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CHAPTER 1

My name is Abigail Truelove and my life changed the day I discovered Petra Sullivan, my nemesis, was sleeping with the show judge.

The Ladies Kennel-Club was staging its Annual Championship dog show at the Royal Adelaide Showground and over the last four hours, two hundred or more competitors had stacked, primed, and shown off their dog’s attributes to the presiding judges.

It was now down to the group finalists. Seven dogs, battling it out for the coveted Best in Show award. And as my smooth-haired dachshund, Tempestuous Dawn had won Best in Hound Group, I stood in the middle of the line-up, my dog stacked, alert, and ready. 

An order from the judge sent the winner of the Gundog Group, the Honorable Lady Felicity Taylor, into instant action. She lifted her three chins high in the air and set off around the ring with her jet-black cocker spaniel in tow. God, that dog could move. Pity it didn’t have a brain in its head. Not that it mattered. When it came to Best in Show material, surface beauty was all that counted.

Since joining the competitive show ranks, I’d learned that dog shows were akin to a battle ground. Like hard-fought wars, strategies to win that coveted Best in Show sash were planned with precision and dedication. Hours on the treadmill to keep up the dog’s muscle-tone. Marathon do-overs with clippers, brushes and expensive beauty products. Secret diets passed down through generations of show families. 

I’d inherited Tempestuous Dawn (aka Chloe, the most gorgeous and lovable dachshund on this earth) a year ago when my favorite relative, Aunt Tilly, died of a heart attack while kayaking in the North of Queensland. Not having children of her own, she also left me Pampered Pooch, an exclusive doggy boutique that sold designer-brand products on the High Street. At the time, my boyfriend, Luke, although happy with the money generated from the boutique, wasn’t too keen on the canine edition to our family. He complained about the time I spent with the ‘bloody dog’ and pretended to be allergic to the minutest amount of dog hair left on the sofa. Right from the start, he’d advocated selling Chloe; said we’d get big bucks for the dog. But it wasn’t going to happen. One – Aunt Tilly would rise up her from the grave if I dared put Tempestuous Dawn on the market. And two – I fell head over heels in love with the quirky little dog and decided I’d continue showing her. After all, this dog was a near-perfect specimen of the breed and under Aunt Tilly’s expert handling had previously won Best in Show in every state of Australia.

Not that I’d enjoyed Aunt Tilly’s success. At the first five shows I’d entered, Chloe had bombed. Dramatically. She hadn’t even won her breed class.

But today, with the sound of crated dogs yapping from inside the pavilion and the overpowering scent of whichever new beauty product Lady Felicity had doused both herself and her cocker-spaniel, Mein Freund Merry Widow, I was determined to give it my best shot. 

Lady Felicity, nose in the air, completed two laps of the ring and moved back into line with the other finalists. A total professional, she immediately presented her dog to the judge, head up, tail straight and four legs in perfect alignment. A twenty-year doyen of the game, the woman’s show-ring skills and professional attire always went a long way towards collecting Best in Show ribbons.

While realigning Chloe’s left ear so it sat in perfect placement to her right ear, I noticed my best friend Molly Gibson plucking nervously at the number tag pinned to her shirt. Molly had only joined the show dog ranks to keep me company. And although Busta, her smooth-coated Fox Terrier, absolutely loved to show off in the ring, Molly was happier in the background, helping to run the shows. This was the first time Busta had won Best Terrier in Group and by the way Molly was chewing on her fingernails, she wouldn’t be opening any tricky butter-pats in the near future. 

“Number twenty-six, lady with the smooth-haired dachshund, I’d like to see your dog’s paces please.” The judge, an older guy with a cowlick and shoes that were a little run down at the heels, nodded his head at me. 

Again? God, this judge was taking more time to make up his mind than a group of politicians debating Climate Change. 

I sucked in a quick steadying breath. “Okay, my love, let’s show them what you can do.” With a slight tug on Chloe’s lead I stepped out of the line-up. Having already won Champion of Breed and Champion Hound, if I could keep Chloe’s attention a little longer, she had a good chance of winning Best in Show. 

