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“Good morning, everyone.” I set the box of breakfast muffins on the front counter. “Help yourself.” The fresh-baked aroma of blueberries permeated the air in the salon.

“Thanks, Charlie,” Kelsey said, grabbing a muffin. Sofia, one of the newer groomers, did the same.

Sofia bit into her muffin. “I’m gonna gain weight if you keep bringing in treats.” I laughed. Since the first day Fluff the Ruff Grooming and Dog Day Spa had opened three months ago, every morning I stopped at Bake and Brew to pick up muffins, breakfast cookies, or breakfast sandwiches to get my grooming crew going. Sometimes I brought coffees, but not everyone drank coffee. How they got through the day without it baffled me.

I smiled at Sofia, a young Hispanic woman with long brown hair and a sharp wit to go with her quick smile and thin figure. “Please, Sofia. You are not going to gain any weight until you’re thirty. Then it’s all downhill from there.”

“Awesome! I got a few years yet then.” She took another muffin and wrapped it in a napkin. “One for later.” She winked and walked back to her grooming station.

The salon was on Main Street in Wayside Bay. My house call groomer and salon assistant manager Kelsey helped me find a space and plan out the new shop. We rented the old nail salon’s space across from the police station and down the block from Bake and Brew. The plan was to open early spring. We spent the winter renovating the space. The salon could accommodate five groomers, a dog spa, and dog daycare, which we had yet to open. Dealing with contractors, equipment purchases, and hiring new groomers while keeping the house call side of things afloat was a daunting task. The dog daycare was slated to open in the summer, and there was already demand. We had so many questions about when it would open, I had to put a sign on the front counter.

My dog bather, Tina, had Darla Wadsworth’s dog Molly in the tub. I said good morning as I walked by to my office. “Tina, help yourself to a muffin out there.” She nodded and mumbled something I couldn’t hear. Mentally, I shook my head. Tina’s shyness was painful for me, and I could only imagine how painful it was for her. At her interview, she’d barely been able to get out her name. But she was Kelsey’s cousin, and I trusted her judgment. We hired her and I hadn’t regretted it for one second, even if she hardly spoke.

The schedule today was full. Darla dropped off Molly for an early appointment. Liz was bringing Buster in for a massage, and Eliza Lancaster was bringing in her Pandora. I sighed. Eliza, although pleasant enough, was a PITA—pain in the arse. Her list of what Pandora needed done was long, and she had to have Pandora delivered to wherever she was when we finished. When I told her it wasn’t a service we offered, she said she’d pay double plus a tip to whoever brought Pandora. I gave in and always had Lyle, the other new groomer, do the drop. He had a family to support, so he appreciated the extra money.

“Is Lyle here yet?” I called out to anyone.

Lyle appeared a moment later in the doorway. “Yes, boss?” He was sporting his new purple grooming smock with his name embroidered in orange. “How do you like my new duds?” He twirled around to model.

I laughed. “You look very dashing. And tired. How’s the baby?”

Lyle and his wife Anna had a new baby boy at home. They’d been married for years, having a tough time conceiving, so they were older parents. Lyle was forty-four and his wife Anna was thirty-nine. Lyle met Anna at the insurance company he worked for after college. Over the years, they tried to have a baby with no success. They eventually gave up and adopted dogs. Lyle said he was growing more and more unhappy in the insurance business and wanted a career change. Anna suggested dog grooming. Lyle loved dogs, and an old college friend had a small grooming school in Portland. After graduating, he apprenticed with a Portland salon. That’s when Anna discovered she was pregnant. They were thrilled. While on a weekend vacation to Wayside Bay, Lyle saw my ad for the grooming position. I hired him on the spot. He was a good worker and the dogs loved him. The dark circles under his eyes concerned me.

“You know, Lyle, you’re not a young man anymore,” I half-joked.

“Ha, don’t I know it.” He pulled out his cell phone from his smock pocket and tapped the screen. “More pictures of the little guy, because I know you never see any.” He chuckled as he handed me the phone. “He wakes up at least twice during the night.” The picture on the phone was only one of at least two hundred Lyle had taken since the baby’s birth. Every day was a new batch of Anna holding the baby, laying on the sofa with the baby, bathing the baby, and selfies of Lyle with the baby. A lot of baby. Good thing he was a cutie.

