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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

“Bernie and Chet may be the most appealing detective duo since Watson and Holmes.”—Sharon Kay Penman
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For all the friends of the nation
 within the nation


ONE

Was I proud of Bernie or what?

True, he’d been pretty nervous going into this gig. I can always tell when Bernie’s nervous—which hardly ever happens, and never when we’re in action—because his smell sharpens a bit, although it’s still the best human smell there is: apples, bourbon, salt and pepper. But now, up on the stage, he was doing great.

“Which, um,” he was saying, “reminds me of a joke. “Sort of. Maybe not a joke,” he went on, turning a page, “more like a—” and at that moment the whole wad of papers somehow jumped out of his hands, all the pages gliding down in different directions. He bent and started gathering them up. That gave me a chance, sitting a few rows back, to recoy or recon—or something like that—the joint, always important in our line of work, as Bernie often said.

We were in a conference room at a hotel near the airport, and everyone in the audience—maybe not quite as big as it had been at the beginning, when Bernie had tapped the microphone, a painful sound for me, pounding like drums right next to my ears, although no one else seemed to mind, cleared his throat, and said, “Can, uh, you hear me all right?” a terrific start, in my opinion— was a private eye, on account of this was the Great Western Private Eye Convention. We’re partners in the Little Detective Agency, me and Bernie, Bernie’s last name being Little. I’m Chet, pure and simple, and we’d been in business for almost as long as I could remember, although we’d never been to a convention before. “Not our thing,” Bernie said, so that was that, until Georgie Malhouf, president of the Great Western Private Eye Association, offered Bernie five hundred bucks to give a speech.

“A speech?” Bernie had said.

“Twenty minutes, tops,” Georgie Malhouf told him. “Plus questions.”

“I’ve never given a speech in my life.”

“So what?” said Georgie Malhouf. “There was also a time in your life when you hadn’t had sex. Did that stop you?”

That one zipped right by me, but the point was: five hundred bucks. Our finances were a mess. We hadn’t worked an actual case—not even divorce, which we hated—in I didn’t know how long, plus there was the hit we’d taken from the tin futures thing, and don’t get me started on the stacks and stacks of Hawaiian pants, locked away at our self-storage in Pedroia; we hadn’t sold a single pair. Why they hadn’t caught on was a mystery to me: didn’t everybody love Hawaiian shirts? Bernie had lots of them, was wearing one of my favorites right now up on that stage, the blue number with the gold trumpets.

He picked up the pages, or most of them, and tried to get them back into some kind of order. Meanwhile, I heard feet shuffling out of the room behind me, and across the aisle I was sitting in both Mirabelli brothers seemed to be asleep, their mouths hanging open. On my other side sat Georgie Malhouf, a real skinny guy with sunken cheeks and a thick black mustache. There’s something about mustaches that makes it hard for me to look away, so I didn’t. After some time, I noticed that Georgie was looking at me, too.

“On the ball, aren’t you?” he said. “Just like they say.”

Ball? I’m just about always in the mood to play ball. A very faint thought arose in my mind, something about this maybe not being a good time for playing ball; but it sank quickly away, and I kept my eyes on Georgie Malhouf, waiting for him to produce a ball from somewhere. No ball appeared. Georgie Malhouf was keeping his eyes, small and dark, on me.

“Ten grand sound about right?” he said.

Numbers aren’t my best thing—I stop at two, a perfect number in my opinion—but when it came to money anything with grand in it got us excited, me and Bernie. He was bumping us up to ten grand? Bernie’s speech was going even better than I’d thought.

BAM BAM BAM. Bernie was tapping the microphone again. “Hear me all right?” He glanced up at the audience, from which came no response, and then quickly down to the papers in his hand. For some reason, he was holding them kind of close to his face, and they weren’t quite steady.

“This, uh, joke—maybe more like a …” He lapsed into silence, a silence that seemed rather long—although the room was getting noisier, with more movement toward the doors behind me—then cleared his throat again, so forcefully it had to hurt, and said very loudly, almost a shout: “Riddle!” He toned it down a bit. “Riddle. That’s it. Here comes the riddle: What did the duck say to the horse?” He glanced up in an abrupt sort of way and scanned the audience, what was left of it.

What did the duck say to the horse? Was that what Bernie had just said?

“Anybody?” Bernie said. “Duck? Horse?”

No response. I knew horses, of course, prima donnas each and every one. I’d also had an encounter with a duck, in the middle of a lake in the border country on our way back from a case we’d been working down Mexico way. Nipped me right on the nose, which came as a big surprise. But horses and ducks together? I had nothing to offer.

Up on stage, Bernie opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. “‘Why the long face?’” he said.

Silence.

Bernie reached out, maybe thinking of tapping the microphone again, but did not. “Duck?” he said. “Noting the horse’s different physiognomy, which was the topic of my speech, facial classifications? A funny little approach to the subject at hand?”

More silence.