Tempestuous Dawn floated across the ground with me powering along beside her, puffing like the little-engine-that-could. Understandable, considering I’d scarfed an entire block of Rocky Road chocolate, plus a large packet of M&Ms before entering the ring – show-nerves – so by the time we moved back into line, the sweat welling on my face was doing a pretty good job of removing my makeup. 

But the moment we came to a halt, Chloe began to sag. 

“No, no, no. Only a couple more minutes,” I whispered, trying valiantly to keep her stumpy little legs from folding, while silently willing the judge to get his ass into gear and make a decision. 

“Sorreee…I got held up in the Little Girls Room.” 

I blinked in surprise as the shark of the show-world, Petra Sullivan, bee-stung lips the color of old plasma, and hot pink jeans so tight you could define every delineation of her hoo-ha, sashayed into the show-ring, her overweight pug, the dubious winner of the Toy Group, dragging along behind her. 

“Hey, you can’t waltz in here now, you’re too late!” I hissed through gritted teeth as Petra stopped in front of me to adjust one of her overflowing boobs. 

How did she even get past the steward at the gate? 

Petra’s grin was so smarmy it would curdle yoghurt. She gave a tiny shoulder-shrug in response, then proceeded to push her way into first-cab-off-the-rank position at the top of the line-up. All the while ignoring the snorts of anger from the handlers of the other six Group winners.

Surely, Mr. Oliver Hutchins, who purported to have judged at big shows in both England and America, would order the gate-crasher out of the ring. This class had been in progress for half an hour. The judge was on the brink of announcing his winner. No way could a contestant enter the ring and be judged once a class was in action.

The rules were in black and white.

All eyes swiveled from Perky Petra to Mr. Procrastination. All waiting in anticipation for the interloper to be tossed out on her well-defined derriere. But nothing happened. Not a crumb of censure passed the esteemed judge’s lips. No steward came to drag Petra out of the ring by her ultra-long false eyelashes. Instead, Oliver T. Hutchins grew an inch or two taller, sucked in his stomach and straightened his bow-tie. All the while beaming at the latest competitor as though she was a double decker chocolate-swirl ice-cream and he couldn’t wait to lick her.

Had he been stalling? Waiting for Petra to enter the ring? Was that why he’d been taking so long to announce his winner?

At first, when the whispers skittered along the line-up that Petra was doing the judge, I couldn’t believe it. That is, until Petra threw a little finger wave in the direction of Mr. Easily-Swayed and he answered with a suggestive lick of his lips and an almost imperceptible pelvic thrust. A pelvic thrust? At his age? I could feel the ire churning around in my chest, escalating with every spin and preparing to explode via my mouth with a few well-chosen, but completely unladylike words. Pitched at a very high volume. Hey, I’d been the bunny who’d spent hours on the phone with this guy as a representative of the Ladies Kennel Club. I’d been the one who’d pleaded and offered him more money than our club could afford to pay for his services.

Silly me…I’d got it wrong. 

I’d stroked the guy’s ego while Petra stroked his whatnot.

As I watched the judge swagger across the ring, his eyes lasering in on the pair of double D’s escaping from the front of Petra’s low-cut blouse, I knew we’d missed the boat.

Chloe must have sensed it too. Weary of all this standing around looking suave and beautiful, she decided it was way past her nap time. She dug several pivots out of the grass, turned three times on the spot, curled up in a ball and promptly fell sleep.

I didn’t bother waking her. What was the point? Even considered the merits of joining her. 

The judge, after sending Petra and Princess Sauvignon of Glenville for one measly lap of the ring, pulled the fat little pug out of the line-up and presented Petra with a trophy and the coveted multi-colored Best in Show sash.

Unbelievable. 

The moment Petra exited the ring, the other six Group winners rounded on her. For a split second, I actually felt sorry for the woman. But only for a split second.

“You conniving little tart!” Steven Channing, owner of the Non-Sporting Group winner, a beautifully trimmed-and-primped-to-within-an-inch-of-its-life apricot Standard Poodle, Supreme Champion Windswept Fly By Me, who’d won more Best in Show ribbons than most dogs had breakfasts, got right up into her face. His gold medallion, ear rings and matching necklace vibrating with his anger. “You bitch! You slept with him, didn’t you?”

Petra wrinkled her nose. “Back up, Stevie. Your breath smells like you’ve been sucking on some guy’s…dirty socks.” 