“He’s too adorable. Did you figure out a name for him yet?” To my astonishment, they had yet to name their four-week-old baby.

“We have a list. I did not know it would be this hard to name a baby. I mean, I’m fine with whatever Anna wants. She can’t decide. She’s getting an ulcer over it, I swear. What did you want to see me about?”

I told him about Eliza, and he said he’d be happy to deliver Pandora wherever she needed to go. As if on cue, I heard Eliza’s voice out front.

“Speak of the devil.”

––––––––
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Lyle snickered as we left my office to greet Eliza. Her dog, Pandora, a beautiful Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, wagged her tail when she saw us. Lyle whisked her away to the dog wash area and left me to deal with Eliza.

“Thanks, Lyle. I’ll help Eliza,” I said. He smiled over his shoulder and disappeared in the back.

“Charlie, lovely to see you this sunny morning.” Eliza Lancaster was about my age, and a truly beautiful woman with perfect cheekbones to go along with her perfectly milky complexion. I knew little about her other than she had divorced several times and had two adult children, Ava and Harry. Eliza and her brother Evan, along with their father Phillip, had returned to Wayside Bay last spring after being away for decades.

“Eliza, it’s lovely to see you, too. What are we doing for Pandora today?” Pandora came in every Tuesday for her weekly bath. In my opinion, she did nothing to get dirty enough to constitute a weekly bath. Her hair grew fast though, and her pads always needed a trim. As Eliza chattered about Pandora, I looked past her across the street. Chief Seeley was standing on the steps of the police station. I didn’t have my glasses on, but it seemed like he was looking my way.

“What time do you think she’ll be finished?” Eliza asked and without waiting for an answer, went on. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Lyle will bring her out. Have him come to the Lancaster. I’ll be there all day and into the night.” She sighed dramatically. “Oh, Charlie, the work I have to do to keep that place going is never ending.”

“I’m sure it is. I’ll have Lyle bring her this afternoon. Don’t worry about her.”

Eliza put her hand over mine. “She’s in expert hands, I know. I just love Lyle. He’s so kind to Pandora. She’s never skittish with him.”

“Charlie,” Sofia called out, “come look at this, please.”

I said goodbye to Eliza and went to Sofia, who had Darla Wadsworth’s Maltese Molly on her table. She pointed to Molly’s paw. A large red bump about the size of a pea was on her front pad. I frowned. “That’s not good. When Darla comes to pick her up, point it out and tell her to take Molly to the vet. Write it down for Darla because she forgets things. Make a note on Molly’s profile, too.”

Sofia nodded and kissed Molly on the top of her head. “Poor Molly has a big boo boo.” I smiled. Sofia talked to dogs like they were children, just like I did.

The rest of the morning kept us busy. Liz dropped off Buster. Kelsey took off for a house call groom, and I played with paperwork and spreadsheets in my office. Right before lunch Mabel texted, asking if I was coming over. I replied I would be there in a few and headed to Bake and Brew.

Last summer, Mabel and her husband Gary had left in their forty-foot motor home for an extensive tour of the United States. Gary had just retired. It took a while, but he talked Mabel into leaving Bake and Brew in the care of her two employees, Penny and Chris. Gary’s enthusiasm for RV life had waned after the first month. Mabel and I kept in constant contact by text, and she gave me daily reports.

The first couple of weeks had gone well, until there was engine trouble. They had to stop in Salt Lake City for repairs, which took a week. They stayed in a hotel, an unexpected expense and not in Gary’s budget plan. After getting back on the road, things were fine until their stay an RV park in the Midwest. A tornado warning had forced the park guests into the underground storm shelter. The tornado missed the park by miles but that was close enough for Gary. They stayed another week and then headed home. Total time gone: four months.

RV life for Mabel had gone well, despite the near tornado and repairs. She lost some weight and decided working part-time was fine, since Penny and Chris handled the shop so well in her absence. As I scooched into the booth, Chris served us our salads.

“How’s Gary?” I shoved a forkful of lettuce with gobs of Caesar dressing on it into my hungry mouth.

