of any other parts at the moment. Beyond the palm tree stood the motel, horseshoe-shaped—just one of the many strange things about horses, that they wore shoes—with parking in between. Two cars in the lot, parked far from each other. One, a red convertible, belonged to the woman we were tailing. The other, a dark sedan, had been there when we arrived.

We gazed at the motel door closest to the red convertible. The woman—short, blond, curvy—had jumped out of the car and gone straight inside. Since then—nothing. That was one of the problems with divorce work: no action. We hated divorce work, me and Bernie—our specialty was missing persons—but with the state of our finances we couldn’t turn down anything. How our finances got this way is a long story, hard to keep straight in my head. Early on, there’d been the Hawaiian pants. Bernie loves Hawaiian shirts—right now he was wearing the one with the trumpet pattern—and he got the idea that people would snap up Hawaiian pants. In the end, they got snapped up by us. We’ve got a closet full of them, plus lots more at our self-storage in Pedroia. Later on came the tin futures. The tin futures looked good after some find in Bolivia, but then an earthquake buried everything, so here we were, back on the divorce beat.

Our client was a sad-eyed little guy named Marvin Winkleman who owned a ticket agency downtown. Don’t ask me what a ticket agency is. What’s important is that he thought his wife was cheating, and coughed up the $500 retainer. Don’t ask me about the cheating part, either. It’s a human thing; we operate differently in my world. “Just find out, one way or another,” Winkleman said. “I’ve got to know.”

Later, driving away, Bernie said, “Why do they always have to know? What’s wrong with ignorance is bliss?” I had no idea.

We sat. Nothing happened. The dusty palm leaves hung motionless. Bernie got fidgety. He opened the glove box, checked behind the visor, patted his pockets. Poor Bernie. He never bought cigarettes anymore, was trying to quit. After a while he gave up, sat back, folded his arms. Bernie has nice strong arms. I kept my eyes on them. Time passed. Then I heard a faint metallic sound and looked out. The motel door opened and out came the blond woman, patting her hair. I glanced at Bernie. Hey! His eyes were closed. I barked, not a loud bark but the soft kind I swallow in my throat. Bernie’s eyelids flew open. He put his hand on me, sat up straight, reached for the camera, and took her picture.

The blond woman got in the convertible and checked herself in the mirror. Bernie took another picture. She put on lipstick, gave her mouth a nice stretch. I gave my mouth a nice stretch, too, for no reason. “Looks pretty happy, doesn’t she?” Bernie said. She backed out of her space, drove out of the lot and down the street, away from us. Bernie took pictures of the motel, the blinking sign outside, the palm tree, and me. Then we went back to watching the motel room door. “Maybe there’s no one in there,” Bernie said. “Like she just enjoys a solitary little nap out in the desert now and then, making this a wild goose chase.”

Wild goose chase? I’d heard that one before, wanted to go on a wild goose chase very badly, but there were no geese in sight. Once—was this back when the Hawaiian pants returns started coming in?—I’d heard Bernie say, “Our goose is cooked.” But no cooked goose ever appeared. Meanwhile, I was hungry. The smell of burgers on the grill, while not as strong as—

The motel door opened. A man stepped out, a tall man in a white shirt and dark pants, knotting his tie. “Bingo,” said Bernie, I’m not sure why. I knew bingo—a game they played at the Police Athletic League fund-raiser, an event I’d been to only once and probably wouldn’t be back to, what with how exciting it turned out to be, and that unfortunate incident with my tail and all those little plastic chips on the chief’s card—but was this a time for games? Bernie aimed the camera at the man, gazed into it, and said, “Oh my God.” He slowly lowered the camera.

The man glanced around in a quick way that reminded me of lots of perps we’d taken down and walked to the dark sedan at the other end of the motel parking lot.

“Recognize him, Chet?” said Bernie in a low voice.

I wasn’t sure. Nothing wrong with my eyes—although Bernie says I can’t be trusted when it comes to color, so don’t put any money on the convertible being red—but they’re really more of a backup to my nose and my ears, and the man was too far away for me to get a whiff, plus he wasn’t saying anything. Still, he moved in a way that was kind of familiar, stiff and long-legged, like one of those birds that can’t fly, their name escaping me at the moment. The man unlocked the sedan. “Those software geeks,” Bernie said. “I should have known from the flip-flops. It’s Malcolm.”

Malcolm? This divorce case dude was someone we knew already? I checked those feet: long skinny feet with long skinny toes. I remembered the smell of those feet, somewhat like a big round piece of cheese Bernie had once left outside for a day or two. Yes, Malcolm for sure. I didn’t like Malcolm, even though I like just about every human I’ve ever met, even some of the perps and gangbangers. Malcolm didn’t like me, either; he was one of those humans who got nervous around my kind.

Malcolm climbed into his car and drove away. “What the hell are we going to do?” Bernie said. Huh? Weren’t we going to do what we always did when a divorce case worked out like this, which was deliver the evidence, collect the final check, grab a bite somewhere? “Specifically, what are we going to do about Leda?”

Leda? What did . . .? But then I began to see, sort of. Bernie was divorced himself. He has a kid, Charlie, who we only get to see some weekends and holidays. Charlie mainly lives in a big house in High Chaparral Estates, one of the nicest developments in the whole Valley, with Bernie’s ex-wife, Leda, and her boyfriend. The boyfriend was Malcolm. What else do you need to know? Maybe just that Bernie misses Charlie a lot—and so do I—but he never misses Leda—and neither do I. And then there’s Suzie Sanchez, a reporter for the Valley Tribune and sort of Bernie’s girlfriend. Suzie smells great—kind of like soap and lemons—and has a full box of treats in her car at all times. She’s a gem.

Bernie felt under the seat, found a mangled cigarette, lit up. He took a deep breath, blew out a big smoke cloud. I love the smell, would smoke if I could. His whole body relaxed; I could feel it. I could also feel him thinking, a nice feeling, like breezes brushing by. I waited, my own mind empty and peaceful.

“We could tell her,” he said after a while. “Or not tell her.”

He smoked some more.

“If we tell her, what happens? Something, for sure. If we don’t tell her, maybe nothing happens. Nothing is often the best policy.” Bernie’s hand reached out in that absentminded way it does sometimes and gave me a pat. Bernie’s a great patter, the very best. “Still, it’s a time bomb, ticking away. But do all time bombs go off?” Bombs? Bombs were somehow in the picture? Wasn’t this divorce work? I knew bombs, of course, could sniff them out, something I’d learned in K-9 school. I’d done pretty well in K-9 school, up until the very last day. The only thing left had been the leaping test. And leaping is just about my very best thing. Then came some confusion. Was a cat involved? And blood? I ended up flunking out, but that was how Bernie and I got together, so it worked out great. But forget all that. The point is I can smell bombs, and there was no bomb smell in the air outside the motel. Detective work could be confusing. You had to be patient. “Got to be patient, big guy.” Bernie said that a lot. It meant just sitting, not always so easy.

Bernie took one last drag, then got out of the car and ground the butt into the dirt. He had a thing about forest fires, although there were no forests around out here in the desert, just this palm tree, a few shrubs, rocks, dirt. Bernie turned to me. “Is ignorance bliss? Hits a little closer to home now, doesn’t it, Chet?”

Didn’t quite get that. Were we going home? Fine with me, but shouldn’t we swing by the client first, pick up the check? Otherwise why bother with divorce work?

Bernie got back in the car, started to turn the key, then went still. “And what’s best for Charlie?” he said.
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We left the desert, rode up and over the mountain pass where the air is always so fresh—I had my head stuck way out—and back into the Valley. The Valley is huge, goes on forever in all directions. The air got less fresh and started shimmering, the sky turning from blue to hazy orange. Bernie’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Imagine what this looked like when Kit Carson rode through,” he said. Kit Carson comes up from time to time. I couldn’t remember what he’d done, but if it was bad we’d bring him down eventually. Message to Kit Carson: an orange jumpsuit is in your future.

The downtown towers appeared, just the tops of them, the rest lost in the haze. Soon we were down in the haze ourselves. We parked in front of one of the towers and went into a coffee shop on the ground floor. No one there except Marvin Winkleman, sitting at a front table and gazing into his coffee cup, head down. Hey! He was one of those comb-over dudes. Love comb-overs! Humans can be very entertaining, no offense.

Winkleman looked up. “You’ve got news?” Human sweat is a big subject, but for now, let’s just say the nervous kind has a special tang that travels a long way, very easy to sniff out, and I was sniffing it out now.

Bernie nodded and took a seat at the table. I sat on the floor beside him.

“Good news or bad?” said Winkleman.

Bernie put the laptop on the table, turned it so Winkleman could see, and plugged in the camera. “These are in sequence,” he said, “time stamped at the bottom left.”

Winkleman looked at the pictures, his face gray in the laptop’s light. His sad eyes got sadder. “Who is he?” he said.

Bernie was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Does it really matter?”

Winkleman thought. His thoughts weren’t like soft breezes, were more like dark shadows that I didn’t want near me. “Guess not,” he said. “What’s the point?” He put his head in his hands. This happens sometimes, maybe like the human head can get to be too much to support.

“Um,” said Bernie. When he feels uncomfortable he bites his lip; he was doing it now. “Do, uh, you have any kids?”

“We were waiting for the right time.” Or something like that: kind of hard to hear, with Winkleman’s hands covering his face.

“Well,” said Bernie. “Then, uh . . .”

Winkleman uncovered his face. A tear rolled out of one eye. Waterworks: I was always on the lookout for that. Human tears taste salty. I know from this one time Charlie cried after he fell off his bike, and I licked his face. I had no desire to lick Winkleman’s face. “You’re telling me things could be worse?” he said.

“Maybe a cliché,” Bernie said. “Not very helpful, in retrospect.”

Winkleman wiped away the tear. “Sorry,” he said. “Crazy to take it out on the messenger.” He opened his checkbook. “How much do I owe you?”

Bernie checked his watch. “Today doesn’t count as a full day.” Oh, Bernie. “Let’s call it eight hundred.”

Winkleman handed over the check. “Got any kids yourself?” he said.

“One.”

Winkleman reached into his pocket, produced a big wad of tickets, gave Bernie two. “Here,” he said. New tears welled up in his eyes, trembled at the edge of the lower lids. “Kids like the circus.”

Bernie rose. At that moment I noticed a little something on the floor. I couldn’t think of the name of that little something for the longest time, not until after I’d snapped it up and swallowed it down. Croissant: that was it. Not the sausage-and-egg kind, which I’d had once behind a Dumpster at the North Valley Mall, but still: delish, and I’d been hungry since the stakeout. Could have downed another croissant, in fact, and maybe even another after that.

“Chet? You coming?”

We headed for the door. Just as we went out, I glanced back and saw Winkleman standing by a trash receptacle. He took the gold ring off his finger and dropped it inside. Bernie had a gold ring that looked just the same. He kept it in a drawer in the office. I came very close to having a big thought, but it didn’t quite come.
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The phone buzzed just as Bernie started up the car. Bernie had the phone rigged so the voice came through the speakers. “Bernie? Amy here.” I knew Amy. She was the vet. A nice woman, big and round, with soft hands, but I never liked going to the vet. “I’ve got the lab report on that lump.” Bernie leaned forward.



TWO

Lump? There was Lumpy Clumpinello, of course, a truck hijacker from South Pedroia, now breaking rocks in the hot sun—I could still remember how he’d squealed when I grabbed him by the pant leg, which is usually how we closed our cases at the Little Detective Agency—but other than that, no lumps came to mind. Meanwhile, out on the street, I saw one of my guys, on a leash—I’d hardly ever been on a leash, the last time being in court, when I’d been Exhibit A and Exhibit B was a .44 Magnum I’d dug up out of some perp’s flower bed—lifting his leg against a fire hydrant. I wanted to do that, too, lay my mark on top of his, and right now. Was there any way I could somehow jump—

“And?” Bernie said, at the same time putting his hand on me, in fact around my collar.

Amy’s voice came through the speakers. “And—the results were negative.”

The blood drained from Bernie’s face. All at once he went from looking great to looking terrible, like this sick old guy who sometimes goes past our house in a wheelchair. “Oh, God,” he said. “Negative?”

“That’s good news, Bernie,” Amy said. “The best. Negative is good.”

“Negative is good?”

“It means no malignancy,” Amy said. “It’s just a benign growth, may shrink and vanish on its own, and easily removable if not.”

The blood came rushing back to Bernie’s face. It turned bright red—I had no doubt about that, no matter what anyone says about me and color—and he smiled a smile so big his eyes practically disappeared. What the hell was going on? “Thank you,” Bernie said. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Amy laughed and said good-bye. Bernie patted my head, kind of hard, actually. “Good boy,” he said. “Way to go.”

Nice, but what had I done? Was this about taking down Lumpy Clumpinello, or something else? The Lumpy Clumpinello case seemed like a long time ago, but maybe it wasn’t—time plays tricks on you, Bernie says. I didn’t know, didn’t really care, but Bernie was excited about something, so I started getting excited, too. At that moment we came to a stop sign. Looking back, I could still see the fire hydrant, partway down the block. Have I mentioned that the Porsche is a convertible, in fact it has no top at all? The next thing I knew I was lifting my leg against that hydrant, marking it from top to bottom and then back up again, doing a proper job. The air filled with soft splashing sounds, kind of like a fountain. I love fountains. One of my favorites is in the lobby of the Ritz, this fancy hotel in Beaumont Hills, the nicest part of the Valley, where Bernie and I once worked a case, although that particular fountain had actually led to problems with the management, too complicated to go into now. A woman in a passing car gave me a look, maybe not friendly. I gave her a look back, not friendly or unfriendly, just this polite look I have for when my mind is elsewhere.
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Home is our place on Mesquite Road. Our part of the Valley isn’t fancy like Beaumont Hills, but who would want to live anywhere else? For one thing, we’ve got the canyon out back, open country that goes on and on, plus more lizards, javelinas, and coyotes than you could shake a stick at. That’s something humans say, but I’ve gotten lots of sticks in my mouth and could have shaken them at all kinds of creatures if I’d wanted. Once I actually did shake a squirrel. Was that bad? I was so surprised I’d caught the little bugger, first and only time!

Another good thing about our place is that my bowls are in the kitchen. And then there’s Iggy. Iggy’s my pal. He lives next door with this old couple, Mr. and Mrs. Parsons. Not too long ago they got an electric fence and Iggy had some problems with it. Now he doesn’t come outside, just watches from the window, which was what he was doing when Bernie and I drove up. He barked and wagged his tail. I did the same. Iggy barked back and wagged some more. I did the same again. We could keep this up for ages, me and Iggy, and I was looking forward to that, when he suddenly disappeared from the front window. A few moments later he popped up in the side window. Maybe he could see me better from there or maybe—what was this? Now Iggy had something in his mouth, possibly a bedroom slipper. Yes, a bedroom slipper for sure. I wanted badly to take it away from him, but how could I? So when I heard Bernie saying, “For the last time, Chet, get in here,” I went bounding into the house.

