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Chapter One


[image: ‡]‡

Max, a black German shepherd mix rescue, wiggled underneath the outdoor café table stretching out into a more relaxed position. The round table provided shade while the concrete retained a bit of welcomed coolness on the warm spring afternoon. Meanwhile, overhead, his companion and fledging private eye, Nala, gossiped with her bestie, Karly, who ran the local animal shelter. The conversation somehow fell under the designation of working lunch. As long as tasty tidbits found their way under the table, he didn’t care what label they chose for their chat session.

People passed by their table, engrossed in their own exchanges. It meant nothing to Max. Instead, he settled his head onto his paws, ready to release his cares to slumberland, when Nala screeched, “Oh, no, she didn’t!”

“Wait a minute,” Karly objected. “You misheard me. I never said anything about Laura having an affair. She’s not that kind of a gal. You should know that.”

“I thought I did,” Nala huffed, shuffling her feet under the table, often an indication of her uncertainty or restlessness.

Max lifted one eyebrow imagining Nala flipping her short black bob back with vigor while Karly would push back a red curl as she tried to explain.

“I said,” Karly’s voice got a trifle louder. “Laura’s been getting love notes from someone.”

“Who?” As a private eye, success often came from direct questions, which meant she didn’t hesitate to ask them. With Karly, it worked even better because secrets were meant for sharing in her world.

“Well, the notes weren’t signed.” A pause allowed both women to reflect on the matter, but before Nala could offer her professional opinion, Karly continued in a knowing tone—the kind you imagine a bookie might use when supposedly giving you a hot tip in the fifth race. “There’s this guy where she works who has a crush on her. He does this weird stuff where he makes eye contact and tries for these long looks. When he talks to her, he makes a point of saying her name like he’s enjoying a piece of chocolate. It annoys her, but what can she do since a decent saucier is hard to find in this area.”

“A saucy what now?” Nala inquired with a bit of laughter in her voice.

Max lifted both ears, not wanting to miss whatever a saucy guy does. Maybe he could make the gravy for his favorite soft dog food.

“Oh, my,” Karly exclaimed. “While I knew you weren’t exactly a gourmet cook, surely you know a saucier makes sauces?”

“I do, now,” Nala responded.

“Me, too!” Max inserted.

This resulted in Nala pushing back her chair to bend over, low enough to eyeball Max as she spoke. “No talking in public! You know the rules.”

That’s the issue with being an enchanted talking dog…there never seemed to be an appropriate time to speak. For whatever reason, people freaked out when a dog responded in English. Dogs talked all the time, but for the most part, people had no clue what they were saying. All the same, Max did his best to honor the Nala’s rules—most of the time. He managed a nod, which resulted in Nala giving him a pat and returning to her conversation.

“Okay,” Nala said “You’re telling me things are a little off-center in Laura’s restaurant.”

“More than a little.” Karly snort-chuckled. “I would almost book a reservation and pay way too much for a meal free of almost everything just to watch the show.”

“Huh?” Nala muttered while Max echoed her sentiment in a much lower tone.

“You know…” The chair groaned as Karly rocked forward. “Her restaurant is named Free because her food is free of chemicals, meat, and all those things that tend to cause allergies. I don’t remember if it’s Laura or her husband who has all the allergies that caused her to come up with the restaurant concept. I heard someone say it was also free of taste, but since I could never afford to eat there, I can’t really say. You should get Tyler to take you there, then you can report back.”

At the mention of Tyler, Max tried to work himself into a seated position brushing against the underside of the table in the process. Frustrated, he allowed his front legs to slide out, putting him into a lying-down pose. When it came to Tyler, Max enjoyed the police officer visiting their home since he usually brought the soft, tasty treats—not that nasty, flavorless rawhide.

“I doubt it. All those things that Laura doesn’t do, such as meat, butter, milk, and sugar are basically Tyler’s food pyramid.” Max heard papers being rustled overhead. “Let’s get back to the original purpose of this lunch, which is how can we raise money for the shelter.”

Max cocked his head as if that would allow him to hear better. Having been a resident of the shelter and mere hours away from making that long walk, he understood better than most the need for funds.

“Mother said you made a lot of money with your pet gala. Are you up for that again?”

“Well, we did make a lot of money. We also spent a lot of money on radio advertising and renting the venue. We need something a little less expensive on my end. After all, it’s either myself or the shelter that has to front the money for the event before we earn one penny.”

