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This book is dedicated to Bernie Weiner, in memory.



ONE

One thing’s for sure,” the lawyer said, handing Bernie our check, “you earned every cent.”

Bernie tucked the check in—oh, no—the chest pocket of his Hawaiian shirt, just about his nicest Hawaiian shirt, with the hula dancers and the trombones, but that wasn’t the point. The point was we’d had chest pocket problems in the past, more than once. And possibly more than twice, but I wouldn’t know, since I don’t count past two. What I do know is that checks have a way of falling out of chest pockets.

“What’s he barking about?” the lawyer said.

Bernie glanced at me. “Just wants to get rolling,” he said. That wasn’t it at all: what I wanted was for Bernie to put that check in his front pants pocket where it would be safe. But then I realized that I did kind of want to get rolling. Wow! That was Bernie, knowing my own mind better than I did. And I knew his exactly the same way! Which is just one of the reasons why the Little Detective Agency is so successful, especially if you forget about the finances part. We’re partners. He’s Bernie Little. I’m Chet, pure and simple.

“You did a nice job, Bernie,” the lawyer said. “Those motel pics? Perfecto. Might have another case for you in a couple of weeks.”

“More divorce work?” Bernie said.

“That’s my beat.”

Bernie sighed. We hated divorce work, me and Bernie. None of the humans involved were ever at their best, or even close. Get me to tell you sometime about the Teitelbaum divorce and what Mrs. Teitelbaum did at the end, a nightmare except for the fact of that being the night I got my first taste of kosher chicken. There’s good in everything.

The lawyer had one of those human mouths where the corners turned down. You see that a lot, but not on Bernie: his mouth corners turn up. Now the lawyer’s mouth corners turned down some more.

“Aren’t you divorced yourself   ?” he said.

“So?” said Bernie. He has a way of saying “so” that makes him seem a little bigger, and Bernie’s a pretty big guy to begin with.

“Nothing,” the lawyer said. “Nothing at all. Just sayin’.”

Bernie gave him a long look. Then he reached for the check and jammed it into one of his front pants pockets. Life is full of surprises, sometimes not so easy to understand. I put this one behind me as fast as I could, my mind shutting down in a very pleasant way.
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We hopped into our ride, a real old Porsche painted different shades of red, but Bernie says I’m not good with red, so don’t take my word for it.

“That left a bad taste in my mouth,” Bernie said. “How about a little spin?”

What was this? Bernie had a bad taste in his mouth? I felt sorry for him. At the same time, I let my tongue roam around my own mouth, and what do you know? Up in the roof part, hidden away in one of those hard ridges? Yes! A Cheeto! Not a whole Cheeto, but pretty close. I nudged it loose with the tip of my tongue and made quick work of it. Riding shotgun in the Porsche, Cheetos practically falling from the sky: we were cooking.

Bernie stepped on the pedal, and we roared out of the strip mall lot where the lawyer had his office, the tires shrieking on the hot pavement. Roaring and shrieking: the Porsche had a voice of its own, a voice I loved. We zipped past a lot of strip malls—we’ve got strip malls out the yingyang here in the Valley—and hit the freeway. Freeways we’ve also got out the yingyang, all of them packed day and night; this one took us past the downtown towers—their tops lost in the brownish sky we sometimes get in monsoon season, a season with a strange damp smell all its own, although there hadn’t been a drop of rain yet, not in ages—across the big arroyo and up into the hills, traffic thinning at last. Bernie let out a deep breath.

“Think there’s anything to that?” he said. “Me hating divorce work on account of my own divorce? Some kind of—what would you call it? Hidden psychological connection?”

What was Bernie talking about? I had no clue. I put my paw on his knee, for no particular reason. The car shot forward.

“Hey, Chet! What the hell?”

Oops. Had I pressed down a bit too hard? I laid off.

“It’s all right, big guy. Sometimes you don’t know your own strength.”

Whoa! Don’t know my own strength? Had to be one of Bernie’s jokes. He can be a funny guy with jokes—take that time he found some pink streamers and stuck them on the handle grips of a bunch of bikes parked outside a biker bar and then waited for the bikers to come out. And that was just the beginning of the fun! But take it from me: I know my own strength.

We topped a rise and cruised over a long flat stretch, the highway shimmering blue in the distance like it was covered in water. Not true, as I’d learned many times and now was learning again.

“Thirsty, Chet?”

Yes, all of a sudden. How did he know? Bernie slowed down, dug my bowl out from under the seat, filled it from a water bottle, and set it on the floor in front of me, all of that with one hand on the wheel and sometimes not any. Bernie was the best driver in the Valley. That day he went off the cliff—in the Porsche before this one, or maybe before that one, too—it wasn’t his fault at all. Once he’d even been offered the job of wheelman for the Luddinsky Gang. We’d busted them instead. The look on their faces!

I stopped panting, leaned down, and lapped up the water.

“Better?” Bernie said.

Totally. I sat up straight. We rounded a curve and spotted some dudes in orange jumpsuits picking up trash by the roadside, a sheriff’s van idling behind them, yellow light flashing. Bernie eased off the gas. We’d put a lot of perps into orange jumpsuits, and you never knew when you’d bump into an old pal.

“Hey,” Bernie said. “Isn’t that Frenchie Boutette?”

The little roly-poly dude at the end, poking at a scrap of paper, missing, taking a short break? He glanced our way, recognized the car, easy to tell from how his eyebrows shot up. Yes, Frenchie for sure. We pulled over.

