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I WAS SITTING ON A bench on the street below my office, relaxing with Maddie Spence, my partner in crime, and her good dog, Friday. A cool breeze floated down the street, a welcome relief from the long hot spell. It was what brought us out with so many others to enjoy the cool evening. Couples paraded past holding hands. Some walked dogs.

The breeze fluttered umbrellas along the row of sidewalk cafés. A strand of Maddie’s hair escaped from behind an ear. I reached to tuck it back before replacing my hand to cover hers on the bench between us.

The sun was beginning to descend beneath the buildings on the opposite side of the street. They took on an odd hue, with half the street in dark shade and the other half still in bright daylight.

Friday plopped himself between us at our feet. His tail slowly swished the sidewalk, back and forth and back again, in slow, lazy sweeps. His head swiveled, following people dog-walking their pets past his domain in front of the building.

“Do you think he intends to come between us?” I asked Maddie.

Maddie looked down at the dog sitting between our legs, separating us. “No, I think Friday has more of a Let’s see what this guy is up to, kind of wariness.”

“Well, he ought to know by now. He’s been waking up at the foot of our bed while I’m still in it.”

I absently reached to scratch Friday’s ear. I was wanting to ask before this, but I didn’t think it was any of my business. Now that Maddie was in my life and a part of the business, I decided to go full steam ahead. “When was the last time you had Friday in for a checkup with a veterinarian?” I asked her.

Maddie regarded me with her own wariness. “Are you thinking volunteering for vet payments will give you a percentage ownership in my intended?”

“If your intended is a dog, I’m beginning to have concerns of my own. I’ll call tomorrow,” I told her.

“In that case, come upstairs and I’ll make an attempt at alleviating some of those concerns.”

“One at a time, is it?” I asked, with a smile.

“We’ll see.

I didn’t mind following Maddie anywhere, this or any night. She looked too good in the cutoffs for me to want to take the lead. As though in agreement, Friday woofed and followed behind us as we hurried up the two flights of stairs.

Maddie’s giggle turned uncontrollable by the time we reached the top step to the apartment above the office. Friday hesitated outside the door, as though already having enough of our silliness.

I called to the dog, but it was Maddie’s hand signal that convinced the animal to enter behind us.

“Good boy, Friday. You can guard the door.”

Disgusted with his mistress and her happy-go-lucky attitude to the other male in her life, Friday headed off to his plush bed in the living room. Maddie and I made for our own plush king-size bed.

Friday woofed his disapproval as the giggling quieted and more earnest sounds assaulted his delicate doggie ears.
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It was late morning when we chased each other into the kitchen. By then, the entire building had cooled, thanks to the change in the weather.

“Are you going to call the veterinarian, or am I?” Maddie asked.

I was glad Maddie brought it up. Friday was her dog, after all. “I know one we can walk to. I did some work for her a couple of years ago.”

“Her?” Maddie’s hands went to her hips as she regarded me.

“She’s happily married, don’t worry,” I insisted.

“I wasn’t worried about her.”

“You needn’t be concerned about me, either. I’m thrilled to be involved with my partner. And her dog. In case you haven’t noticed.”

“Well, I have to admit, I’ve been wondering if it was more about Friday than me,” she said.

I turned off the stove. Breakfast would go cold. I picked up a grinning Maddie and hauled the woman off, feet kicking, to the bedroom. “Let’s see if I can wipe that smile off your face.”

“If this is how you’re planning on doing it, I’d bet money you’re going to be a failure,” she assured me.

I dropped her on the bed. “We’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?”
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An uneasy Friday looked from Maddie to Jim and back again. He appeared anxious about the upcoming walk without his mistress, especially on hearing the unfamiliar word over and over.

“It’s all good, Friday. Jim loves you, too. Not as much as I do, but he’s learning.”

Jim flipped a look Maddie’s way and attached Friday’s leash. She walked with them downstairs to street level, like an anxious parent on a child’s first day.

“All right. We’re on our way to the vet. Text us if you need us.”

Friday’s ears perked up. There it was again, that word he didn’t know.

Maddie waved, and Friday’s tail wagged. The pair started out with Friday testing Jim. He walked ahead, tugging at the confines of the leash. Jim called Heel, and the dog obeyed instantly. Maddie was secretly pleased that Jim was making her dog obey. She was even more pleased that Friday paid attention. It meant he was accepting Jim into his life.

She returned to the second-floor office and killed time checking texts and voice mail and email. It kept her from worrying about Friday’s encounter with the veterinarian. It had never occurred to her to take the otherwise healthy dog to a vet.

She printed out an email to Jim about a wedding invitation. She saved a voice mail from a Warren-someone who wanted Jim to call him.

The email intrigued her. It expressed concern about why there hadn’t been an RSVP to confirm he was coming to the wedding. She checked the date and circled the day on Jim’s desk calendar. She considered buying a new dress or two on the off chance she would be invited as Jim’s plus one.