“This calls for a celebration,” Bernie said. I knew celebrations—and wasn’t at all surprised when Bernie opened the cupboard over the sink and took out a bottle of bourbon—but why were we having one now? He also took out a box of chew strips from Rover and Company—a great company where I’d once spent some time in the testing kitchen—and tossed me one. Beef-flavored—I could tell while it was still spinning in midair. I caught it and darted under the kitchen table, like . . . like it was the bedroom slipper or something. I worked on the chew strip, a bit confused. An ice cube in Bernie’s glass made a tiny hiss and then a tiny crack. I loved when that happened. I forgot whatever I’d been worrying about and polished off that chew strip.

And was wondering if I could have another one, and if so, how to make that happen, when someone knocked at the door. Uh-oh. I hadn’t even heard whoever it was coming up the walk, and that was part of my job. I ran to the door, barking this sharp-sounding bark I have, a bark I’ve noticed scares some people, kind of strange since I mostly do it when I’m a little mad at myself. But then, at the door, I smelled who it was and went quiet.

Bernie opened the door and blinked, the way humans do sometimes when they’re taken by surprise. “Uh, Leda?” he said.

“What the hell is wrong with your phone?” she said. Leda has pale eyes, like the sky in winter. She was one of those humans who never seemed to look at me, like I wasn’t there. “Both phones, home and cell. I’ve been calling and calling.”

“You have?” said Bernie. He took his cell phone from the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt. Leda’s pale gaze took in the shirt; for a moment I thought she was going to say something about it—she’d said plenty about Bernie’s Hawaiian shirts, and his clothes in general, when they’d been married, but she didn’t. Leda herself wore dark pants and a short jacket with interesting buttons, the color of bone. What would one of those buttons feel like between your teeth? You couldn’t help wondering. Meanwhile, Bernie was giving his cell phone a smack, the kind of smack he gives the toaster when the toast starts smoking and won’t come up, but not so hard. “Something seems to be . . .”

“Did you forget to pay the bill?” Leda said. “They probably cut off your service.”

“No, I’m sure, almost sure I—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Leda said. “I’m here now.”

“Right,” said Bernie. His expression changed, like he’d had a thought, maybe a big one. I’d seen that before, and got ready for anything. “Did you want to, uh, come in?”

“Come in?”

“Like, inside the house.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

Bernie raised both hands, palms up; something he hardly ever did. “I don’t know,” Bernie said. He cleared his throat, but that didn’t mean he had a bone stuck in it, which is the only reason I have for clearing my throat. I was pretty sure it meant something. “How are things?” he said.

Leda squinted at him. Squinting never makes people look better. “How are things? What kind of question is that?”

“Just routine.”

“Routine?”

“You know. Polite back-and-forth.”

Leda stopped squinting, tilted her head back. “Making fun of me, Bernie? That never gets old?”

“I wasn’t. Sorry if . . . and I never—”

“Skip it.” She made a little backhand gesture. “I had a proposal I thought you’d like, but if this is your attitude, I don’t—”

“Something about Charlie?” Bernie said.

“Yes,” she said, her face smoothing out, looking not so irritated anymore, “something about Charlie. I know it’s not scheduled, but can you take him for the weekend?”

Bernie’s eyebrows—he has nice thick ones; you can tell a lot by watching them—went up and he smiled at the same time. I always like seeing that one! “Yeah, sure,” he said, “of course.” Bernie gave her a quick look, not the kind of look I’d ever seen before from him to her, more the kind of look he had when we were on the job. “Something come up?”

“A weekend getaway,” she said. “We’re leaving tonight.”

“You and Malcolm?”

“Who else? Of course me and Malcolm.”

“Going anywhere interesting?”

“Isn’t that the norm for weekend getaways?”
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Back in the house, Bernie tried the kitchen and office phones, pressed buttons, smacked the phones around a bit. Then he started digging through a big pile of papers on the desk. That got me going a bit—especially when the pile tipped and all the papers went sailing—so I had to take a little break out back on the patio. We have a nice patio, surrounded by a high fence and a high gate at the back. And beyond the gate: the canyon. I went to the gate right away. Locked. A very high gate, but what no one knows is that I’ve jumped it more than once. There was an episode with she-barking, for example. I stood still, ears up, listened for she-barking now, heard none. We have a small lemon tree in one corner of the patio. I lay down in its shade, took in the lemony smell. My eyelids suddenly got very heavy very fast. Don’t you find it hard to keep them open when that happens? And also, why bother?

I had a dream about that she-barker, a very exciting dream, but for some reason at the most exciting moment of this exciting dream, my eyes opened. The dream broke into little pieces and the pieces faded fast. I was on the patio, under the lemon tree, and Bernie was sitting at the table, the checkbook open in front of him. I knew the checkbook. It’s a small thing with a cover that looks like leather, but I happen to know is not; a small thing that always seems to cause big problems.

“Can’t believe I did that,” he said. I rose, gave myself a real good stretch, getting my front paws way out and arching my back—did that feel good or what? Bernie glanced up at me. “My goddamn handwriting. I took a three for an eight and bounced the phone bill check.” Three? Eight? Those are numbers, but what they mean isn’t exactly clear to me. I don’t go past two. Two is enough. I went over and stood by Bernie. He scratched between my ears. I hadn’t realized how much I needed scratching right there. Ah. He was an expert. “How can I be so dumb?” Bernie said. Bernie? Dumb? No one dumb could scratch like that. He gazed off into the distance. “We need a case, big guy.” I went closer, sat on his foot, waited for a case.

Soon after that, the doorbell rang. We went to the front door, opened up—and there was Charlie, wearing his backpack. “Hi, Dad,” he said.

“Hey,” said Bernie. He looked past Charlie to the street, so I did, too. Leda was watching from the passenger side of a car; the dark sedan, actually, that we’d seen earlier at the motel. And I could make out Malcolm beside her, at the wheel. A strange feeling, a kind of pressure, sometimes happens in my head, especially when things are getting complicated. I was feeling it now. Leda gave a little wave. Bernie waved back, a funny look in his eyes. But no time to figure that out, because the very next thing, Charlie had thrown his arms around me, and right after that I was giving him a ride on my back, charging all over the yard.

“Chet the Jet!” he yelled. “Chet the Jet!”

Was anything better that this?

We went inside and had a snack. Charlie loves snacks and so do I. “Guess what I’ve got?” Bernie said.

“What, Dad?”

“The circus is in town,” said Bernie. “Out at the fairgrounds.” He laid the tickets on the counter.

“Yes!” said Charlie. He examined the tickets. “Do they have elephants? We’re studying elephants in school.”

“Got to have elephants,” Bernie said. “What’s a circus without elephants? But we can check.” He flipped open the laptop, tapped away. “Here we go. How about we watch this on the big screen?”

We went into the living room. Bernie tapped away some more, played with the remote, said “What the hell?” a few times, hit more buttons, and then a man appeared on our wall TV. He had a big head, wore a big top hat, held a cigar in one hand and a whip in the other.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he called out, “and children of all ages, I’m Colonel Drummond and it’s my pleasure to welcome you to the Drummond Family Traveling Circus, the biggest and greatest and oldest and most award-winning, family-owned three-ring circus in not just the good ol’ U. S. of A. but indeed in the whole world and the solar system to which it—”

“Let’s fast-forward,” Bernie said. Images flew by on the screen: a dude on a one-wheeled bike—the name of those bikes escaping me—juggling lots of bowling pins; tigers jumping back and forth through a ring of fire; a crowd inside the huge tent clapping their hands; a woman standing on the head of a man who was standing on the head of another man who was standing on the—; a woman in what looked like a bathing suit riding two horses at once, a foot on each one—and was she really keeping all those plates spinning at the same time? I wasn’t sure. Everything went by too fast, a woman breathing fire, and was that possible? a man getting shot out of a cannon and flying through the—? and a bear on a motorcycle—whoa!—and then Bernie said, “This should be it,” and the speed slowed down to normal.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen and children of all ages,” said Colonel Drummond, “if you will direct your attention to the east ring, the Drummond Family Traveling Circus is proud to present the world’s greatest elephant tamer and the world’s greatest elephant, brought together under the Drummond Family Traveling Circus big top at great expense for your viewing pleasure. Please welcome Mr. Uri DeLeath and Peanut!”

A light shone down in the darkness behind Colonel Drummond, music played ta-da!, and there stood an elephant and a man in a tight sparkly costume. I knew elephants from Animal Planet. Would I ever forget that show they did on when good elephants go bad? And that whole house falling down? The man in the sparkly costume—Uri DeLeath, unless I’d missed something—had a big smile on his face, a dark face with big dark eyes and one of those pencil mustaches, always interesting. He looked tiny next to Peanut. Peanut’s face was hard to read. I couldn’t get past that trunk, so amazing. Peanut raised one of her huge front feet. Uri DeLeath lay down under it. Peanut lowered her foot onto him, just touching and no more. After a moment or two, she raised it, stepped back, and in one quick but gentle motion of her trunk scooped him up and set him behind her head. Then Peanut started walking around the ring, Uri DeLeath smiling and waving his sparkly hat, and what was this? Peanut reaching her trunk into the stands and grabbing somebody’s popcorn right out of the bag and offering it up to Uri DeLeath? He ate a handful and then Peanut’s trunk curled to her mouth and she scarfed down the rest, and . . . and now she was, yes, kind of prancing, like she’d pulled a fast one. Hey! I knew that prance, meaning Peanut and I had something in common. The crowd laughed and cheered. Peanut returned to the center of the ring and bowed and Uri DeLeath slid off, bowing, too.

“Wow,” said Charlie. “I can’t wait.”

I knew that one.
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Peanut is an African elephant,” Charlie said. “That’s the biggest kind.”

“Yeah?” said Bernie. We were in the Porsche, and everything was great except Charlie was in my seat, the shotgun seat, and I was on the shelf in back. But I loved Charlie, so I was being pretty good about it, hardly nipping the back of Bernie’s headrest at all.

“She has big tusks, Dad. The Asian females don’t. And her ears are big, too. The Asian ones have smaller ears.”

Bernie shot Charlie a quick glance. “Had a pretty good look at that video, huh?” Bernie said.

“Ms. Creelman says their ears help cool them down. We have to protect the elephants, Dad.”

Protect the elephants? I didn’t get that. Even if they don’t go bad, just think of the size of them. Why couldn’t they protect themselves?

We drove across the Valley, the sun shining bright, warm breeze blowing across my coat. I was feeling tip-top, lost in all the freeway smells going by: burning oil, grease, gasoline, hot rubber, hot pavement. Love freeway smells! Before I knew it, we were on an exit ramp, headed toward the fairgrounds—I could tell from the giant Ferris wheel in the distance. We’d worked a case at the fairgrounds once, not sure what it was about, maybe cotton candy. That was what I remembered most, the trouble I’d had with cotton candy, the way it got stuck all over my nose and even up inside: I’d had to breathe through my mouth, and the smell of cotton candy stayed with me for days.

“There’s the big top,” Charlie said as we drove through the gate. I could see it, too—a tent beyond the Ferris wheel, not far from the hills that rose at the back of the fairgrounds. We have a tent for when we go camping—my job is to carry the mallet for hammering in the pegs—but there’s a stuffy smell I don’t like inside the tent, so I always sleep outside. Bernie often leaves the tent in the middle of the night. He loves to sleep under the stars. He tells me lots about them, not easy to follow, but no problem: his voice is so nice to hear that often I don’t even bother trying to understand.

We came to the big top and parked near the ticket booth. “The big top kind of looked bigger in the video,” Charlie said.

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Bernie.

“And whiter,” Charlie said.

People were milling around the ticket booth in the way groups of humans do when something’s not quite right. Charlie pointed to a sheet of paper stuck on the window of the booth. “Hey,” he said, “does that sign say ‘No Show Today’?”

“Yeah,” said Bernie, stepping up to the booth; it was empty inside. “‘Please come back and see us tomorrow.’”

“How come, Dad?” Charlie said. “What’s going on?”

Bernie looked around. “No idea.” He took Charlie’s hand and walked away. I trailed behind, smelling lots of smells, some of them completely new to me. They all seemed to be coming from inside the big top. Soon I was right alongside the big top, sniffing along the bottom where the canvas met the ground. Animal smells for sure, but what animals, with smells so ripe, so rich, so strong? I squeezed my nose down under the—

“Chet?”

I looked up.

“Is Chet trying to get into the tent, Dad?”

“I’m sure he wouldn’t do anything like that,” Bernie said.

I trotted over to them, tail stiff and up high. We were partners, me and Bernie, had confidence in each other. My behavior was beyond reproach, whatever that was.

“Let’s take a recon behind the tent before we go,” Bernie said.

“How come?” said Charlie.

“Just curious,” Bernie said.

Fine with me. Recon was one of my specialties. We circled the tent. On the back side sat a whole bunch of trailers, parked right up to a low chain-link fence at the base of the hills. Some of these trailers were huge, the biggest I’d seen, and what was this? Metro PD black-and-whites, and some uniformed cops laying down crime-scene tape? I knew not to go anywhere near crime-scene tape, one thing I’d learned for sure in K-9 school.

One of the cops looked up. I recognized him: Sergeant Rick Torres, our buddy at Missing Persons. “Hey, Bernie,” he said. “You working this already?”

“Working what?” said Bernie.

Rick Torres crouched under a strip of tape, came toward us, shook hands with Bernie. “Hey, Chet,” he said, and gave me a pat. “Lookin’ good. Is he still growing, Bernie?”

“Hardly seems possible,” Bernie said. “This is my son, Charlie. Shake hands with Sergeant Torres, Charlie.”

Rick held out his hand. Charlie gazed down at the ground.

“I won’t bite,” Rick said. Of course he wouldn’t! Hardly any humans did, their little teeth not being much of a weapon. I did remember a perp named Clancy Green chomping on some other perp’s arm, but that was on a Halloween night, the only holiday I don’t like—Halloween brings out the worst in people, Bernie says. Thanksgiving is my favorite, except for that one time with the drumstick incident, maybe a story for another day.

Charlie raised his hand, a little hand that disappeared in Rick’s big one. Rick shook it gently.

“There’s a gun on your belt,” Charlie said.

“Yeah, but I’ve never fired it,” Rick said, although I didn’t know why, since I could smell it had been fired, and not too long ago.

A trailer door opened and a cop looked out. “Ready for that witness, Sarge?”

“You’re really not working this, Bernie?” Rick said.

“Don’t even know what this is,” Bernie said. “We came to see the circus.”

“Bad timing,” Rick said. “The elephant tamer’s missing. And the elephant’s gone, too.”

“Peanut?”

Rick took a notebook from his chest pocket, leafed through. “Yeah, Peanut.”

“How can an elephant be missing?” Bernie said.

Rick shrugged. “Care to sit in?”

Bernie shook his head. “Seeing as how there’s no circus, maybe we’ll—”

“Dad?” Charlie’s eyes were big. “Did something happen to Peanut?”

Bernie glanced down. “No reason to think that, Charlie.”

“But then where is she?”

“That’s what Rick’s going to find out,” Bernie said.

“I’ll bet Corporal Valdez would be happy to entertain Charlie for a few minutes,” Rick said.