Bernie shuffled through the papers. “And I guess that more or less … brings us to the end of the prepared remarks.” What was the word for when humans talk but you can’t understand a thing? Muttering? Yeah. Bernie was muttering now. “Happy to take any questions,” he went on, or something like that.

There were no questions.

“Well, then, it’s time to, uh … thanks. Yeah. Thanks. You’ve been a great, um.” Bernie raised his hand in a funny sort of wave, a page or two flying free, and started walking off the stage. Then came the applause. I heard it for sure, but my sense of hearing’s probably better than yours, no offense.
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“Fantastic, Bernie,” Georgie Malhouf was saying. We were at a corner table in the bar of the airport hotel, and by now Bernie had stopped sweating. “You’re a natural-born public speaker.”

“I am?”

“Never seen anything like it.” A fresh round of drinks came, beer for Bernie and Georgie Malhouf, water in a nice big soup bowl for me. Georgie clinked Bernie’s glass. “Why the long face,” he said. “Priceless. When did you make that one up?”

“Make it up?” said Bernie. “Can’t really say I—”

“Not just a natural-born public speaker,” Georgie said, “but a natural-born communicator in general.” He handed Bernie a check. “Here you go, pal. Earned every penny.”

I watched carefully till Bernie folded the check and put it in his pocket, not his shirt pocket, where we’d run into problems before, or his back pants pocket, also unreliable once or twice in the past, but the front pants pocket, safe and sound with the car keys.

“Bourbon still your drink, Bernie?” Georgie said. “How about a shot of something to go along with that beer?”

“A little early for—”

“Miss!”

Two shots of bourbon arrived. Glasses got clinked again.

“Communicators aren’t exactly thick on the ground in this business,” Georgie said. I could make out a stretch of ground through the window, saw nothing but a parking lot with a red car pulling in. “So why don’t I cut to the chase?”

That was the kind of thing I liked to hear. I got my back paws up under me, ready to move.

Bernie lowered his glass, tilted his head slightly to one side. That was a sign of his brain clicking into gear, and Bernie’s brain was one of the best things we had going for us at the Little Detective Agency. His brain and my nose: plenty of perps now wearing orange jump suits can tell you about that combo.

“Life’s not fair,” Georgie went on, losing me right away. “Man of your ability.” He shook his head.

“No complaints,” Bernie said.

“See, right there—the quality factor,” said Georgie. He took out a pack of cigarettes, offered one to Bernie. Bernie had quit smoking lots of times, but right now we were in the middle of one of his best efforts.

“Don’t think there’s smoking in here,” Bernie said.

“Hotel’s a client,” said Georgie. “Live a little.”

They lit up. Bernie took a deep drag, let the smoke out with a sigh. Poor Bernie. Smoke drifted over toward me. I was smelling how pleasant it smelled when I noticed the red car parking right beside our ride. Our ride’s a Porsche, but not the new fancy kind. It’s brown with yellow doors, very old, and the top went missing back when we were working the Hobbs case, a story for another time. A woman sat behind the wheel of the red car; she didn’t seem in a hurry to get out.

Georgie sipped his drink. “Like this bourbon?” he said.

“Very nice,” Bernie said.

“Tell you the truth, Bern,” Georgie began, and I missed some of what came next, on account of: Bern. Bernie hated that! In fact, the last guy who’d tried it, a carjacker from the East Valley, name escaping me at the moment, was now breaking rocks in the hot sun. Were we about to take down Georgie Malhouf? His mustache was really starting to bother me.

“… whole chain’s a client,” Georgie was saying, “including the Arbuckle Palace in LA. Check out the world around us. Security—my kind—is only going to get bigger.”

“What’s the other kind?” Bernie said.

Georgie made a motion with his hand, like he was waving away flying insects, although there were none around. I always know when insects are around: they’re very noisy. Birds are much quieter when they fly, kind of crazy.

“The other kind,” Georgie said, “is the lone wolf.” He leaned forward, wagged his finger at Bernie. “Headed for rapid extinction, Bern.” Sometimes things go by so fast you can’t keep up. For example, Georgie’s wagging finger had curly black hair on the back, always interesting, but there was no time to dwell on it, not if wolves were suddenly in the picture. I knew wolves, but only from Animal Planet. I glanced around the bar: no wolves, no creatures of any kind, except humans and me. But the fur on my neck was up and stiff.

“I’m offering you a job,” Georgie said. He looked over at me. “You and Chet, of course.”

“You mean you want to subcontract a case out to us?” Bernie said.

“Nope,” said Georgie. “I’m talking about a real permanent-type job, assistant VP Operations, Malhouf International Investigations, eighty-five K to start, plus benefits and two weeks’ paid vacation.”

Bernie shook his head, a very quick side-to-side. Charlie— that’s Bernie’s kid, who we don’t see nearly enough since the divorce—has the exact same headshake. All of a sudden Bernie looked younger.

Georgie sat back in his chair. His eyes, dark to begin with, darkened some more. “Not even going to think about it?” he said.