She thought some more and knew there would be no off chance. If Jim was going to a wedding, she’d darn well be going with him, invitation or not. Already she was going through a list of what she would have to buy. She’d be darned if she would show up with a backpack full of wrinkled clothes.

Maddie tapped the space bar on the office laptop to bring it to life. She began a search for a new suitcase. It wouldn’t arrive in time. She would have to buy local once she knew what she wanted.

She was busy thinking about color and size options when the phone rang.
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THE WALK TO DR. HANNAH’S clinic was twenty minutes, maybe thirty. I didn’t mind. Neither did Friday. It was good exercise for both of us, and something I needed. I allowed him to get out of sight of his mistress and then gave him the lead to prance along at his own pace. He wandered and sniffed and snuffled and checked out the unfamiliar smells on the way to Hannah’s.

A few years ago, I did some work with Dr. Hannah. Someone was stealing pets from wealthy owners. The thieves ended up blackmailing the owners into paying a ransom to get them back.

“Here we are, Friday. It’s a new place for both of us.” Well, okay, it wasn’t new for me, but a dog wouldn’t know that.

Friday wasn’t so keen on entering the strange building with the antiseptic smells all around him. He hesitated and halted at every door, testing the air with a wet nose before slowly walking in. He relented at the sound of Hannah’s soothing voice.

She smiled a greeting at me and addressed the dog with a practiced enthusiasm. “This must be Friday. I’m Hannah. Hello Friday. Aren’t you a handsome boy.”

That got Friday’s attention. She stroked the dog’s neck and scratched his ear. Friday looked from me to her and suddenly I was on doggie ignore. Hanna patted the table and Friday pranced up the steps and sat down without a care in the world.

As far as I was concerned, Friday was enjoying the attention far too much. He preened and showed great patience as Dr. Hannah felt and probed and examined and pressed. She made sure to talk to him the entire time. When it was all done, it was a tossup who was more exhausted by all the attention, Friday or me.

He behaved well, and Hannah was impressed. The last thing she did was run a scanner between Friday’s shoulder blades before entering the data into her laptop. “Well now. That’s strange.” She looked from Friday to me and back to her laptop.

“What’s wrong? Is he okay? He’s not sick, is he?” I dreaded returning to Maddie with the news.

“Oh no. Friday is in excellent health. Maybe a bit overweight, but nothing serious. You should make sure he gets exercise.”

It wouldn’t hurt either of us, but I didn’t say anything.

“Do you recall the RFID chips in those stolen dogs we worked on?” Dr. Hannah asked. “We used them to locate the owners.”

“Yes. I remember.” Almost all the stolen pets had microchip implants. The device, about the size of a grain of rice, was injected between the shoulder blades, much like a vaccination. The RFID remained in place for the life of the pet. Each chip had a unique identification code, which was registered to a database listing the owners. It was how we ended up returning the animals to their rightful owners.

“Friday has one. His code comes back linked to someone named Lily Sands. Do you know anything about that?”

“I know a Lily Sands. She’s the daughter of a friend of mine out on the panhandle. Panama Crossing.”

“Yes, well, that’s the address linked to your dog. And his name is Max.”

I didn’t explain that Friday wasn’t my dog. I didn’t tell Dr. Hannah about Maddie, either. Or that Friday was her dog. Except now, Friday wasn’t Maddie’s dog.

Friday was Lily’s dog, and his name was Max.
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Caller ID would tell Maddie it was me. I knew she was concerned about having Friday at the veterinarian’s, too, and she picked up before the first ring halted. “I’m just checking in. We’re still with Dr. Hannah. Do you remember when you last took Friday for a visit to a veterinarian?” I thought I’d start out slow.

“I’ve never had him for a checkup. Friday has never been ill. I never even thought about it. Is he all right? He’s not sick, is he?” Maddie cleared her throat attempting to hide a voice shaky with emotion. I recognized her concern immediately.

“I’m putting you on speaker with Dr. Hannah.

“Friday is fine. He’s healthy as a dog. Maybe a little pudgy for his age.”

“Well, I know someone else—”

I had to interrupt her. “No, Maddie. You’re perfect just the way you are.” I knew before my mouth closed it was the wrong thing to say.

Hannah regarded me with raised eyebrows before wagging a finger and shaking her head for good measure. Maddie didn’t let the unseen interrupt her.

“I was talking about you, shamus. Maybe I should put the pair of you on a strict diet and exercise plan if you’re taking us to a wedding.”

“A wedding?” Damn. How did she find out? I hadn’t told her about Allie’s wedding. Or anything about Allie. My plan was to ignore the whole thing. I didn’t think anyone would be missing me.

“You can read all about it when you get back.”

Maddie hung up, and it left me to my own devices to clear up inconsistencies in Friday’s past with the veterinarian’s help. “I don’t know how long Maddie and Friday have been together. I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t just up and take him. She has to have found him somewhere.”

“Well, the implant doesn’t lie. He’s definitely one from the litter. The information and the address are plain as day. Does she have any records?”