Bernie thought for a moment. I can always feel when he’s thinking, although what he’s thinking about is anybody’s guess. “Just a few,” he said.

Rick waved one of the cops over. Corporal Valdez told Charlie to call her Mindy and that she had a kid named Charlie, too, now in Iraq. That was where Bernie got his wound—he limped sometimes when he was tired—but he never talked about it, so that was all I knew about Iraq. “Want to work the blue lights?” Corporal Valdez said. She led Charlie toward one of the cruisers. Bernie and I followed Rick up the stairs and into the trailer.

That was when I got a bad shock. We were in a kind of office—desk, chairs, computer, none of that shocking—and standing by the desk was the cop who’d spoken to Rick, also not shocking. The shocking part was the clown sitting in one of the chairs. I’d seen clowns on TV. They scare me every time, and this was much worse. The clown had a horrible white face with a red mouth and green eyes and nasty orange hair sprouting out of his head here and there. And it wasn’t just the sight of him: how about the smell? Partly he smelled like Livia Moon, who operated a house of ill repute, whatever that may be, in Pottsdale, and partly he smelled like a human male. I hardly ever go backward, but I was going backward now, and barking my head off.

“Easy, Chet,” said Bernie.

“Dogs hate me,” said the clown.

He had a soft voice, actually sort of nice, although not as nice of Bernie’s, of course. I stopped barking, not all at once, more this gradual dial-down thing I do.

“Popo,” said the cop, “this here’s Sergeant Torres from Missing Persons.”

“And my associate Bernie Little,” Rick said.

I barked the last of the dial-downed barks, low and rumbly.

“And Chet,” Rick added.

“Nice to meet you,” said Popo.

“And your real name?” Rick said.

“Real?” said the clown. “John Poppechevski.” Or something complicated like that. “But everyone calls me Popo.”

“Even in normal life?” said Rick.

“The distinction between normal life and circus life eludes me,” Popo said. He had this big red smile on his face, but he didn’t sound happy. His eyes were small and dark; everything else about him was big and brightly colored. My barking almost started up again.

“Okay, Popo,” Rick said, “let’s hear your story.” The uniformed cop went to the doorway and stood there, looking out. Rick sat down, reaching for his notebook. Bernie leaned against the desk, arms folded across his chest. I sat on the floor beside him, picking a spot that turned out to be sticky. I shifted over a bit; that was better.

“Well,” said Popo, “my great-great-grandparents, in search of a better life, came to Ellis Island early in the twentieth—”

“How about we fast-forward to the events of last night?” Rick said.

A quick smile crossed Bernie’s face, not sure why. But I got the feeling he was having fun, which put me in a very good mood, and I’d been in a good mood already.

Popo nodded, the big red ball at the tip of his nose bobbing up and down. Balls are a big interest of mine; I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

“You want me to skip Trumpy?” Popo said.

“Who’s Trumpy?” said Rick.

“My mentor. He taught me everything I know about the profession.”

“Was he here last night?”

“Oh, no,” said Popo. “Trumpy passed away years ago.”

“So he couldn’t have had anything to do with these disappearances,” Rick said.

“Not even if he’d still been alive,” Popo said.

“I’m sorry?” said Rick.

“Trumpy was a man of the highest moral character,” Popo replied.

Bernie spoke for the first time. “And did he pass that on to you as well?”

Popo turned to Bernie. “I try,” he said. Yes, Popo had a nice voice, and there was also something nice about those dark eyes.

“Good to hear,” Rick said. “So getting back to last night.”

Popo licked his lips. The sight of his tongue—a normal tongue, at least for a human—touching those red smiley lips was very strange. I stuck my own tongue out, gave the end of my nose a lick, not sure why. “After the show,” Popo said, “the late show, I’m talking about, which went pretty well—pretty well considering the times, the house maybe not quite half full—I relaxed for a while with the Filipoffs and—”

Rick held up his hand. “The Filipoffs?”

“You don’t know the Filipoffs?” Popo said. “The Fearless Filipoffs, First Family of the Flying Trapeze?”

Rick shook his head.

“That says more about the state of the circus than about you,” Popo said. “A hundred years ago their names were on everyone’s lips.”

What was this? More lips? I was confused. Were we even on the job? I started panting a little bit.

“The Filipoffs’ trailer is next to mine, near the cages. The setup is the same in every town. After a drink or two, I went to bed. Sometime in the night I woke up, thinking I’d heard trumpeting. I listened but heard nothing more and thought it must have been a dream, and so—”

“Trumpeting?” said Rick. I knew trumpets. We listen to a lot of music when we’re on the road, and the trumpet is my favorite instrument, although the slide guitar is pretty good, too. The trumpet does things to my ears that are hard to describe, especially when Roy Eldridge is playing on “If You Were Mine,” which Bernie went through a stage of playing over and over.

“I’m talking about elephant trumpeting,” Popo said.

Whoa. Elephants could play the trumpet? I knew right then that this case was headed off the cliff.

“You’re telling us it wasn’t a dream?” Rick said.

“In retrospect,” said Popo, losing me completely. “But at the time I just went back to sleep. In the morning I got suited up first thing and started working the fairgrounds.”

“Working them how?” said Rick.

“Drumming up business,” Popo said. “Part of my job.”

Trumpeting and now drumming? I didn’t like this case, not one little bit. Were we even on it? If we were, who was paying? I felt a sudden urge to yawn, too strong to fight, so I gave in and yawned, a nice big mouth-stretching one, and felt better for it.

“About half an hour later Filomena came running over and broke the news,” Popo said.

“Filomena?” said Rick.

“Filomena Filipoff, granddaughter and current star of the act.”

“And the news was?”

“That Uri was nowhere to be found.”

“The elephant tamer?”

“He doesn’t think of himself as a tamer.”

Bernie spoke again. “How does he think of himself?”

Tears rose in Popo’s dark eyes. “As a friend. But he has no objection to the word trainer. Uri DeLeath is the best and most humane animal trainer in the business.”

“And the elephant was missing, too?” Rick said.

Popo nodded. “Vanished without a trace.”

“A little premature,” Bernie said.

“I don’t understand,” Popo said.

“Bernie means it’s too soon to give up on finding traces,” Rick said. “This elephant, uh—” He checked his notebook. “Peanut, how does he normally travel?”

“She,” said Popo. “She has her own trailer—like a horse trailer but much bigger.”

“It’s gone, too, I assume?” Rick said.

Popo shook his head. I always watch for that: it means no.

“What about other trailers, trucks, any kind of vehicle?” Rick said.

“All present and accounted for as far as I know,” said Popo.

“So what are you saying?” Rick said. “They just up and walked away? We’ve got an elephant roaming around the Valley and not one single citizen’s bothered to call it in?”

“I have no answers,” Popo said.

One of Bernie’s eyebrows rose a tiny bit. His eyebrows sometimes do the talking—have I pointed that out already? “Where did the trainer sleep?” Bernie said.

“When we’re on the road, you mean?”

There was a slight pause. Then Bernie said, “That’s right.”

“His trailer’s on the other side of the cages.”

Bernie turned to Rick, maybe waiting for Rick to say something.

“How about we check it out?” Rick said.

“Sounds good to me,” said Bernie.

We went outside. Charlie was sitting behind the wheel of Corporal Valdez’s cruiser—his head barely visible through the windshield because he was so small—with Corporal Valdez beside him and the blue lights flashing. Charlie’s voice came over the cruiser’s PA: “Hands where I can see them. You’re under arrest for murder in the first degree.”



FOUR

We left the trailer—Bernie, Rick Torres, Popo, and me. There was a moment of crowding around the door, a bit of getting tangled up, and I burst out first. That happens a lot when we’re leaving places, not sure why. Popo lost his balance and almost fell; glancing back—something I can do with hardly turning my head at all—I could see the reason: his feet were huge, those floppy polka-dot shoes going on forever.

We crossed a strip of ground—rich with powerful animal scents, all unknown to me—and walked up the stairs at the back of the next trailer. The door was open and I caught a familiar powdery smell—they’d been dusting for prints, and not long ago.

“Hold it,” Bernie said, raising his hand in the stop sign as we were about to step inside, “have you dusted for prints yet?” We’d worked together a lot, me and Bernie, so I shouldn’t have been surprised. He had a nose, even kind of big for a human, but what did it do?

“Yup,” said Rick. “Bupkis.”

Bupkis? I remembered no perps of that name.

“Where’d you learn a word like that?” Bernie said.

“Counterman at the Brooklyn Deli,” said Rick.

Bernie laughed. Whatever the joke was, I’d missed it, but I knew the Brooklyn Deli, a downtown joint I didn’t get to nearly enough.

We entered the trailer. I was trying hard not to think about pastrami. We were in a small space with a bed and a rocking chair on one side—I stayed away from rockers, on account of this one incident involving my tail—and a desk and a hot plate on the other; I stayed away from hot plates, too.

“No signs of forced entry or violence,” Rick said. “For a crime scene it’s about as tidy as they come.”

Bernie went to the bed. “Looks like he didn’t actually get under the covers.”

“Uri has trouble sleeping,” Popo said. “He often reads long into the night.”

Bernie picked up a book that lay on the rocker. “Twilight of the Mammoths,” he said. He opened it, turned a few pages. Bernie gets this still and quiet look on his face when he’s interested in something: he had it now.

“What’s up?” Rick said.

“Nothing,” said Bernie, closing the book. But he didn’t put it down.

Two pictures hung on the wall. In one, Peanut stood in a field, the man with the pencil mustache, now wearing jeans and a T-shirt, standing beside her—actually sort of leaning against her—and smoking a cigarette.

“Uri with Peanut,” Popo said.

Rick bent his head toward the picture. “He seems pretty relaxed around such a . . .” He went silent the way humans sometimes do when they’re waiting for a word. Never happened to me.

“Trust,” said Popo. “Uri’s method is all about establishing trust.”

In the second picture, Uri, again smiling and looking relaxed, stood next to another man, arms over each other’s shoulders.

“Who’s the other guy?” Rick said.

“Me,” said Popo.

The other guy was Popo? He didn’t look at all like Popo. He looked like a normal guy, with dark hair and glasses, wearing normal guy clothes. And—way different from Popo—he had happy eyes: happy eyes are one of those things we pick up right away in this business. I didn’t like this case, not one bit. Was it our case? I didn’t know. I had no memory of anyone cutting us a check—something I don’t forget—so maybe not.

Bernie went over to the bed, turned back the covers, gazed at the sheets.

“Already did all that,” Rick said.

“Just getting the feel,” Bernie said. He bent down, checked under the bed. I went over and sniffed around. Checking under beds was basic: we’d found stuff under beds before, me and Bernie, but not this time. Did Bernie get the feel? His face was blank.
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We went outside.

“This way to the cages,” Rick said.

We followed him back behind the trailers. The cages stood in a row. They were like big boxes, with roofs and walls, the only barred part being the fronts. The smells hit me first, so strong, some a bit catlike, but to the nth degree, whatever that means. And then the sights: oh, boy. Creatures I’d seen on Animal Planet: tigers and lions and—

Actually, in the first cage, just two tigers, and in the next cage, only one lion, and in the last cage, nothing. The tigers and the lion had big rubber balls to play with, but they weren’t playing. They just lay on the floor and watched us with huge yellow eyes. The fur on my neck stood right up; their fur, now that I noticed it, looked kind of dull and ratty. Bernie opened his mouth like he was going to say something, but he didn’t speak; he got a hard look on his face. I wasn’t sure why, but I hated cages myself: bad guys had gotten me into them a couple times in the past. Maybe Bernie’s mind was on that.

“Thought there’d be more animals in a three-ring circus,” Rick was saying.

“We’re a one-ring circus now,” Popo said. “Haven’t had three rings in years.”

“How come?” said Rick.

Popo shrugged.

We stopped outside the third cage. What a smell! It drove all the cat scent clean out of my nose.

“Peanut’s cage,” said Popo.

The smell of Peanut filled my head, unforgettable.

“The way it works,” said Rick, walking around to the other side, “you unlock that padlock and this whole wall slides back. But apparently it was closed when the first witness arrived.”

“And who was that?” Bernie said.

Rick gave some kind of answer, but I missed it, on account of how I’d picked up Peanut’s trail—what could be easier?—and was starting to follow it. The trail began by the side wall of the cage, right where Rick was standing, and led toward—

“Chet? C’mon back, big guy.”

But—I went back, stood beside Bernie.

“Here she comes now,” Rick said. A small woman in sweats appeared, walking fast. Human movement is a big subject—amazing they don’t fall down more often—but for now let’s just mention that some humans move better than others, and she was one of those. “Bernie,” said Rick, “this is Filomena Filipoff. Ms. Filipoff—Bernie Little, private investigator.”

She reached up, shook hands with Bernie. She had a ponytail, tied back in that real tight way you see sometimes, kind of stretching the skin around the eyes; doesn’t that hurt?

“Everyone calls me Fil,” said Filomena. They did? We already knew a Phil: Phil “Shoulders” Schraft, now breaking rocks in the hot sun. This Fil was very different.

“Uh,” said Bernie. “Er.” Some women did that to him. “I’m Bernie,” he said.

“Caught that,” said Fil.

“And, um, this is Chet.”

Fil turned to me. “What a handsome fellow,” she said.

I knew one thing right away. If this was a case and something bad had happened, this woman was not the perp. She held out her hand, a small hand but beautifully shaped. I gave it a quick lick, caught a faint taste of oranges; very nice.

“You were first on the scene?” Bernie said.

Fil nodded. “I went jogging—it was just getting light—and when I came by, Peanut was gone. I ran right to Uri’s trailer and he was gone, too. I called the colonel and I guess he called you guys.”

“Who’s the colonel?” Rick said.

“Colonel Drummond,” Fil said. “He owns the circus.”

“Is he around?” Rick said.

“He’s on his way,” Fil said.

“From?” said Bernie.

“The colonel’s got a place in the north Valley,” Fil said.

“He lives here?” said Bernie.

“None of us really lives anywhere,” Fil said. “We’re on the road forty-eight weeks a year.” She turned to the empty cage. “It’s a cliché, I know, but we’re like a family.”

Popo moved closer, put his arm around her. He wore white gloves, made of some material that looked soft; I couldn’t help wonder how gloves like that might feel, in my mouth, for example. While I was in the middle of wondering, Rick said something I missed, and then Popo and Fil were walking away, his arm still around her.

“Like a family—there are upsides and downsides to that,” Bernie said.

“Thinking the same thing,” said Rick.

Bernie reached out, tried the padlock. “Who has keys for this?”

“Still checking on that.”

Bernie gazed down at the ground. There were tire tracks all over the place, crisscrossing and mashed up, a big mess.

“Not going to get much out of that,” Rick said. He glanced over at me. “Wonder if Chet might pick up something.”

“I don’t know,” Bernie said. “He’s never worked with elephants, and if we’re operating on the theory that Peanut didn’t get out of here on foot, then—”

And more of that kind of talk, but I wasn’t listening. There’s a time for action—pretty much any time, in my opinion. I took a quick sniff at the base of the wall, picked up Peanut’s scent again no problem, and started following it. A piece of cake, as humans say. I’m not a big cake eater myself, although if cake just happens to be sitting there . . .