“I appreciate the offer,” Bernie said. “But it wouldn’t be a good fit.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Georgie said.

“See?” said Bernie, and he laughed.

Bernie has a great laugh, so much fun to listen to—the way it comes from deep down—but Georgie didn’t seem to be enjoying it. “Always considered you a serious individual, Bern,” he said. “Must be some reason you’re not taking me seriously.”

Bernie shrugged.

Georgie leaned forward. “I do my research. That means I know what you’ve been making. Or not making, to put it more accurately. Christ, I know about the tin futures. And even the goddamn pants. What else? You’re late on your kid’s tuition and you’re upside down on your house.”

Upside down on our house? I gave up on understanding Georgie. But whatever he was talking about seemed to have gotten to Bernie. When Bernie’s angry, a little jaw muscle starts clenching, and it was clenching now. He put down his drink and started to rise. “Thanks for the drink,” he said. “The answer’s no.”

Georgie shrugged; I always watch for that one. “Gotta do what you gotta do,” he said, rising too. He took something from his pocket, something that looked like another check, and held it out to Bernie.

“What’s this?” Bernie said, not taking it.

“Ten grand,” Georgie said.

“What the hell?”

“Not for you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It’s for Chet.”

“I don’t understand,” Bernie said. Ten grand! Maybe it was a prize or something. I’d once won a whole box of Slim Jims at an agility contest, but no time to go into that now. All I thought was: take the money!

“I want to buy Chet,” Georgie said. “Have him come work for us.”

What was this? Something without Bernie?

“Chet’s not for sale,” Bernie said. His face had gone pale, practically white. “Not now, not ever.”

“Fifteen grand,” Georgie said. “Final offer.”

Bernie didn’t touch the ten-grand check. And as for the five-hundred-dollar check—this was getting pretty complicated, with two checks in play—Bernie dug it out of his pocket and dropped it on the table. I was sorry to see it go, but only a bit. We walked out of the bar, me and Bernie. Was I proud of him or what?


TWO

Next time,” said Bernie, “what if I lead with the joke?”

Sounded good to me, although if there’d been a joke I’d forgotten it. We went down a long line of cars, the Porsche near the end. It’s hard not to get excited when the Porsche comes into view. What beats riding shotgun? Nothing in this dude’s life, amigo. But I’m pretty good at controlling myself at times like this, a professional through and through, and—

“Chet? Easy, big guy.”

Oops. Racing around the parking lot in tight little circles, ears flat back from the breeze? That might have been me. I got a grip, walked in a dead-straight line at Bernie’s side, head up, tail up, beyond reproach, whatever that meant exactly. We were close enough to see our bumper sticker from Max’s Memphis Ribs, our favorite restaurant in the whole Valley—hadn’t been there in way too long—and the bullet hole in our license plate, can’t go into that now, when the door of the red car opened and the woman stepped out.

“Bernie Little?” she said.

Women of a certain type have an effect on Bernie. This was that type of woman, easy to see just from the way Bernie’s mouth fell slightly open. Curvy shape: check. Big blue eyes: check. Face tilted up in his direction: check. Poor Bernie: that was all it took.

“That’s me,” Bernie said. “And this is Chet.”

She backed away. “He’s so big. I’m not comfortable around dogs.”

Not comfortable around me? True, I’m a hundred-plus-pounder, but she had nothing to be uncomfortable about, unless she pulled a gun or something like that. I watched her hands, square-shaped, a little plump, with bright red nails.

“You can be comfortable around Chet,” Bernie said.

“Why is he looking at me like that?”

Bernie glanced over at me. “Uh, not sure, actually. But he means well.”

Of course I did! But I kept my eyes on her hands, just in case. Funny how the mind works: mine was making some kind of connection between red nails and guns. Then I started thinking about the way women paint their nails—I’d seen Leda, Bernie’s ex-wife, do it many times—and men never did. Next I thought about what human nails were for, so small and dull-edged. And after that I lost the thread.

“My name’s Anya Vereen,” the woman was saying. “I heard of you from a friend.”

“Who?” said Bernie.

“You might not know her by her real name,” Anya said.

“No?” said Bernie. “What name would I know her by?”

“Autumn.”

Autumn! I knew Autumn. She worked for Livia Moon at Livia’s Friendly Coffee and More, over in Pottsdale—not in the coffee part out front but in the house of ill-repute part out back. Autumn was one of those humans who really liked me and my kind—the nation within the nation, Bernie calls us—and she’s also a world-class patter. We’d interviewed her not too long ago, but the details of the case weren’t coming to me at the moment.

“Ah,” said Bernie. Then came a silence. Silences like that often happened when Bernie was getting to know women of a certain type.

“Ah?” said Anya. “Meaning what?”

“Nothing,” Bernie said. “Nothing at all—just that, yes, I’ve met Autumn.”

“And you’ve jumped to the conclusion that I’m in the same line of work.”

“No,” said Bernie.