“Frenchie! How’s it going?”

Frenchie looked at Bernie, then at me, and backed away.

“Don’t be shy,” Bernie said. “We’re not going to bite you.”

“Think I’m fallin’ for that line again?” Frenchie said. “Slipped your mind how Chet bit me that last time, down in Arroyo Seco?”

“Come on, Frenchie. How can you call that a bite?”

“Because of all the blood,” Frenchie said.

“Barely a scratch,” Bernie said. “Booze thins the blood. And why did you try to run away in the first place?”

“Because I didn’t want to do time. Why else? Like maybe I was training for the Olympics?”

Bernie laughed. “Haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

A sheriff’s deputy came over, shotgun pointed down, although not completely down. Weapons are something I keep a close eye on.

“What’s goin’ on here?” he said.

“I was just saying that Frenchie hasn’t lost his sense of humor.”

“Bernie?” the deputy said.

“Hey, Waldo,” said Bernie. “How’s it going?”

“Hundred and seven in the shade and I’m out here with the scum of the earth—how do you think it’s going?” Deputy Waldo said, the shotgun now pointed directly at the ground, just the way I like. “This Chet?”

“Yup.”

“Heard about him.” Deputy Waldo gave me a close look. Right away, just from a change in his eyes—tiny eyes and pretty cold until this moment—I could tell he liked me and my kind. “A pretty big dude,” Waldo went on. “What’s he weigh?”

“Getting him on the scale’s not easy,” Bernie said.

I remembered that game! Bernie tried to pick me up, maybe with some idea of standing with me on the scale. Lots of fun, but no one picks me up, amigo.

“A hundred plus,” Bernie was saying. “And he’s strong for his size.”

“You got him from the K-9 program?”

“Basically.”

“He flunked out—was what went down?” Waldo said. “Hard to believe.”

“A long story,” Bernie said.

And not one I wanted to dwell on at that moment. Flunked out on the very last day, with only the leaping test left, and leaping was my very best thing. The good part was I actually couldn’t dwell on it for long, on account of the details growing hazier in my mind every day. I was pretty sure a cat was involved, and maybe some blood—but I might have been getting it all mixed up with Frenchie’s blood. I’d never meant to do Frenchie any harm, just grab him by the pant leg, which was how we usually ended cases at the Little Detective Agency, but Frenchie had strangely chubby calves, and all of a sudden I’d found myself . . . best not to go there. Sometimes things happen before you even know it—let’s leave it at that.

Meanwhile, Deputy Waldo was saying, “Is he allowed any treats?” He handed Bernie the shotgun, fished through his pockets. Allowed? That was a new one on me. “Don’t have any dog treats as such,” Waldo said. “But here’s a Slim Jim, kind of a weakness of mine.”

Not a whole Slim Jim—one end completely chewed off—but one thing was clear: Deputy Waldo and I were peas in a pod, although peas, in or out of the pod—and I had experience with both kinds—didn’t do it for me at all. Also I was kind of confused on the weakness part. The very next moment, I was fully occupied, and none of that—peas, pods, weaknesses—mattered the least little bit.

When I tuned back in, Frenchie was talking to Waldo. “Wouldn’t have another one of those hangin’ around by any chance?”

Waldo took the shotgun back from Bernie. “You askin’ me for a Slim Jim?”

“Very politely.”

“Why would I give you a Slim Jim? You’re the laziest son of a bitch on the whole goddamn crew.” Waldo turned to Bernie. “Was he always a lazy son of a bitch, or is this just a special treat for me?”

My ears perked up at that. More treats? And how could Frenchie be the one to hand them out? There were no pockets in his orange jumpsuit, and he gave off not a whiff of treat, his scent being mostly a not unpleasant mixture of dried sweat, dandruff, and soft butter. Uh-oh, and something else, not good, a dried-up mushroomy smell that our neighbor, old Mrs. Parsons—now in the hospital—gave off, too, somewhat stronger in her case. Did Frenchie have what Mrs. Parsons had?

“His talents lie in other directions,” Bernie said.

“Talent? He’s got talent?”

“Frenchie has a head on his shoulders.”

When they get praised, some humans gaze at the ground and do a foot-shuffling thing. Frenchie did it now.

“Puttin’ me on, Bernie?” Waldo said.

Bernie shook his head. “Frenchie came up with this scheme for conning disabled Vietnam vets out of their benefits. One of them was a friend of ours, which was how we got to know Frenchie in the first place.”

“He’s not in for armed robbery?” Waldo said. “That’s what he tells everybody.”

“Armed robbery?” Bernie said. “Frenchie Boutette?”

Waldo turned to Frenchie, the shotgun barrel rising slightly, unsteady in the motionless air. “Conning disabled vets? That’s despicable.”

Frenchie raised his hands, plump little hands that reminded me immediately of his calves. I was suddenly very aware of my teeth and not much else. “Hardly any of those stup—of those heroic vets—lost anything worth thinking about. Bernie caught me practically right out of the gate.”

Bernie gave Frenchie a hard look. “And Chet,” he said.

“And Chet, of course. Goes without saying.”

“I like hearing it said just the same,” Bernie told him.

“Won’t let it happen again,” Frenchie said. “I’ve got nothing but respect for the Little Detective Agency.” All at once, Frenchie went still, his eyes blanking in that strange way that means a human’s gone deep in his own mind. They do a lot of that, maybe too much. No offense. “Bernie?” he said.