A server swooped in and filled water glasses and even Max’s bowl, which resulted in Max murmuring, “I like this place.”

“Pardon me?” the server responded, addressing the two women at the table.

“I said, I like this place,” Nala said, accustomed to covering for her dog.

“I’m glad.” The server looked doubtful but moved to the next table to check out water levels.

“Anyhow…” Nala paused long enough to wave her hand around since she was a hand talker. “Could you sell something like gourmet popcorn or wrapping paper? I remember my mother used to buy that stuff all the time. She has a closet crammed full with all the stuff she bought from the neighborhood kids.”

“Yeah, she was good about that. Whenever I was stuck selling something for school, I made sure to hit your house, my grandmother, and then my own parents, which was usually all my sales. It didn’t work so well then and would work less now. Most of our volunteers are adults, not cute kids, which means even fewer people would buy from them, if they’d even open the door. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d refuse to sell things door-to-door. We couldn’t ask them since they come to the shelter, clean the kennels, do the laundry, and walk the dogs all without pay. Most of the people who enjoy working with the dogs usually aren’t extroverts, anyhow. Can you think of anything else?”

A long sigh escaped Nala. “You would be better off asking my mother for help. When I was a preschool teacher, we just sent home papers saying we had something for sale and that was usually enough. We’d find a way to tie it to the child. One time we sold school shirts so everyone could appear in a group photo that would go on the school wall. Kids could look back year after year and point to themselves. Can we do something like that with the shelter dogs?”

Silence. Max could imagine Nala and Karly making those lines-in-the-forehead expressions. He was not sure what it meant, but when it happened, not much talking went on. He turned possibilities around his head. What could you do with a shelter dog, or any dog for that matter?

“Dog walk!” Max blurted out.

“Maybe,” Karly mused. “We could give it a cute name. Tell people they could earn a medal for their dog walking skills.”

The metal chair complained as Nala pulled it closer to the table. “We’d have to charge entry fees. Don’t make it too high. That way, more people would register.”

“Good! Good!” Karly chirped and rubbed her hands together. “I think we might just have a winner. All I have to do is float this past the volunteers. We could even have the volunteers walking the better-behaved dogs, which would increase their chances of being adopted.” Clapping sounded as Karly crooned, “What an incredible idea. Thank you so much for coming up with it.”

Max waited for Nala to deny coming up with the premise and then giving Max the credit and possibly a chicken nugget from her plate. Instead, she said, “I thought you thought of it.”

“No matter. Whoever came up with it was a genius.”

Max rested his head on his paws and sighed loudly, but not loud enough to be heard over the animated chatter happening above.


Chapter Two
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Raindrops pelted the sidewalk as if they had a personal issue with the concrete. A weak sun hidden mostly by the clouds did little to lighten the gray morning pall. Juggling a computer bag, purse, and coffee cup, Nala scurried closer to her office building trying to avoid the deluge, but instead got whacked by chilly building runoff slipping down her neck. “Ugh!”

Max trotted beside her but kept a leash length away to avoid the consequences of Nala’s questionable decision of walking under the overhang. The building stairs waited mere yards away. Inside would be welcomed dryness and a comfy rug. With that possibility in mind, Max lunged ahead forgetting the slight human attached to his leash.

“Argh!”

That didn’t sound good. One thing he had learned in the time he spent with Nala was the fewer words she used, the worse it was for him. He almost decided not to look back, but then she said “Max!” in that exasperated tone. Turning his head ever so slightly, he witnessed Nala splayed on the ground and reaching for her purse, that happened to be resting beside a growing puddle of coffee. Not good. Somehow, this would be pinned on him. As a dog, he’d have to rely on tried and true methods for getting out of trouble. He padded over to Nala and licked her face with a swipe from his long tongue, then turned sad eyes on her and whimpered.

“Oh, sweetie,” she crooned and patted his head. “I guess I can’t be too mad at you for wanting to get out of the rain. I’m not that big of a fan of it, either.” She staggered to her feet and scooped up the laptop bag and purse before gathering the leash. “Thanks for not running off. If you had done that, it would totally be a Monday.”