I thought briefly. “Not that I know, but I never asked. I just assumed she owned the dog. She must have spent a lot of time training him. He obeys every one of her signals. She even gives them to him when she knows he won’t obey me. She thinks I don’t know.”

“By the sound of it they have a good rapport. I doubt they’d be so close if they didn’t. Perhaps a previous owner beat Friday.”

“Oh no. I don’t believe that for a minute. Although, now that you mention it, there are times I could put that woman over my knee.”

“You do have a way with words, don’t you, James?” Dr. Hannah admonished him. “I’d bet if Maddie were here now, you’d be eating them.”

I grinned at Dr. Hannah. “I wouldn’t be saying them. You know me by now.”

Dr. Hannah went on. “Maybe a previous owner didn’t do notifications on the change of ownership. That happens sometimes. The new owner doesn’t know, and the previous doesn’t bother.”

“All right. Well, in that case, I have a phone call to make. Someone is going to be thrilled to learn their lost dog has been found.” I didn’t tell her Maddie was definitely not going to be happy about it.

Hannah said her goodbyes to Friday and told him he could come back anytime. Friday only snorted at the indignity of the standing invitation and pulled me to the door, anxious to be getting home. I allowed him to tug at his leash all the way. He was obviously rushing to put the strange scents in Dr. Hannah’s office as far behind as he could. He trotted eagerly, anticipating treats and the petting and the scratching. I didn’t call him to heel.

I was preoccupied with the reaction Maddie was about to have. She definitely would not be happy to find out the main squeeze in her life was someone’s lost dog now found.
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I TRIED TO MAKE THE news about Friday and her owner as easy for Maddie as I could. It wasn’t going well. She was despondent. I knew she would be. Immediately, she backed away and crossed her arms, refusing to listen. I had betrayed her. She could hardly look at me. She swallowed so hard I could hear it.

“Maybe I sort of suspected when I found him waiting for me by the car door. I was at a rest stop. I opened the door, and he volunteered to jump in. I knew he must belong to someone. We sort of adopted each other. He didn’t look mistreated. I checked him over very carefully. He didn’t have a collar. Or maybe he lost it somewhere. I never thought to check for one of those tags. I didn’t know about them.”

Maddie’s explanation came out too short and clipped to be a lie.

“I believe you. You love Friday. That was plain as day from the first time I saw you with him.” Hell, even I thought the two of them belonged together from day one. They were a Mutt and Maddie of dog and human.

“What are you going to do?” she wanted to know.

“I don’t know, Maddie, but I do know a young person who is very concerned about the welfare of her dog.”

She wasn’t having it. “Well, I need a break. We’re off to the beach to think about things. We’ll be back later.”

I considered what she told me about finding the dog. It wasn’t unusual for dogs to be stolen and ransomed. I cooperated on that case with Dr. Hannah, after all. Perhaps someone saw a well-behaved dog roaming around Lily’s neighborhood and had taken advantage. Friday, or Max, could have jumped out of the car the first chance he got and abandoned his dog nappers.

I decided to call Allie Sands, where I knew Lily would be happy to learn her dog, Max, had been found. Allie was a girlfriend in my past life as a big-city cop. We’d worked together solving murders, she as a coroner and me as a detective. We eventually became involved, but it didn’t end well for either of us.

I congratulated Allie her on her engagement to Warren. I teased her about admiring his six-pack abs so long ago while we were vacationing at the resort where Warren ran the store on the wharf.

There was too much time and life between then and now, and here she was about to marry the man after hiring him away from the resort. Warren Jeffrey took over the dive business Allie and her brother Hank started. His experience turned it into a going concern.

Warren and I had been good friends, too. He helped me get through a lot, until finally, fed up with life and love and death, I pulled up stakes and left the resort. I was fed up with being the go-to guy to take care of miscreants, thieves, and other bad boys and girls. I never returned.

Allie talked a blue streak at the prospect of her upcoming wedding. She sounded happy, finally, something I could never do for her.

“Warren left me a voice mail. Do you know what it’s about?”

“Not a clue, Jim. Maybe about the wedding?” she asked.

“All right. I’ll call him after I talk to Lily about Max.”

“That little girl is going to be so happy to know Max hasn’t disappeared forever. What’s his owner like?”

“Well, she isn’t happy, I can tell you that. In fact, she’s devastated. Maddie is prepared to give up the dog, though.”

“Maddie?”

“Yes. My new partner in the business.”

“Is that why you didn’t get back to us about coming to the wedding?”

“I don’t know, Allie. There are no hard feelings. You know that. Warren and I got along. We still get along. I remembered your comment about his six-pack abs and laughed. I envy him. I’m happy for you.”

“So then, you’ll be sure to bring Maddie as your plus-one.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’ll be plus-two, sweetheart. I’ll be bringing Max, too.”

“Lily is going to be crazy with worry until Max shows up. You know that, right?”

“I expect so. I should talk to her and explain.”

“All right. I’ll
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