He was right about that. I love Bernie, and he can do just about anything—you should see him in a fight!—but jumping is not one of them. That’s on account of his war wound. Bernie went to war in the desert—not our desert, but some other desert far away, and this was before we got together—and came back with his leg wound. He never talks about it, but he limps sometimes when he’s tired. When that happens I slow down a bit so he can keep up.

“Because I’m not in her line of work,” Anya said. “Although sometimes I wish I was.”

“Oh?”

“She’s making real good money. I should know—I do her taxes.”

“You’re an accountant, Anya?”

“Correct. And you’re not pronouncing my name right.”

“No?”

“It’s like On Ya.”

“Um,” said Bernie.

“Autumn says you’re the best private detective in the Valley.”

Bernie nodded. He’s a great nodder, has all sorts of nods that mean this and that. This particular nod meant he disagreed about being the best in the Valley but didn’t mind hearing it. But that was just Bernie being Bernie: he is the best in the Valley, ask any perp.

“I’d like to hire you for two days,” Anya said.

“To do what?” Bernie said.

“Security.”

“What kind of security?”

“Bodyguard work, I guess you could say.”

“Bodyguarding who?”

“Me,” said Anya. “More or less.”

“Are you in danger?” Bernie said.

I glanced around. The sun beat down on us—we were still in the hot time of year—and glared off windshields in the parking lot, making little suns all over the place, but I saw no signs of any danger. There was only one human in sight, a man looking in our direction from a balcony about halfway up the side of the hotel: Georgie Malhouf, in fact, easy to recognize with that black mustache of his. He raised a pair of binoculars.

“Not real physical danger, I don’t think,” Anya said. “But just your very presence should prevent any unpleasantness.”

“Unpleasantness from whom?” Bernie said.

“That would be Guy Wenders,” said Anya. “My ex.”

“How long have you been divorced?”

“Six months. We were separated for two years before that. Pretty much.” She looked Bernie up and down. “Maybe I should give you some background.”

“That would be nice,” Bernie said.

“Autumn didn’t mention your sense of humor.” Anya gave him a not-very-friendly look when she said that, but at the same time I picked up a scent coming off her—faint but unmistakable—that meant she was starting to like Bernie. Nothing about humans is simple: I’ve learned that lots of times in my career.

“Could we get out of the heat?” she said. A tiny drop of sweat had appeared on her upper lip; I noticed that Bernie was watching it, too.
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“The divorce was my idea,” Anya said. We were out of the heat sitting under a tree in a little park across the street from the hotel, Bernie and Anya on the bench and me beside it, sitting up nice and straight, a pro from nose to tail. “Guy has had trouble dealing with it,” Anya said.

“What kind of trouble?” Bernie said.

Anya’s big blue eyes got an inward look. “Conceptual, I guess you’d say. We were so young when we met. He doesn’t realize how much we’ve gone off in different directions.”

“What directions?” Bernie said.

“I wanted to make something of myself,” Anya said, “which was why I started taking accounting at Valley CC’s night school, working temp jobs during the day. Guy wanted to make something of himself, too. But he had his own ideas about how.”

“Like?” said Bernie.

“He runs a sort of investment firm,” said Anya. “Some of his associates aren’t the kind of people I want around Devin.”

“Who’s Devin?”

“Our kid, mine and Guy’s. That’s sort of what this is all about, me hiring you.”

“Are you in a custody fight?” Bernie said.

“No,” said Anya. “I have custody. But it’s parents’ weekend at Big Bear Wilderness Camp—that’s where Devin is for the month—and Guy’s going to be there. He made some remark about rekindling things under big western skies. I don’t want that to happen.”

“What do you expect us to do?” Bernie said.

“Us?” said Anya.

“Chet and I,” Bernie said.

Anya glanced in my direction. Interesting: I was no longer sitting by the bench but seemed to have shifted over toward the base of the tree, where I was now sniffing out lots of smells, mostly from a bunch of my guys who’d left their marks on the trunk. I raised my leg—you always want to be on top, mark-wise—eyes on Anya at the same time, which involved sort of twisting my head around to look backward, no problem at all for me. Strong no-nonsense splashing sounds came from behind me, or in front—things can get confusing sometimes.

Anya turned to Bernie. “What I’d like you to do,” she said, “is just be my friend.”

It’s hard to surprise Bernie, so the look on his face at that moment was not one I saw often. “I’m sorry?” he said.

“Pretend-friend, I meant to say,” Anya said. “If I show up with a male friend, Guy will get the message.”

“You want to hire me to masquerade as your boyfriend?” Bernie said.

“We don’t have to define anything—just your being around should do the trick.”

“You said that before,” Bernie said. “But I didn’t understand the context. The answer’s no.”

“No?” Anya sat back. “Why not?”

I picked up a twig—more like a small branch, really—and wandered back to the bench.

“We don’t do that kind of work,” Bernie said, “and even if you find someone who does, you’d be wasting your money.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because this doesn’t sound like something you couldn’t take care of on your own.”

“Shouldn’t I be the judge of that?” Anya said.

