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Praise for the Chet and Bernie Mystery Series

THE DOG WHO KNEW TOO MUCH

“A charming tale.”—People

“Outstanding. . . . intelligent writing and on-the-mark pacing and tone.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Human cunning and canine smarts triumph once again.”—Kirkus Reviews

“A thoroughly entertaining comic mystery. A must-read, of course, for everyone who likes a canine presence in their crime novels.”—Booklist

TO FETCH A THIEF

“Terrific. . . . You don’t have to be a dog lover to enjoy this deliciously addictive series.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“If you like Sue Grafton and Janet Evanovich, hop on this train. . . . To Fetch a Thief is every bit as good as the first two.” —LA Times Magazine

“Tender-hearted Chet and literal-minded Bernie are the coolest human/pooch duo this side of Wallace and Gromit.” —Kirkus Reviews

THEREBY HANGS A TAIL

“Pulls the reader along as if on a leash.” —Booklist

“A proper, satisfying whodunit.” —Publishers Weekly

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

“The most winning detective duo since Shaggy met Scooby. . . . Quinn mixes suspense and humor as Chet tries to puzzle out humans’ odd ways.” —Christian Science Monitor

DOG ON IT

“Spencer Quinn speaks two languages—suspense and dog. . . . My sincere advice to you is to rush to your nearest bookstore and put your paws on this enchanting one-of-a-kind novel.”—Stephen King

“Nothing short of masterful.”—Los Angeles Times

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

“Sweetly engaging . . . and wonderfully entertaining.” —The Denver Post

“Readers will love Chet’s ruminations on steak, bacon, chew toys and cats. Adorable describes this character-driven novel, which is also well-written and nicely paced. . . . Even cat lovers will howl with delight.”—USA Today

“A winning debut . . . that fans of classic mysteries are sure to appreciate.” —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Excellent and fully fleshed primary and secondary characters, a consistently doggy view of the world, and a sprightly pace make this a not-to-be-missed debut. Essential for all mystery collections and for dog lovers everywhere.” —Booklist (starred review)

“At last, a dog lover’s mystery that portrays dogs as they really are.” —Library Journal (starred review)

“A detective, a dog, and some major league prose. Dog On It is a genuine joy.”—Robert B. Parker
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To Vivian



ONE


Heard you drove another one off a cliff,” said Nixon Panero. He spat a thin brown stream of chewing tobacco into an empty paint can, or maybe not that empty. Yellow paint, the yellow of egg yolks, now with a brown swirl in the middle: there’s all kinds of beauty in life.

“You heard wrong,” said Bernie.

Uh-oh. Bernie was looking at Nixon in an irritated sort of way. Wasn’t Nixon our buddy? True, Nixon’s eyes were too close together, even for a human, but he was one of the best mechanics in the Valley according to Bernie, and if Bernie said so, then that was that, and besides, Nixon was also one of our top sources on the street, even though we once put him away for a year or so. Or maybe because of it! Anything’s possible with perps, believe me. We’ve taken down lots, me and my partner, Bernie. That’s what we do at the Little Detective Agency. He’s Bernie Little. I’m Chet, pure and simple.

Sidling on over toward Nixon, just in case backsliding was on his mind? The right move at a moment like this, no question, so I sidled, keeping my eyes on his hands the whole time. That’s where the trouble usually comes from with humans; their feet are too slow to bother worrying about. Nixon’s big hands—fingers all oil-stained and as big as sausages—were hanging by his sides, doing nothing much. I hadn’t had a good sausage in ages, or even a bad one, not that there’s such a thing as a bad sausage, and was trying my hardest to actually remember the last time, when I became aware that Bernie was speaking. When Bernie talks, I listen and listen hard.

“. . . three sticks of dynamite, maybe four—still waiting on forensics,” he said.

“Somebody blew up the Porsche?” said Nixon.

“Kind of different from me driving it off a cliff,” Bernie said, giving Nixon a hard stare. Loved seeing that hard stare of Bernie’s: we’ve made hay with it, let me tell you, although why anyone would want to is a bit of a puzzler, hay being nothing but dried-up grass, of no interest to me at all.

Nixon nodded. “No comparison.” He spat another gob into the paint can; his aim was off the charts.

“Which is why,” Bernie said, “we’re in the market for a new one.”

“A new old one?”

“Of course.”

“As old as the last one?” said Nixon. “Or a bit younger, like the one before.”

“Depends,” Bernie said, and he went on with a whole long depends thing which I missed—on account of I’d been listening too hard! How weird was that?

The next thing I knew we were on our way to the yard at the back of Nixon’s Championship Autobody. One of his guys was spray-painting a picture of a curvy woman on a black fender.

“More tit, Ruy,” Nixon said as we went by. “What’s wrong with you?”

Ruy raised his mask. “Sorry, boss.”

We kept going. “Can’t get good help,” Nixon said. “What’s going to happen to this country? We’re competing in the global marketplace.”

“Maybe the big breast thing isn’t as important overseas,” Bernie said.

“Talk sense, Bernie,” Nixon said.

We came to the back of the yard, all fenced in with barbed wire. This was a bad part of town: across the street, some dudes lounged around doing nothing special, never a good sign. Parked by the fence stood two wrecks, one rusted out, the other torched. I’m not great with cars, but I know the shape of Porsches.