I pushed all thoughts of cake clear out of my mind—even Charlie’s last birthday party, lucky thing about that second cake arriving so fast—and trotted along the scent trail, a nice slow trot I can keep up all day.

“Hey, Chet, ease up, for God’s sake.”

The trail led back toward the trailers, then made a sharp turn onto a paved road that ran inside the fence at the edge of the fairgrounds. There were lots of other smells on the paved road—including cotton candy—and lots of other smells can sometimes confuse you, but not this time: Peanut’s smell overpowered them all. I followed that smell right up to where the road came to a closed gate and stopped there. A man standing in a gatehouse peered out.

Bernie and Rick hurried up behind me, huffing and puffing; always fun when you can get humans huffing and puffing. Suppose you have something in your mouth, a magazine, say, and when some human makes a grab for it, you twist away, letting them come closer and closer every time: humans start huffing and puffing pretty quick in a game like that. But this was no time for games. We were on the job, and besides there were no magazines in sight.

The guard stepped out of the gatehouse. Hey! He had a toothpick sticking out of his mouth. Hadn’t seen that in way too long. Humans: you just had to like them.

Rick flashed his badge. “Torres, Missing Persons,” he said.

“Heard what happened,” the guard said, the toothpick bobbing up and down. “Don’t know nothin’.”

“In my experience,” Rick said, “nobody ever knows nothing.”

“Huh?” said the guard.

Bernie’s lips curled up a bit, like he was about to smile. I didn’t know why, just knew he and Rick were pals.

“This gatehouse manned at night?” Rick said.

“Twenty-four seven,” said the guard.

“Who was on last night?”

“Yours truly. Weekends we go midnight to noon.”

“You work for the circus?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Got some ID?” The guard handed over his ID. Rick gazed at it, then looked at the guard. “Darren P. Quigley?”

“Yup.”

“Mind losing the shades, Darren?”

Shades? Hadn’t even noticed them, what with that toothpick. Darren took off his shades, maybe in a way that was a little too slow; I felt Bernie stiffen beside me. Darren had small bloodshot eyes with dark circles under them. I liked him better with the shades on.

“So you came on at midnight?” Rick said.

“Yup.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Darren,” Rick said. “An elephant is missing.”

“Tole you. Didn’t see nothin’, didn’t hear nothin’.”

“Were you here the whole time?”

“That’s the job.”

Rick’s voice rose. “Answer the question.”

“Yeah, I was here.”

“Awake?”

Darren nodded, the toothpick moving fast, like he was chewing on it hard.

“Let’s hear a verbal answer.”

“Yeah. Wide awake every goddamn minute. No one came in. No one went out.”

Silence.

“Can I get my ID back now?”

Rick turned to Bernie. “Any thoughts?”

“Darren,” Bernie said, “this is Chet.”

My tail started up.

“So?” said Darren.

And went still, just like that.

“Chet’s a great tracker,” Bernie said.

“The best,” said Rick.

That Rick! What a guy! My tail started right back up again, wagging hard.

“And,” Bernie went on, “he’s tracked the elephant from its cage over to here. The likely scenario is that the elephant was in some kind of trailer. Less likely would be the elephant being led on foot. Either way, a hard-to-miss sight for anyone who happened to be in the gatehouse.”

“Unless that someone was asleep,” Rick added.

“Or blind drunk,” Bernie said.

Darren gave Bernie a hard stare. “Tole you what I tole you.”

“But it doesn’t add up,” Bernie said.

“You believe a fuckin’ dog over me?”

“Language,” said Bernie.

“Huh?”

“His name’s Chet.”

“So?”

Now Bernie was giving Darren a hard stare back. Darren looked away, spat out his toothpick. We stood there, me, Bernie, and Rick, our eyes on Darren. No one spoke. Finally, Rick handed back the ID. “And here’s my card,” he said, his voice not friendly, “in case your story changes.”

“Nothin’s gonna change,” Darren said and headed toward the gatehouse.

I wandered over to that toothpick, lying in the dirt, and gave it a sniff. Hey! Darren had done some puking, and pretty recently. Impossible to miss: I’ve smelled lots of puke in my time—alleys behind bars are prime spots, and so are the parking lots out front, and even right inside the bars, fancy ones, too. I barked a bit and pawed at the toothpick, but no one was paying attention. They were watching a long, white convertible approaching the gate on the road outside.
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The long, white car stopped outside the gate. The driver, a big-headed dude with a dark tan and a cigar sticking straight out of his mouth, leaned on the horn, even though Darren P. Quigley, the gatekeeper, was already on his way. The sound of a car horn honking really hurts my ears. I gave my head a good shake and felt better. By that time, Darren had the gate open.

“Morning, colonel,” he said.

Rick stepped up to the car. “Colonel Drummond?” he said.

The colonel took the cigar from his mouth. “Yes, sir.”

“Owner of the Drummond Family Traveling Circus?”

“In conjunction with a bank or three,” said the colonel. “What can I do you for?”

“Rick Torres, Missing Persons,” Rick said. “I’m in charge of the investigation.”

Colonel Drummond switched off the engine, stuck the cigar in his mouth, and talked around it. “Put me in the picture,” he said. Or something like that: humans can be hard to understand even without cigars in the way.

“Mostly a mystery at this point,” Rick said. “Your trainer, Uri DeLeath, and the elephant are missing. This gentleman here is Bernie Little, private investigator.”

The colonel’s eyes shifted to Bernie. “Howdy,” he said. “Don’t recall hiring you.”

Bernie smiled; maybe he was liking the colonel. “You didn’t,” he said. “I had tickets for today’s show.”

“They’ll be good tomorrow,” said the colonel. “Come on back. And here’s a coupon, good for twenty dollars at any of our food concessions. I highly recommend the devil dogs, prizewinners in six states.”

Devil dogs. Whoa. That was new.

“The point is,” Rick was saying, maybe a little while later, what with my mind having a hard time letting go of the devil dogs, “Bernie works with Chet. Chet’s probably the best tracker in the Valley, and he’s followed the elephant’s scent from the cage to right here, leading us to suspect they left through this gate, most likely by trailer.”

The colonel glanced at me. “What a fine-looking pooch,” he said. Hey! A horn honker maybe, but Colonel Drummond was fine by me; plus he wore one of those string ties, which were fun to chew on, although I’m sure that thought didn’t even occur to me at the moment.

“The problem,” said Rick, turning to Darren, “is that the guard can’t corroborate the theory.”

Colonel Drummond eyed Darren. “Meaning?”

“Didn’t see nothin’, colonel. Didn’t hear nothin’, neither.”

“You’re Quigley, right?”

Darren nodded.

“Official word is this big fella Chet’s one fine tracker, and I got no reason to doubt it,” the colonel said. The end of the cigar glowed hot. “Anything more to say, Quigley?”

Darren shook his head.

“That leaves one of two situations,” said the colonel. “Either you fell asleep or you deserted your post.”

Darren shook his head harder.

“Any situations I missed?” the colonel said.

Darren stopped shaking his head, let it hang down. We have the same thing in our world: it means you’re beat.

Colonel Drummond took the cigar from his mouth, tapped a big chunk of ash over the edge of the door. It held its shape but quickly lost the glow. I went over and sniffed at the smoke curling up. Love cigar smoke!

“Take it on up to the office, Quigley,” the colonel said. “Tell ’em to print out your last check, plus one week severance.”

“You’re firing me?” Darren said.

“Matter of principle,” the colonel said. “Drummond Family Traveling Circus has a long tradition of full cooperation with law enforcement.”

Darren backed away, got his lunch box from the gatehouse—he had a peanut butter sandwich in there, the scent unmistakable—and slumped off toward the big top.

“Hate like hell doing that in this economy,” the colonel said, “but there are lines you can’t cross.”

Rick nodded. “Any idea what’s going on here, colonel?” he said. “Anything like this ever happen before?”

“Anything like my trainer making off with the star of the show?” the colonel said. “Of course not—DeLeath would have been out on his ass.”

Bernie’s eyebrows rose. Have I mentioned how expressive they are, kind of with a language of their own? “That’s what you think happened?” he said. “He stole Peanut?”

“What other possibility is there?” said the colonel.

Bernie and Rick exchanged a look. “Kidnapping, for one,” Rick said.

The colonel laughed. He had fat cheeks and they shook. I always like that in a human. “Kidnap an elephant? You guys are too much.”

“Why is it out of the question?” Bernie asked.

“What would be the point?” said the colonel.

“Ransom,” said Bernie.

“How much do you think an elephant costs?” said the colonel.

“No idea,” Bernie said.

“As low as ten grand,” the colonel said. “That’s for an Asian—Africans are more, of course, just the females, I’m talking about. African males are too dangerous to work with. But the kicker is the cost of care and feeding: try three grand a month, minimum. So even if the ransom gets paid, this kidnapper of yours could easily wind up losing money on the deal. Nope, gentlemen—DeLeath stole Peanut, end of story.”

“Why would he do that?” Rick said.

“Have to ask him,” said the colonel. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a business to take care of, plus all the folks who work in it.” He reached for the ignition. Bernie put both hands on the top of the door. A big car, but it sagged a bit; Bernie’s strong, don’t forget that.

“Two lives may be at risk, colonel,” he said. “We need to know why you’re so sure.”

The colonel gazed down at Bernie’s hands. Bernie has beautiful hands, but the colonel didn’t seem to be appreciating them.

“Bernie’s right,” Rick said. “How come you’re so sure?”

The colonel took a deep breath, let it out slowly. Don’t know what that’s all about, but I always watch for it. “No one, man or beast, is at risk, I assure you,” he said. “Uri DeLeath has simply gone over to the other side.”

“Other side?” Rick said.

“The animal rights fanatics,” Colonel Drummond said. “What other side is there? All we want to do is entertain kids and their parents in an age-old way, but they won’t rest until they drive us out of business.”

“I thought DeLeath was known to be a humane trainer,” Bernie said, stepping back a little from the car.

“The exact reason the fanatics have been trying to get their hooks into him,” the colonel said. “The way cults go after the softheaded types. They’re very clever. Trust me—we’ll never see Peanut again.”

Bernie looked like he was about to say something else, but before that happened Corporal Valdez drove up in her cruiser, Charlie beside her, lights flashing. Charlie’s voice came over the PA: “Message for Dad—ready to go home.”
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Not long after, we were on our way out of the fairgrounds, Charlie riding shotgun, me on the shelf but handling it well.

“Me and Mindy were looking at mug shots,” Charlie said.

“See anyone you know?”

Charlie laughed. Laughter: that’s the best human sound, and kid laughter is the best of the best. Then Charlie stopped laughing and his face got serious. The serious look on a kid’s face is always interesting.

“There sure are lots of bad guys, Dad,” he said. “How come?”

Bernie glanced over at Charlie. “No one really knows,” he said, “but I can tell you what I think.”

“Okay.”

“It’s about conscience.” Oops. I was lost already. “You know—a sense of right and wrong.” Oh, that. “Everyone starts out with one, but the more you override it, the weaker it gets. Remember when the threads got stripped on the thing that attaches the propane tank to the barbecue?”

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m hungry.”

So was I, had felt a hunger pang the moment Bernie mentioned the barbecue.

“We’ll pick up something on the way home.”

Like what? I waited to hear, but Bernie didn’t say. And were we even going home? We didn’t take the freeway ramp, instead stayed on the road that ran around the fairgrounds fence. Soon we were on the back side, coming up to the gatehouse.

No sign of Colonel Drummond or his long, white car. The gate was closed, the gatehouse empty. Bernie stopped the car.

“What are we doing, Dad?”

“Just, ah, checking on something,” Bernie said. “You can stay in the car.”

“What kind of something?”

“Hard to say,” Bernie said, opening the door. “Vague feelings.”

I was already out and sniffing around. I picked up Peanut’s scent, getting a little weaker now—time was passing—and followed it down the road in the direction we’d just come.

“Hey, slow down, big guy.”

I tried to slow down, maybe did a bit. Soon we were at a stop sign. I lost the scent for a moment, sniffed in a little circle, and picked it up, no longer present on the road around the fairgrounds but headed toward a freeway ramp on the other side. I could hear freeway noise close by, kind of like a howling storm.

“Southbound ramp,” Bernie said. “Good enough, Chet. C’mon back.”

I turned and trotted over to Bernie. He gave me a nice long pat. Ah. I could tell from the feel of his hand that he loved me. We’re a good team, me and Bernie.

We walked back to the car, side by side. Charlie was standing on the driver’s seat, turning the wheel and going, “Vroom vroom.” That was so much fun to watch that I almost missed a strange sticklike thing lying in the ditch by the side of the road. I darted over and picked it up, a heavy wooden stick with a sharp metal point at one end, and not only a sharp metal point but also a sharp metal hook, ending up with two sharp things to watch out for.

“What you got there?” Bernie said.

I went up to Bernie and dropped the stick thing at his feet. He reached down, then paused and went back to the Porsche. He put on surgical gloves, returned, and picked up the stick thing.

“What’s that?” Charlie called over from the car.

“No idea,” Bernie said. “Looks like a weapon of some sort.” His face brightened a bit; that sometimes happens when he has a good thought. “Have I ever mentioned General Beauregard?”

“A friend of Chet’s, right, Dad?”
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Actually one of my very best pals. General Beauregard lived down in Gila City with Otis DeWayne, our weapons expert. Gila City was somewhere in the Valley or maybe not, but the important thing was all that open country in the hills behind the house. Can’t beat open country, of course, and guns often got fired out back for testing purposes, which was always fun, but the best part was General Beauregard, a real big dude—the biggest German shepherd I’ve ever seen—who likes to tussle.

The Porsche hadn’t even come to a stop when the General bounded over, his big white teeth exposed. I leaped out of the car. He ran right into me, knocked me off my feet. I rolled over, ran right into him, knocked him off his feet. He rolled over, ran right into me, knocked me off my feet. I rolled over, ran right—

“What the hell is going on?” Otis came hurrying out the front door. He had hair down to his shoulders and a beard down to his chest. “Shoulda known it was you,” he said. Did he mean me or Bernie? I had no time to figure that out, because at that moment the General gave me a nip. I gave him a nip back. For some reason that made him charge around the house. I charged after him. We charged around and around the house neck and neck, ears flat back. What was more fun than this? Dust clouds were rising, who knows why. We ran through them and ran through them again. I’d been in dust storms before, and believe me this was nothing compared to—

Crack! At first I thought it was a gun going off—nothing unusual at Otis’s place, if I haven’t mentioned that already—but then the sound came again and I saw Otis clap his hands. He was one of those real loud clappers. We came to a halt, me and the General, outside the front porch, panting side by side. Bernie, Charlie, and Otis were sitting at a table, drinking cold drinks—beer for the men, what smelled like lemonade for Charlie. Right away I was in the mood for a cold drink myself, preferably water, always my favorite.

Bernie laid the stick thing on the table, holding it with the edge of his shirt. “Know what this is?” he said. “Chet found it.”

“Where?”

“In a ditch behind the fairgrounds.”