Bernie gazed at her for a moment or two and then said, “Maybe.”

“All right, then. What’s your fee structure?”

“Eight hundred a day plus expenses, if that’s what fee structure means,” said Bernie. “But the answer’s still no.”

“I’ll double that,” Anya said. “Thirty-two hundred for the weekend.” Bernie sat motionless. A look came into his eyes, a look I’d seen before, and meant no was coming. All I knew was that our finances were a mess. That worried me, and when I get worried, I like to be closer to Bernie. I went closer to Bernie, maybe a little too abruptly, and possibly forgetting the branch in my mouth. Did the end of the branch—perhaps not so small after all, and also somewhat pointy—catch Bernie on the side of the elbow?

“Ow,” he said. The elbow: one of those sensitive human body parts; still there tends to be an overreaction at times like this, if you want my opinion. “Chet, what the hell?”

But even if he was overreacting, I’d never want to hurt Bernie. I dropped the branch—which turned out to be on the largish side—immediately. Did it land on his foot? Oops. But if so, he didn’t say “ow” again, or at least not very loudly. I did notice he was wearing his flip-flops. Was that what humans wore for giving talks? I wasn’t sure.

Meanwhile, Anya’s eyes were on me. “He’s actually kind of good-looking,” she said. “What’s his name again?”

“Chet.”

“That’s a nice name. Short for Chester?”

Short for Chester? What was that supposed to mean?

“Just Chet,” Bernie said.

“How did you pick the name?”

“I didn’t. He was already Chet when I met him.”

I remembered that day, a bad day—flunking out of K-9 school just before the leaping test, my very best thing! Was a cat involved? Blood? Those parts were pretty hazy. But a real good day, too, on account of that was when I got together with Bernie.

“Who picked his name?” Anya said.

“Funny you should ask,” Bernie said. “I’ve been looking into that. Chet was rescued from some rough circumstances as a puppy, but evidently he already had the name.”

“Good coming from bad,” Anya said.

Bernie glanced at her, said nothing.

“I was never a dog person,” Anya said. She reached out, gave me a quick pat on the side, very light. More, was my thought.

Bernie seemed to be thinking, too. He took a deep breath. “All right,” he said. “We’ll do it.”

That breeze starting up behind me? Had to be my tail. We were back in business.
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On the way home we stopped by Suzie Sanchez’s office. Suzie’s a reporter for the Valley Tribune. She has bright dark eyes that gleam like the countertops in our kitchen, that one time Bernie polished them, and she smells like soap and lemons. I liked Suzie and so did Bernie; in fact, they were kind of boyfriend and girlfriend, especially now that Dylan McKnight—Suzie’s old boyfriend, possibly a burglar or drug dealer, I couldn’t remember, although that time I chased him up a tree was very clear in my mind—seemed to be out of the picture.

Suzie’s office was in a strip mall, a nice strip mall with nothing boarded up. We went in. There were a bunch of workstations, all empty except for Suzie’s at the back. She looked up from her computer and smiled.

“How did the speech go?” she said. She has one of those nice voices, easy on the ears. Leda’s voice isn’t like that.

“Pretty good,” Bernie said. “Or okay. Not a complete failure. Almost certainly.”

Suzie glanced down at Bernie’s feet, kind of pale in the flip-flops. “These things always go better than you think,” she said. “The audience wants you to do well.”

“Wish I’d known that before,” Bernie said.

Suzie laughed and rose. She gave Bernie a kiss. He gave her a kiss back. I squeezed between them, just being friendly.

“Dinner at my place?” Bernie said. “I’ll pick up steaks on the way home.”

Suzie shook her head. “I’m covering the debate tonight.”

“A debate? Friday night?”

“There’s an election coming, Bernie, like it or not.”

“Which one’s for protecting the aquifer?” Poor Bernie. The aquifer, whatever it was, preyed on Bernie’s mind. Something about water, but we had water out the yingyang: drive by any golf course—and we’ve got them out the yingyang, too—and you’ll see sprinklers working early and late every day.

“Both in theory,” Suzie said. “Neither in fact. Rain check for tomorrow?”

Rain? Was this still about the aquifer? It hardly ever rains in the Valley, not a drop in ages. Hey! Yet still we had water out the yingyang! How cool was that? What a country, as Bernie likes to say.

“… bodyguarding,” Bernie was telling Suzie. “So we’ll have to shoot for Monday.”

“Bodyguarding who?” said Suzie.

“Um, kind of complicated,” Bernie said. “It’s sort of like—”

Suzie’s phone rang. She went to her desk, answered it, listened, said, “But I’m already—” and listened some more. After a while, she glanced over and gave us a little wave good-bye.

We left Suzie’s office, me and Bernie. Sometimes big questions pop up in life. For example: was steak still on the menu or not?