Humans, or at least the ones he’d met in his lifetime, seemed to have a hate/hate relationship with the day called Monday. The only time this changed was when it was deemed a federal holiday—and even then, they’d complain about banks being closed or mail not delivered. To Max, it was just another day. Despite the rain, he kept pace with Nala as they slowly made their way up the stairs.

A quick rattle of the doorknob signaled it hadn’t been conveniently left ajar for the next person. Grumbling, Nala searched her purse for the keys. She finally pulled out an oversized key ring, located the right key, stuck it into the lock and tried to twist it. Unfortunately, nothing happened.

“Really?” She tried the door again, this time putting her weight against it as she turned the key for the second time. The door swung open, spilling her into the empty foyer. Fortunately, this time she kept her balance. A brief scrutiny of the landing spotted a couple of wet umbrellas leaking onto the worn linoleum. Apparently, she wasn’t the first to arrive. A plain black one could belong to anyone, but the one decorated with Marvel Comics had to be Harry’s, the man who ran the second-floor office that catered to those obsessed with comic book and video game heroes. He prided himself on tracking down requested merchandise, be it new or vintage.

Nala gave the black umbrella a second glance and shook her head. It couldn’t be her office mate, Sawyer’s, umbrella. The man lived a charmed life. Rain would refuse to mess up his perfect hair, or his latest girlfriend would drop him off at the door, bypassing all that messy parking and walking to work stuff that average people do.

Unlike most women, Nala didn’t understand Sawyer’s appeal to the feminine population. Sure, he had even features, good hair, and clear skin. When he spoke to women, he usually made sure to flatter them, which most enjoyed. All the same, he had a sense of entitlement wider than the I-465 highway. Whenever he had an insurance case for some high-end item, he dropped everything and expected Nala to not only finish his other jobs but also to clean up after him. This pulled a snort from Nala, not necessarily due to Sawyer’s behavior, but more because she actually did clean up after him. Otherwise, the office would be a dump—not the atmosphere she wanted for potential clients.

She pushed the wet hair out of her face, checked her mailbox, snagged the single bill found there, and placed it in her laptop bag before trudging up the stairs with Max padding beside her. Three flights up every day counted as her workout, or at least that’s what she believed. If she ran errands during the day, it could end up being six or more flights. When it rained, the building emanated a musty, forgotten-basement smell—not exactly attractive to clients or anyone with a working nose.

Although the reason she decided on the office in a less popular part of town was for discretion and, who was she kidding, mainly for the price. Business didn’t come rolling in as she had anticipated, which explained her need for a partner to split the rent. When she wasn’t vetting possible dating profiles or shadowing cheating spouses, Nala spent her time surfing social media sites to discover who was defrauding their employer with a disability claim. People claiming they were too ill to work often posted images of themselves line dancing, parasailing, or trying their hand at roller derby. Nala always wondered if their head took the brunt of the injuries since it never occurred to them that employers, or people they hired, might be monitoring their sites.

On the second floor, she waved to Harry, who was on the phone, then continued onto the third floor. A glow came from behind her glass door. Oh, great. That meant Sawyer arrived before she did. Her lip pushed out like a petulant child’s as she imagined walking inside in her bedraggled state. There was no way to slip past him since hers was the inner office.

All the same, she twisted the door handle and held her breath. Inside the office, the orange crushed-velvet loveseat demanded attention. Nala managed to pull her gaze from her mother’s furniture contribution long enough to register Sawyer Of The Perfect Hair deeply engrossed in something on his phone. All she had to do was tiptoe to her office where she could fix her hair and brew some coffee before engaging her partner.

Max barked once. Loud and clear enough to gain Sawyer’s attention. He glanced up, his lips tipping up into his usual smile, but froze before completion. “What happened to you!”

It was always nice to be reminded of how awful she looked. Nala settled for a shrug and muttered, “Mondays.” With that, she entered her office and slammed the door.

As she hung up her jacket, she side-eyed Max. “You had to bark.”

“It seemed polite at the time. I thought you’d be grateful since I’ve tamped down my sniffing everyone.”

“You’re right.” She moved to the closet for emergency supplies, which included a towel, a change of clothes, kibble, and chocolate. About the time she had a towel on her head, her door opened and Sawyer’s tall form filled the doorway. “Did you call me?”

“Uh, no?” Nala responded. For the most part, her partner always seemed to be elsewhere, which meant she’d gotten in the habit of talking to Max. “I was on my phone.”