“Yeah?”

“Can we, uh, talk for a moment or two?”

“Sure. We’re talking right now.”

Frenchie shot Waldo a sidelong glance and lowered his voice. “I mean in private.”

“Okay with you, Waldo?” Bernie said. “Frenchie wants to talk to me in private.”

“Sure,” Waldo said. “There’s the T-Bone Bar and Grill in Dry Springs, not more than fifteen minutes’ drive from here. Why don’t you take Frenchie out for a beer, on me?”

Frenchie blinked. “Dressed like this? I’m not sure that’s—oh.” He turned to Bernie. “He’s foolin’ with me, right?”

“You’re wrong, Bernie,” Waldo said. “He’s a moron.” Waldo waved the back of his hand at Frenchie and walked away.

“If I’m such a moron,” Frenchie said, “how come I got fourteen hundred on my SATs?”

“You took the SATs?” Bernie said.

“Manner of speaking,” said Frenchie. “My kid brother Ralph took them for me, so it’s basically me, DNA-wise. Ralph’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“You’re looking to get him busted for the SAT scam, cut some kind of deal for yourself?” Bernie said.

“My own flesh and blood?” Frenchie said, putting his hand over his chest. “And even if I could, you know, get past that, the law wouldn’t be interested in Ralph. He’s a total straight arrow. The SAT caper was the only time in his whole life he even came close to the line. Which is how come I’m worried about him now.”

“He’s crossed the line?”

“Hard to imagine,” Frenchie said. “But something’s wrong for sure. Ralph’s gone missing.”



TWO

We moved to the other side of the road, away from Deputy Waldo and the work crew. A breeze rose in the distance. It stirred up a dust devil, a tumbleweed ball, and some scraps of paper and blew them in our direction, all of that stuff sort of dancing in a stopping-and-starting way. A few moments later, I felt the breeze in my face, like a hot breath: this was one of those breezes that come off the desert in summer. The air grew hotter and strangely heavy, pressing down like a weight. A scrap of paper came to rest at the feet of one of the prisoners across the road. He poked at it with his stick, but the breeze caught it again and carried it away. I considered chasing after that scrap of paper, but why? Did Bernie want me to? Then I would, goes without saying, but probably not just for fun, not in this heat. I turned to him.

“What do you mean,” he was saying to Frenchie, “by missing?”

“Missing?” said Frenchie, sounding surprised. “Like nowhere around.”

“But how would you know?” Bernie said.

“Huh?”

“Aren’t you the one who isn’t around?”

“You on something, Bernie? I’m right here in front of your face.”

“But somewhat out of circulation.”

“Oh, that,” said Frenchie. “Don’t mean I don’t hear nothin’. My mama calls me every week. She hasn’t seen Ralph in days and neither have Duke or Lord.”

“And they are?”

“My brothers, of course. Other brothers, asides from Ralph.”

“You have brothers named Duke, Lord, and Ralph?”

“What I said.”

“And Frenchie is . . .”

“Just my nickname out here in the west on account of coming from Louisiana and all.”

“Your real name being?”

“Baron.”

“Baron Boutette.”

“Correct.”

“Are Duke and Lord like Ralph?”

“More like me.”

“Not straight arrows.”

“Not super straight, no,” Frenchie said. “But here’s something you need to understand about the whole family, from my mama on down—we don’t go in for violence, hardly ever. It’s a family tradition kind of thing. Our roots run deep.”

“You’re saying your mother’s a crook?” Bernie said.

“That’s harsh, Bernie. She’s hardly done any time at all and she bakes the best pies you ever tasted.”

“What kind?”

“You name it, but I’m partial to her sweet potato pie.” Frenchie laughed. Human laughter is normally one of the nicest sounds there is, but Frenchie’s laugh reminded me of crows. What’s up with birds? Ever look at their little eyes, so unfriendly? Soaring around the big blue sky all the time: they should be in a better mood. “And not just because of the time,” Frenchie was saying, “that she got a hacksaw to Lord inside of one.”

“She hid a hacksaw in a sweet potato pie?”

“Didn’t do much good—we’re not so hot with tools, none of us excepting for Ralph. But Lord traded the saw to another inmate so at least he had smokes.”

“And the lucky inmate?”

“Shot while escaping. But we’re gettin’ off topic here. The whole family’s worried sick about Ralph. You’re good at finding people. Can you find him?”

“No.”

“No? Just like that, no? You dint even wait to hear the details.”

“We do this for a living, Frenchie. We’re not cheap—eight hundred a day plus expenses, against a two-thousand-dollar retainer. How are you going to come up with that?”

Frenchie took a quick glance across the road, where Deputy Waldo had a big bottle of water tilted up to his mouth and the guys on the crew had all paused to watch him drink. He lowered his voice. “Let me worry about the money.”

“That never works. I have to worry about the money.”

Hey! What about me? Didn’t I worry about the money, too? And even both of us worrying about the money wasn’t enough because we still didn’t have any. Hawaiian pants were part of the problem. The night Bernie had that idea! Hawaiian pants, just like Hawaiian shirts, except they were pants! We were going to be rich! Bernie got so excited, he started dancing in the kitchen. And then I joined in—not dancing exactly, more like bounding around and then racing from room to room and back to the kitchen, skidding to a stop, tiles popping up all over the place. Now all the pants are filling up our self-storage in South Pedroia. Once we drove down there and had a look at them. We stood in the open doorway, light flowing over the clothing racks, the kind of indoor light you get sometimes that’s full of golden dust. We haven’t been back.