“Take your pick,” said Nixon.

“You’re paying me, right?” said Bernie.

“Love your sense of humor,” Nixon said. “I was just mentioning it to the mayor, not two days ago.”

“You’re pals with the mayor?”

“Where do you think he gets the limo serviced?”

“Did you ask him how come he needs to ride around in that damn thing in the first place?”

“Huh?” said Nixon. “He’s the mayor, that’s how come. And anyways I wasn’t talkin’ to him directly. I was talkin’ to his security guy.”

“Cal Luxton?”

“Yeah. He was the one who actually mentioned your name. But then the mayor slid down the window and we got to talkin’.”

“About what?”

Nixon shrugged. That’s a human move I always watch for. It can mean lots of things. This time? Your call. “Wanted to know if I was named after Nixon. You know—the president.”

“I know,” Bernie said. “And are you?”

“Yup.”

“Your parents hated you?”

Nixon gave Bernie a long look, a look I’d seen many times. It meant someone had just realized that Bernie was the smartest human in the room, no news to me. “How’d you know?” Nixon said. “I was the fifth boy. Long about then they were hankerin’ for a girl. But—funny thing—turns out to be a big plus with the mayor.”

“He’s a Tricky Dick fan?” Bernie said.

“A secret fan,” said Nixon. “Just between him and me, what with the election coming up. On account of the name being so—what would you say?”

“Toxic.”

“Yeah, toxic with most people.”

“You can always change it,” Bernie said.

“Nope,” said Nixon. “It’s part of me.” He took out his dip, bit off another chew. “Maybe someday I’ll invade Cambodia.”

Bernie laughed. “Let’s take a look at these scrap heaps,” he said, and then something else which I missed because of this growling I heard behind me. I turned and there was my old buddy Spike, the scariest junkyard dog I know, and I know plenty, amigo. Spike was part pit bull, part Rottweiler, part unknown, and we got along great: I have lots of unknown in me, too. We’d had a nice tussle or two, me and Spike, including the night Bernie and I took Nixon down, something that maybe rubbed Spike the wrong way. What a barn burner! Although it was a gas station that ended up burning, but just as exciting, maybe more. And as for getting rubbed the wrong way? There’s really no wrong way, in my opinion, only some that are better than others. I’m not fussy.

Spike lumbered up, gave me a bump. Just being friends: Spike was getting on now, that twisted warrior face almost completely white. I gave him a friendly bump back. He rose up and tried to . . . really? What a crazy idea! I shook him off, rose up myself, and tried to do the same crazy thing! What a time we were having! He shook me off and then we were racing around the yard—not really racing, since Spike was no speedster—nipping at each other and barking our heads off. Did we roll around some in an oily patch? Maybe, but I couldn’t be sure, because all of a sudden Spike had one of those—what were they called? welding torches?—yes, welding torches in his mouth, and I had to have it, so—

FTWEEEEE!

Spike and I pulled up, coming to a dead stop.

FTWEEEEE!

And glancing back, saw Nixon with his hand at his mouth, finger and thumb between his lips, and looking real mad for some reason. Oh, no. He was one of those humans who knew how to make that earsplitting whistle sound. Please, not again.

FWTEEEEE!

•   •   •

“What the hell gets into you?” Bernie said.

We were rolling in the van, this beat-up van we use for surveillance but was our only ride at the moment. I lay curled up on the shotgun seat, waiting for the pain in my ears to go away. What gets into me? Was that the question? I thought about it. Sometimes I think better with my eyes closed, so I closed them.

When I awoke, I was back to feeling tip-top, so tip-top I knew I must have done some world-class thinking. I sat up straight, stuck my head out the window. Ah, the Valley. No place like it. The Valley goes on forever in all directions, and those smells! You haven’t smelled till you’ve smelled the Valley. Hot rubber, hot pavement, hot sauce, hot charcoal ash, hot everything! Yes, even hot ice cream. Plus all kinds of grease—deep-fry grease, pizza grease, burrito grease, unwashed human skin grease, and human hair grease—not to mention the grease on my tail at this very moment. Where had that come from? I tried to remember, but not hard. Back to the lovely smells of the Valley, all of them with something in common, namely the dry dusty scent of the desert. I wouldn’t live anywhere else.

Bernie glanced over at me. “Smell anything, big guy?”

He stuck his own head out the window and took a few sniffs.

“I don’t,” he said.

That Bernie! The best human sense of humor in the business, bar none. This had to be one of his little jokes, what with the whole river of smells flowing by and us smack in the middle of it. A nice refreshing breeze sprang up behind me so I turned to check it out—I can probably turn my head a bit farther around than you, no offense—and there was my greasy tail, wagging away. I just love Bernie.

We pulled into a strip mall. We’ve got strip malls out the yingyang in the Valley, just one more thing that makes it great. This particular strip mall was where Suzie Sanchez worked. Suzie’s a reporter for the Valley Tribune, and also Bernie’s girlfriend. If he had to have a girlfriend, then Suzie was a great choice. Compared to Leda, for example, Bernie’s ex-wife and mother of his kid, Charlie, who we miss a lot, seeing as he’s only around some weekends, plus every second Christmas and Thanksgiving, a complicated human arrangement that turned out to mean having even less of Charlie. Thanksgiving’s my favorite holiday and Halloween’s the worst, but no time to get into that now.