THREE

I woke up early the next morning—always easy to tell early from the faintness of the light coming through the window, a light that reminded me of Leda’s pearl necklace, which I still feel badly about whenever it pops into my mind. But it didn’t quite pop into my mind now, and I rose, feeling tip-top. First, I had a nice stretch, butt way up, front paws way forward: can’t tell you how good that feels. Next, I glanced over at the bed. Bernie was asleep on his back, one arm over his face, chest rising and falling in a slow, even rhythm. I watched him breathe for a while. Sometimes Bernie calls out in his sleep—“Hit the ground, hit the ground”: I’ve heard that one a few times—but now he seemed quiet and peaceful. I left the bedroom—once Bernie and Leda’s, now just Bernie’s—and went into the hall.

Nothing like being at home, except when we’re on some adventure, when it turns out there’s nothing like that, too. Home is our place on Mesquite Road. That’s in the Valley, which goes on just about forever in all directions. We’ve got two bedrooms—the second one’s Charlie’s, the bed all made for whenever the next every-second-weekend rolls around—plus the office and other rooms I’ll have to describe later, because right now I was sniffing at the crack under the front door, which I do every morning, part of my job.

A squirrel had been by, and not long ago. That bothered me. I hurried to the long window beside the door and gazed out. We’ve got three trees in front of the house. The middle one’s my favorite for lying under, and that was where the squirrel, chubby and gray, tail raised in a very annoying way, was busy burying something. The next thing I knew I was standing straight up, front paws on the glass, barking my head off. The squirrel shot up the tree without a backward glance: burying things under that tree is my department, little pal.

“Chet! What’s all the fuss?”

Bernie was up? I hadn’t even heard him. That was bad. I slid down off the window real fast and smooth, like I’d never been up there at all. Bernie came over and gazed out, giving me a pat at the same time. His hair was standing out in clumps here and there; one eyebrow was crooked; he wore what Leda had always called his ratty robe, although there wasn’t a single rat on it, just a pattern of martini glasses with long-legged women sitting in them. In short, he looked great.

Bernie peered out the window. “I don’t see anything,” he said.

He couldn’t see that bushy gray tail hanging down from a high branch?

“Was old man Heydrich up to something?”

I fixed my gaze right on that bushy tail and barked. All Bernie had to do was glance in the same direction. But instead he said, “Take it easy, big guy,” and went back down the hall.

Old man Heydrich’s our neighbor on one side. He likes to sweep stuff from his part of the sidewalk onto our part of the sidewalk when he thinks nobody’s looking, and that’s just one of his tricks. Iggy lives in the house on the other side with this old couple called the Parsons. Iggy’s my best pal, but the Parsons aren’t doing so well these days, plus there’s some confusion with their electric fence, and now Iggy doesn’t get out much. I went over to our side window. And there he was at his side window!

Iggy stared at me. I stared at Iggy. After a bit of that, he turned and trotted away, wagging that stubby little tail of his. A few moments later, he returned. Now he had something in his mouth. It looked like … oh, no, was that possible? Iggy had a whole package of bacon? And I didn’t?

Iggy stared at me. I stared at Iggy. I recognized that wrapping, mostly see-through, with a gold band at the top: we had the same kind—excellent bacon, farm-fresh and organic, according to Bernie—in the fridge. I wanted bacon real bad, and not just any bacon, but Iggy’s bacon. He just stood there, the package in his mouth. Mr. Parsons appeared in the background, approaching Iggy slowly, on account of his walker. Iggy didn’t seem to be aware of Mr. Parsons at all: he was too busy making sure I got a nice long look at that bacon. And now Mr. Parsons was right behind him. Grab that bacon, Mr. Parsons, quick! Mr. Parsons reached down to grab the bacon, but not quick. Iggy saw his hand at the last moment and booked; also not quick, but quick enough. Mr. Parsons stumped after him, both of them vanishing from my sight.

I went into the kitchen and stood in front of the fridge. We’d worked on doors, me Bernie, and there were now some I could open, but fridge doors weren’t among them. So I just stood there. I could hear Bernie singing in the shower, some of his old favorites: “Born to Lose,” “Crying Time,” “Death Don’t Have No Mercy in This Land.” He was in a good mood.

[image: images]

We ended up having a quick breakfast, toast and coffee for Bernie, kibble and water for me—the fridge not even getting opened once. But no complaints. “Let’s go earn our money, big guy.”

I reached the door first, got outside first, hopped into the Porsche first. Bernie was opening the door—he doesn’t do much hopping, on account of his leg—when a big black SUV pulled into the driveway behind us. The driver, a neckless shaved-headed dude, stayed behind the wheel, maybe a good thing because that neckless look in a human sometimes got me going. The passenger, Georgie Malhouf, climbed out, some papers in his hand.

“Morning, Bernie,” he said.

“What’s up?” said Bernie.

“Looks like I just caught you,” Georgie said. “Headed anywhere interesting?”

“No,” Bernie said.

Georgie laughed. “Always loved your sense of humor,” he said.

“Yeah?” said Bernie. “We haven’t really spent much time together.”

“Maybe I’m a quick study.”