Frenchie lowered his voice some more. “How about I get you three grand by tonight?”

Bernie got a look in his eyes like he was going to smile. His smile is one of the best things going. I gave his face all my attention, but no smile came. “Sure, Frenchie,” he said. “You do that.”
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Our place is on Mesquite Road. We’ve got the canyon in back, open country all the way to the airport in one direction and up to the Rio Arroyo Bridge in the other, and long ago, Bernie says, when his great-grandfather owned this whole stretch of the Valley it was all like that, nice and empty, but now houses lined both sides of the canyon and were even starting to creep down the sides in some places. Bernie has this dream—I know because once after he had a few drinks he told me about it—that one day we’d wake up and it would be the old way again. I checked first thing every morning for a long time after that, but now I often forget.

As we pulled into the driveway, Iggy started up inside the Parsonses’ house next door. Yip yip yip. Yip yip yip. That was Iggy, a yipper through and through. Iggy’s been my best pal for almost longer than I can remember—and sometimes actually longer, if that makes any sense—but he doesn’t come out to play anymore, partly on account of some sort of electric fence problem and partly on account of the Parsonses being so old now, what with Mrs. Parsons in the hospital and Mr. Parsons on a walker. I could see Iggy standing in the side window, front paws against the glass and his weird stubby tail going crazy down below. I barked at him, a low rumbly bark that couldn’t have been friendlier. That seemed to get Iggy going, not my intention at all. His yipping rose higher and higher in a way that hurt me deep in my ears. I barked louder, sending a message. It did no good.

“Chet!” Bernie said. “What the hell? Get in the house.”

Me? This was on me? How come? I went inside, not realizing at first that my own tail was down, practically dragging on the floor in the front hall. I got it up, pronto, nice and high. Bernie always says never let them see you something or other, it might come to me later, but the point is: tail up.

We had drinks in the kitchen, bourbon for Bernie, water for me. As he filled the bowl at the sink, he clinked his glass against it and said, “Cheers.” He took the check out of his front pants pocket, looked at it for a moment or two, and then—oh, no, tucked it away in the chest pocket of his shirt, just when I thought we had everything under control.

Bernie sat down at the computer. I went for a little roam around the house, ended up in Charlie’s room. His mattress was bare. Charlie is Bernie’s kid, and we don’t see him much, Charlie now living with Leda, Bernie’s ex-wife and her new husband, Malcolm, up in High Chaparral Estates, probably the fanciest neighborhood in the Valley. I hopped on the mattress and sniffed around, Charlie’s scent—a bit like Bernie’s, but without the funky part—real easy to pick up. I had a notion to lie down even though I wasn’t tired, but then I heard the clink of Bernie adding more ice cubes to his drink, or possibly pouring another, and I went back to the kitchen.

Yes, a brand-new drink topped up pretty high. Bernie turned to me.

“Did a search for Ralph Boutette,” he said. “And guess what?”

I waited.

“No hits.”

Bernie sipped his bourbon. I went over to my water bowl, lapped up a sip or two of my own.

“See what this means?”

I did not. And even if I had, I was much more interested in the sound of a car approaching on our street. Was it slowing down as it neared the house? Yes. That made it even more interesting. I glanced at Bernie to see if he found it interesting, too, but he showed no sign he heard a thing. Human ears: a puzzler. Sometimes they’re so small—take Suzie’s ears, for example, Suzie being Bernie’s girlfriend, but she’d taken a job far away and now Bernie’s sleeps were restless—that it’s not fair to expect them to do much hearing, although Bernie’s ears aren’t like that, not even close, so what’s the story?

“With missing people,” he said, “you get hits. Police department hits, reward hits, newspaper hits.”

He rose, dropped more ice cubes into his glass, and tossed me one, which I caught in midair and crunched up in no time. Nothing like an ice cube to make your teeth tingle. My insides, still hot from the day even though we had the A/C on—never blasting, which was one of our things, at least Bernie’s—started cooling down nicely. I had no complaints, in fact, felt tip-top.

“So therefore?” Bernie said.

I went still. The way we have the work divided up here at the Little Detective Agency, Bernie handles the so therefores, and what comes next is always important. But in the stillness I heard a car door close with a soft thump out on the street, and then came footsteps on our stone path, footsteps with a little click-click that meant high heels. I forgot about whatever I’d been waiting for and trotted to the front door. Leda often wore high heels, Suzie almost never. Other than that, I had no ideas.

Knock knock. Leda’s was much quicker than this one, Suzie’s more solid. I barked.

“Chet?” Bernie called.

Knock knock.

“Someone at the door?”

Oh, Bernie. I barked again. What else could I do?

He came into the hall: flip-flops, shorts, T-shirt, drink in hand.

Knock knock.

Bernie heard it this time. He put down the drink, smoothed his hair, opened the door.

Bernie’s always the smartest human in the room, but the woman standing on the step was the kind of woman who could make it a close call. Not because of her brain so much, more on account of her shape, her little dress, the look in her eyes, the makeup around them. And the smell, a dead giveaway—although there was nothing dead about it—but maybe just to me. In a contest between the human sense of hearing and the human sense of smell there are only losers, no offense. But the point is a certain kind of woman has a bad influence on Bernie’s braininess.