We entered the Tribune office, walking past the workstations, all empty, and there was Suzie at the back, fingers going tac-tac-tac on the keyboard, a sound I happened to like. If I had Suzie’s job I’d make that sound twenty-four seven, faster and faster, and with all my paws in action that would be pretty damn rapid. Kind of a strange thought; probably better if it never happens again.

Some humans have the sort of brain where you can feel it at work, like a powerful, pulsing muscle. Suzie was one of those, but at the same time, she had a big warm smile and black eyes that shone like the countertops in our kitchen after Bernie polishes them, which doesn’t happen often. Only when we got real close did she look up.

Then came a surprise. Suzie wasn’t smiling, and her eyes, shining for a moment, lost that sparkle almost right away.

Bernie was smiling, though, that real big one, always so nice to see.

“Hey, Suzie,” he said. “Lookin’ good.”

“Liar,” she said, sweeping back a lock of her dark hair. Hey! What was that? A line on Suzie’s forehead? And another? Those were new, unless my memory was playing tricks on me, something memories can do, Bernie says, although I don’t remember ever experiencing that personally.

“How’d the car thing go?” Suzie said.

“Found a beauty,” Bernie said.

We had? News to me, but I got most of my news from Bernie.

Suzie pressed a button and her screen went dark. “Bernie?” she said. “Got a moment?”

“More than a moment. How about we take you to lunch?”

Suzie bit her lip, another one of those human things I look for. In the nation within the nation, as Bernie sometimes calls me and my kind, we don’t bite our lips, except by accident, when a bit of lip gets caught on a tooth, say. Human lip biting sends a message, a message I’d never gotten from Suzie before.

“I’m slammed today, Bernie,” she said. “Let’s just go out for a little walk.”

“A walk? It’s ninety-seven out there and just getting started.”

“A short walk.”

Bernie’s smile faded and was gone. “Something on your mind?”

Suzie nodded, her eyes not meeting his. I got a sudden urge to chew on something; almost anything would do.

“We can talk here,” Bernie said.

Suzie glanced around. Still just us in the office, but she said, “Outside’s better.”

“Okeydoke,” said Bernie. Okeydoke is a way Bernie has of saying yes, but only when we’re on the job, so what was up with that?

We went outside. There was some confusion at the door, but I ended up going out first. We walked toward a line of skinny, dusty trees that separated this strip mall from the next one. An old picnic table, weathered and lopsided, stood in the shade.

With picnic tables, it usually works like this: humans sit on the benches, facing the table, and I settle down underneath, waiting to get lucky, picnic food usually being pretty messy. But none of that happened now. No food, for one thing. Bernie sort of leaned against the table at a funny angle; Suzie sat at the end of one of the benches, but facing out, legs crossed and then uncrossed; I circled around. What was this? None of us could get comfortable? I started panting a bit.

“Bernie?”

“Yeah?”

“I have some news.”

“You’re a newswoman.”

Suzie’s lips turned upward in maybe the quickest, smallest smile I’d ever seen. Then she nodded. “I’ve got a job offer.”

“That’s all?” said Bernie.

“What do you mean?”

“I thought maybe you’d met somebody.”

“Met somebody?”

“Or Dylan was back in the picture.”

“Dylan?” Suzie said. “Oh, Bernie.” She held out her hand. Bernie took it in his.

Dylan McKnight back in the picture? He was Suzie’s boyfriend long ago, a perp who’d done a stretch at Northern State Correctional, and was now where? LA? Hard to keep all the details straight, but the best one—that time I’d driven him up a tree—was still so clear in my mind!

“Let me guess,” said Bernie. “The Trib’s making you managing editor.”

She laughed, one of those tiny laughs that’s just a little jet of air from the nose. “That would never happen,” Suzie says. “It’s another reporting job, but somewhere else.”

“Not the Clarion?” Bernie said.

Suzie shook her head.

“Whew,” said Bernie. “Not sure how I’d handle that. They won’t stop until every square inch of the whole state’s totally developed.”

“It’s the Post, Bernie.”

Bernie has very expressive eyebrows, one of his best features, although they’re all so good, it’s hard to choose. Right now, his eyebrows were sort of trying to meet in the middle, a puzzled look you didn’t often see on Bernie’s face. “The Post?” he said.

“The Washington Post,” said Suzie.

Bernie let go of Suzie’s hand. “Oh,” he said.

Something was up—I could just tell. But what?

“I’m so torn,” Suzie said. “And the irony is it’s all due to that series I wrote about the Big Bear case.”

Whoa. Big Bear Wilderness Camp? The sheriff? Those deputies? That judge? The mama bear? All of them breaking rocks in the hot sun by now, or very soon. Except for that mama bear, of course. Let’s not get started on her.

“Don’t be torn,” Bernie said. “You deserve it.”

“There’s no deserving, Bernie. Not in this business.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Bernie said. “But—” He went silent.

“But what?” said Suzie.

Bernie took a deep breath. “Could you turn it down, walk away, and then never think about it again? The what-ifs, what-might-have-beens, all that?”