“He’s driving me nuts.” Mabel drew circles in the air with her fork. “If that man doesn’t find a hobby soon, something to occupy his time with, I’m going to put a pillow over his head while he sleeps.”

I laughed. Gary had not adjusted to retired life. Since they’d been back, he’d repaired and redone everything in their house.

“Uh-huh. You’ll be the prime suspect of his murder,” I said.

“Yeah. I love him, but, boy. I’m coming in to the shop every day now to get away from him. Got anything at the salon he can do?”

“You are out of your mind if you think I’m going to have Gary in my place. He’ll drive me nuts too. And then what will you do?”

“Ha. It’ll be more quiet. He’s forever pounding, slamming, sawing something.”

Bake and Brew was Mabel’s baby. When she let Penny run it while traveled, I had kept an eye on the place at first. After a week or so, I realized it wasn’t necessary. Penny, a smart, capable young woman with colorful tattoos up and down her arms, ran the place like she owned it. She worked with us in Mabel’s cake stand at the Wayside Bay Spring Fair last year. Her cohort, Chris, had worked in Mona Fitzsimmons’ pie stand. After Mona had unjustly fired him, we hired him. He was a hard worker, but homeless. Mabel had let him stay in the loft of her shop, and now he was taking online classes for computer programming. Penny stopped by to say hi and then bustled off to the next table.

“Penny is pretty great,” I said between bites. “So is Chris.”

“They are. I got lucky. For once.”

I got a coffee on my way out and saw Milo, my in-house dog trainer, as I walked back to Fluff the Ruff. “Milo, how’s it going?”

He smiled. “Hi, Charlie. Good. Just coming into the salon to work with Buster. Sofia said he’d be ready in a few.”

Milo and I entered the salon and right away I could tell something was up. Tina, Lyle, and Sofia avoided my gaze as I walked past the counter to my office. I waited for someone to come tell me what was going on. After a couple of minutes, I heard shuffling and whispers and turned to see all three of them crowded in the doorway.

“Um, Charlie, we have a problem,” Lyle said.

“I figured. What happened?”

Tina hung her head, and Sofia poked Lyle. “Tell her.”

I frowned. “Tell me what?”

Lyle stepped forward. “It’s my fault. Somehow Pandora got out of the holding area and we can’t find her.”
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I stood up. “What do you mean you can’t find her? Where’d she go? How’d she get out? Did you leave the holding gate open?”

The three followed me to the holding area, a large, enclosed space with a four-foot high wall and a metal gate where the dogs waited before they were ready to groom or to go home. There was a door leading to the fenced yard for potty breaks and exercise.

“Did you check the door? Was the deadbolt locked?” I asked. Nobody spoke up. The rule was the sliding deadbolt was to be locked from the inside at all times. Then at night, the last to leave locked it with a padlock. However, twice in the last week I had found the bolt in the open position, as it was now. I turned to the group. “Is anyone going to say anything?”

Lyle’s face was red. “It was me. I forgot when I let out Buster. He wanted to stay outside and kept running in and out. I had to drag him in, and then the phone rang, and I just forgot. I’m so sorry.” Lyle looked at the floor and I felt like an old lady battleaxe screaming at the neighbor kids for making too much noise.

“Well, we will not find Pandora standing around here. Tina, you stay here and watch the dogs. The rest of us will go out and look for her. She can’t be far. Did you check the play yard?” Lyle and Sofia exchanged glances.

“Sofia, did you look?” Lyle asked.

She shook her head. “I thought you did.”

I threw up my hands in frustration as I went outside. Buster ran past me, barking, jumping, and then rolled his clean body in the grass. “Buster! Stop!” Then I realized Milo was supposed to be handling Buster. “Where’s Milo?”

Lyle shrugged. “He was talking on the phone and then he left.”

“Great. Liz won’t be happy about Buster missing his training. Sofia, take Buster in. Lyle, Pandora couldn’t have gotten out of this yard. I intentionally had the fence set in the ground two feet in case we had diggers.”

The afternoon sun was warm on my face and made me think of the iced coffee at my desk. “Lyle, I’m not blaming you for Pandora. We all make mistakes. Let’s just find her.” We walked the perimeter of the yard, which was over two-thousand square feet. I knew this because I had paid a fortune for the fencing. After a few minutes, we gave up.