“Stone the flamin’ crows!” snarled Wild Bill Hooter, the bearded winner of the Working Dog group. “Stephen’s right. You’re nothing but a tart!” He spat a lump of phlegm in Petra’s direction, completely ignoring his Border Collie who was attempting to hump Petra’s pug.

“I’m lodging a formal complaint to the committee.” Lady Felicity snatched up her Cocker Spaniel who was also showing interest in Petra’s pop-eyed pug and stormed off in the direction of the Secretary’s office.

The accusations fell on deaf ears. 

Petra, all smiles, shimmied a path through the angry contestants, all the while flapping her Best in Show ribbon in our faces, like a matador waving a red cape at a bull. 

“What I don’t understand is how you could do that, Petra? How you could climb into bed with a guy old enough to be your father, a guy you don’t even know – just to win a ribbon?” That was Molly, my best friend. Of course, Molly’s views on sex were a little out-dated. Like a marriage certificate in full view on the bed-side table and even then, nothing more erotic than the missionary position while lying back and doing it for England. 

Over the years, I’d tried to drag my friend into the 21st Century, but it was a hard-uphill slog. Probably because Molly’s parents died in a car crash when she was four and she’d been brought up by her strict Great-Granny Teresa, whose archaic ideas of carnality meant the actual word sex hadn’t been invented yet. 

There was a scuffle at my feet. I looked down and let out a laugh. Busta, Molly’s exuberant Fox Terrier knew exactly what the word sex meant. He was going hammer-and-tongs on top of Princess Sauvignon of Glenville like it was Christmas morning and Santa had left the little pug under the tree, all boxed and gift-wrapped, just for him. 

Petra’s laugh was breathy, almost a snigger. “You’re so naïve, Molly. It’s almost as if you never left high school.”

“But you didn’t answer her question,” I said, bending to help my friend extricate Busta from his carnal bliss before facing up to Petra.

“That’s easy. I adore sex.” Petra flicked her shoulder-length bottle-blonde hair over her shoulder as if that explained everything. “And if being horny gets me what I want in life, why not?” 

I shoved Busta into Molly’s arms and turned back to Petra. “Even if it means cheating?”

“Prove it.”

“I intend to.”

Petra barked out a laugh. “Oh, Abi, do you honestly believe Mr. Please-Pass-the-Viagra would admit to having sex in return for favours rendered. If so, you’re as delusional as your weird friend.” She eyed the accusing faces around her, all hanging on to her every word. “You know, if I divulged the names of all the guys I’ve slept with – just this month – at least one of you losers would be booting your other-half out of the cosy love-nest.” As she spoke, her hard eyes, glinting with malice, zeroed in on me.

“What do you mean?” My voice came out strangled, as though a lump the size of a tennis ball had lodged in my throat. “What are you implying?”

Molly touched my arm. “Come on, Abi, she’s just winding you up.” 

“I’m implying nothing.” Petra stepped closer, a smirk thickening her cosmetically full-blown lips. “All I’m saying is maybe some men prefer to suck on juicy watermelons instead of–” she tipped her head forward and blatantly studied my chest. “–sour little lemons? And maybe some men look forward to fireworks in bed, instead of damp squibs.”

I shrugged off Molly’s restraining hand, a bitter taste of bile flooding my mouth. Was Luke really having it off with Petra? Was that why he seemed a little preoccupied, lately? Accusing me of not trusting him? Telling me I was too clingy? 

Well, if this was a test – he’d failed miserably. It proved I was right all along not to trust him. 

Or was Petra lying? 

“If I find out you’ve been in bed with Luke,” I growled, grabbing hold of Petra’s arm and swinging her around, forcibly holding back from planting a fist into that smirking face. “I’ll dice you into little pieces and feed you to the sea-gulls.”

“Oh, dear, always so dramatic.” Petra pulled away and laughed. “If it helps, darling, sex means nothing to me. It’s just a bit of fun. Like scratching an itch.”

My nails bit into my palms as my fists tightened. 

“Come on, Abi, don’t let her get to you,” Molly broke in, dragging me away, her face pale. I took my eyes off Petra long enough to glance across at my best friend. Molly looked upset. Sick. She had that haunted expression on her face – the one that said, ‘Oh, God, it looks like a fight…and I’m so not into fisticuffs or hair-pulling because I’ll be the one who ends up in hospital or paying for a new hairstyle to cover the gaps in my hair.’