Suzie went quiet. Then she took a deep breath, too. “I love you,” she said.

Bernie’s lips moved, just the slightest, like he was about to say something, but he did not.

“I’ve been checking flights,” Suzie said. “They’re cheap if you book far enough in advance. Weekends would be way more doable than you’d think.”

“So,” said Bernie, his voice getting kind of thick in a strange way, like there was something in his throat, “it’s all good.”

What was this? I’d been gnawing away at one of the legs of the picnic table? And it didn’t even feel that great? Not bad, exactly, just more like . . . nothing. I stopped.



TWO


The bourbon’s in the cupboard over the kitchen sink. Cigarettes are harder to find because Bernie quit smoking and one of his tricks when he quits smoking is to stop buying cigarettes cold turkey and scrounge around for them instead. Bernie’s got tricks for just about everything—he’s always the smartest human in the room, might as well get that out of the way right now, if I haven’t already. As for cold turkey: a puzzler there’s no time to go into, not now and maybe not ever. Except does it mean cigarettes are in the fridge? I didn’t smell any, but sometimes I can’t detect every single little thing that’s in the fridge. As for cigarettes—one of those unmissable smells, lit or not—there was one under the end pillow on the living room couch, and another behind Bernie’s desk in the office, both places he’d already searched unsuccessfully, a little bourbon sloshing out of his glass each time he bent down.

We went out to the patio. We have a nice patio in back—this is at our place on Mesquite Road—with a stone fountain in the shape of a swan that Leda had installed before the divorce, but then wanted no part of when Bernie said she should take it with her. We had trouble understanding Leda, me and Bernie.

Bernie sat in his favorite patio chair, the one with the drink holder, and I sat beside him. The sun was going down, changing the colors of the canyon that runs behind Mesquite Road, a canyon inhabited by lots of creatures, including some fat javelinas. Until you’ve chased a javelina you haven’t lived, and I wouldn’t dream of living anywhere else, although once I did dream I was living in a Dumpster, sort of a nightmare until it turned out the Dumpster stood behind a fast-food place. Dreams: don’t ask me to explain them.

Bernie swirled his bourbon around, stared into it, took a sip. “Suppose I said let’s get married. What would happen then?”

I waited to hear.

Bernie drank some more. “Why shouldn’t she be ambitious?” He gazed at me, his face reddening in the evening light. “She’s got every right. So that leaves the option of picking up stakes and going with her. Which, you may have noticed, she didn’t mention.” Bernie drained his glass, went inside. I went with him, right on his heels. He took the bottle down from the shelf, refilled his glass. “Heading east,” he said. “How would that work? My ancestors headed west. Going back would be like—”

The phone rang before Bernie could finish, but not a problem since I’d lost the thread long before. Bernie picked up.

A man’s voice came over the speaker. “Bernie?”

“Yup.”

“Cal Luxton here.”

“Uh-huh.”

“From the mayor’s office.”

“I know.”

“How’re you doin’? It’s been a while.”

“No complaints,” Bernie said.

“Suppose I should congratulate you on that wilderness camp case.”

“Not necessary.”

“Heard you drove another one over a cliff.”

“You heard wrong.”

Silence on the other end. In that silence, Bernie knocked back a big slug.

“Got much goin’ on these days?” Luxton said.

“How do you mean?” said Bernie.

“Work-wise.”

“We’re pretty busy.”

We were? First I’d heard of it. Hadn’t done a stitch of work since the Big Bear Wilderness Camp Case, for which we’d been paid, yes, and plus there’d been the bonus of that gold nugget, now at Mr. Singh’s on account of some tax bill coming due, not something I’m clear on and neither was Bernie although he finally gave up on getting an explanation and just cut the check; which bounced, so he cut another one. In short, our finances were a mess. There hadn’t even been any divorce work, which we hated, me and Bernie, but took when nothing else—mostly meaning missing persons cases, our specialty—came along. The Teitelbaum divorce! Mrs. Teitelbaum at the wheel of that forklift, crushing Mr. Teitelbaum’s classic car collection! And what he did to her boyfriend right after that! Only it wasn’t her boyfriend! I gave myself a good shake. Meanwhile that Luxton dude was talking again.

“I’m sure you are,” he said. “But maybe you could squeeze in a little job for us.”

“Who’s us?” said Bernie.

“The mayor, who else? Did I wake you or something, Bernie?”

Bernie put down his drink. “Wide awake, Cal. So wide awake that I’m thinking, Why me?”

“Why not you?”

“We have a little history, the mayor and I, maybe from before your time.”

“Back before you got—back when you were still with the force? I know all about it. Water under the bridge, as far as the mayor’s concerned. And what with the election coming up, he wants to reach out, to be more inclusive.”

“Has he heard of the aquifer yet?” Bernie said.

The aquifer? Bernie talks about the aquifer a lot, but he hasn’t shown it to me yet. Something about water, of which we’ve got a lot in the Valley—check out our golf courses every morning and evening, sprinklers spraying rainbows out the yingyang—although, come to think of it, none under any of the bridges. Whew! I’d taken that one pretty far! Right up to the point where Bernie always says “so therefore.” Bernie handles the so therefores. I bring other things to the table. That’s how come the Little Detective Agency’s what it is.

