
  
    [image: Guard Dogs and Guitars]
  


  
    
      GUARD DOGS AND GUITARS

      Spy Kitty in the City

    

    
      
        BAILEY BOOTH

      

    

  


  
    
      All Rights Reserved.

      

      Copyright © 2021 Bailey Booth. All Rights Reserved. This is a work of fiction. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to hibailey@baileyboothbooks.com

      

      Booth, Bailey. Guard Dogs and Guitars. (Spy Kitty in the City)

      Cover Design by Dee J. Holmes, Bad Unicorn Designs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Blurb

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Kitty Cats and Kitsch

      

    

    
      
        Also by Bailey Booth

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Guard Dogs and Guitars

      

      I never thought I’d be half a crime-solving duo…working with a famous, talking cat.

      Country legend Benson Bridges is missing a rare guitar that he’s used to write four decades worth of hit songs. His old hound dog Duke is the only one who witnessed the crime. That’s where Persephone and I come in.

      Now we’re on our way to Nashville to find the guitar. I’m a little—make that a lot—nervous about calling myself a professional crime solver. Included in my list of suspects are an obsessed fan, a hotshot singer looking to blaze his own path, and a disgruntled ex-nanny. But this unlikely crew might turn out to be my secret weapons.

      Because Duke doesn’t like newcomers so much. He’s set in his ways, just like his human dad. Persephone and I think the old hound might be protecting the thief.

      Losing the guitar could end Benson’s career, but finding it might cost him so much more…
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      Hi, my name’s Addie Dawson, and I have a confession to make.

      I’m not sure I’m cut out to be the pet parent of an internet celebrity cat.

      As the director of Helping Paws, a no-kill animal shelter in Harmony, New Hampshire, I’ve found many animals their forever home.

      Now it looks like I’ve added solving crimes to the mix.

      I can’t do it on my own, and that’s where the cat of the moment comes into the picture.

      My new sidekick, a black cat named Persephone, can talk to me. Don’t ask me how it works. I haven’t figured that out. But after word got out that Persephone helped me stop an art thief—in the middle of their second heist—and recover a priceless painting, our lives changed immediately.

      “We’ve got three people in the waiting room interested in adopting.” There was a line out the door, but our shelter was tiny, and we could only fit so many people in here at a time without making the animals uncomfortable. This was their home, and we had to respect that. Even if things were a little crazy right now.

      Since Persephone started helping me make connections between our animals and forever homes, we’d placed so many animals. We were even able to bring animals here from higher-risk shelters and get them homes, too.

      Persephone licked her paw. She preferred her payment in tuna, and she’d just finished her lunch. “I’ll check them out, see if they’re dog, cat, or exotic pet people. Then I’ll make suggestions.”

      “Excellent. If this gets to be too much, let me know, and I’ll tell everyone we’re done for the day.”

      “I like doing this,” Persephone said. “Everyone’s really excited for a chance to go home. Especially the ones that miss their former people.”

      I closed my eyes for a long blink. Working at a shelter wasn’t for the faint of heart. But placing an animal that used to be scared and lonely in a new home made all the hard stuff worth it.

      Having a direct line to how everyone was feeling via Persephone made my job so much easier. She’d suggested I rearrange the living arrangements so everyone got along better, I knew what they all liked for food—and with the art heist reward money, I could afford to buy it for them.

      “Ready?” I scratched Persephone between her shoulder blades. Otherwise known as the spot.

      “I can never say no to anything when you hit the spot.”

      “Hey, guys.” My coworker Casey came into the backroom. Once the stories broke about my crime-solving cat sidekick, she’d used her internet expertise to get the word out about the shelter and Persephone. Later tonight, she planned to host a live Q+A session with Persephone and me. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      “Is someone out there getting impatient?” Sometimes people didn’t understand that Persephone worked on her own time, and others didn’t like it when she said that there wasn’t a good match for them. That had been a learning curve, but I’d learned to trust animals over people long before a talking cat came into my life.

      “No, they’re all lovely. They let me film them for our online channel. I think you’ll like them.” She gave Persephone a scritch between her ears. “Margaret’s on the phone.”

      The phone had been ringing non-stop with inquiries about Persephone, and how to adopt one of our animals. A lot of people thought all the animals at Helping Paws would be able to talk to them, and we had to gently weed them out of the adoption pool.

      Margaret was Persephone’s former owner—after we’d helped her get a priceless painting back, she insisted Persephone stay with me. She couldn’t talk to her. To fill the void left by Persephone, she came to pick out a brand-new kitty friend and made an extremely generous donation to Helping Paws.