“But Petra slept with Luke.”

“She’s winding you up. Can’t you see that? No way would Luke cheat on you.” Molly’s grip on my arm tightened. “Especially with a woman who treats sex like an Extreme Olympic Sport. Luke loves you.”

All the red-hot anger crashing around inside my chest suddenly abated and dribbled away. “Does he?” I could hear the wobble in my voice. “That’s the problem, Molly. I’m not so sure he does.”


CHAPTER 2

Fifteen minutes later, Chloe and Busta settled happily into their personal crates, Molly and I met up with our other bestie, Dana, in the refuge of the dog pavilion’s cavernous cafeteria. I wasn’t hungry, but Molly was determined to find somewhere to talk, and, as judging was officially over for the day, the cafeteria was almost empty. Only a sprinkling of show-competitors sat at the tables eating or drinking a final coffee. The rest were still in the pavilion, frantically dismantling grooming stands, re-packing gear and loading it all into personally fitted-out cars and vans before driving home. 

Only to repeat the madness again at another venue the following weekend. 

Molly claimed an empty table hugging the rear wall of the cafeteria and furthest from the clatter of eager-to-finish-for-the-day staff who were busy collecting trays, clearing tables and stacking chairs. “Okay,” she said, her voice determined, “out with it, Abi. What makes you think Luke doesn’t love you?” 

Coffee in one hand and a custard tart in the other, I eased into the chair next to her and sighed. I wasn’t ready to divulge the petty squabbles, how distant Luke had become, the days when he barely answered when I spoke. Not yet, anyway. Instead, I lifted one sardonic eyebrow at Molly, hoping to divert her questions. “Well, for a start, my boyfriend of almost two years, the man I live with, had it off with Petra bloody Sullivan. You know, the woman who’d jump into bed with a goat if she thought it would help her cause? Pretty good reason to suspect he doesn’t love me, don’t you think?” I pushed the sugar bowl across the table to my other best friend, Dana Fox, owner of Penelope, one of the gentlest greyhounds to grace the show-ring, and the third member of our tightly knit threesome.

The three of us had become firm friends in the seventh grade, when Molly’s bicycle was stolen. The local police, with more important crimes on their to-do list, weren’t overly interested, so we decided it was up to us to find the culprit and reclaim Molly’s bike. And we did. A dodgy guy was going around stealing bikes, repainting them in a different color and selling them on eBay to pay for his alcohol obsession. With that success under our tunic belts, we decided we’d team up to fight Good against Evil.

Of course, we needed a signature name, so, while toying with Nancy Drew Apprentices and The Three Sherlocks, we discovered a bundle of old crime novels that used to belong to Molly’s great-grandmother. In these books, the private detectives were known as gumshoes. 

Hence, The Gumshoe Chicks were born. 

After this we went on to solve several school-yard mysteries, but once we’d graduated from High School and were confronted with the three big ones in life – dating, working for a living, and responsibilities – although our friendship grew stronger, the investigations fizzled out.

I watched Dana spoon four heaped teaspoons of sugar into her cup of weak black tea and waited for her to stick her oar into the conversation. It didn’t take long. “I don’t know why you’re so uptight, Abi,” she said. “You know you can’t trust a word that tramp says. Petra would have everyone believe she slept with Chris Hemsworth, if she thought she could get away with it.”

“But what if she is telling the truth? What if Luke, you know, was feeling a bit off me one day, or we’d had a tiff about, I don’t know…” I shrugged, “…the three hundred dollars I paid for that stunning new rhinestone collar I bought for Chloe the other week? And what if Petra sashayed up our driveway wearing nothing but a black lacy garter belt underneath her trench coat? And what if, when Luke invited her in, she undid the buttons slowly and let her coat puddle onto the floor? And what if–”

“Abi, just listen to yourself, will you? You know Petra is a chronic liar. Forget what she said about Luke. Just go home, order his favorite take-away, make marathon love to him, and put her poison out of your mind.”

The thought of Luke’s hands – and lips – all over Petra’s naked body, made me want to puke. I pushed my custard tart away, untouched. “I can’t make love to Luke again until I know the truth.”