“You can ask him tomorrow at ten,” Luxton said.

“Huh?”

“That’s the only time he can see you this week.”

“See me about what?”

“This job, Bernie. Are you listening?”

“What’s the job?”

“He’ll tell you in person.”

Bernie reached for his glass, downed some more. “I’m not interested.”

“No? What’s your normal fee?”

“Eight hundred a day. Plus expenses.”

“Yeah? You can make that stick in an economy like this?”

“Not always.”

“What I thought,” Luxton said. Another phone rang at his end, and he spoke a little faster, so maybe I didn’t hear right. “The fee for this job is three grand a day, plus expenses, guaranteed, plus a bonus at the end if they like you.”

“Who’s they?”

“See you at ten.” Click.

•   •   •

Humans tend to go to sleep in their beds and stay there all night. It’s different with me and my kind. For example, I often start in Bernie’s bedroom, on the floor at the foot of the bed, and later move across the hall to Charlie’s old room, even though he’s hardly ever there, the bed stripped, and after that I like to lie with my back to the front door. The sounds and smells of the night leak in through the crack under the door. Security is part of my job.

On this particular night, my pal Iggy who lives next door got a little restless and did his yip-yip-yipping once or twice, and Mr. Parsons tried to shush him, and later a toilet flushed in their house. Our neighbor on the other side, old man Heydrich, went outside not long after that, and what was this? Whisk-whisk, whisk-whisk. He was sweeping the dirt from his part of the sidewalk onto ours? I barked, the low muffled kind of bark, not wanting to disturb Bernie. The whisk-whisking stopped, and old man Heydrich muttered something about curs, a new one on me. Then came the pad-pad-pad of his slippers, his door opening and closing, and quiet. I dropped down into dreamland. Did a car come down the street sometime later, moving slowly, pausing in front of our place, driving on? Maybe. Dreams can be so strong, and then you wake up and poof! It doesn’t work the other way. You always remember real life. Sort of. But forget all that.

Except if a car did go by, its engine was making a little ticking sound. Tick-tick-tick. That tick-tick-tick happened once with the Porsche, not the blown-up Porsche but the one that actually did go off a cliff. Bernie’d taken out the tools. You never wanted to see that.

•   •   •

“Knits up the raveled sleeve of care?” Bernie said the next morning. “I wish.”

Uh-oh. We were in the van, headed downtown, possibly on something work-related, and now was when the linen shirt episode comes up? Linen: a complete unknown to me at the time, specifically on a visit I paid to the laundry basket not long after Suzie gave Bernie a long-sleeved linen shirt for his birthday. I prefer Bernie’s Hawaiian shirts, of which he’s got lots, including the one with palm trees and martini glasses that he was wearing at the moment, but that had nothing to do with what happened. It was just the strange feel of linen, and when it comes to feeling things, well, you always do better with your tongue, no news there. And what’s close to the tongue? Teeth. So there you go.

But still, I felt bad. I moved across the bench seat, a little closer to Bernie. The van made one of those quick swerves across the lane that sometimes happens, not sure why. It’s not the smoothest ride in the world, but no complaints.

“Hey, you’re crowding me, buddy,” Bernie said.

I was? How had that happened? I shifted away, but not before giving Bernie’s face a quick lick, just showing him that everything was cool between us. Bernie’s great-looking, even if he wasn’t at his best today, dark patches under his eyes, and possibly a patch or two where he’d missed with the razor blade, although he’d clearly made a good try; there was still a dab of shaving cream on the side of his neck.

The downtown towers rose in the distance, their tops kind of merging with the copper-colored sky, a sight that always made me uneasy, hard to say why. We got off the freeway, drove past the college—a Frisbee soared by, went right into the window of a passing bus! I love college kids!—and parked at a meter in front of city hall, which I recognized from the two huge stone birds, very nasty looking, on either side of the tall arched doorway. Don’t get me started on birds. Bernie dug in his pocket for change, found none, but did come up with a cigarette, or part of one. He straightened it out, lit up, and said, “My lucky day.”

•   •   •

“This must be Chet,” said Mayor Trimble. “What a handsome dog!” The mayor turned out to be a round little guy with more than one chin, very big ears, and a string tie. In short, what wasn’t to like? “Happen to be in possession of some nice rawhide chews,” he said. “Can he have one?”

Bernie sighed, for no reason that I could come up with.

What a mayor did, exactly, was anybody’s guess, but one thing for sure: we had the best mayor around. Soon I was lying on the floor at Mayor Trimble’s side, working on a rawhide chew, tough and tasty, just the way I liked. The mayor introduced everybody—“’Course you already know Cal Luxton, head of security, and this is Vera Cobb, chief of staff.” Then came handshaking, hello hellos, and nobody took a single sniff of nobody, all very human, and everyone sat down.

Mayor Trimble rocked back in his chair. “Pleasure to have this opportunity to renew our friendship, Bernie.”

“Is that what we had?” Bernie said.

“Any mistakes were mine,” the mayor said. “Real or imagined. I should have patched things up long ago. Everything goes by so goddamn fast. Agreed?”

“That everything goes by fast?” Bernie said. “I won’t argue.”