“Bernie Little?” she said.

I left out the voice.

“Um, yeah.”

She became aware of me, a little late in the game in my opinion. “I’m not that comfortable around dogs,” she said.

“You can be totally comfortable with Chet,” Bernie said.

“He’s so big.”

“But very gentle.”

She gazed at me, a narrowed, making-up-the-mind look in her eye. That just happens to be a look that bothers me, no telling why. I barked—not the low rumbly friendly kind, or the angry kind, or the kind where I’m warning you once and for all; this was just the hi-it’s-me kind, but in a big way.

She jumped back. “Oh my God. Is he going to bite me?”

“Never. That wouldn’t happen. He never bites. Cool it, big guy, for Christ sake.”

Christ came up a lot, but I’d never met him; something to look forward to, maybe. I cooled it. At the same time: never bites? What was with that? There were dudes—true, not many and always the worst kind—now breaking rocks in the hot sun who knew different.

“How—how can I help you?” Bernie said.

“My name’s Vannah,” she said. “Vannah Boutette. I’m Frenchie’s wife.”

“Frenchie has a wife like—” Bernie cut himself off; why, I didn’t know. I’m always interested in what he has to say.

“Yes?” Vannah said. “Go on.”

“Uh, nothing,” Bernie said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Bernie.”

“We’ve already gotten past that,” Vannah said. “Aren’t you supposed to be smart? I’ve got three grand in cash which I’d like to give you without getting my goddamn arm bit off, if possible.”

Bernie glanced at her arm. A nicely shaped female human arm, perhaps, but not much there to sink your teeth into.

“Come in,” said Bernie.



THREE

Vannah Boutette crossed her legs, uncrossed them, crossed them again. Bernie’s gaze went to the ceiling, the floor, back to her legs. We were in the office, just down the hall from the kitchen, Bernie at the desk, Vannah on the couch, me on the rug, a comfortable, nubbly rug with a circus elephant pattern. I was fond of the pattern, had once gotten to know a circus elephant named Peanut quite well, but no time for that now.

“You work out of your home?” Vannah said.

“Any problem with that?” Bernie said.

“Why would I have problem with that? I work out of my place, too.”

“Yeah? What line of, uh . . .”

“Let’s call it importing,” Vannah said.

“What kind of goods?”

“Good goods, bad goods, everything in between.” Vannah glanced around the room, taking in the hat stand with Bernie’s baseball cap collection—he’d pitched for Army before throwing out his arm, and even so could still fling the tennis ball a country mile, whatever that might be—the basket of kids’ blocks lying in one corner—the room was meant for a little sister or brother that never came along—and the waterfall pictures on the walls. Humans get an oh-my look on their face when they’re impressed. I wasn’t seeing it on Vannah’s. What if she knew that the biggest waterfall picture hid the safe, and that in the safe were Bernie’s grandfather’s watch, our most valuable possession, plus the .38 Special? We hadn’t had any gunplay in way too long.

“You get eight hundred a day plus expenses?” Vannah said.

“Yup.”

“What if I said seven?”

“Try it.”

“Seven.”

“Nice meeting you.”

Vannah laughed. “Frenchie mentioned your sense of humor. He thinks the world of you.”

“He does?”

“Which is why you’re his first choice for finding Ralph.”

“You know Ralph?”

“Why wouldn’t I know Ralph? He’s my brother-in-law.”

Bernie nodded. He’s a great nodder, has different nods with different meanings. This one could have meant anything.

“He was best man at the wedding,” Vannah went on. “Frenchie’s and mine.”

“Where did you two tie the knot?”

“I hate that expression.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t you? It’s so negative. Why not say shackled together and be done with it?”

“I see your point.”

“Married yourself?” Vannah said.

“Not at present.”

“All the better.”

Bernie looked at her, tilting his head how he does when he’s seeing someone in a whole new way. The last person he’d used the head tilt on was Truffles Siminoni—a B-and-E type specializing in high-end restaurants—who’d immediately thrown up his hands—I love when they do that!—and said, “All right, you got me.”

Did Bernie hope Vannah Boutette was about to cop to something? Would I soon be grabbing her by the pant leg, not so easy since she wasn’t wearing pants? How was I going to do that, exactly? I realized my tongue was hanging out maybe a bit too much, and possibly drooling; I curled it back up in my mouth and sat up straight, a professional through and through.

“Frenchie and I got married at his mom’s place in St. Roch,” Vannah said, which didn’t sound criminal to me, or even at all interesting.

But Bernie’s eyebrows went up. Have I mentioned his eyebrows? Nice and thick and expressive, with a language all their own. Bernie was interested, no doubt about it. So, therefore, I was interested. Whoa! Had I just done a “so therefore”? My very first? Chet the Jet!

“St. Roch?” Bernie said.

“Down in bayou country,” Vannah said. “That’s where they’re all from, the Boutettes. I didn’t see the point of a church wedding. Been there, done that. More than once.”

“Understood,” Bernie said. “There’s no right way of doing it.”

“You can say that again.”

But Bernie did not. Instead, he said, “I meant no single one right, um—”

“Whatever,” said Vannah. “Here’s a picture of Ralph.” She rose, crossed over to the desk, took a photo from her purse—I caught a glimpse of a roly-poly glasses-wearing dude—and laid it in front of Bernie.