      “Can you bring Persephone out to meet the adopters? I’ll be right there.” I would never not take Margaret’s call. Even at seventy, she was the coolest person I’d ever met.

      Casey handed me the phone and motioned for Persephone to follow her into the lobby.

      “Hey Margaret. How are things going?”

      “Good.” She sounded hesitant. “I have a proposition for you.”

      “Does it involve Nicole?”

      After I caught Margaret’s niece red-handed, stealing another priceless work of art, she was placed on house arrest. Guess the police didn’t think she was that dangerous. She’d been staying with Margaret, working on art initiatives for kids in Boston as part of her community service.

      No big surprise, Nicole and I didn’t exactly get along.

      Margaret chuckled. “No. She can’t cross state lines yet without serious consequences. I got a call from Benson Bridges last night. Are you familiar with his music?”

      “The name sounds really familiar.”

      “He’s a big country music star. Has been for decades. Benson Bridges and the Quickdraw Quartet. His prized guitar, which I understand is quite rare, has gone missing. He says he won’t be able to write songs for his new album until he gets it back.”

      “How does this involve me?”

      “His dog, Duke, was the only one in the recording studio when the guitar disappeared. Benson is hoping that maybe you and Persephone might be able to get information that the police can’t.”

      “Is there a reward if we can find the guitar?” I’d poured all the money Margaret gave me for finding her painting into the shelter, but I needed to find a new apartment. I lived above my sister’s garage, and she had a strict no animals allowed rule.

      There was only so much longer I could hide a famous cat from my nieces.

      “Probably, but you shouldn’t be working for reward money anymore.”

      “But I’d have to take time away from the shelter, and…where does Benson live?” I had a pretty good feeling it wasn’t in New Hampshire.

      “Nashville. Which is why you should establish a fee for your services,” Margaret said. “A fairly substantial one, at that. You and Persephone are providing a service that no one else can. You should add a clause that the fee is for your time, and not contingent on your success. I can have my lawyer draw up a contract for you.”

      I wiped my hand over my face. Did that mean I was…a professional crime-solver now? “This feels complicated, and I’m not even sure what I’m doing.”

      “Do exactly what you did before. Trust your instincts. If I didn’t have faith in you and Persephone, I wouldn’t suggest that you do this.”

      “What are you thinking for a fee?”

      The number she gave me was probably spare change to her, but it made my eyes pop out of my head. I was glad this wasn’t a video call. It was close to my annual salary from when I worked at the brokerage. Don’t even ask how it compared to what I made at the shelter. On top of that, she expected the client to pay all my travel and operating expenses while I worked on their case.

      I had to work on my poker face before I got to Nashville.

      Was I really thinking of going to Nashville to solve a crime…with my talking cat?

      I’d never been on a plane before. Or left New England.

      For that kind of money, I’d go to the moon.

      “Do you want to call Benson, or would you like me to handle it for you?” Margaret asked. “Of course, you wouldn’t leave until the ink is dry on the contract, and the money is in your bank account.”

      “It sounds like you just became my manager.” I laughed nervously. I was in way over my head.

      “If there’s one thing I despise, it’s seeing good-hearted people get taken advantage of,” she said. “Benson’s not the first one who’s called asking about your services with Persephone. But he is the first one I thought would take you seriously. Don’t sell yourself short, Addie. You had faith that you could find my missing painting, and I believe you can find Benson’s guitar.”

      I blew out a long breath. “This is crazy, but I’m in.”

      “Good. I’ll let you know when the contract’s ready for your approval.”

      Persephone brushed against my legs, making me drop the phone. Thankfully, Margaret had already hung up, and the phone didn’t hit the cat.

      “We’ve got some good people out there.” She put her paws on my thigh. “Cat people this time. I think they’re looking for mature cats.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Is everything okay?” Brooke asked. She’d been working in the back, making sure everyone was healthy and ready to go to their forever homes. Working at the shelter gave her invaluable experience as she studied to be a vet. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Persephone and I are going to Nashville.”

      “What’s a Nashville?” Persephone asked.

      Brooke furrowed her brow. “That’s amazing, but totally random.”

      “Apparently, we’re a crime-solving team now, for real. Margaret’s having a contract drawn up, and we need to find some country singer’s guitar.”

      “Benson Bridges?”

      “Yeah, how did you know?”

      “Addie, you really need to branch out beyond Parking Lot Potluck.” My employees loved to razz me about my favorite cooking show. Especially since I didn’t cook. “It’s all over the internet. They’re worried there’s a thief on the loose in Nashville. Other musicians have reported missing memorabilia. People are getting scared. This could bring the music scene to a standstill.”