Bernie gave him one of those second looks. “Maybe you are.”

“Why I’m here,” Georgie said, “is to make sure we get past that little hiccup yesterday.”

Hiccups! I had them once. So weird. Bernie clapped his hands real loud, right in my face, and they went away. But hiccups yesterday? I had no memory of that.

“Already past it,” Bernie said.

I watched him closely. Was Georgie saying Bernie had the hiccups? I’d never seen him hiccup before, hoped he had no plans to start now.

“What I’d like is for you to accept the speaker’s check,” Georgie said.

Bernie shook his head.

“In that case, my lawyer wants you to sign this waiver.” He handed Bernie the papers.

Bernie riffled through them. “Saying I agree to accept no fee for the speech?”

“Legal verbiage to that effect.”

“This is a lot of bullshit, Georgie.”

“You know lawyers.”

Bernie dug in his pockets, failed to come up with a pen. Georgie gave him one.

“Sign there,” he said.

Bernie signed.

“And initial here. And here. And here.”

“For Christ sake.”

Georgie shuffled the paper. “And one last signature right there.” He stabbed his finger at the bottom of a page. Bernie signed, not even looking. “Much obliged,” said Georgie. He got in the SUV. The driver backed onto the street, turning his head. That gave me a real good view of his necklessness. I barked.

“What’s on your mind, Chet?” Bernie said, and then a nice pat pat.

Nothing really, besides wanting to give that driver a quick nip.

Bernie climbed in the car. “Know what I’m thinking?” I waited to hear. “Lawyers are an easy target.” I waited some more. “Do you want a nation of laws?” I didn’t know. “Then you’re going to have lawyers.” The only lawyer I could think of was Rex Lippican Jr., whom we’d brought down for doing something or other and was now sporting an orange jumpsuit up at Northern State. But if lawyers were okay in Bernie’s book they were okay in mine.
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Anya Vereen lived in the North Valley. It was one of those developments Bernie hated where all the streets were cul de sacs and all the houses look the same. “How can this be sustainable?” he said as we pulled into her driveway. I wasn’t sure about that, but there was no doubt in my mind that someone was frying bacon, and not far away. Some days—has this ever happened to you?—bacon crops up over and over.

The door opened and out came Anya, wearing jeans, a tank top, and a small backpack. She hurried over to the car and paused, her eyes maybe on me, riding shotgun.

“Oh,” she said.

“Oh?”

“I’d forgotten he was part of this.”

“Chet?” Bernie looked confused. “He’s part of …” He glanced over at me. “… everything.”

Of course. We’re partners, me and Bernie, in the Little Detective Agency, if I haven’t made that clear already.

“Okey-doke,” said Anya. “I’ll just squeeze in behind.”

“Oh, no,” Bernie said. “That’s not necessary. Into the back, Chet.”

The back was this tiny little sort of bench. I’d sat there before, but only when Charlie or Suzie was coming along for the ride.

“Chet?”

I have this ability to make my whole body very stiff and immovable, but I hardly ever use it.

“That’s all right,” Anya said. “He’s bigger than I am anyway.” She sprang into the back and wedged her backpack between the front seats, all in one easy motion.

Bernie’s eyebrows rose. They were straightened out now after his shower, but Bernie’s eyebrows were always expressive, spoke a language of their own. Right now they were saying he was impressed.

“I weigh ninety-nine pounds,” Anya said. “Soaking wet.”

Bernie looked thoughtful. I was thinking, too, along the lines of: I’m a hundred-plus-pounder. More or less than Anya? I’ll let you be the judge of that.

“How much do you weigh, Bernie?” Anya said as we pulled away from the curb.

Bernie’s weight: had that ever come up before? Not that I remembered. I waited to hear.

“Not actually sure,” Bernie said.

“Don’t be shy.”

“Haven’t stepped on a scale in a while,” Bernie said.

“How about at your last checkup?”

“That’s been a while, too.”

She gave him a long look, but he didn’t see it, now that we were on the road. We drove out of Anya’s development, went by some strip malls packed with fast-food joints. Humans come up with great ideas sometimes, fast-food joints being one of the very best.

Maybe Bernie was thinking the same sort of thing—not the first time that had happened to us—because he said, “Want to pick up something to eat along the way?”

“I packed some sandwiches,” Anya said, tapping her backpack.

Tuna, peanut butter, egg salad: old news.

“Hey, thanks,” said Bernie.

We took a ramp, hit the freeway.

“Too breezy?” Bernie said, glancing at Anya in the rearview mirror. The wind was blowing back her hair—short and kind of reddish. Women often looked different with their hair sort of out of the picture like that. Anya, for example, looked older.

“I love the wind,” she said.

Me, too. Then I had a strange thought: so did Suzie. Where had that come from? What did it mean? No idea. I pushed the whole thing out of my mind. That was easy. Nothing sets you up better for the day than a clear mind.

“Good thing,” Bernie said, “because the top’s gone.”

“What happened to it?” Anya said.