“Well, she’s definitely not in the yard,” I said. “Keep looking inside, Lyle, in case she’s hiding underneath a bench or crawled into one of the kennels. She doesn’t mind well so she may be ignoring us.”

Lyle continued the search inside and I went across the street to the police station to report Pandora’s possible dognapping, which sounded silly when I told Sheila at the front counter.

“Dognapped?” Sheila smiled. “Are you joking?”

“Sheila, this dog is worth a lot of money,” I whispered. “It’s Eliza Lancaster’s Cavalier King Charles, and she’s pedigreed up the wazoo. Fancy registered dog lines, breeding, etcetera. She’s going to sue me. Where’s Sean?” I glanced to his empty desk, also noting Chief Seeley wasn’t in his office.

“They’re all out right now. I can have Officer Flint stop over if you want, take a report.”

A stabbing pain in my left eye told me a migraine was coming on, which didn’t surprise me considering the stress of the circumstances. “Eliza will have my head on a platter if I don’t find Pandora before she finds out she’s gone, lost, dognapped. I’ll text Sean.” Sheila said she’d leave him a note on his desk too.

After I texted Sean from the bottom of the steps, I walked up and down Main Street on one side while Sofia and Lyle took the other. Wayside Bay was quiet during the week, so there wasn’t much traffic to worry about.

When I reached Bake and Brew, I ducked in and told Mabel about Pandora.

“Do you really think someone stole Pandora?” Mabel’s eyes widened. “Who does that?”

“Terrible people. She’s worth a lot. So they either sell her or maybe ransom? I don’t know. I’ve never dognapped a dog.”

“I’ll help you look.” She took off her apron and told Penny she was leaving. Outside, we called for Pandora and looked under every bush, bench, and anywhere else a dog might hide. No Pandora.

We met up with Lyle and Sofia. “She doesn’t even have her collar on because it was making her itch,” Sofia said. “It has a GPS tracker in it.” Beads of sweat dotted her forehead. “What now?”

“Let’s go back. You guys need to finish the other dogs.”

Mabel and I returned to my office, and I closed the door. I leaned against it and wanted to cry. The thought of losing a dog had me on the verge of an anxiety attack. “Mabel, we need to find that dog.”

Mabel smiled. “We will, Chuck. Just settle yourself.” I took a couple of deep breaths while Mabel looked at my desk, covered in papers and folders. “I don’t see how you work like this. What a mess.”

“Shush. Help me.”

Mabel sat in my desk chair. “Okay, from the beginning again.” I recited how I saw Milo on the way to the salon. Then Lyle said they couldn’t find Pandora.

“Where’s Milo?” Mabel asked. “Pretty suspicious he ‘gets a call’ when Pandora is missing.” Mabel squinted. “You think he took her?”

I perched on the edge of my desk next to a stack of tax paperwork I had no clue how to fill out. “I highly doubt that, but I guess he could have. Maybe he needs money and wants ransom.” I paced in my small office. “I hired a dognapper, didn’t I?”

“He’s a possible dognapper, yes.” Mabel sighed. “What about the microchip? Can you track her that way?”

I shook my head. “No. That’s why she has her GPS collar, which she’s not wearing so it doesn’t do much good. The microchip just tells you who she belongs to.”

“Call Milo. See where he is,” Mabel said.

I pulled out my phone. “Good idea.” I listened as my call went to voicemail. “He’s not answering.” Then the phone rang and Milo’s name displayed on the screen. I answered and tapped the speaker icon. Mabel nodded her approval. “Milo! Where are you?”

“I had to leave. What’s up?” Milo asked.

“There’s a problem here. Could you come back, please?”

“Oh, well, Charlie, I would. But, um, no, I can’t right now.”

Mabel mouthed ‘ask him about Pandora’.

“Milo, you didn’t happen to take Pandora with you when you left, did you?”

“Pandora? No, I didn’t. Why? Has something happened to her?” Milo asked.

I sighed. I hated it when I had to explain things when there was no time to explain. “She seems to be missing. We’ve looked all over and can’t find her.”