“Except for the, uh, shape, he doesn’t look much like Frenchie,” Bernie said.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” she said. Which Bernie could have done, no problem, but he kept his mouth shut. “Ralph turned out different from the others in just about every way.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s an inventor, I guess you’d say.”

Inventor? A new one on me. I knew investor, especially of the golf-course subdivision type: we’ve sent one of those up to Northern State Correctional, me and Bernie. That was as far as I could take it, maybe farther.

“What has he invented?” Bernie said.

“Gizmos,” said Vannah.

“Like?”

“Things. He gets them patented and sells the patents.”

“I’m a little lost,” Bernie said. Which made two of us: don’t forget we’re a lot alike in some ways, me and Bernie.

“What’s your problem?” She gazed down at him.

He gazed up at her. “I ran a quick online search, came up with no hits for Ralph Boutette. That makes no sense if he’s got patents.”

Vannah blinked. “You think I’m making this up?”

“I don’t think anything,” Bernie said, which was one of my very favorites of all his lines; no one was funnier than Bernie. Him not thinking anything! “I’m just trying to figure this out.”

Vannah glanced around, looked at me. “Maybe the patents are in his company name?”

“Which is?”

“Not sure, exactly,” she said. “But something with Napoleon in it.”

“Napoleon?”

“Ralph’s dog.”

“What sort of dog?”

“Huh? Does it matter? A horrible little dog, pug, maybe.”

“Horrible in what way?”

“Hell, every way. And the dog’s missing, too, come to think of it. One day they weren’t on the houseboat anymore, just vanished off the face of the earth.”

“Ralph lives on a houseboat?” Bernie said, turning to the keyboard and tapping away.

“Lives, works, everything.”

“Here we go,” said Bernie, eyeing the screen. “Napoleon Industrial Products, twenty-two hits.”

“See?” said Vannah.

“Through a glass, darkly,” said Bernie.

“Huh?” said Vannah. I was sort of with her on that, but not really. I’d never cross over on Bernie.

“Nothing,” Bernie said. “What’s the name of the houseboat?”

“Little Jazz.”

Bernie put his hands on the desk, leaned back. “Little Jazz?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Named after Roy Eldridge?”

Vannah shrugged. “Never heard of him, but the Boutettes know a ton of people down in bayou country, so anything’s possible.”

Was I following this right? Vannah didn’t know Roy Eldridge? His trumpet did things to my ears, the best kind of things, especially when he played on “If You Were Mine” with Billie Holiday, which we blast in the Porsche just about every single day.

“Tell you what,” Bernie said. “We’ll take the case.”

Because Vannah didn’t know Roy Eldridge? Bernie was full of surprises, just one of the lovable things about him.

“Yeah?” said Vannah. She was surprised, too, no doubt about it.

“Yeah,” Bernie said.

Vannah opened her purse again, handed Bernie a fat roll. Not the fattest in my experience, but it was always nice to see a fat roll coming our way. “Count it,” she said.

“I trust you,” said Bernie.

“You do?”

“On the three grand being here,” he said.

For a moment, Vannah’s forehead wrinkled up, like she was going to get mad. Then she laughed. Bernie laughed, too. Then he started counting the money. Vannah laughed some more.

“Three grand on the nose,” Bernie said, although he didn’t put it anywhere near his nose. “This money clean?”

Interesting question. I actually picked up a whiff of shrimp coming off those bills. Had Bernie done the same? That would have been a shocker. Bernie had a nice-size nose for a human, but it didn’t do much, as I’d learned many times. But why had he just brought noses into the conversation? I got the feeling I wasn’t quite in the picture. It didn’t bother me at all!

“Do you care?” Vannah said.

“Yeah,” Bernie said.

“Then it’s clean.”

Bernie stuffed the roll in his—oh, no—chest pocket, somehow dislodging the lawyer’s check already in there. The check wafted down under the desk and out of sight.

“Okay,” Bernie said, leaning back in a relaxed sort of way, “tell me everything you know about Ralph’s disappearance, starting with how you heard about it.”

Vannah returned to the couch, maybe crossing, uncrossing and recrossing her legs again. I’m pretty sure that happened but not totally, on account of how worried I was about that check. I moved over to the desk, a desk with sides that came fairly close to the floor, meaning I had to crouch down on my belly and wriggle forward to squeeze underneath. Even just getting my head under wasn’t that easy. I had to push up with the muscles at the back of my neck, actually sort of lifting the whole desk somewhat off the floor, just to get started.

“. . . last week,” Vannah was saying. “Sometimes he takes his Zodiac up into the bayous so the boys went looking.”

“The boys meaning Lord and—hey, Chet, what’s going on down there?”

Bernie reached down, his hand feeling around. For a moment, all those fingers seemed to be moving like tiny humans with minds of their own, a real scary thought that I hoped would never come again. Then they found my head and started giving me a nice scratch. Nice scratches are always nice, but wasn’t I down here wriggling under the desk for a reason? I tried to think. I thought: Nice scratches are always nice. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the moment. The sound of their voices flowed over me, quite pleasant, especially Bernie’s.

“Right, Lord and Duke,” Vannah said. “Not boys except in the good ol’ way. The point is there was no sign of Ralph anywhere.”

“Has he ever done anything like this before?” Bernie said.

“Gone missing, you mean?”

“Or made himself scarce,” Bernie said. “He sounds like a loner. Loners have a way of going off by themselves.”

“Ralph’s a loner for sure,” said Vannah. “But it was Mami’s birthday last Tuesday and he didn’t show. No way he’d ever be disrespectful like that.”