“Circus in town, by any chance?” Otis said. Or something like that: he had so much beard it hid his mouth, and I do better when I can see the mouth moving.

“Yeah,” said Bernie. “What makes you say that?”

Otis wasn’t wearing a shirt. He had lots of hair on his chest, which met his beard hair in a sort of big hairy confusion, but that wasn’t the point. The point was he didn’t have an edge of shirt for picking up the stick thing, so he used a scrap of paper that happened to blow by. Otis picked up the stick thing and gave it a close look.

“Any elephants in this circus of yours?” he said.

“Come on, Otis,” Bernie said, “spit it out.”

Uh-oh. Spitting is something humans did from time to time—although not the women, for some reason—but they never looked their best doing it, no offense. I got ready for a glob to fly, but it didn’t. Instead Otis set the stick thing down and said, “Ankus, Bernie. Also known as an elephant hook, elephant goad, or bull hook.”

Charlie put down his lemonade. “It’s not for hurting the elephants?”

“’Fraid so,” said Otis DeWayne.



SIX

We swung by Burger Heaven, picked up a quick snack. Back home, I went into the kitchen, lay down under the table, stretched my legs way out. All of a sudden, my paws did that quivering thing. Can’t start it or stop it, but I like when it happens. When the quivering was over—ending just like that—I closed my eyes. In the mood for a nap, no question about it: that always happened after my visits with General Beauregard.

When I awoke it was night, maybe late at night, the house dark and quiet. Somewhere in the canyon coyotes were shrieking. I trotted to the back door, a plan forming in my mind, all about getting to the patio, checking the gate, maybe even leaping over, something I’d done in the past, kind of a secret. But the back door was closed.

I went down the hall, paused outside Charlie’s door. He sounded restless, turning over in his bed, even muttering to himself, words I didn’t understand. I stayed there, standing still, until he settled down, his breathing soft and regular. The coyote shrieking died away, but for some reason my ears remained stiff and straight up, listening hard. Do you ever get the feeling that something’s going on? I had that feeling, but nothing happened, nothing went on. I moved into Bernie’s room, stood by the bed. He was sleeping quietly, moonlight shining on his face, making it look like stone. The stony look made me uneasy, and I was already a bit uneasy to start with. I hopped up on the bed, lay beside him.

Bernie spoke in a sleepy voice, thick and slow. “Go to sleep, big guy. It’s late.”

I closed my eyes, but sleep wouldn’t come. After a while, I got up and went into the front hall, lying down with my back to the door. The feel of the night leaked in through the crack at the bottom. I caught the scent of flowers, specifically those big yellow ones in old man Heydrich’s garden. Sleep came.
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“Dad,” said Charlie the next day, “are we going to look for Peanut now?”

“Can’t,” Bernie said.

“How come?”

“We’ve got no standing in the case.”

“What’s standing?”

“Reason to be involved.”

“Don’t you care about Peanut?”

“I do.”

“Then that’s a reason.”

Bernie reached over, mussed up Charlie’s hair. Charlie jerked his head away, like he was angry or something. Bernie withdrew his hand. “We’re not the same as the police,” he said. “They get involved whenever there’s a crime—that’s their job. The Little Detective Agency is private. We can’t operate without a client.”

Of course not: who else would cut the checks?

“Could Colonel Drummond be the client?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t exactly beat down our door.”

And if he or anyone else ever tried that, they’d have me to deal with, count on it.

Charlie gazed down at the table. Bernie’s hand moved. For a moment I thought more hair mussing was on the way, even though Charlie’s hair was already messed up pretty good, sticking out all over the place, but instead his hand went still—hey, Charlie’s hair was a lot like Bernie’s except much lighter—and he said, “Tell you what. Why don’t I show you how to change the oil on the Porsche?”

I could think of a reason right away—namely what had happened the last time Bernie changed the oil. Not too many women would have been as nice as Suzie about how her dress ended up. Suzie was a gem, always brought treats from Rover and Company. Was she coming over today? I listened for her car—one of those Volkswagen Beetles, an easy sound to pick up—and didn’t hear it.

Soon we were in the garage, Bernie and Charlie dressed in old clothes, me in my brown collar; the black is for dress-up, when I went to court, for example. Once I was Exhibit A. The judge had me come up and sit beside him. He gave me one of those nice pats that let me know he liked me and my kind. Nothing wrong with judges, in my opinion. The perp’s now up at Northern State, wearing an orange jumpsuit.

“First,” Bernie said, sliding under the car, “always do this with a cold engine. Second, identify the oil pan—here—and the cap, which is—”

“What if you didn’t change the oil?”

“It gets dirty—” Grunt. I stood back a bit. “All these moving parts, the engine could seize up and—” Bernie let out a cry, but not the kind that comes from pain; he would never do that. I didn’t get splashed at all, a good thing, because once oil gets on my coat the smell stays for weeks, or months, or some other long long time.

After Bernie and Charlie finished with their showers, we had a little snack on the patio: blue skies, not too hot, nice breeze, tuna sandwiches for them, Milk-Bone for me.

“When can we do that again?” Charlie said.

“In five thousand miles.”

“How far is that?”

“From here to New York and back.”

“That’s where Mom went this weekend.”

“Yeah?”

“Her and Malcolm.”

“Um.”

“You ever been to New York, Dad?”

“Once.”

“What’s it like?”

“Don’t remember,” Bernie said. “I was on leave.”

Charlie nodded like that made sense, but I couldn’t figure it out.

“Uh,” Bernie said, “how are—you know—things?”

“What things, Dad?”

“In general. Pretty good? Going all right? No big problems?”

“Well,” said Charlie, “one big problem.”

“Oh?” Bernie said, his voice normal, but his body growing still. “What’s that?”

“Peanut,” said Charlie.

“Besides that,” Bernie said. “Everything okay at your mom’s place?”

“At home, you mean?” Charlie said.

“Yeah,” said Bernie. Sometimes a little twitch happens in his jaw; like now. “At home.”

“Fine.”

“How’s, uh, um, well . . .”

“Malcolm?”

“Yeah, Malcolm.”

“It’s a Scottish name.”

“Yeah?”

“They throw the caber.”

“Sorry?”

“The Scottish. It’s like a big pole they throw. For sports, Dad. Malcolm told me.”

“Did he throw the thing? Cable, whatever the hell it is?”

“Caber, Dad. Nope. He’s not strong like you. Mom had to open the pickles.”

Bernie grunted, not one of those grunts humans do when they’re changing the oil, or lifting something heavy, or getting hit in the gut; in my job I’ve heard that hit-in-the-gut one plenty of times. No, this was the kind of grunt where whatever’s just been said clears things up. So, if all that—pickles, cabers, other stuff that had zipped right by—cleared things up for Bernie, great. As for me, I felt cleared up already.
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Leda and Malcolm came to pick Charlie up a while later, Leda walking to the door, Malcolm waiting in the car. Leda threw her arms around Charlie, picked him up, and gave him a big kiss. She looked real happy, eyes and mouth smiling at the same time; I didn’t remember much of that from before.

“Did you have fun?” she said.

“Yeah.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothin’.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true.” She put Charlie down. “Where’s your other shoe?”

“Don’t know.”

“Go find it, Mr. One Shoe Off One Shoe On Diddle Diddle Dumpling My Son John,” Leda said.

“Huh?” said Charlie. His eyebrows were fair and hardly noticeable, but they rose just the way Bernie’s did at that exact same moment.

Leda laughed. “Just go look,” she said. “Pretty please.”

Charlie went back into the house to look for his shoe, leaving me, Bernie, and Leda in the front hall. Bernie gave Leda a quick glance.

“Good trip, huh?” he said.

“A very good trip,” Leda said. She looked him in the eye. “We’re getting married.”

Bernie’s eyebrows rose again, even higher this time, and his mouth hung open for a moment. “Married? You and—”

“Malcolm, of course, who do you think?” She laughed again, and seemed about to elbow Bernie in the ribs, but then came Charlie’s voice.

“Can’t find it.”

“Oh, Charlie,” she said and went down the hall.

Bernie glanced down at me. “She’s getting married to Malcolm?”

I wagged my tail; couldn’t think of a reason not to.

Bernie turned toward the street. Malcolm sat in his car, that same dark sedan, thumbing some little device. Bernie walked toward him. I went with Bernie.

“Hey,” Bernie said.

Malcolm glanced up. The car window slid down.

“Bernie?” Malcolm said. “Something wrong?”

“Wrong?” said Bernie.

Malcolm looked past us, toward the house. “With Charlie?”

“Can’t find his shoe,” Bernie said.

Malcolm checked his watch. “Still got a way to go on his organizational skills.”

“Like every other six-year-old on the planet.” Bernie and Malcolm exchanged a look. These guys didn’t like each other; I could smell that in one sniff. “Congratulations,” Bernie said.

“For what?”

“I hear you’re getting married.”

“Oh,” Malcolm said, “yeah. Thanks, Bernie. Appreciate the sentiment.”

“Got a date set?” Bernie said.

“Still working on that. We’re not planning anything extravagant.”

“No.”

“Second marriage for both of us, after all. We’re not kids anymore, none of us.”

“You can say that again,” Bernie said.

Malcolm blinked. “But still, very exciting and everything.”

“Must be,” Bernie said.

“A big step, is what I mean.”

“Sure,” said Bernie. “What made you decide now?”

“Decide what?” Malcolm said.

“To pull the trigger.”

“Isn’t it ‘tie the knot’?” Malcolm said.

Triggers and knots: if this was making sense, please let me know how. Bernie didn’t answer about the knot. Maybe he was going to, but at that moment Leda came out of the house, trailed by Charlie, now wearing shoes on both feet.

“Hi,” Malcolm said. “Bernie was just asking how we decided to tie the knot.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I was about to tell him,” Malcolm said, still speaking to Leda but looking right at Bernie—humans could be tricky—“that sometimes you just know.”

Leda smiled.

Then she and Charlie were getting in the car. As they drove off, I heard Charlie say, “What’s ‘tie the knot’?”
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Donut Heaven is across the street from Burger Heaven. We met Rick Torres outside, parking beside his cruiser cop-style, driver’s side door to driver’s side door. He handed a bag through the window.

“Bear claws,” Rick said. “Half price after four.”

Bears I’ve seen plenty of on Animal Planet, never in real life—fine with me—and I’d watched what their claws could do, oh, brother, but how these delicious bear claws fit in was a mystery. We got busy with our bear claws, Rick and Bernie sipping coffee at the same time.

“Got anything?” Bernie said.

“Nope,” Rick said. “An elephant disappears and no one saw zilch.”

“Plus the trainer.”

“Yeah, plus the trainer. We checked his bank account. Balance of a few thousand dollars, no recent withdrawals amounting to anything.”

“But he could have stashed something somewhere,” Bernie said.

“Thanks,” Rick said. “That’s a big help.”

“There’s also this,” Bernie said, handing over the ankus, now wrapped in plastic.

Rick turned it in his hand. “Which is?”

“An ankus,” Bernie said.

“Looks nasty.”

“It’s an ancient device from Asia, apparently. For training and managing elephants.”

“They poke them with it?”

“More like goading them,” Bernie said.

“Christ.”

“Yeah. Chet found it in a ditch, not far from that back gate at the fairgrounds.”

I thumped my tail, or at least thought about it. This was the best bear claw I’d ever had, no question.

“Someone dropped it?” Rick said.

“Or it fell off the back of a trailer,” Bernie said. “Hard to imagine Peanut on foot and not even one lousy citizen calling in.”

“I can imagine that easy,” Rick said. He touched where the point of the ankus hook pushed at the plastic. “I thought DeLeath was supposed to be humane.” Rick sipped his coffee for a bit. “I’m gonna have this dusted for prints,” he said.

“See?” Bernie said, talking to who I didn’t know. “That’s the kind of thing that can’t be taught.”

Rick winged his coffee cup lid at Bernie. Bernie laughed. Humans can be impossible to understand, but I don’t let it bother me.
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Night was falling when we got home; that’s the way humans put it, but to me night seems to rise up from the ground, the sky dimming last. Also night and day smell different, even indoors. But forget all that. The important thing was that someone in dark clothes—a thin someone with a thin face and dark hair, cut short—was standing at our front door, all shadowy. Bernie didn’t notice at first, but I did. I leaped out of the Porsche, charged toward the—and then caught the scent, caught and recognized it. I slowed down. Bernie came up behind me.

“Looking for someone?” Bernie said.

“You. You and Chet.”

“Do I know you?” Bernie said.

“This always happens,” said Popo.



SEVEN

No one knows the real you?” Bernie said.

“I wouldn’t quite put it that way,” Popo said. “More like no one recognizes me out of costume.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Bernie said. “Might even be useful.”

“What do you mean by that?” Popo said.

“To be unknown to people who think they know you,” Bernie said.

“I’d have no use for that,” Popo said.

Bernie’s head tilted slightly, a look he sometimes gives people, why I’m not sure. Also, I had no idea what they were talking about. Plus, I was a bit thirsty; bear claws did that to me. So, time to go inside. I pressed against Bernie, just a little. Popo turned to me.

“Is it true what they say about Chet’s tracking ability?”

“Why do you ask?” Bernie said.

“I want to hire you,” said Popo.

“To do what?”

“Find Uri, of course. Bring him back safe.”

“That’s what the police are doing.”

“Maybe.”

Headlights appeared down the street. A car approached, then stopped, backed into a turn, and drove away. “Let’s go inside,” Bernie said.
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We sat in the kitchen, me by the water bowl, all topped up with fresh water, the way I like, Bernie in his usual chair at the end of the table, Popo at the other end where Leda used to sit. No one sat there now: when Suzie came over, she pulled one of the side chairs up close to Bernie.

“What are your fees?” Popo said, reaching into his jacket the way men do when a checkbook is coming out.

“We’ll get to that,” Bernie said, the checkbook staying out of sight. Oh, Bernie, get to the fees now. Our finances were a mess. “First, we’d like to hear a bit more about your dissatisfaction with the police investigation.” Did we, whatever that happened to mean? Why couldn’t we just take on the job, hop in the car, get started?

“I didn’t say I was dissatisfied,” Popo said.

“Then let them handle it,” Bernie said. “Sergeant Torres is highly competent.”

“I don’t sense any urgency in his approach.”

“That’s not his style.”

Popo rubbed the side of his face. He had prominent cheekbones, was maybe goodlooking for a human male, not anything like Bernie, of course. “I can’t just sit on the sidelines. If you won’t help me, I’d appreciate a recommendation of someone who will.”

I hated hearing that one.

“What’s your interest in this?” Bernie said.

Popo went still, except for his hands, which shook a little. “I thought that was obvious.”

Bernie was silent for a moment. Take the case! “We’ll take the case,” he said. “The retainer’s five hundred dollars.”

And out came the checkbook! “Thank you,” Popo said, starting to write. “I—”

Bernie interrupted. “But I hope you’ve thought this through.”

The writing stopped. Popo looked up. “What do you mean?”

“Suppose Uri doesn’t want to be found?”

“How could that be?”

“Colonel Drummond believes he’s come under the influence of animal rights advocates.”

“Impossible. Uri is and always has been the most humane of trainers, as I told you. He’s also a circus person through and through.”