“I’ll be right there,” Milo said, and hung up.

“Huh, funny how he’s free all of a sudden,” Mabel mumbled. While we waited for Milo, I thought about how upset Eliza would be when she found out I’d lost her precious Pandora. Eliza loved her dog more than she loved life. Pandora had her own room at the Lancaster, a personal chef, and Milo was her personal trainer. Since the Lancaster clan had moved to Wayside Bay and reopened the old inn, they’d been the hot topic of the town gossip.

About sixty years ago, the Lancaster family had owned the Wayside Bay Inn—its name at the time—several businesses in town, and much of the property in Wayside Bay. When Eliza and Evan were barely out of diapers, their mother died suddenly. Rumors were suicide, although the family reported she had succumbed to influenza. Their father Phillip was so distraught over her death, he became a recluse and ignored his businesses. Several years later, when the family lost the inn due to Phillip’s inability to run it, he sold off the other businesses he owned, and he and his children moved away. For decades, the property changed hands, and none of the owners so far had been successful in rejuvenating what used to be a tourist destination.

That is until last spring when Eliza announced at a town council meeting she had applied for construction permits for the inn, renaming it Lancaster By the Sea. She told the council she would bring it back to its former glory days. So far, she was doing a fine job of doing so.

I had been to the Lancaster once before to pick up Lyle when his car broke down after dropping off Pandora. The Lancaster entrance was impressive, with its abundance of white hydrangea bushes lining the drive. A giant metal whale spouted water from the center of the circular fountain surrounded by gorgeous, well-tended azaleas. Lyle said the inside was magnificent, and I had to see it for myself. Mabel and I had talked about having lunch at the fancy-schmancy restaurant overlooking the ocean, but neither of us wanted to pay their prices.

Finally, I heard him out in the lobby. We left my office to talk to him. His tan forehead creased with worry. “Did you find her yet?” he asked.

“No. I think someone stole her,” I said.
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“Did you track her GPS?” Milo asked.

Sofia held up her diamond—yep, real ones—studded collar. “No.” Sofia’s eyes filled with tears. “This is horrible. Poor Pandora.”

Mabel put her arm around Sofia. “We’ll find her, don’t worry. Right, Charlie?”

“We better.” I paused as I remembered the cameras I had installed two days before. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this. We have cameras.” I pulled up the security camera app on my phone. “I just had them installed the other day and the guy set up the app for me. Give me a minute.” Everyone crowded around as I checked the cameras. “They’re motion activated and record a video every time something moves. Let me find the right time.” I scrolled through the videos to right before I went to lunch. “Okay, here’s the lobby and I’m leaving for Bake and Brew. I see nothing until...” I tapped on a video showing Darla Wadsworth at the front counter, “Darla comes in.”

“Wait a sec,” Sofia said. “When Mrs. Wadsworth came in, I went to the back to get Molly. She was in the quiet room, not the holding area, because she doesn’t like Pandora. When I came back with Molly, Mrs. Wadsworth had left.”

I looked at Sofia. “Without Molly?”

Sofia nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I just thought she went to her car or something. And then you came back, and then Pandora was gone. I forgot all about her and Molly.”

“Oh gosh! Where is Molly?” I asked, frantic she may be missing, too.

“Molly is still in the quiet room,” Tina muttered. The quiet room was a space for dogs to calm down when they got agitated.

“Thank goodness. Tina, why didn’t you mention this earlier before I nearly had a heart attack?” My tone was more harsh than I had intended.

Tina seemed to shrink, her shoulders slumping as she stared at the floor. “I didn’t realize what was going on. I was working.”

“Tina, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so harsh. It’s fine. I’m glad you said something. Why don’t you bring her out here?” Tina nodded as she went to get Molly. Mabel glared at me, and I glared back. “I said I was sorry.” I wasn’t used to someone being so shy as I was anything but.

I went back to the videos and to when Darla came in the salon. “She comes in, Sofia talks to her and then leaves to get Molly. Darla is standing there, and then she walks behind the counter. Hold on. Let me see where Darla goes.” I switched to the main grooming area camera. In the video, Darla was walking toward the holding area. “Here she is.”