“Mami being?”

“Their mother,” Vannah said.

“Frenchie mentioned her.”

“Head of the clan.”

“A criminal sort of clan, if I understood Frenchie properly.”

Then came a silence, maybe not the friendly kind. The lovely scratching—right in the perfect spot between my ears, impossible for me to get to myself—stopped. I opened my eyes. And right in front of my face, was it possible? Yes, a bag of Cheetos, practically full! How could that have happened? How long had it been there? I didn’t worry about any of that. This was turning out to be one of the best days of my whole life. All I had to do was—

“Chet! What the hell! Cool it right—”

Then came a crash, kind of big, and the next thing I knew Bernie’s desk was sort of on its side. That was very wrong and if I had played any part in it, that was wrong, too. Bernie was on his feet gazing down at me with not the best look on his face. Vannah’s eyes were opened wide and she seemed to have jumped into the small space between the couch and the wall. And the bag of Cheetos? Now nowhere in sight. But on the rug, practically right at my feet, lay a small scrap of paper, somewhat like a . . . a check? The check! I remembered the check! And in no time at all I’d snatched it up, stepped forward, and offered it to Bernie.

“What’s this?” Bernie said. He took the check, smoothed it off, wiped away some moisture that might have gotten on it. Then he gave his head a shake like he wasn’t seeing right, patted his chest pocket, pulled his shirt forward so he could peer down into the pocket—a button snapping off his shirt at that moment, which I snatched right out of the air and swallowed, not even thinking twice; was I on a roll or what?—and then his face softened in a lovely way and he said, “Good boy.”

“What’s going on?” Vannah said.

“Nothing,” said Bernie, standing the desk back up. “Nothing at all.”

“You’re still taking the case?” Vannah came out from behind the couch.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Just wondering about the nuts and bolts,” Vannah said, losing me completely. Nuts and bolts weren’t our department: when they came springing out of the Porsche, we always went right to Nixon Panero, our ace mechanic. “Specifically do you, ah, put the dog in a kennel when you’re on the road?”

Kennel? Me? I tried to fit those two together in my mind and couldn’t.

“Chet in the kennel?” Bernie said. I could see on his face that he couldn’t fit them together either. “Chet and I are partners.” His voice hardened in a thrilling way that made the fur at the back of my neck stand straight up. “Maybe Frenchie can fill you in on his capabilities.”

Vannah held up her hand. “Whatever you say. No offense.”

What a very proud moment in my life! And not spoiled at all by the fact that I now puked up Bernie’s shirt button; a tiny thing, but it had disagreed with me.
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“Let’s go celebrate,” Bernie said when Vannah was gone. “Money’s burning a hole in my pocket.”

Oh, no—anything but that. We’d had some bad experiences with fire, including one very scary night involving a firebomb and a crummy motel down Mexico way. I sniffed the air, detected no smoke or any hint of fire at all, so it had to be one of Bernie’s jokes. There was no one funnier than Bernie, in case that’s not yet clear.

We went to the Dry Gulch Steakhouse and Saloon, one of our favorite restaurants in the whole Valley, with a patio where me and my kind are welcome. Sergeant Rick Torres, our buddy from Valley PD Missing Persons was there, and Bernie started telling him about the new case.

“Took it for three reasons,” Bernie said. I tried to concentrate, but my steak tips were ready: I could smell them on the other side of the swinging door that led to the kitchen.

“Money, money, money?” said Rick.

“Four, if you include the money,” Bernie said. “Reason number one,” he began, but then the waitress arrived with my steak tips on a paper plate. She set it on the floor, me sort of helping her, and I missed the rest of whatever Bernie had to say.



FOUR

Night had fallen by the time we left the Dry Gulch patio and walked out to the Porsche, although night never actually falls, in fact, it rises from the ground up. The sky darkens the very last. Here in the Valley it never goes completely black, just dialing down to dark pink, especially in the direction of the downtown towers. I was sort of thinking about all that, but not hard, when I noticed a shadowy dude standing near our ride.

I didn’t bark or make a sound, just stiffened a bit. Bernie felt it even though we weren’t touching, and right away peered over at the Porsche. The dude came forward, a tall dude wearing a dark suit and a small-brim cowboy hat, walking the way dudes in cowboy boots walk, his hands empty and out where we could see them.

“Bernie Little?” he said.

“That’s right,” Bernie said, stopping an empty space or two from the Porsche. I stopped, too.

“And this must be Chet,” the dude said. “Heard a lot about him.”

Bernie said nothing. Silence is a tool. He’s told me that, and more than once. I love it every time he tells me, no matter what it means.

Silence, silence, and then the dude filled it in. Filled it in with talk, which is what usually happens. Once or twice a special silence of Bernie’s has gotten filled in with gunfire, but this dude’s hands were still empty. “My name’s Rugh,” he said. “Cale Rugh. I’m with Donnegan’s, Houston office.”

“Uh-huh,” said Bernie, Donnegan’s being a sort of competitor, but way bigger. We’d met some of their agents at the Great Western Private Eye Convention a while back. Bernie gave the keynote speech, and it couldn’t have gone better—the Mirabelli brothers and all those other guys at the back and down the sides plus a few in front must have been real tired to have zonked out the way they did—but I didn’t remember this dude.

“Somewhere we could go for a quick talk?” Rugh said.

“Here is good,” Bernie said.