“Bernie’s known for his sense of humor,” said Luxton, sitting in a shadowy corner of the room. Luxton was a thin dude with swept-back hair and the kind of long sideburns you sometimes see out here in the Valley, but not many other places, Bernie says. It’s a look, he also says, that goes with cowboy boots, which Luxton was wearing, and cowboy hats. Luxton had a big white one resting on his knee. A smell goes with hat wearing. I detected it now; not unpleasant.

“One of the most important senses going,” said the mayor. Then came a silence. The mayor looked around, maybe waiting for someone to chip in. No one did. He cleared his throat—I can do that, too, especially if a bone was caught in it—and checked a note on his desk. “Vera here tells me your great-great grandfather once owned all of Mesquite Canyon.”

Vera, sitting at the end of the same couch as Bernie—he was at the other end, but it wasn’t a big couch—said, “From where the airport is now all the way up to the Rio Seco railroad bridge.” She glanced at Bernie. Vera was blond, wore a dark suit, had her hair in a bun, always interesting to me. Human hair, big subject, maybe later.

Bernie glanced at Vera, eyes going to that bun almost immediately—Bernie and I are alike in lots of ways, don’t forget—and said, “Um.”

“Just think if your family had held on to that spread,” Luxton said.

“Kind of pointless,” Bernie said.

Which I didn’t quite get, because more than once, walking the canyon, Bernie has said almost that exact same thing to me: What if we still owned all of this, Chet? Rio Seco would have water in it—that’s for damn sure.

“No living in the past for you, huh, Bernie?” said the mayor. “We’re on the same page, us two.”

“Uh,” said Bernie, “I wouldn’t—”

The mayor smacked his hand on his desk, not hard. He had fat little hands, wore a nice big pinkie ring. One thing I’ve noticed about pinkie rings—they’re never pink. But Bernie says I can’t be trusted when it comes to colors, so don’t bet the ranch. “The future, Bernie. I’m all about the future of this beautiful city, and my guess is you are, too.”

“It won’t be so beautiful when the aquifer’s dry,” Bernie said.

The mayor smiled. He had one of those real big smiles you see sometimes, a smile too big for the face, if that makes any sense. “Truth to power,” he said. “Not afraid of that, are we, Vera? In fact, we encourage it. Fill Bernie in on the water commission.”

“I’m not sure we have time for that, mayor,” she said. “Shouldn’t we be getting on with the business at hand?”

The mayor’s smile faded, down to normal size and then nothing. “What would I do without you, Vera?”

Vera gazed at the mayor, her face showing nothing that I could see.

“Vera here’s a Stanford graduate,” the mayor said. “My opponent’s chief of staff went to North Valley CC. What does that tell you?”

“The Unabomber went to Harvard,” Bernie said.

The mayor’s smile started going upside down. Vera laughed. Maybe not the nicest-sounding laugh I’d ever heard, kind of loud and harsh, but human laughter? One of the best things there is. The meeting was going great. I gnawed on my chew strip and soon my mind was wandering pleasantly. That’s part of the fun of chew strips, maybe news to you.

“. . . water commission some other time,” the mayor was saying, or something like that. “What do you know about our Millennial Cultural Initiative, Bernie?”

“Zip.”

“Vera? Bring him up to speed.”

Vera turned toward Bernie. Their gazes met, unmet, then met again. “Cutting to the chase,” Vera said, “the may—”

“Cutting to the chase,” the mayor said. “That’s a good one, considering what we’re about to discuss. So—what’s the expression I’m searching for, Vera? Foreign, maybe?”

“A propos,” said Vera. “The mayor believes that with proper planning and incentives, the Valley could be a mecca for movie production.”

“Isn’t half the nation’s porn already shot in South Pedroia?” Bernie said.

“Thirty-seven percent,” said Vera. “But the mayor is targeting mainstream Hollywood movies.”

“Like Wild Horseman,” said the mayor.

“Don’t know that one,” Bernie said.

“Because it’s not out yet,” the mayor said. “Not even in production. But the whole world’s going to know about it in a year or two. Guess who plays the horseman.”

“John Waters,” Bernie said.

Vera laughed her harsh laugh again. The mayor blinked. I watch for that. When Bernie gets them blinking, it’s usually a good sign.

“Tell him who’s starring,” the mayor said.

“Thad Perry,” said Vera.

The mayor chuckled. Suddenly all sorts of different laughs were in the air. Did it mean anything? I waited to find out. “Heard of him?” the mayor said.

Bernie nodded.

The mayor leaned forward, rubbing his hands together. “Now we’re getting somewhere,” he said. His pinkie ring caught a ray of brassy light coming through the window and glittered in a dull sort of way.



THREE


Thad Perry? Didn’t ring a bell. There was Mad Thad Thatcherton, who’d hijacked a beer truck that turned out to be full of empties and was now wearing an orange jumpsuit at Central State Correctional—Bernie made him recycle them all before we took him in—but other than that no Thads came to mind.

“Hottest action hero in Hollywood,” the mayor said, “and that’s Variety talking, Bernie, not me. Familiar with Variety?”

“No,” Bernie said.

“Don’t worry about it. Neither was I. We’re on a learning curve here, lots of hard work ahead of us. But think of the payoff!”

“What’s the payoff?” Bernie said.