“Darla took Pandora. Crazy old woman,” Mabel said.

I nodded. “She did. See?” I turned the phone so everyone could see the screen. It showed Darla walking into the holding area and picking up Pandora. I switched to the lobby camera, and we watched as Darla walked out carrying Eliza’s expensive dog.

“Why would she take her?” Milo ran his fingers through his thick head of black hair. “Did she actually mean to?”

I shook my head and sighed, thinking of how confused Darla had to be to take someone else’s dog. “I’m going to say no. At least we know where Pandora is. Everyone, back to work. Excitement over. I’ll get Pandora. Mabel, you’re coming with me.”

In my Jeep on the way to Darla’s, Mabel complained about coming along. Darla wasn’t one of her favorite people. She thought Darla gossiped too much, which she did. But she was just old. What else was there to do at her age? “Why must you take me? You can handle Darla on your own.”

“Yes, I can, but you have nothing else to do. How’s Molly doing?” Mabel turned to look at Molly sitting in the backseat in my Ethel’s little dog car seat.

“She’s fine. She’s so cute. Just looking out the window.”

The drive to Darla’s was only ten minutes, as most everything was in Wayside Bay. The beauty of a small coastal town was little traffic. I parked my Jeep in front of Darla’s modest rambler and Mabel got Molly from the seat and carried her as we walked up the gravel path to the open front door.

“Charlie.” Mabel stopped on the path. “Darla left the door open?”

“I guess.” I rapped on the screen door. “Darla?” I called out. “Darla, it’s me, Charlie, and Mabel. Are you home, dear?” We stepped in. “Darla?”

Mabel grabbed my arm. “What if something’s happened to her?”

I shook her off. “Nothing’s happened. She just can’t hear. Darla?” I called out louder. Then I saw Pandora outside on the back porch, pawing at the sliding glass door. “Mabel, look.” Mabel set Molly down and opened the door for Pandora. She jumped on Mabel’s leg and barked, happy to see her.

Mabel scooped her up and hugged her. “Pandora, you poor thing. That old crazy lady Darla took you, didn’t she?” Pandora licked Mabel’s cheek in response.

“She’s not crazy, Mabel. She’s just senile. We’ll be one day I’m sure.”

Mabel scoffed. “I won’t. I’ll just be plain crazy.”

I chuckled. “And that’s different from now? I’m going to check the bedroom. Stay here.”

Darla’s living room led to the hallway. I’d been here before when I’d groomed her last dog and knew her bedroom was at the end. The door was closed and I hesitated with my hand on the knob. Was something awful on the other side? Nonsense. Molly came up and pawed at the door. “Darla? Are you in there?” I shouted as I opened it a crack. Darla was setting a pile of clothes on the bed along with what appeared to be the entire contents of her now-empty closet. I opened the door wider and waved, but Darla still didn’t see me. “Darla!” I shouted. Darla jumped, grabbing the edge of the dresser to steady herself.

“Heavens, Charlie! You nearly gave me a heart attack,” Darla cried. “What are you doing here?”

I smiled and helped her to the bed. “I’m so sorry, Darla. We knocked and I yelled for you.”

She shook her head. “I know, I can’t hear anything anymore.” She caught her reflection in the dresser mirror and put her hand to her freshly curled gray hair. I didn’t know exactly how old Darla was, but she had to be in her late eighties. Before I opened the salon, she was a house call client. Now when Darla came to town to get her hair done, so did Molly.

“It’s okay.” I sat next to her as we looked at each other in the mirror. “Darla, you didn’t pick up Molly.” Molly jumped on the bed and snuggled into Darla’s lap.

“Of course I did. She’s right here.” Darla stroked Molly’s head as Molly struggled to keep her eyes open. Getting her hair done was tiring.

I smiled and patted Darla’s hand. “Yes, you did. All right then. Well, you forgot your pocketbook, and I brought it for you. I left it on the kitchen counter.” I stood up and looked at the mess of clothes on the bed. “Doing some spring cleaning?”

Darla laughed. “Oh, no, dear. I’m getting ready for winter. Packing up the summer clothes and getting out the sweaters.”