“Okay,” Sawyer answered, but not before glancing at her two hands devoid of said phone.

She waited for the door to close before dashing to her one-cup coffee maker. A half-gallon bottle of distilled water sat by the maker, which had to be the only positive in her morning. At least she wouldn’t have to leave her office for water.

Coffee made and the computer booted up, Nala opened up her planner as Max settled into his office bed. Her cell phone vibrated across the desk while playing “Who Let the Dogs Out.” It had to be Karly calling. She snatched up the phone and answered. “Hey, girl! Are you calling me with more fundraising ideas?”

“No.” That one word was missing Karly’s usual amused-with-life tone. “I just heard on the scanner police have been called to Laura’s restaurant. A dead body on the front steps.”

While most people didn’t have scanners, Karly chose to pick up one, mainly to keep an ear out for Nala. A few of her cases had involved shooting—not on her part, but mainly the bad guys shooting at her. Since a tiny amount of Nala’s cases merited a mention on the police radio, Karly soon found herself keeping company with the scanner she kept on in her shelter office, just in case.

No restaurant wanted an ambulance with flashing lights outside indicating the menu options might bring on a heart attack. A fire engine could signal sloppy cooking practices, but a dead body would really put a dent in reservations. “That can’t be good,” Nala mused.

“That’s what I thought. Since you have a boyfriend and a father both on the force, I figured you might be able to get more information.”

Nala crinkled her nose. “You’d think that, but they both can be a little closemouthed. Policy and all that.”

“Oh, well then. I’ll keep my scanner on and my police-code cheat sheet nearby. I’ll keep you informed. However”—she stretched out the word—“maybe, we should drop by as if we were planning to lunch at Free anyway.”

“Yeah,” Nala murmured while she pulled her still-damp clothing away from her body. “I’m not really dressed to dine at such an upscale venue. Got caught in the rain and the best I could do right now is a drive-through.”

“Un-huh,” Karly acknowledged. “Is Mr. Delicious there?”

An exasperated sigh issued from Nala, along with a snort. “You know what he’s like since I’ve told you many times.”

“He’s still nice to look at—even you have to admit that,” Karly teased, her usual amused tone returning.

“I don’t and I won’t.” Nala gave an emphatic nod her friend couldn’t see. “To answer your question, yes, he is here.”

“Thought so.” Karly giggled. “I bet you’re hiding out in your office, which is why you sound so grumpy.”

That was the problem with longtime friends—they could read you so well. All the same, Nala felt she should protest. “I’m not grumpy, nor am I hiding.”

A long silence stretched between them, causing Nala to rethink her response. Her bestie could be making faces at the other end at her obvious lie. One of her resolutions was to be more open and forthcoming. So far, she hadn’t succeeded. Clearing her throat, she said, “Maybe I am a bit grumpy. Not only did I get caught in the rain, I fell flat on my butt and spilled my coffee. And then, I had to sneak into my own office with smeared mascara and unkempt hair looking more like a character from a horror movie than a professional. My goal was to slip past Sawyer, who was all into his phone, but Max had to bark. Call me whiny, but I could have done without the unneeded remark about my appearance. I’m trying to conduct a business and present myself as a competent private investigator.” She took in a long breath as she waited for her bestie’s reassurance.

Nothing, which resulted in Nala checking the phone connection. Yes, still connected. A breathless Karly then gasped into the phone. “I’m back! The ferret got loose again. I swear it’s an escape artist. Did I miss anything?”

Rolling her eyes upward, Nala gave herself credit for trying even if no one was listening. “Oh, no. Just waiting on you, I guess. Keep me informed about what you find out.”

“Will do.” With a cheery bye-bye, Karly hung up, leaving Nala twirling her hair and wondering what might have happened at Free. Better yet, should she get involved?


Chapter Three
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The sound of feminine laughter and stiletto heels meant Sawyer’s latest lady friend had dropped by for a visit. Or, it could be that very rare occurrence—an actual potential client who hiked up the three flights of stairs since the elevator was out of commission. The possibility had Nala rolling back her desk chair and smoothing down her wrinkled shirt. Not exactly the first impression she preferred. Keeping one ear on the conversation the best she could through a solid wooden door, she strode to her closet for her navy blazer, which a salesperson assured her struck the right note between business professional and fun hipster. Neither claim had cinched the deal for Nala, but the sale price did. When buttoned, it should hide most of her water-spotted shirt, which would make her somewhat more presentable. Jacket on, she reached for her tote, well aware time wouldn’t allow for fixing her makeup. Instead, she retrieved a wipe to remove her makeup. If nothing else, she’d achieve the authentic look that was now supposed to be a thing.