“Codswallop! Now you’re being melodramatic.” Dana nodded at the custard pie. “You eating that?” When I shook her head, she dragged the plate across the table and lined it up next to her large slice of apple pie. Fair dinkum, Dana was a freak of nature. Although she’d given birth to two children, she could eat all day long and never show signs of putting on weight, whereas I had to count every damn calorie that went into my mouth.

Molly, who’d been biding her time up until now, frowned as she placed her coffee cup squarely back onto its saucer. “You know, if it was me, I’d just ask Luke straight out and watch his body language when he answered.”

Dana shook her head. “No, Moll. Bad suggestion. Accusing your boyfriend of cheating, without both photographic and audio proof, is a definite no-no.” She gave Molly an exasperated eye roll. “It’s no wonder you can’t hang onto a guy. You need to learn to be more subtle, more devious in your techniques.” 

Plus, Molly’s refusal to surrender her virginity without the legality of a marriage vow sent most guys calling for the nearest Uber and driving off into the sunset without her. 

Molly gave a tiny shoulder-shrug. “Well, I’m sorry, but I don’t get it. If Abi can’t confront Luke, how is she supposed to find out if he’s cheating or not?”

I was definitely with Molly on this one. “Yes, Dana. Spill.”

Dana wiped custard from her mouth with the back of one hand and licked her lips. “Well, if it was me…”

I stifled a laugh. “This should be interesting.” Dana Fox, the married-with-two-kids member of our threesome, was about to divulge one of her many secrets on how to run her own dog-wash franchise, be a hands-on mum and still find time to keep her man from straying.

“I’d employ a private investigator to follow him, see what he’s up to.”

“You’re joking,” I said with a laugh. “Your big secret is for me to pay someone to follow Luke?”

“Why not? Get hard evidence to slap down in front of the piece of shit when he denies everything. Only way.”

“Surely it would be easier and less costly just to ask him if he’s done the deed with Petra. I know when Luke’s lying. He blinks and bites his bottom lip. It’s always a tell.”

“How do you know he’s not just nervous. Think about it, when you’re nervous you scratch behind your left ear. And you do exactly the same thing when you’re lying.”

“Do not!”

“Yes, you do.” Dana fossicked around in her large over-the-shoulder red leather handbag. After depositing a rather-worse-for-wear gray toy donkey with a limp green and white spotted bow tie on the table, together with a large unopened bag of baby-wipes, she dragged out her cell and began scrolling. Then, after clicking on a number, she held the phone out to me. “Here. This guy’s a P.I. He opens his office every third Sunday for those who work during the week, so he’ll be there tomorrow. And believe me, as well as being better looking than God, he takes no prisoners.”

What? I waved both hands in a no-way gesture. I didn’t know what to say to a P.I. And even if I did – I couldn’t afford to hire one.

Ignoring me, Dana forced the phone into my hands, then sat back, head to one side, arms folded.

“Umm…” 

“Stevens & Forrester Private Investigators. Good afternoon, Nathan Forrester speaking.” The voice on the other end of the phone was deep, rich, like honeyed chocolate. “And what can I do for you, today, Madam?”

Good question… 

Now if only I could persuade my squeaky voice to work, I might even drum up a good answer.

* * *

The office I entered the following afternoon was nothing like I’d expected. 

Okay, maybe I’d read too many of my mother’s well-thumbed Raymond Chandler detective novels over the years, so my expectations were a few decades out of date. I looked around. There was no scratched desk, stained with coffee cup rings. No down-at-heel P.I., the epitome of a cagey, hard-boiled private detective with his feet on the desk and smoke curling from a chomped-on cigarette. And the man sitting behind the large chrome desk was typing on his laptop, not undressing me with his eyes, while thinking – ‘It was a blonde. A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained-glass window…’ 

Instead, Nathan Forrester looked up from his open laptop and smiled at me. A smile that made my legs go weak. A smile that could have a girl reaching for her latest Mills & Boon novel so she could get lost in the pages. With his jet-black hair, thick, shiny and well cut, he was a few years older than me, say early to mid-thirties, and judging by the muscle tone under his well-fitting shirt, he either led a very active sports life away from the office, or was a regular visitor to the gym. The coat of his silver-gray suit hung neatly on the back of his chair and his tie had been slightly loosened. 