Once we were in the car with Pandora, I told Mabel about Darla. “She thinks it’s almost winter, Mabel. It’s so sad. I worry about her way out here by herself.”

“I’m sure Phyllis will keep tabs on her. Why did you tell her we stopped by?”

“I told her she forgot her pocketbook. And Phyllis is as old as she is. I think I’ll call Darla’s son and talk to him about her. I’d feel awful if something happened to her.”

“Darla has never been my favorite, but it is awful when someone can’t remember things.”

Mabel said she had to get home, so I took Pandora into the salon myself. Keeping Pandora’s disappearance from Eliza had crossed my mind, but I decided honesty was best. Besides, you couldn’t keep a secret in this town. And what if Darla remembered what she did and said something?I snuck in the through the side door and took Pandora into my office. Then I checked the cameras to see what was going on in the front. That’s when I saw Eliza standing at the front counter.

Fabulous.

I texted Lyle and told him to come to my office. He stuck his head in. “Hey, boss.”

“Come in, shut the door.”

Seeing Pandora, he breathed a sigh of relief. He took her from me and held her up. “You are a sight for sore eyes, little lady.”

I rubbed my forehead. The nagging migraine was making a comeback. “Why is Eliza here? Who told her?”

Lyle shook his head. “I don’t know. She showed up a couple minutes ago, and I told her you were on your way and would be here any minute. She knows Darla took Pandora home.”

I sighed. “Great.”

Lyle nodded. “Yep. But not about us looking for her or any of that.”

“What about Milo? Did he say anything about Pandora or Eliza?”

Lyle shook his head as he cuddled Pandora. “No. He left right after you did. Are you going to talk to her?”

I sighed and nodded. “Yes. Take her out to Eliza now. I’ll be a minute. I need to think about what I’m going to say.”

“Don’t be long. You know how impatient she is,” Lyle reminded me.

The air in my broom-closet-sized office was stifling, and I left the door open as I went to talk to Eliza. My suspicion was Milo had told her and that’s why she was here. The rumors I’d heard about the two of them may be true.
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Chapter 4
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When Eliza had first brought in Pandora and asked about private dog training, I told her about Milo. He had moved to Wayside Bay at the first of the year and started his dog training business. He helped train my German Shepherd Xena after my last trainer moved away. Milo offered to work for me as a way to supplement his income until he could get enough clients to sustain him. Being able to offer dog training along with our other services helped me and Milo. It was a suitable arrangement.

Eliza hired him and now he went to the Lancaster to conduct the private training sessions. Rumors he was doing more than just training Pandora, however, spread like wildfire. I ignored those because I really didn’t care. But today I did. If he had been with Eliza earlier, then he had told her about Pandora. Why else would she have shown up here? I would keep nothing from Eliza, but I wanted to be the one to tell her what had happened. Not him. He’d also blown off Liz’s lesson with Buster. If you worked for me, you worked. You didn’t ‘get a call’ and take off when you had prior commitments. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. I shook off the negative vibes as I walked to the lobby only to find Eliza wasn’t there.

“Did you tell her I was coming out?” I asked Lyle.

Lyle leaned over a tiny Yorkshire terrier, trying to attach a bow on its head. “I did, and she said she had to leave. She also said for you to come out to the Lancaster and talk to her.”

“Awesome. She’s gonna rake me over the coals for sure.”

The drive to the Lancaster took five minutes. I should’ve walked to get my steps in since I was just past five hundred on my fitness watch. The whale fountain shooting water from its spout greeted me as I cruised down the steep drive. As I pulled up to the valet, an attractive young man dressed in a red jacket with the Lancaster’s logo on the front took my keys and handed me a claim ticket. Another young man held the massive glass door open as I walked into the lobby. As soon as I stepped inside, I stopped to take in the magnificence. Lyle had said the place was something to see, and he was right.

The dark-colored hardwood floors looked to be original gauging by the amount of scratches and nicks from years of wear. The sunlight from the far windows bounced off their gleaming finish. Brown leather sofas framed a large square wooden coffee table centered in front of an enormous stone fireplace. A crystal chandelier hung above the sofas. The darkness of the paneled walls would’ve made it seem gloomy were it not for the vases of colorful fresh flowers gracing every available flat surface. Several
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