“Sounds like that might be a source of tension,” Bernie said.

I knew tension, was feeling it now, would keep feeling it until that pen moved again.

“Between whom?” said Popo.

“Internal tension is what I’m talking about,” Bernie said. “Maybe it’s not so easy to be humane and a circus person at the same time.”

Popo’s face tilted up in an aggressive kind of way. I got my paws underneath me, ready for anything. “Sounds like you’re an animal rights activist yourself,” he said.

I knew lots of human jobs, like prison guard and homicide detective, but animal rights activist was a new one on me. Bernie didn’t say yes, didn’t say no. Instead he said, “Describe Uri’s ankus.”

“Uri’s ankus?”

“Bull hook, elephant goad—you must know the term.”

“Uri doesn’t own an ankus,” Popo said. “He hasn’t used one in years.”

“How did he control Peanut?” Bernie said.

“Why are you using the past tense?”

“Sorry.”

“Do you think he’s dead?” There was a little quaver in Popo’s voice, a sound you sometimes hear before humans start crying.

“No,” Bernie said.

“Or have reason to think he’s dead?”

“No,” said Bernie. “It was a verbal slip. How does Uri control Peanut?”

“He talks to her.”

“Saying what?”

“Little things,” Popo said. “Like—foot up higher, there’s a good girl. Or give your good buddy a ride—that’s for when she uses her trunk to help Uri get up on her back. Plus there are hand signals for all the commands, and lots of treats.”

Treats? I tried to piece together what they’d been talking about and couldn’t quite do it. Was Bernie planning to go to the treat cupboard over the sink? I waited.

“What kind of treats?” Bernie said.

“Bananas and pretzels are the favorites,” said Popo.

Bananas didn’t do much for me, but I could always manage a pretzel. I waited.

“You have to remember,” Popo said, “Uri’s been working with Peanut since she was a baby.”

“How valuable is Peanut?”

“In what way?”

“How much would it cost to buy her?”

“As a circus animal?” said Popo. “A lot, I suppose, but you’d have to buy Uri, too. Another trainer would have to start over, probably impossible with Peanut all grown up.”

“Colonel Drummond said you can buy an elephant for ten grand.”

“Colonel Drummond,” said Popo, sitting back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest, “is one of those people who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.”

The price of everything and the value of nothing? I turned that over in my mind. It turned over a couple of times and then went away.

“How long have you worked for him?” Bernie said.

“Six years,” Popo said. “But I don’t work for him. I work for the circus.”

“Which he owns?”

“He inherited it.”

“Was he in the military before that?”

“The military?” Popo laughed. This wasn’t the usual human laugh, one of my favorite sounds, but something harsh and metallic. “Do Kentucky colonels count as military?”

“You don’t seem to like him much.”

“We have an acceptable working relationship.”

“How’s his relationship with Uri?”

“Businesslike.”

“Did you and Uri start here together?”

Popo shook his head. “Uri owned a small circus that Drummond bought out about ten years ago.”

“So Uri went from boss to employee?”

“Employee of the most skilled and indispensable kind.”

“How did he handle that?”

“In his usual way—like an old-fashioned gentleman,” Popo said. “I’m not sure where you’re going with these questions.”

“When someone disappears the first thing we check out is their enemies.”

“Drummond is not an enemy.”

“Who is?”

“Uri has no enemies.”

“How does he get along with his family?”

“He has no family. Except for me. We’re each other’s family, if you can understand that.”

Bernie is a great nodder, has different nods for different occasions. This one was just a tiny up-and-down movement, hardly anything at all. What did it mean? I wasn’t sure, but Popo seemed to relax a little, his arms uncrossing.

“How about Peanut?” Bernie said. “Does she have any enemies?”

“Is that a serious question?”

“Not really,” Bernie said. “But if she does, look out.”

“Why is that?”

“Because an elephant never forgets.”

Whoa right there. An elephant never forgets? Had I heard that before? Couldn’t quite recall. What was Bernie saying? Not that elephants are in some way better than—? My mind dug in its heels, wouldn’t go any further in that direction.

“. . . hard to imagine a middle-aged man in a demanding job having no enemies,” Bernie was saying.

Popo shrugged. I liked how he shrugged, in fact, liked watching all his movements. “Uri is special,” he said. His eyes got a little misty. He looked down and—yes!—went back to writing the check. “Which is why I’d like you to get started.”

“We’ve started,” Bernie said, taking the check and tucking it away without looking at it. “How’s the circus doing?”

“The kids still love us,” Popo said.

“I meant financially,” said Bernie.

“You’d have to ask Drummond.” Popo rose. “Anything else?”

“We’ll need the names of any animal rights people who’ve had contact with Uri.”

“What makes you think any of them have?” Popo said.

“Am I wrong?”

Popo looked away. “Nadia Worth,” he said.

“Who’s she?”

“One of those fanatics who want to shut down animal shows completely. They follow us from town to town, picketing almost every night. Eventually Uri met with her and she backed off.”

“How did he get her to do that?”

“He showed her his methods.”

“Where do we find her?”

“She’s got a website—Free All Animals Now,” Popo said. “But you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Huh? I’d barked under plenty of trees, but never picked a wrong one. No way to miss that squirrel smell.

“What’s the right tree?” Bernie said.

“I don’t know.”

This was interesting. I’d seen Bernie bark once or twice—the party after we finally cleared the Junior Mendez case, for example, maybe a story for another time—but never up trees. Was that about to happen? I was ready.

“We’ll also need a good picture of Uri,” Bernie said. And then, “Easy, big guy.” Oops. I was up on my hind legs, front paws on the table. How had that happened?

Popo reached into his jacket again, handed over a photo. Bernie got up and stuck it on the fridge: the smiling dude with the pencil mustache who we’d seen in the video, the one where he lay under Peanut’s raised foot. In this picture he wore his tall, sparkly hat and had his arms raised.

“He always gets a standing ovation,” Popo said.
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Not long after that, we were on the job, Bernie at the wheel, me riding shotgun. We left the freeway, drove through a part of town I didn’t know, the streets dark and shiny, as though they were wet, but it hadn’t rained and none was on the way: I sniffed the air, cool and dry, coming in off the desert. Things were different at night, muzzle flashes much brighter, for example. I’d seen muzzle flashes lot of times, although not at the moment. Not every case we took had gunfire, just my favorites.

“They’re getting married,” Bernie said, “and at the same time, the bastard is . . .” His voice trailed off. That happens with humans. Stuff never stops churning around in their heads and sometimes it leaks out. What was Bernie talking about? Bastard was some sort of bad guy, but exactly what sort I had no idea. I shifted in my seat, put my paw on Bernie’s leg.

We turned down a street lined with brick buildings, some dark, some with lights showing here and there. “Warehouses from when the railroad first came through,” Bernie said, “beginning of the end of the old West.” We passed a café with a few people at outside tables, then stopped in front of a building with a man and a woman sitting on the front steps. “Now the artists are moving in, or maybe they’re already moving out and the hipsters are moving in.” No problem. We’d dealt with artists and hipsters before, none of whom ever seemed to be gunplay types.

We got out of the car, approached the steps. The man and woman gazed down at us. They both had Mohawk haircuts. Was that hipster or artist? I couldn’t remember. Mohawk was a kind of Indian. We knew Indians, Sheriff Tom Flint down in Ocotillo County, for example, but his hair was more like Bernie’s, with a tendency to stick up all over the place.

“Looking for someone?” said the man.

“We are,” said Bernie.

“We?” said the man.

“Yeah,” said Bernie, “Chet and I.”

“And Chet, I suppose is your quote unquote dog?” the man said.

“Wouldn’t put it that way,” Bernie said.

“No?” the man said. “How would you put it?”

I’m the type who likes just about every human I’ve ever met, even some of the perps and gangbangers, but this dude was rubbing me the wrong way, an expression I’ve never understood since my coat’s been rubbed lots of times but no one’s ever found a wrong way of doing it.

“I’d put it in a way you’d really like and then we’d be good buddies forever after,” Bernie said, “but there’s no time for all that.” He turned to the woman. “We’re looking for Nadia Worth.”

The woman kept gazing down at Bernie, saying nothing. No expression on her face, but she was nervous; hard to keep that a secret from me.

“Nadia doesn’t deal with animal exploiters,” the man said.

“Good to know,” said Bernie, “unless she makes an exception when it comes to harming them.”

“What are you talking about?” said the woman.

“You’re Nadia?”

The woman nodded.

Bernie showed her our license. The dude leaned over so he could see it, too. “We’d like to talk to you in private,” Bernie said.

“What about?”

“It’s for your ears alone,” Bernie said. I checked out Nadia’s ears: flat to her head and kind of big for a human—which I always liked, hard to say why—with some studs in one and nothing in the other.

The man rose. “If you imagine that breeding animals in such a way that they can’t help fawning all over us is somehow admirable, then you’re a menace as well as a fool,” he said.

What was that all about? No idea, but for some reason I really wanted to bite the guy.

“You’d prefer to socialize only with members of your own species?” Bernie said.

“I’m not saying that,” the guy said. “The human race is the cancer of the earth.” He turned, hurried up the steps and through the door, slamming it shut.

“Your friend’s not happy,” Bernie said.

“He has a strong sense of justice,” said Nadia.

“Me, too,” Bernie said. “Which is why we’re here. Do you know Uri DeLeath?”

Her gaze shifted away from Bernie, landed on me. Lots of times the expression in people’s eyes changes when they see me, like maybe they’re thinking of giving me a pat. My tail started wagging, not hard, just a little. The expression in Nadia’s eyes didn’t change. She turned back to Bernie. “I wouldn’t say I know him,” she said. “Very slightly at the most.”

“How do you know him?” Bernie said.

“I chair our committee on circus outreach,” Nadia said.

“And?”

“And I met him a few times in the context of that work.”

“Meaning when you were picketing the circus?”

“I have every right.”

“No argument there,” Bernie said. “What did you talk about?”

“Our position,” Nadia said, “meaning the position of FAAN, on circus animals.”

“DeLeath has the reputation of being a humane trainer.”

“Irrelevant,” said Nadia. “The whole concept of animal training is an abomination.”

“Seems to me there’s a difference between a trainer who uses an ankus and one like DeLeath who doesn’t.”

“If he told you he doesn’t use a hook, he’s a liar—they all do.”

“Did you try to persuade him to stop?”

“I tried to persuade him to give up the whole so-called profession.”

“How did that go?”

Nadia snorted. I can do that, too, and so can horses, horses in general being a big subject, better for some other time, but the human snort is different, means something not good.

“Did things get heated?” Bernie said.

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Nadia. “Not like some conversations I’ve had with circus people.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Six months ago or so,” said Nadia. “They come to the fairgrounds twice a year.”

“They’re here now.”

“I’m aware of that. Some of us are actually headed out there tomorrow.”

“I have a witness who says DeLeath showed you his methods and got you to stop picketing.”

“Your witness is wrong.”

“Planning on seeing DeLeath tomorrow?”

“I’ll certainly try. We never stop applying the pressure. The stakes are too high.”

“What kind of pressure are you talking about?”

“Whatever it takes.” Nadia gazed down at Bernie, eyes hard.

“Including violence?”

“No comment.”

“I’m not a reporter,” Bernie said. “I’m a private detective, investigating a crime, and ‘no comment’ doesn’t cut it.”

“What crime?”

“Any chance you’ve seen DeLeath more recently than six months ago, like last night, for example?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Or maybe not you,” Bernie said. “Maybe your unhappy friend, or others in your group.”

“No,” said Nadia. “What are you getting at?”

“Is it possible your powers of persuasion are stronger than you let on?”

“What do you mean?”

“Maybe you were able to persuade DeLeath to come over to your side.”

“I wish.”

Bernie glanced up at the building. “Or you could be in the act of persuading him now.”

“You’re making no sense.”

“I’d like to have a look inside your place.”

“Out of the question.”

“I can get Metro PD down here with a warrant if I have to.”

“But why? What’s going on?”

“Uri DeLeath is missing,” Bernie said.

Nadia laughed, the second unpleasant laugh I’d heard today. What was going on? “You think I have something to do with that?” she said. “Search away.”

“Peanut’s missing, too,” Bernie said.

Nadia stopped laughing. One of those faraway looks came into her eyes. We always watch for that, me and Bernie.
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We went into the building. Nadia had an apartment on the top floor, a small apartment with lots of plants, the smell of food cooking, but not any food I liked—had that ever happened before?—and—the most important thing—no Uri DeLeath.

“Aren’t you going to peek under the bed?” Nadia said. “What about lifting the floorboards?”

“If he was here, Chet would know,” Bernie said.

Nadia turned to me. We were in her kitchen. “Does it bother you that you’re exploiting this animal?”

“I don’t think Chet feels exploited,” Bernie said.

“You flatter yourself,” Nadia said. “And isn’t that the whole point of pet dogs—to flatter humans?”

What was this all about? I had no idea, didn’t find it interesting. We were supposed to be on the job. Where was DeLeath? I took a sniff or two, smelled Nadia and her nervousness, mouse droppings, whatever was in the pot on the stove, not much else.

“. . . discuss some other time,” Bernie was saying, “but right now we need your help.”

“I’ve got nothing else to tell you,” Nadia said. “I had nothing to do with his disappearance and know nothing about it.”

Bernie moved over to the stove, glanced in the pot. “What’s cooking?” he said. Tiny bright blue flames flickered under the pot; always liked watching those.

“Chili,” Nadia said. I knew chili, but the chili I knew had a different smell, the kind of smell that made you want to stick your nose in right away. Nadia’s chili was different.

“Vegetarian?” Bernie said.

“Of course,” said Nadia.

Bernie turned to her. “Maybe you don’t care that DeLeath is in danger, but what about Peanut?”

Nadia twisted a dial on the stove. The bright blue flames disappeared. “You’ve had your look around.”

“Is it possible,” Bernie said, “that you’re not worried about Peanut because you know exactly where she is?”

Nadia took the pot off the stove, stuck it in the fridge. “No,” she said, “it’s not possible.”

“Therefore, you must be worried about Peanut.”

Nadia closed the fridge door, but not before I spotted a whole big row of eggs. Love eggs—Bernie always mixes them into my kibble.

“I’ve got nothing more to say,” Nadia said.

“If you want Peanut brought back safe and sound, we’re your best hope, me and Chet.”

“Safe and sound? That’s far from the life of a circus elephant.”

Bernie’s mouth opened like he was about to say something, but he didn’t. I’d seen other humans do that, but never Bernie. We headed to the door, Nadia following. She opened it and we stepped into the hall, Bernie first, then me. Nadia closed the door behind us, but not before I felt a pat—very light, very quick—on my back.

[image: images]

Back in the Porsche, Bernie was quiet for a long time. Then he said, “Scenario one—Nadia gets DeLeath on her side and they spirit Peanut away somewhere. If that’s the case, DeLeath will probably reappear with some cockamamie story.” Uh-oh. Cockamamie had come up in the past, always on our toughest cases. “Scenario two—it’s a kidnapping, engineered by Nadia, in which case . . .” Bernie’s voice trailed off. I curled up on the shotgun seat, got comfortable. Passing headlights shone on Bernie’s face. His eyes were dark, the lines on his forehead deep. “Scenario three—it’s a kidnapping, but engineered by—”

And just like that, I was in dreamland. Did Bernie say: “Exploitation? But what about the love?” Or was that part of the dream?