      “Margaret didn’t tell me that part.  Benson’s dog witnessed the crime. That’s why he’s calling in me and Persephone.” I picked her up and held her to my chest. “Think we can solve another crime?”

      “Did someone take something from Margaret?” Persephone was protective of her former owner.

      “No, a friend of hers needs our help. You’ll need to talk to a dog to get some information that humans can’t.”

      “Sure.”

      I gave her a hug and set her down. I loved that she didn’t have any of the hesitations I had about considered a professional at this crime solving thing. “Good. But first, let’s get some old cats to a good home.”
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      In addition to bingeing endless episodes of Parking Lot Potluck, I had a new habit every night after I smuggled Persephone into my apartment.

      My nightly video chat with Henry. Our friendship had gotten off to a rocky start, since we’d suspected each other of stealing the painting from Margaret’s gallery, but every time his face appeared on the screen, my heart beat a little faster.

      “I got tickets to the Yankees game. I can’t believe my uncle was willing to let these go.” Henry’s uncle had Red Sox season tickets, and now that he was older, he couldn’t make it to all the games anymore. Henry was more than willing to take advantage of the extras. “You owe me a game.”

      “Sure. When is it?” The girls would insist this was a date, and they might be right.

      “Two weeks from tonight.”

      “Yeah. Oh, wait. No. I can’t go.”

      He furrowed his brow, making his glasses slide up his nose. “What’s more exciting than a Sox v. Yankees game? Can’t say that we can knock them out of the playoffs, but here’s hoping.”

      “I’m headed to Nashville. With Persephone. To find a missing guitar.”

      His face lit up. “For Benson Bridges? No way.”

      “Am I the only one who doesn’t know about this?”

      “Well, I’m a huge fan. His music was revolutionary back in the day—now technology can mimic what he was able to create with Sadie. That’s the name of the guitar that’s missing. The guitar is super rare. It was made for him using a specific wood that produces the sound. That’s why he needs to get it back.”

      “Are you an expert on everything?” The first time we met, Henry took me to the Institute of Contemporary Art, and made all those abstract ideas make perfect sense.

      A flush pinked his cheeks. “Not everything. But guitars are sculpture. The way the wood is carved, and the wood used, makes a huge difference in the resonance of the sound.”

      “You make everything sound so fascinating.”

      “I’m not half as fascinating as someone who’s been hired to work with Benson Bridges. Think you could get an autograph for me?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. And when you get back from Nashville, you owe me a game.”
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        * * *

      

      Benson Bridges agreed to Margaret’s terms, and now I was sitting on a plane with my emotional support cat in a carrier at my feet.

      “It doesn’t smell good in here,” Persephone said.

      Brooke and Casey insisted I should get a window seat. Margaret’s contract negotiation skills landed me in first class. I smiled at the man next to me before leaning down to talk to Persephone.

      “What does it smell like?”

      “Feet. And worse. Can I sit in your lap?”

      “I wish.” I smiled at the man again, who was giving me a look. “Maybe later. I brought some of your favorite treats.”

      “I won’t be able to find things down here,” Persephone protested.

      “We don’t have to find anything yet.” The stewardess stood in front of our row, giving me a tight smile. I waved to her and lowered my voice to a whisper. “I don’t like being stuck on here either. But soon, we’ll be in Nashville.”

      Persephone would have to be reintroduced to the leash once we got there. I’d tried to get her used to it at the shelter after Casey and Brooke had shown me an endless stream of videos of cats happily walking their person, but Persephone had some serious pride issues.

      “Wait, are you the lady with the talking cat?” the man next to me asked.

      “Yeah.” I winced. “That would be me.”

      “My grandkids love you and your cat. Maybe once the flight gets going, we can sneak the cat out of the carrier and get a picture?”

      “I’m sure Persephone wouldn’t mind getting out.” I laughed. “I just don’t want to get kicked off the plane.”

      “They can’t push you out mid-flight.” He chuckled. “And this is first class. The rules are different here.”

      My whole life was different now, and I wasn’t sure how ready I was to change. I wanted to be Addie who saved animals. Finding people’s stolen stuff was fun, and being recognized was totally surreal, but I was afraid that Helping Paws would get lost in the shuffle.

      I had to remember why I was doing this…

      I convinced myself the photo we snuck of Persephone was bringing attention to the shelter.