We merged into light traffic, got in the fast lane. We like the fast lane best, me and Bernie. He started telling the story of how we lost the top, a long story I’d heard many times, involving a perp named Fishhead Hobbs, a heist he was planning at the jewelry store in the Downtown Ritz—this was the same case where I ran into trouble at the fountain in their lobby—and a bee sting, which was when Fishhead’s whole plan started coming apart. Bernie’s words streamed by in a very pleasant way. City smells grew weaker; country smells grew stronger; and at last we were out of the Valley and into the desert. Hills rose in the distance, the zigzag foot trails up their slopes shining like silver in the morning light. I’ve been on trails like that before, wanted to be on them again, like right now, and real bad.

“Easy, big guy,” Bernie said.

“What got into him?” said Anya.

“He likes open country, that’s all,” said Bernie.

Doesn’t everyone?
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We left the freeway, took two-lane blacktop, rose higher, the air getting fresher and cooler. Did Bernie say something about crossing a state line? Maybe, but that was around the time I spotted a roadrunner. This little bugger, like all roadrunners, thought he was fast. Well, get ready, amigo, to see what real speed—

“Chet?”

Soon after that, we took a lunch break. Bernie parked by a long flat-topped rock at the side of the road, just like a bench. Peanut butter for Bernie; egg salad for Anya; tuna for me—the chunky kind, my favorite. Mountains rose, not too far away, greener than the mountains I was used to.

“Tell me about your ex-husband,” Bernie said.

“What do you want to know?” Anya said.

“Start with the investment business.”

Anya gazed at the distant green mountains. A cloud or two hung over them, not dark clouds, but the fat, golden kind.

“This used to happen to me a lot as a kid,” Anya said.

“What’s that?” said Bernie.

“Wishing that time would stop.”

Whoa. She was wishing time would stop right now, leaving us with the crusts of one egg salad sandwich? At that moment I knew one thing for sure: Anya was a risk taker.

She turned to Bernie. “Do you ever think that?”

“No,” said Bernie. Phew. We were on the same page, meaning dinner was still in the plans, and possibly a snack before that.

Anya’s face flushed. That’s something I look for. You see it in kids and in women, hardly ever in men. It has something to do with feelings inside; I haven’t gotten farther than that—every time I try I come up against the thought: does that mean kids and women have more feelings than men? And stop right there, on account of knowing Bernie the way I do.

“Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to—”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Bernie said. “Back to the investment business.”

Anya took a deep breath, her color returning to normal. “Guy handles money for some private investors,” she said.

“Are these the people you don’t want around Devin?”

“Maybe that wasn’t fair,” Anya said. “I don’t really know them.”


FOUR

Back in the car. So quiet, except for the wind, and even the wind was sort of quiet. There are lots of different quiets: this one was all about everybody thinking to themselves. No idea what was on Bernie’s mind or Anya’s, but I was thinking: we’re dealing with a guy named Guy on this job? That couldn’t be good.

We drove into green mountains, tall trees unlike any I’d known standing by the side of the road. A fast-flowing creek also appeared at times, the water frothing over shining rocks and looking delicious.

“Has Guy ever been violent with you?” Bernie said after a while.

“Not really,” Anya said.

“I’ll take that for a yes,” said Bernie.

Anya gazed at the back of his head. From the way I was sitting in the shotgun seat—where I belonged—angled and facing Bernie, I could easily watch both of them without turning my head. Humans have to turn their heads much more than we do, in the nation within, to keep their eye on things.

“You’re a smart man,” Anya said. “Autumn mentioned that.”

Bernie looked surprised but didn’t say anything.

“He pushed me, but just once,” Anya said. “That was the night I made up my mind to separate. There’s a line, you know? Especially with someone the size of Guy.”

“Does he carry a gun?” Bernie said.

“I don’t know about now, but back when we were together, no,” Anya said. After a silence she said, “I notice you didn’t ask how big he is.”

Bernie shrugged.

“Wouldn’t most men in your position?”

“What position is that?”

“My—air quotes—friend,” said Anya, kind of losing me.

Bernie shrugged again. This was about the size of the guy named Guy? Who cared about stuff like that? Not me and Bernie.

“Are you armed, Bernie?” Anya said.

“Nope.”

Oh, too bad. A little gunplay is always exciting, and the .38 Special is often in the glove box. So: this wasn’t a real job, more like a vacation trip. All of a sudden my eyelids got real heavy. Does that ever happen to you, so fast that you barely have time to get comfortable before they slam shut?
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“… actually a pretty good father,” Anya was saying. A dream I was having—all about chasing a chubby javelina in the canyon behind our place on Mesquite Road, a chubby javelina that from out of nowhere sprouted a rattlesnake rattle on its twisted little tail in that way dreams have of abruptly getting away from you—broke in tiny pieces that zoomed away and vanished, like spaceships in those sci-fi movies when Bernie and I went through a period of watching sci-fi movies, over pretty quickly, one good thing about it.
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