When I woke up I saw an amazing sight: the giant Ferris wheel at the fairgrounds, all lit up, and then, just as my eyes opened, going dark. What a world! I looked around, saw we were on the ring road, approaching the back gate. It was open and cars were coming out. We started driving in. The guard stepped out of the gatehouse, hand raised.

Not our guard, Darren Quigley, the little guy with bloodshot eyes and a toothpick; this guard was big and the whites of his eyes looked very white. “Closing down,” he said.

“That’s all right,” said Bernie. “We’re looking for Darren Quigley.”

“Don’t work here no more.”

“No?” said Bernie. “Need an address, someplace to send the reward.”

“Reward?”

“Lost my watch here the other day. He found it. I told him next paycheck, I’d drop by with a reward.”

The guard’s gaze went to the watch on Bernie’s wrist—the everyday watch, not Bernie’s grandfather’s watch, our most valuable possession—then to me, then to the car, which at that moment started shaking, the way it did sometimes.

“A modest reward,” Bernie said.

The guard held out his hand. “I can get it to him.”

“Thanks,” said Bernie. “Wouldn’t want to inconvenience you.”

“Uh,” said the guard. He blinked a few times. I’ve seen lots of human blinking. Does it happen because something gets screwed up inside, the same way the car was shaking? Hey! Where did that thought come from? Did it mean that . . . I lost whatever might have been coming next, a kind of distant shadow. Meanwhile, the guard had gone into the gatehouse. He came out, handed Bernie a scrap of paper.

Bernie glanced at it, then said, “Here’s for your trouble,” and gave the guard a dollar, at least I hoped it was only a dollar; I’m not too good at telling the bills apart, even close-up. Who are those dudes in the pictures? Scary-looking, each and every one; perps, most likely.

The guard touched the stick-out part of his cap. We drove away. I turned back, no reason why. The guard was in the gatehouse, picking up the phone.
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The Valley goes on just about forever in all directions. At night the sky turns dark pink, with a few stars sometimes peeking through. We hit the freeway, drove all the way past the downtown towers and took the exit into South Pedroia. I always know we’re in South Pedroia from the high smokestack that never stops spewing a kind of smoke that smells like eggs left out in the sun; sometimes at night there are sudden bursts of fire way up there, too. There was one: like a muzzle flash in the sky.

Bernie gave me a pat. “Nice night, big guy.”

Yeah, a nice dark-pink rotten-egg night with giant muzzle flashes and us on the job. Who could ask for more? Not this dude, amigo.

We went down a street that looked like it was paved with cracks, little run-down houses on both sides, some of them boarded up. Bernie stopped in front of one of the houses, a brown or maybe yellow cement-block box, a blue TV light showing in the front window. Scraps of paper and plastic lay on the tiny hard-packed dirt yard, shifting around in the breeze. Bernie turned to me, put one finger across his lips. That meant we were being quiet.

We got out of the car, me landing without a sound, Bernie banging something, possibly a trash can, as he opened the door. A face appeared in a window across the street, and quickly withdrew. We walked up to the front window of the cement-block house. Curtains were drawn inside but not all the way, and we could see Darren Quigley. He sat in an easy chair, wearing only boxers, beer can in one hand, cigarette in the other, blue TV light flickering on his slack face and bare, scrawny chest. The TV itself I couldn’t see, but I knew from the sound that Darren was watching NASCAR. We watched NASCAR sometimes, too, me and Bernie, but never long in my case on account of how sleepy I always got. We moved to the door. Bernie knocked. Car sounds came from inside. He knocked again, harder. The cars went silent.

“Someone there?”

“Friends,” said Bernie.

I heard footsteps inside. They approached the door and stopped. “Friends?”

“Everybody has some,” Bernie said.

“Jocko? Don’t sound like you, Jocko.”

“Even better friends than Jocko.”

“Don’t got no better friends than Jocko.”

Bernie was silent. He was always the smartest human in the room, in case I haven’t mentioned that already, so silence had to be the right move. The door opened—just a bit, on account of the chain. Darren peered out, eyes glassy, breath strong and beery.

“I don’t know you,” he said.

“Sure you do,” Bernie said. “You must remember Chet.”

Darren looked at me, then back to Bernie. “You’re the bastard that cost me my job.”

“That’s what we want to talk to you about.”

“Feelin’ guilty? Ain’t it a little late for that?”

“I wouldn’t say feeling guilty, exactly,” Bernie said. “But it’s never too late to make amends.”

“What are those?”

“To patch things up.”

“Think the colonel’ll give me my goddamn job back? You don’t know him.”

“True,” Bernie said. “But maybe you can fill us in.”

Darren’s eyes narrowed. Glassy and narrow at the same time: not a pleasant sight. “What’s your angle?”

“No angle,” Bernie said. “We just want things to come out right.”

“I remember now,” Darren said. “You’re a private dick.”

“I like private eye better.”

“How come?”

“Figure it out.”

Darren’s eyes shifted. I could feel him thinking, sort of. “Can’t,” he said at last. “Fact is, that’s it for chitchat, far as I’m concerned.” He started to close the door. Bernie stuck his toe in the gap, one of his best moves. I just loved when he did that.

“What the fuck?” said Darren.

“Sorry about the private dick thing,” Bernie said. “Call me whatever you want and don’t worry about it—in fact, don’t worry about anything. Can we come in from the cold?”

“Cold? What are you talking about? Hasn’t gone below eighty in weeks.” Darren stuck his hand out to feel the air. I let Bernie grab Darren’s wrist: he was closer. Darren struggled some, but he was a scrawny little guy and Bernie was Bernie, plus I might have growled a bit, letting impatience get the best of me. Soon we were inside Darren’s crib.

Not much of a crib: a front room that felt too small for me, made me want to get out, a hallway leading back into shadows, and also—hey! The smell of Cheetos. So: it could have been worse. We sat down, Darren in the easy chair, Bernie on the arm of a sagging couch, me on the floor. The Cheetos were also on the floor, in a bag by the base of the easy chair, next to some empty beer cans. Some of the Cheetos had actually spilled out already, all by themselves. Lots of good things happen to me.

“How about we lose the TV?” Bernie said.

“Huh? That’s a flat screen, cost me a bundle.”

“I meant just turn it off, so we can hear ourselves.”

“These are NASCAR highlights, man,” Darren said, but he switched off the TV. It got quiet, but also the whole room went dark.

“And maybe turn on the lights,” Bernie said.

“Lights don’t work.”

We ended up with the TV back on but the sound off. The tiny cars went round and round. Bernie gave Darren a nice smile, his teeth blue in the TV light.

“How’re things, Darren?” he said.

“Not too good.”

“But at least you’ve got a friend in Jocko.”

“That’s right.”

“Any chance he’s an animal rights activist?”

“Huh?”

“What does Jocko do for a living?”

“Jocko? He gets by. No worries with Jocko.”

“How about you? Are you an animal rights activist?”

“What’s that?”

“Someone who thinks animals shouldn’t be in the circus, for example.”

“Huh? What’s a circus without animals?”

I knew this was an interrogation, had sat through plenty in my time. Was it going well? Hard to say. I inched closer to the Cheetos.

“Do you know Nadia Worth?”

“Never heard of her.”

“How about FAAN—Free All Animals Now?”

“How about it?”

“Ever had any dealings with that group?”

“Never heard of them, neither.” Darren reached for a beer can, took a long drink, head tilted up, throat exposed. That throat-exposed thing is always interesting to me, can’t tell you why.

“Here’s the problem, Darren,” Bernie said. “Your story just doesn’t add up, and when that happens we keep going over and over it until it does, me and Chet. So if you’d like to make this our last conversation, you’ll have to come across.”

“With what?”

“The truth about Peanut and DeLeath,” Bernie said. “Or at least some lie we can’t shoot holes in.”

“Didn’t lie about nothin’,” Darren said. He took another long swig, or at least it looked like it was going to be a long swig, but all of a sudden Bernie leaned across the small space between them and batted the can away with the back of his hand. It spun through the blue light trailing sparkling blue beer drops, a beautiful sight.

“What the hell?” said Darren, starting to rise. I rose, too. He sat right back down. Since I was on my feet anyway, I scarfed up a Cheeto or two. Cheetos: even better than I remembered.

“What you’re missing—maybe because you’re not thinking your clearest—is that we’re on your side,” Bernie said.

“Yeah, I’m missing that.”

“Unlike the colonel, who’s obviously not on your side. How could he be, thinking the way he does that either you fell asleep on the job or deserted your post. We know you’re better than that.”

“Goddamn right,” said Darren.

“So all that’s left is for you to tell us about the better you.”

“The better me?”

“The you that didn’t fall asleep or desert,” Bernie said. “The stand-up you. What’s that guy’s story?”

Darren licked his lips. “The stand-up me,” he said. Sometimes humans get a look in their eyes that tells you they like the sound of what they’re saying; this was one of those times. “Goddamn right,” he said. “They say he’s not even a real colonel, can you believe that?”

“Easily,” Bernie said. “Getting back to the stand-up you.”

“The stand-up me.” Darren turned to Bernie and met his gaze, at least for a moment. “The stand-up me don’t fall asleep on no job, don’t desert no post—you can take that to the bank.”

Meaning we were putting money in at last? That was good news. This case was looking up already.

“You got me convinced,” Bernie said. “But something unexpected happens to the stand-up guy last night—that’s my guess.”

Darren gave Bernie a quick glance. “You’re a good guesser.”

Bernie shrugged his shoulders. Sometimes he also said, “Shucks,” while he was doing that, but not now. Instead he said, “Fill us in.”

Darren took a deep breath, let it out slow. This was usually a sign; of what, I couldn’t quite remember at the moment. “Goddamn JB, every time,” he said.

“Who’s he?” Bernie said.

“JB? Son of a bitch Jim Beam. Never heard of Jim Beam?”

“Heard of him,” Bernie said.

“Truth is, I got a bit of a weakness where JB is concerned.”

“You’re not alone,” Bernie said.

Darren looked surprised. “No?”

“No.”

Darren leaned a little closer to Bernie, like they were buddies now. “Thing is, I never drink on the job.”

“Got you.”

“Hardly ever.”

“Nobody’s perfect.”

“And then beer only.”

“Wise choice.”

“But last night what happens?”

“Some kind of bad luck.”

“You can say that again. Just doin’ my shift, quiet night, a few hours to go. And then I get a visit.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Darren went silent, took a few more deep breaths, shook his head from side to side.

Bernie checked his watch. “A visit from who, you don’t mind my asking?”

“My man Jocko.”

“Your pal.”

“Best pal. Sometimes he drops by, you know, when it gets slow. His job, I’m talkin’ about.”

“Which is?”

“Troubleshooter.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“You name it.”

“Who does he troubleshoot for?”

“Whoever’s payin’, I guess. Jocko’s what you’d call a consultant.”

“A troubleshooting consultant?”

“Yeah.”

“And last night there were no troubles, so Jocko dropped by with a bottle of JB,” Bernie said.

Darren sat back a little, no longer quite so close to Bernie. “You’re one hell of a guesser.”

“Not really,” Bernie said. “You and Jocko shared a drink or two?”

“Yup.”

“Or maybe three or four?”

“Musta been more than that.”

“How come?”

“Or else I ate something bad, ’cause the next thing I know I’m wakin’ up down on the floor of the gatehouse, pukin’ my guts out.”

“Jocko still around?”

“Nope. All by my lonesome. Not for long—by the time I get it all cleaned up, the place is swarmin’ with cops. And I told them God’s own truth—didn’t see nothin’, didn’t hear nothin’.”

“No arguing with that. Did they ask if you’d had a pop or two?”

“Nope.”

“Well, there you go.”

“Yup.”

“Been in touch with Jocko since then?”

“Nope. But he’s got my back.”

“How do you know that?”

“Christ, I thought you were smart.” Darren wagged his finger at Bernie. The last guy who did that? Flatfoot Bardiccio, now breaking rocks in the hot sun. “Because no one knows about the JB is why,” Darren said. “Jocko’s no snitch.”

“Sounds like a helluva guy,” Bernie said. “He got a last name?”
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Jocko’s last name turned out to be something I forgot right away. But I hung on to the fact that he slept in his pickup, though where that was also got away from me. We drove out of South Pedroia, took one freeway, then another, soon put the downtown towers behind us. The rotten-egg smell lingered in my nose. I tried snorting it out, making a funny little sound I liked, so I did it again.

“Tired, big guy?”

Tired? I was full of pep, rarin’ to go, feeling tip-top.

Bernie gave me a pat. “I know it’s late, but got to strike while the iron is hot.”

Please, no, not the iron. Most of the time the iron stayed in the closet, but when it came out—like when Bernie decided his pants were too wrinkled for going to court—look out; although the firemen turned out to be great guys, with a big bag of treats in their truck. I kept a close watch on Bernie for the rest of the ride. Was he tired? I didn’t think so: not from the sparkle in his eye.

We took an off-ramp, drove through some quiet streets—in the headlights I spotted a cat gliding up onto a trash can, hate the way they glide around like that—and the next thing I knew we were back on the ring road behind the fairgrounds. The gatehouse appeared—I saw the guard, feet up on the desk—but we didn’t stop, instead continued over a little rise with the fairgrounds fence on one side and a bare hillside on the other. Bernie slowed down, gazing at the base of the hillside. “Should be somewhere around . . . there we go.”

We turned onto a rough track that slanted up across the hillside, rounded a big rock, and headed the other way. Almost at once, we saw a pickup, parked off to the side, the front facing us. Bernie stopped the car, cut the engine. We sat there, real quiet. I heard little metallic pings coming from our engine, plus the hum of traffic and other city sounds, but nothing from the pickup. Bernie was squinting in its direction. The way his eyes worked at night always surprised me. Long about now he would often make a remark about adjusting them.

He spoke in a low voice. “Better let my eyes adjust.” Letting Bernie’s eyes adjust meant just sitting there. We just sat there for a while and then he said, “Okay. Quiet as a mouse.”

Say what? I paused, then leaped silently out of the car. What made Bernie think mice were quiet? What made him want me to be like mice in any way? Meanwhile, he was getting out of the car, almost at once stepping on a twig that cracked like a gunshot in the night. At times like that we always froze, so we froze. The pickup sat still and silent. Does the taste of something you ate earlier sometimes come back up into your mouth? That happened to me as I waited for Bernie’s signal that frozen time was over, and the taste was Cheetos. I wanted more.

Bernie made a little chopping motion and we got started, moving toward the pickup, not side by side but spread out a bit, a new thing we’d been working on recently. We came to the pickup. Bernie took out the pencil flash, shone it through the windows, then into the cargo bed.

“Nobody home,” he said. He went behind the pickup, aimed the beam at the license plate, bent down. “An easy one to remember—JOCKO 1.” Bernie rose. He gazed up the hill. “Any reason not to call it a night?”