“Ms. Truelove?” And there was that lovely rich honeyed-chocolate voice I’d heard over the phone. 

I nodded, checking for any signs of the usual veiled snigger I got whenever I gave my name, especially to the male species. There was none. Instead, he stood up and moved purposefully around the desk, right hand outstretched. “Lovely to meet you.”

His hand closed over mine and unlike a lot of men who are afraid to really take a good grip on a woman’s hand, his handshake was firm. In truth, it was electric. Like I’d plugged my fingers into a power socket. “Could I tempt you with a coffee?”

When I nodded, he smiled again. “Our coffee’s not as good as Starbucks, I’m afraid, but I’ve tasted a lot worse.” He strode across the room to where an industrial coffee-machine bubbled away quietly beside a small refrigerator and bent down to open a cupboard door. A movement I eyed with pleasure. He removed two dainty cups and saucers that wouldn’t have lasted a week in my hands. Once he’d filled the cups, he placed a chocolate biscuit in the shape of a koala bear on each saucer. “Let’s just say I drink at least ten of these a day and haven’t developed any major intestinal problems, as yet.”

“Good to know,” I said. “But maybe, if you brought a large mug to work, you wouldn’t need so many coffee breaks.”

He grinned and indicated the adjoining room with a nod of his head. “Tried that once, but the dragon-lady who runs my office and sees that everything is as it should be, said clients prefer fine china.” 

After handing me a coffee, he settled back into his large leather chair, straightened his shoulders, and opened a notebook beside his laptop. He picked up a silver biro and tapped it against the blank page while studying me. “You mentioned on the phone you were interested in having your boyfriend, Luke Brody, investigated. You think he’s cheating on you. Is that correct?”

Geez, that made me sound like an overly obsessive girlfriend. How had I let Dana talk me into this? I’d drink my coffee, eat that yummy looking chocolate biscuit and sneak out while the hunky PI was pouring himself a second cup. Fingers fidgeting with the delicate handle of the Dresden China cup, I told him about Petra’s unethical behavior at the dog show and how the woman had also boasted that she’d slept with Luke. 

“God, listening to myself, I’m not sure I have any grounds to go ahead with this investigation.” I pulled a face and sighed. “It’s just that I’d hate to accuse Luke of cheating if he’s innocent.” 

“I see.” He took a sip of his coffee and pushed the notebook away. “Dana Fox talked you into coming to see me, did she?”

I nodded.

“Thought so. Her number showed up when you rang me yesterday.”

“Well–”

“Did Dana also mention I’m a good friend of her husband from University days and therefore conducted her investigation for free?”

I frowned. All Dana had mentioned was she’d used Nathan Forrester of Stevens & Forrester to check on her husband, Peter, six months ago. She thought he was cheating on her – only to discover the woman he’d been seeing three times a week for a month was a piano-teacher who’d been coaching him to play a simplified version of As Long as you Love Me from the Backstreet Boys. It was Dana’s favorite song and Peter wanted to surprise his wife by playing and singing it for her at the Red Lion, a Club where they’d booked a table for their fifth anniversary dinner.

“When Dana came to see me earlier this year,” Forrester said, breaking into my thoughts. “I was bowled over when she told me she thought Peter was cheating on her. They’re made for each other those two, and with two adorable kids, I didn’t want to see the family unit broken up due to a misunderstanding.” He loosened his tie a little more. “I also knew Dana couldn’t afford our fees, so, being a friend of Peter’s, I did the investigation in my own time, for free.”

“Hmm…can’t say she brought up the word free in any of our conversations.”

His lips twitched. “And I don’t suppose she mentioned that we normally charge our clients $300 an hour to look into their claims. And that our investigations usually take, on average, 24 billed hours to complete?”

Holy hens’ teeth!

I tried to add that up in my head. 300 x 24. Couldn’t get past the 300 x 4 is $1,200 without the 300 x 20 to add on to that. “You know, maybe I should just think about this for a few days, Mr. Forrester, and get back to you.”

“Sensible idea. And call me Nathan. My father’s name is Mr. Forrester.”

I looked up from the depths of the coffee I was studying
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