The mayor gave Bernie a long look. Then, over his shoulder, he said, “You were right, Cal.”

“About what?” Luxton said.

“Didn’t you tell me I’d love how his mind worked?”

“Something like that.”

The mayor pointed a pudgy finger at Bernie. “I love how your mind works,” he said. “Loop him in, Vera.”

“I’m sorry?” said Vera.

“The payoff, for Christ sake. Tell him about the payoff.”

Humans can sometimes squeeze their mouths into very small puckered shapes, which Vera did now. “You already did,” she said.

“Huh?” said the mayor.

Vera turned to Bernie. “If the studio has a successful experience producing Wild Horseman here in the Valley, then—”

“The mecca thing?” Bernie said.

The mayor smacked his desk again. “Exactly! Hollywood West!”

Then came a long silence. Vera gazed down at the floor. Bernie’s mouth fell open a bit, not a good look on most humans, but just fine on him.

“Think of the revenue,” the mayor said. “And all those jobs—carpenters, electricians, drivers, cooks, waiters—what are the latte people, again?”

“Baristas,” Vera said.

“Baristas, et cetera, et cetera,” the mayor said. “Too many to list. But you catch my drift, Bernie?”

“Voters,” Bernie said.

The mayor laughed. He laughed and laughed, his face kind of jiggling. “I’m getting a real good feeling about this,” he said. “Welcome aboard, Bernie. I have complete confidence in you.”

“What am I doing?” Bernie said.

“Finger on the button,” the mayor said. “Just what we need around here. Walk him back, Vera.”

“Starting where?” said Vera.

“The money,” the mayor said. “Where else?”

“The budget for Wild Horseman is one hundred million dollars,” Vera said, “excluding advertising and promotion. The studio—Paragon—and the producers—Rapscallion Entertainment—need to protect that investment. The success of the movie depends to a great extent on the performance of Thad Perry. He’s in every scene.”

“Give Bernie the script,” said the mayor.

“I’m not sure we can do that,” Vera said.

“Then just slip it to him on the side.”

Vera opened her briefcase, handed Bernie a thick sheaf of papers. Bernie set it down on the couch without a glance.

“Ever read a screenplay, Bernie?” the mayor said.

“No.”

“It’s easy. And way quicker than a book, although I didn’t get through the whole thing. Want the elevator pitch?”

“Why not?” said Bernie.

“Vera?” the mayor said.

“A man in a present-day big desert city—” Vera began.

“Like let’s all guess which one,” said the mayor.

“Wakes up in the night,” Vera continued, “and finds a beautiful white horse in his yard. He gets on and rides back to 1839, where he ends up a prisoner of the Apaches and, guided by a beautiful female shaman, decides to change the whole future of the West.”

Another long silence. Then the mayor said, “That shaman is hot. Check out page thirty-five, I think it was. At your convenience. But what Vera’s trying to say is that there’s no way we can let Thad Perry screw this up. Which is where you come in.”

“I don’t get it,” Bernie said. “You want me to teach him how to ride?”

Hey! Bernie could ride? Just when you think he’s done amazing you, he amazes you again. That’s Bernie. I thumped my tail on the mayor’s nice soft rug.

“Hell,” said the mayor, “never thought of that. What if he can’t ride?”

“They’ll have stuntmen for that,” Vera said. “Thad Perry’s problems are behavioral. We have to keep him out of trouble for the duration of the shoot.”

“You want us to babysit him?” Bernie said.

“We’ve got way more respect for you than that,” the mayor said. “And who’s us?”

“Chet and I,” Bernie said.

The mayor glanced down at me. “Where’d that chew go?”

Where did it go? Was that the question? I had no answer.

“Crazy,” said the mayor, “but from the way he looks at you, you’d almost think he knows what’s going on.”

“Crazy,” said Bernie.

“Where was I?” the mayor said.

“Too much respect,” said Vera.

“Right,” said the mayor. “And besides, he’s already got a babysitter in the form of that bejeezus bodyguard of his. Fine and dandy, but what we want you to do is keep watch on things from our lookout.”

“Keep watch on things?” Bernie said.

“Act as our eyes and—” Vera began.

“Vera?” said the mayor. “Did I ask for your help?”

Vera’s mouth got very small again. For no particular reason I tried to do the same with mine, got nowhere. Instead I opened it up nice and wide, stuck my tongue way out, actually touching the tip of the mayor’s tassel loafer, and then curled it back in. I tasted shoe polish, not bad at all, if on the tangy side for my taste.

“We want you to be our eyes and ears on this project,” the mayor said. “There’s some history of Thad Perry and illegal substances. That right, Cal?”

“Of every kind known to man,” said Luxton, from the shadows in the corner, everything about him indistinct except for his eyes. They were the probing kind.

The mayor rubbed his hands together again. “So,” he said. “Any questions?”

“Why me?” said Bernie. “And who’s paying?”

“Why you?” said the mayor. “Because I’m a bridge builder.”

The mayor was getting more and more interesting. We’d worked a bridge building case, me and Bernie, all about pilfering rebar, whatever rebar was, never clear in my mind, but the point was that the bridge building dudes had big hard hands and the mayor’s were small and soft. Did he wear gloves on the job? That was as far as I could take it.