Not that I could think of. We headed down the track toward the Porsche. I sniffed at a bush. A coyote had been this way, but not recently. I raised my leg, marked the bush, at the same time gazing up at the dark pink sky which a plane with flashing lights was slowly crossing. An interesting sight, and maybe it distracted me, because I almost missed the crunching sound of a hard shoe in the dirt. I turned—oh, no, maybe too late!—and a guy was coming out from behind the big rock, a huge guy sneaking up on Bernie real fast. I charged. Bernie must have heard me, because he turned, turned at the very moment when the huge guy was raising some kind of club, maybe a baseball bat. Bernie got his arm up just as the huge guy swung. Yes, a baseball bat, only partly deflected by Bernie’s arm. It cracked against the side of his head, a horrible sound. Bernie sank to the ground. The huge guy lifted the bat again, high in both hands, like he was about to chop wood. I sprang.

And hit him hard, right square in the back. But what was this? He didn’t go down? Everyone went down when I hit them like that. But this guy didn’t fall. He only staggered, then whirled around and swung the bat at me. And he got me in the shoulder, got me pretty good. I lost my balance, rolled in the dirt. Meanwhile, the guy was turning toward Bernie, like he was going to club him again. I rose, leaped at him once more, maybe not my strongest leap, on account of the way one of my front legs had gone weak on me. But I hit him again, from the side this time, and managed to get my mouth on his arm. I bit, hard and with no hesitation. Most humans scream at a time like that, and this guy did, too, although maybe more the angry kind of scream than the pain one. Also, the arm I had hold of wasn’t the bat arm. The huge guy tried to twist away. I hung on, biting deep, tasting blood. He cocked the bat, one-handed. Our faces were close. I got a real good look at him. He wore a polka-dot bandanna, had sideburns, a big crooked nose, furious eyes. I gazed right into those furious eyes, and maybe because of that didn’t see the bat swinging down on me until too late.

The next thing I knew I was lying on the ground and the huge guy was running toward the pickup, holding his arm, the bat left behind. I got up, kind of dizzy, and ran after him, not my normal running on account of what he’d done to my shoulder. He opened the door, climbed inside just as I got there. I dove for his leg, clamped down on—but no. Just as I was about to clamp down on his leg, he yanked the door against me, whacking the same shoulder he’d whacked before. I tumbled to the ground. The door slammed shut. The engine roared, the pickup swung around in a tight skidding turn, raising dark pink dust clouds, and shot away, back down the track. I took off after him, more of a trot and maybe limping a little, but I can trot all night if I have to. And that’s what I would have done, except when I came to where Bernie lay beside the track, I stopped.

Bernie lay on his back, not moving. His eyes were closed. I smelled blood, saw some glistening on the side of his head, but not much. I stood beside him. After a while I barked, a high-sounding bark that just came out on its own. I did that a few more times, then poked my muzzle against Bernie’s chest. I could feel his heart beating. That was good; I’d felt human chests with no heartbeat on a case or two in the past. I licked Bernie’s face. Come on, Bernie. Wake up. Wake up, big guy. I stopped licking and panted for a bit. What was that? A groan, a very soft one. Come on, big guy. I gave his face another lick.

Bernie groaned again, louder this time. And then his eyelids trembled open in a way that made me think of butterflies. His eyes scared me. They were like the eyes of humans with no heartbeat I’d seen, like poor Adelina di Borghese, for example. But then they changed in a way that’s hard to describe, as though a light had switched on, even though they didn’t get any lighter, and he was Bernie again.

“Hey,” he said, his voice so soft I could hardly hear. “Chet.”

Yeah, me, Chet, pure and simple.

“You okay?” he said.

Me? I was fine, if not tip-top, then pretty close. I gave his face another lick. He made another sound, maybe a groan, but with a bit of a laugh mixed in, and his face scrunched up, the way human faces scrunch up when you lick them.

“Ow,” he said.

Ow? Had I hurt him somehow? Oh, no. I backed away.

“Not you, fella,” he said. “Sudden movement. Not a good idea at the . . .” He raised his head. Pain crossed his face; I could see it, like everything twisted up. But he kept going, raising himself onto his elbows. He looked around. “Son of a bitch got away.”

I barked. I knew the son of a bitch and would never forget him.

Bernie sat up. Pain started to cross his face again, but he stopped it somehow. He put his hand on my shoulder, bracing himself to rise. But it was the wrong shoulder, and I shrank back, couldn’t help it.

“Chet? Something wrong?” He felt around my shoulder, very gentle, hardly touching at all. A new look appeared on his face, powerful and scary, like pain, but this was anger, something I hardly ever saw from Bernie. “His days are numbered,” Bernie said. “Don’t you worry.”

Me? I wasn’t worried, not the least bit. I trusted Bernie.

He rose, all by himself. Maybe that hurt, but he didn’t show it. His face seemed very white, except for deep shadows under his eyes. He swayed slightly, then hunched forward, hands on his knees, and puked.

Oh, Bernie. I’d never seen him puke before. All at once I had to puke myself. For some reason, I didn’t want Bernie to see, so I went behind the big rock. Up came a pool of stuff that smelled of Cheetos. I was tempted to scarf it all up again, but I didn’t, not sure why. Instead I came out from behind the rock, and on my way back to Bernie spotted the baseball bat lying in the track. I went to it, hardly limping at all now, and barked.

Bernie came over, walking real slow, kind of like old man Heydrich, our neighbor who shuffles around his lawn in bedroom slippers. I’m always on the lookout for bedroom slippers, maybe something we can get into another time—or did we already? Bernie reached down, his hand not quite steady, and picked up the bat. He shone the pencil flash on the barrel.

“Louisville Slugger, Willie McCovey model—may actually be worth something,” Bernie said, which I didn’t get at all. He looked at me. “Hope the bastard didn’t use this on you.” Bernie stroked my head. “But I think he did.” I got that.

We walked toward the Porsche, neither of us moving at our best. On the way, I spotted a scrap of cloth lying in the dirt. I went over and sniffed. Hey! The enormous dude’s polka-dot bandanna—his smell was all over it, not a nice smell like Bernie’s. This was nasty and stale; and mixed in was another scent I’d picked up recently. Where was that? Oh, yes—strong and unforgettable: the smell in Peanut’s cage. I picked up the bandanna.

“What you got there?” Bernie said.

I dropped it at his feet. “Nice work,” Bernie said. He took a plastic bag from his pocket, sealed the bandanna inside, held it in the beam of the pencil flash. “A blood smear?” he said. “Did you do some damage, Chet?”

A light breeze sprang up behind me. In a matter of moments, I realized it was my tail. Yeah, I’d done some damage. We headed for the car, side by side, with a little spring returning to our step.
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Were we headed for home? That was what I thought until I saw the big wooden cowboy outside the Dry Gulch Steak House and Saloon going by. Loved the Dry Gulch—and loved the wooden cowboy with his lasso and his six-guns, you can see him for miles, whatever those are—but that wasn’t the point. The point was we always took the ramp right before the sign when we went home, and now we didn’t. Why not? There was hardly any traffic on the freeway, meaning it had to be real late, and Bernie looked tired, tired and green in the light from the dash. Plus there was a zigzag line in his forehead that I’d never seen before.

“Lie down, boy,” he said. “Take a nap.”

A nap sounded good, but I stayed where I was, sitting straight in the shotgun seat. This was the kind of job where sometimes you had to stay up late.

[image: images]

When I woke up we were back on that street paved with cracks, Darren Quigley’s street. His house was dark, no blue TV light showing. We parked outside, walked to the door, Bernie making no effort to be quiet, me being quiet anyway. Not actually sure how I’d go about moving noisily, but no time for sorting that out at the moment. This time we didn’t knock on Darren’s door. Instead Bernie raised his leg and kicked the thing open. CRACK! SPLINTER! I loved when we did that, hadn’t done it in way too long. We went in fast, Bernie stabbing the light here and there. No sign of Darren in the front room. We hurried down the hall and searched the rest of the crummy crib. No Darren.

Back in the front room, Bernie shone the light at the beer cans on the floor, the cigarette butts all over the place, dirty plates, scattered clothes. “No signs of violence,” Bernie said, “but how the hell would you know?” He aimed the flash at the big flat-screen TV. But what was this? There was nothing but a cable dangling from the wall. The TV was gone.

“Do you have a headache, Chet? I have a headache.”

Nope. I had a shoulder ache, but not bad, not bad at all. I moved closer to Bernie, pressed my head against his leg.



TEN

My eyes snapped open. I was lying with my back to the door, our front hall full of sunshine. I gave myself a good stretch, sticking my legs way way out, and felt a funny—not pain, really, more of a tug—yes, a funny tug in my shoulder, and everything came back to me, and if not everything, then at least some of it. Like that huge guy, and the baseball bat, and what else? Cheetos. I rose and went into the kitchen.

Food bowl: empty. I licked it anyway. Water bowl: full. I lapped some up. Not fresh, even a bit dusty on the surface, but I found I was real thirsty and drank and drank, splashing some of it here and there. While that was happening, the phone on the counter rang. A voice came through the answering machine: “Bernie Little? Marvin Winkleman here.” Marvin Winkleman? I recognized the voice but . . . and then it came to me: divorce work, ticket guy, comb-over. “That jerk, the one my wife is cheating with? I’ve changed my mind—I want you to check into him after all. Get back to me as soon as you can.” Click.

Then the house was quiet again, except for the faint sound of Bernie’s snores. Bernie’s snores are nice, kind of like ocean waves on a beach, a sound I’d heard once in my life, that time we went to San Diego. We surfed, me and Bernie! I’ll get to that another time. Right now I was on my way down the hall to take a look at him.

He lay on the bed, still dressed from last night, even down to his shoes, with one arm thrown back over his head. I moved to the bedside. His chest rose and fell. I could see dried blood on his head above one ear, not much. I climbed up on the bed and settled down. Bernie snored.

Sometime later the phone rang again, not Bernie’s cell phone, which lay on the bedside table, but the phone in the kitchen. Bernie grunted, reached out for the cell phone, eyes still closed, had some trouble with the buttons, finally said, “Hello? Hello?” Meanwhile, I could hear Winkleman’s voice again on the answering machine in the kitchen. A thought about humans and machines started to take shape in my mind.

“What, uh?” Bernie said. The phone slipped from his hand, fell on the floor. His eyes opened, but not quite at the same time, one a bit ahead of the other; that bothered me, can’t say why. He sat up, that zigzag groove suddenly appearing on his forehead, and said, “Who’s that?” at the same moment Winkleman stopped talking. He looked at me. “Hey, Chet.” He gave me a pat. “How are you doing?” I thumped my tail on the blanket. “Good boy.” He glanced around. “Broad daylight. That’s no good.” He rubbed his face, got up, went into the bathroom. “Still in my goddamn . . .”

Then came pill bottle sounds, tooth-brushing sounds, showering sounds. Wisps of steam leaked out from under the bathroom door. After a while, he started singing. I recognized the song: “He Stopped Loving Her Today.” We’d been listening to it in the car a lot lately, but I couldn’t say it was one of my favorites, like “It Hurts Me Too” with Elmore James’s slide guitar that did things deep inside my ears, hard to describe. I got up, went into the kitchen, sat down; near the food bowl, but that was just by accident.

Bernie came into the kitchen looking great, all back to normal. No dried blood, no zigzag groove. “Any chance someone’s hungry?” he said. Bernie was a good guesser. Who’d said that recently? I tried to remember, soon gave up. “Any of that salami left?” Bernie opened the fridge. Salami? You bet there was some left, and I knew right away, but it took him a while to find it. “Thought, I’d . . . ah, here we go.” Soon Bernie was slicing a nice fat salami. He put some slices in my bowl, mixed them in with kibble. Then he heated up coffee from yesterday or maybe the day before, sliced some more salami for himself, and sat at the table. I poked through my bowl, gobbling up all traces of salami before I even took one bit of kibble. We had a nice breakfast.

Bernie finished his coffee, sat back, rubbed his hands together. Always a good sign, meaning soon we’d be in action. “C’mon over here, big guy. Let’s see how you’re moving.” I walked over to Bernie, moving just fine. He took my head in his arms, gave me a big hug. “You’re something, you know that?” he said. Not sure what he was getting at, but nothing wrong with that hug. “I’ve got a strong suspicion you saved my bacon last night.”

Bacon? There’d been bacon last night? Cheetos, yes, but that was it. Had I somehow missed out on bacon?

“Hey,” said Bernie, “something the matter?” He felt my shoulder.

What a question! Of course something was the matter—did bacon happen every day? Nowhere close. Why was that, anyway? I tried to think of one good reason and couldn’t.
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Bernie noticed the message light blinking, jabbed the button as he went by. “Bernie Little? Marvin Winkleman—” Bernie hit the button again. “Later, Marv.” He wrapped the baseball bat in plastic, grabbed the plastic bag with the bandanna inside, and we hopped in the Porsche. Iggy, watching from his window, jumped up and down as we drove away.

We met Rick Torres at Donut Heaven, parking cop-style.

“Cruller?” said Rick.

Bernie shook his head. “Just ate. We—”

“How about Chet?”

“He just ate, too.”

Yes, but very late and really not all that much, considering that yesterday amounted to a few Cheetos and hardly anything else. And can I mention something, even though I love Cheetos? They’re mostly air. I’m a hundred-plus-pounder, can’t live on air.

“Also got a bacon croissant I can’t finish,” Rick said.

Bacon? Bacon coming up again, and so soon?

“Chet! Down!”

Oops. I slid back onto my seat.

“I get the impression he wants it,” Rick said.

Bernie sighed, a real good sign at a moment like that. “Oh, what the hell,” he said.

The next little while I was too busy to take in much of what they were talking about. That whole package, croissant with bacon inside? What can I tell you? I licked every last crumb and flake off my lips and then sat up straight and still, a pro, on the job.

“We’re nowhere, really,” Rick was saying, “and I’m not sure there’s anywhere much to go.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bernie said. “Don’t we have a missing person and a missing elephant?”

“Yes and no,” said Rick. He handed Bernie a sheet of paper. “Came about an hour ago—this is a copy.”

Bernie read the letter out loud. “‘Dear Sergeant Torres, I can no longer be complicit in the exploitation of this magnificent creature. I have taken Peanut to a place where she will be safe for the rest of her life. You will never find us and I do not believe you have any cause to search. Peanut is the property of no one. Sincerely, Uri DeLeath.’” Bernie looked up. “Checked the handwriting?”

“His, uh, friend, the guy who plays the clown—”

“Popo?”

“Yeah, Popo. He had some samples, grocery lists, that kind of thing. Handwriting guy says it’s a match.” Rick’s phone rang. He spoke into it. “Torres. Uh-huh. Yup.” He clicked off. “Forensics—they got two clear prints on the original, thumb and index finger, both DeLeath’s.”

Bernie was silent for a moment or two. Then he said, “What does Popo think?”

“We’re gonna let a clown run the investigation?” Rick said. He started laughing, couldn’t stop. That happens to humans sometimes, always ends up making me anxious. Rick gasped for air, wiped away tears with the back of his sleeve.
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