“It’s confidential.”

“We’ll talk in low voices.”

Rugh smiled, showing a lot of white teeth, not small for a human. His eyes showed nothing. “They warned me about you.”

“Who’s they?”

“Colleagues. They said you’re a difficult son of a bitch. But you know what I told them?”

“That anyone who’s any good in this business is a difficult son of a bitch,” Bernie said.

Rugh’s smile faded. A tall dude and even taller with the small-brim hat, but he seemed to shrink down toward Bernie’s size. Not that Bernie’s not tall—don’t think that for a moment.

“I’m not going to do all your lines for you, Cale,” Bernie said. “What’s on your mind?”

Rugh took a quick glance around. We had the parking lot to ourselves. “We’d like you to consult on a case for us. A month’s work, more or less. We’ll double your rate—not your actual bargained-down rate but your asking. Makes thirty times sixteen hundred—forty-eight grand. Plus expenses. I’ve got a retainer check for ten grand in my pocket, if ol’ Chet here will let me reach for it.”

Bernie laughed. What was funny? Why wouldn’t I let him give us a check? I was totally in favor. Let’s see it, dude.

“Don’t need to see it at the moment,” Bernie said.

What was that? Why not?

“I think the case’ll interest you,” Rugh said, or something like that, hard for me to concentrate on account of that check remaining out of sight. All of a sudden we had checks, practically out the yingyang, but they were still giving us problems. Rugh said something about Alaska, mines, the environment, most of which went by in a kind of buzzing tangle, but mines were a big interest of Bernie’s—we’d explored lots of old abandoned ones in the desert—and if the environment was about water, then Bernie was interested in that, too. As for Alaska, was that where Bernie said the old days were still around? Bernie was a big fan of the old days, in case that’s not clear already.

“Who’s the client?” Bernie said.

“That stays under wraps until takeoff,” said Rugh.

“Takeoff?”

“Private jet. We’re scheduled out of here at six a.m. sharp, nonstop to Fairbanks.”

“Six a.m. tomorrow?”

“Yup.”

Bernie shook his head. “It’ll have to wait. We’re on another assignment.”

“Wait? It can’t wait, Bernie. Thought I made the urgency of the situation crystal clear.”

“Then we’re out.”

Rugh made a little breathing noise from his nose, actually a kind of laugh. I like the mouth kind better. “They mentioned this, too.”

“Mentioned what?”

“That you’re your own worst enemy. Come on, Bernie. What’s this other case? Some grubby divorce shit?”

Bernie’s head bobbed back the tiniest bit, kind of like he’d been hit. He hadn’t been hit, and I knew that perfectly well, but just the same I got ready to do something about it, hard to explain. And at that very moment, I also felt Bernie’s hand on my collar. My brown collar, in case you’re interested: black is for dress-up.

“Even if it was grubby divorce shit,” Bernie said, “which it happens not to be, we’ve committed to it, so that’s that.”

Rugh raised his hands, palms up. That’s something I always like to see. “I apologize for the divorce crack. But we’ve all been there, let’s not be naïve. Donnegan’s has a whole department, for Christ sake.”

“No apology necessary,” Bernie said. “But we don’t have any other departments here. We take ’em as they come in.”

“Makes total sense,” Rugh said. “And does you credit. You’ve got a great rep, maybe I should have put that front and center. But here’s a thought—what if we took over this other case for you?”

“I don’t think so,” Bernie said.

“Whatever your quote was, we won’t go over, if that’s what’s worrying you.”

Bernie shook his head.

“A longtime client?” Rugh said. “Worried that we’ll make off with one of your cash cows? We’ll draw up a contract ruling that out. If you like, I’ll meet with your client myself and—” something, something, but whoa! A cow was in the case, or possibly more than one? That wasn’t good. I’ve had some experience with cows. It’s not so easy to get them to do what you want them to do, especially if it involves moving. Also, they have a way of looking at you that I don’t like one little bit.

“Thanks anyway, Cale,” Bernie said. “But the answer’s no.”

Meaning Bernie’s take on cows was the same as mine. I wasn’t surprised.

Rugh flashed his smile again, the upper half of his face lost in the shadow of his hat brim. “Suit yourself, Bernie.” He held out his hand, a big hand, maybe the slightest bit bigger than Bernie’s. They shook. “Good luck with the case. I’m betting it’s something really special.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Bernie said.

“No?”

We got in the car. Bernie waved. Rugh waved back. He watched us drive out of the Dry Gulch parking lot. I turned so I could watch him watch. He took out his phone and walked toward a big, dark-colored car. Someone was waiting in the driver’s seat.
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Back home, Bernie got on the phone, hit speaker.

“Mitch? Bernie Little here.”

“Hey, Bernie. How they hangin’?”

“You say that every time,” Bernie said.

“So?” said Mitch. “It’s my regular form of greeting.”

“With women, too?”

“You suggesting that’s why I never get any?”

“It’s on the list,” Bernie said.

Mitch laughed. Fat guys have their own kind of laugh, and Mitch Crudup was a fat guy and also a good pal. For one thing, he liked sharing his food. Hadn’t seen Mitch in way too long. “What can I do for you, Bernie?”

“Know an agent named Cale Rugh, supposedly working out of your Houston office?”

“No supposedly about it,” Mitch said. “What have you done now?”

“Not following you, Mitch.”

“Rugh’s a heavy hitter, works out of special ops.”
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