Just in case it wasn’t a thing and somehow, she had misunderstood the whole social media emphasis on the natural look, Nala spritzed herself with a citrusy body spray and swiped her lips with a coral lip stain. Hopefully, it would be no big deal. While she could hear the low timber of Sawyer and a much higher female register along with the giggles, the words were indecipherable.

Probably someone who wandered into the wrong building or at best, someone who wanted her to take photos of a wayward mate. Although, with all those doorbell cameras and in-home monitoring systems, most people were able to record their own evidence. Schooling her face into what she considered her professional look with a focused gaze and the beginning of a smile, she swung her door open just in time to see Sawyer pulling the entry door closed behind him. His smooth voice floated behind him along with his companion’s delicate laughter. Nala blinked a couple of times as Max joined her and asked, “Who was that?”

“I don’t know.” She ran her hand through her still-damp hair. “I’m willing to bet it wasn’t a client. No one who finds themselves in need of a private investigator is ever in that good of a mood. They’re more likely to rant than laugh.”

Max lifted his snout and sniffed. “Too much perfume. Phew!”

“I hear you.” Nala agreed with a small nod. “Some women just don’t do subtle.”

Moving his nose upward, Max gave a final sniff. “No, it’s you. You’re the too-much-perfume person who doesn’t do subtle.”

“I just put it on. You saw me. It dissipates in a few minutes. Sure, it’s strong now…” She stumbled to a stop suddenly aware she was arguing with a dog—a talking canine, but still a dog.

Instead of addressing the perfume issue, Max walked across the office with his nose close to the floor examining the scent trail until he reached the door where he then sat. “I deduce they exited through this door.”

Nala snorted and placed both hands on her hips. “I could have told you that. Since you’re so busy deducing things, perhaps you can tell me where they went?”

“Easy.” Max gave two sharp barks, and then added in English. “Tasty lunch. Cheeseburger, I bet.”

Surprisingly, Max often came up with decent answers. “Lunch is a possibility,” she mused, checking the step monitor on her wrist. “It might be a bit early, but at least they’ll beat the rush. I seriously doubt it would be cheeseburgers, though. A giggly female who wears stiletto heels wouldn’t be wolfing down cheeseburgers and greasy fries. Instead, she’d order a veggie platter with baby carrots, snow peas, and a couple of cherry tomatoes on a lettuce leaf. There just might be a tiny container of plain, non-fat yogurt on the plate, too.”

“Sounds disgusting,” Max growled and shook his head hard as if shaking off the mental image.

“It’s not too bad, especially if you add in tuna, olives, and a bit of pita bread.” Describing the food caused her stomach to rumble, reminding her of the single piece of toast she had for breakfast as she rushed around the house getting ready for work. “Lunch sounds doable.”

Bark! Bark! Sometimes, words failed Max when he got too excited, but Nala comprehended him all the same. He was a big proponent of eating no matter the time of day or night.

“I hear you. Let me grab my purse and we’ll go.” She darted into the inner office and snagged her bag as an idea coalesced in her mind. Shouldering her bag, she mused aloud. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to have a little drive and see what I can see.”

Max shot her a dubious look. “Eat, first. Look, second.”

Used to ignoring Max’s directives, Nala chuckled, not the delicate tinkle of the last woman who’d exited the office door, but more of a husky cough. “C’mon on, boy. You’ll get fed. I’ve never starved you.”

“Yet,” Max interjected.

“Never. I don’t plan to, either.” Nala opened the door, allowing Max to precede her before she turned and locked the door. Large hall windows allowed in the meager sunlight. Even though the interior of the windows probably hadn’t been cleaned in several years, it still allowed enough visibility to check the weather. “Looks like the rain stopped.”

Being somewhat shorter, Max trotted to the end of the hall and placed both front paws on the window. He barked his acknowledgement of the weather before trotting back to her with a huge doggy grin. “See that? I made sure to bark, not talk, while out in public.”

Bending at the waist, Nala lowered her voice to say, “You
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