“So you picked me because of you?” Bernie said.

The mayor sat back and his face, soft like his hands, hardened a bit. “Cal?”

“Sir?”

“He’s a hard-ass.”

“Pointed that out in preliminaries.”

“Maybe not with enough emphasis.”

Luxton dusted off his cowboy hat and put it on. “He’s a goddamn hard-ass and pisses a lot of people off, big-time,” he said. “Is that better?”

“Much,” said the mayor. He looked at Bernie. “As for who’s paying, my campaign fund’s running a convenient little surplus at the moment.”

“Meaning we’re working for you,” Bernie said.

“Not me personally,” said the mayor. “My office. Which really means you’re working for the men and women of the Valley.”

Bernie gets a look in his eyes when he’s having fun. It’s just the tiniest gleam, there and gone, so you have to be on your toes. But I’m pretty much on my toes all the time—it’s the way we’re built in the nation within, according to Bernie—so I didn’t miss it now.

“And the children?” Bernie said.

The mayor squinted at Bernie. Squinting, never attractive, in my opinion, is something humans do when they’re trying to see more clearly. Finally, he nodded and said, “Yes, and the children. Goes without saying. Children are our most important resource, Bernie.”

“Next to water,” Bernie said.

Silence. Then the mayor laughed and said, “I love this guy.” No surprise there: who wouldn’t love Bernie? “Don’t you just love this guy, Vera?”

Everyone turned to Vera. “He hasn’t said yes yet,” she said.

“Three grand a day plus expenses?” Bernie said.

“Also a five-thousand-dollar bonus if Thad Perry is incident-free when location shooting wraps,” Vera said.

“How long does that take?” said Bernie.

“They’ve scheduled twenty-one days,” Vera said.

“Yes,” said Bernie.

“You left out the two tickets to the premiere, Vera,” the mayor said.

“Black tie,” Luxton said. He came out of the shadows and handed Bernie a check. “This do for a retainer?”

Bernie glanced at the check, nodded, and tucked it away in his shirt pocket. Not that pocket, Bernie. We’d had problems with the shirt pocket in the past. Front pants pocket, always.

After another round of handshaking, we split. There were more chews in the mayor’s desk drawer—I didn’t lose the smell until we were in the elevator—but he didn’t open it again. I’m not greedy, although more is always better, stands to reason. As for the case, if it depended in some way on black ties then we were all right, on account of the single tie Bernie owned being black. But was it even actually a case? A puzzler to deal with some other time.

•   •   •

“What’s with you?” Bernie said.

Uh-oh. Had I been kind of clawing at Bernie’s shirt—specifically in the pocket area—and not just thinking about it? I put a stop to that pronto, sat up straight in the shotgun seat, alert and professional. But Bernie wasn’t mad, not at all—in fact, even though we were bumper to bumper on the freeway, he seemed to be in a great mood, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel like maybe to some music happening in his head, possibly one of our favorites like “Death Don’t Have No Mercy in This Land” or “Cry Me a River.”

“See what this means?” he said. “Banner year, big guy. In three weeks we’re going to rake in more than we made in the last . . . Christ knows how long. Have to check the spreadsheets.”

Please not the spreadsheets. Spreadsheets, whatever they are, get Bernie upset. Last time he ended up giving the laptop a smack, which is what led to the duct taping. Bernie’s very good with duct tape—if you ever visit us at our place on Mesquite Road, you’ll see lots of it.

We got off the freeway, crossed the railroad tracks—a cat was walking on one of the rails! like he owned the—“easy, Chet”—and pulled into Donut Heaven. A black-and-white sat in the lot. We parked beside it, cop-style, driver’s-side door to driver’s-side door. The window of the black-and-white slid down and our buddy Sergeant Rick Torres from the Valley PD Missing Persons Department handed over a coffee.

“Shaving cream on your neck,” he said.

Oh, that. Was it a problem? I was much more interested in the cruller crumbs in Rick’s mustache.

Bernie dabbed at his neck, checked his hand. “Damn. Was it there the whole time?”

“The whole time you were with the mayor?” Rick said.

“How do you know about that?” Bernie said.

“Word gets around.”

“But it just happened.”

“I’ve got spies everywhere,” Rick said. He looked past Bernie, over at me. “How you doin’, Chet? Got half a cruller left if Bernie gives the okay.”

Bernie’s eyes shifted, as though he was thinking it over. What was there to think over? Whatever half was, it had to be better than none. I have this low rumbly bark I can do that sends a message of much louder barking coming soon. The next thing I knew I was curled up on the seat, getting busy with the cruller. There are lots of great human inventions—the car being the best, of course—but the cruller’s got to be right up there.

“How’d the meeting go?” Rick said.

“You tell me,” said Bernie.

“Why they chose you for this I’ll never know,” Rick said. He sipped his coffee. “Although actually I do know.”

“Yeah?” said Bernie.

“Insurance.”

“Huh?”

“The insurance company asked for you specifically.”

“Me specifically?”

Rick nodded.

“And what’s insurance got to do with anything?”

“Insurance is when you pay a premium to protect yourself from loss,” Rick said.

“For Christ sake, I know what insurance is.” Wow! But of course he would: that was Bernie. “I’m asking what insurance has to do with this movie thing.”
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