      Brooke and Casey insisted they’d be able to handle everything. Knowing the two of them, they’d come up with a plan to empty the entire shelter before I got back. Which would be great, because there were always more animals who needed our help. Persephone’s absence at Helping Paws wouldn’t go without notice, since she’d become an integral part of our adoption process, but I made the ladies pinky swear that they wouldn’t tell anyone who we were working for.

      But I wasn’t exactly incognito anymore. Even if people didn’t catch me chatting with my cat, Persephone had distinctive markings. She was all black, except for her hind legs, which were white. We’d already received a ton of fan art from all over the world—again, mind blown—which we’d hung in the shelter.

      A cat on a leash would get attention on its own. But once they recognized Persephone…I hoped it wouldn’t make our job harder. I really wanted to find Benson’s guitar. So far, I’d only talked to him on the phone. He was a gruff older man with a distinct southern drawl, but there were two things about him that won me over—he really liked his dog, and he had complete faith in Persephone and me.

      Country legend or not, he was my kind of people.

      “What the heck was that?” Persephone exclaimed.

      “Turbulence.” The pilot had announced we were about to land, and if everyone else around me wasn’t totally calm, I’d be convinced the plane was falling out of the sky.

      “I don’t like flying. It smells bad, and it’s bumpy.”

      “I don’t like it either.” Maybe next time, we could get an RV and travel that way. What was I thinking, next time? How many people out there would be willing to pay my cat to find their stuff?

      But if there were more, Persephone deserved to ride in style.

      The Nashville airport was much easier to navigate than Logan. Everything in Boston was complicated. But my heart pounded as I waited for my suitcase to appear on the carousel. There was a man in a suit holding a sign that read “A. DAWSON.”

      I was expected to follow him into a car. Stranger danger, what was that again?

      “I’m Addie,” I said as I approached. “You don’t look like Benson.”

      “I work for Mr. Bridges, ma’am,” he said dryly. I cringed at the word ma’am. “He can’t come into the airport. He’d cause a total ruckus. Let me take your suitcase.”

      Normally, I would’ve refused, but I was so far out of my league right now I couldn’t do anything but follow the man to the waiting stretch limo—I’d only been in one of these before, when my sister got married—and climbed into the door he held open for me.

      “Is that Persephone?” A deep, drawling voice asked. I gasped. It was dark in the limo, and I hadn’t seen Benson right away.

      “It smells good in here,” Persephone said. “Is this Nashville?”

      “Yes, this is Persephone, and yes, this is Nashville.” I laughed as I held out my hand to Benson. That’s what professional crime-solvers did, right? Shake hands? Well, they did now. “I’m Addie. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Benson’s face lit up as he gave my hand a firm shake. “Is that cat talking to you?”

      “Always.”

      He laughed. “Let her out of the carrier. She must be dying to stretch her legs.”

      I unzipped the carrier, and Persephone emerged immediately, giving her legs a good stretch. “I like him.”

      “Can I pet her?”

      “She’s probably on her way to investigate you, once she gets her footing.” The car had pulled out of the spot, and we were on our way to wherever one went to find a guitar. “She says she likes you, and I do too. I can tell you’re an animal person.”

      Persephone put her front feet tentatively on Benson’s denim-clad thigh. Even on his airport run, he looked like the outlaw country star he was. He raised his hand slowly, offering his ringed fingers to Persephone to get a good sniff before giving her head scritches. He moved his hand down to her shoulders and I laughed.

      “That’s the spot. She would give away government secrets—if she had them—to anyone who knows the spot.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” Persephone scolded, but only for a second before she became one big purring machine.

      “That’s good, isn’t it?” The big, rough man was enthralled by a little cat. “People break promises, take things from you, say one thing and do another, and leave. But an animal? If they choose you, they’ll never let you down.”

      “I hope we don’t let you down on this trip.”

      “You won’t. I’ve talked to my band, people who have access to my studio, the police, and none of them understand what Sadie means to me. The songs are in my head, but she’s the one who brings them to life. She’s the one who tells me how my fingers should move on the strings. And she’s always right.” He chuckled as he patted Persephone. He talked about his guitar like she was a lost lover.

      “The band doesn’t understand?”

      “Nah, they’re all younger than me. I’m the last of a dying breed. They don’t have the same loyalty that we did when we were coming up in the business. They don’t have the passion. They just want the paycheck.”

      My cat had already offered this man her belly. She must’ve seen the look on my face because she made a move for his hand with her front paws.

      “Alright, little one, you’ve had a big day, and you haven’t even gotten to work yet.” Another laugh as he let her get up. He turned his attention to me. “So, how does this work?”
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