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I HELPED MY PARTNER, Maddie Spence, downstairs with her bags. It seemed like there were a lot of them, but maybe I was worrying too much. After all, she was leaving Friday with me. That by itself was unusual, considering she and the dog were inseparable. Each had adopted the other when he jumped into her car at a rest stop.

“You’re coming back, right?” I asked.

Of course she was. Friday looked from Maddie to me and back. His tail wasn’t wagging. I suspect he, too, was concerned when he saw the suitcases.

“Friday wouldn’t like to find out you left him all alone with no explanation,” I added for effect.

The dog was sitting by the passenger door to Maddie’s little yellow compact. He kept looking from his mistress to me and the car.

“See? He’s concerned there’s something you aren’t telling him.”

Maddie rolled her eyes. “Do you think there’s something I’m not telling you, Detective Nash?”

“Well—” I got down on one knee to pet Friday. “I’m pretty sure you’re not abandoning Friday. Lily would hunt you down.”

Friday’s ears perked up when he heard the girl’s name and he snorted.

“What else are you pretty sure of?” Maddie asked.

If she was leaving Friday with me, it had to mean she was coming back. Heck, we hadn’t even had a fight yet. Or had we? I thought for a moment but couldn’t remember. “If you aren’t coming back, does that mean I get the dog? To keep?”

“Nah. I’ll send for him. Right, Friday?”

Mollified, Friday barked. I couldn’t tell if he knew all about it, or if he was making it up as he went along.

I finished loading the bags into the tiny car’s trunk. “You sure are taking a lot of luggage. How long are you planning on staying?”

I leaned with both hands and the trunk snapped shut. I think Friday sensed my concern. His head was still busy, moving from one of us to the other.

Maddie reached to pet her dog. “Friday.”

He looked up at her. His head tilted. His ears perked. His tail stilled. I was pretty sure he was waiting for his mistress to open the door.

“Stay with Jim. Okay?” she said to the dog.

The dog went sad-sack all of a sudden, finally knowing for sure he wouldn’t be going on this car ride. His entire body seemed to collapse. His tail sagged. He looked at me with sad-sack brown eyes and a forlorn expression on his furry face.

“You do what Jim tells you,” she added.

Friday’s head drooped even lower, if that was possible. I think mine did, too, now that the goodbyes were over. We were a pair, not wanting Maddie to leave. Both of us wanted to go with her for moral support. Or something.

“Jim, take care of my dog.”

Was there any doubt?

“Friday. Take care of Jim.”

I don’t think Friday was so sure. Maddie brought out the bandana Lily bestowed on Friday and tied it around his neck. That seemed to cheer him up. Me too, come to think of it.

“What a handsome boy you are,” she told him.

That did it for Friday. He was happy. Already I knew he’d be prancing up the stairs like he was the best boy ever. Which he was.

“As for you, sailor—” she began.

“Am I going to get a bandana, too?”.

“No. You’re going to get something even better,” she insisted.

Maddie wrapped her arms around me and kissed me like she was already away for a week. “That ought to hold you.”

Friday barked, but he was probably jealous. We stayed downstairs until the car disappeared from sight.

“All right, dog.” I opened the door and waited. “I’m the boss now.”

The dog didn’t seem to think so. Friday couldn’t be bothered to even give me a look before prancing past and heading up the stairs.
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SANDY FRANKLIN PICKED up his daughter and placed her in her high chair at the table. He found a clean bib and tied it around her neck through a scramble of arms and hands. Holly, his daughter, struggled to turn in the chair, impatient, wanting to see what was going on with the stove.

“It’s ready, dear,” he told her.

Holly wasn’t convinced. She screwed up her face around the soother and looked at her father. He attached the tray to the high chair through waving arms. When it was done, Holly’s tiny hands slapped at it, anxious to see her food coming.

“I wouldn’t lie to you,” he said

Holly’s eyes grew big following the waffle floating in front of her father from over the stove to the plate on the high chair table. She grinned past the soother stuck in her mouth and spit it out. It flew past the tray and bounced on the floor, where it disappeared.

Sandy spread a dab of butter and a teeny tiny bit of syrup on the warm waffle. “Careful, dear. Hot.”

Holly dabbed at the waffle cautiously with a finger. A hole appeared before she finally picked the waffle up whole. Using both hands, she raised it to her mouth and taste-tested. A huge smile appeared. Her feet kicked. Her mouth broke with the smile and began chewing.

“Mmm. Is that good or what?” her father asked.

She mimicked her father’s Mmm as best she could with a full mouth while still managing to chew.

With Holly quieted until the waffle disappeared, Sandy looked around the kitchen. Waffle mix and a pot and utensils cluttered the counter. Milk and orange juice and apple juice and syrup and whatever Holly might want next was scattered on the table. He didn’t like to feed her the sweets, but sometimes it was the only thing that would soothe her. He liked Angela, his wife and Holly’s mom, to come and go in peace. She wasn’t a fan of feeding sweets to Holly.

Angela—Angie—was the bread-winner of the family. They discussed it endlessly before the baby was born. She had the better job. It paid double his salary. Thus he—both of them, actually—agreed he would stay home and take care of their first child.

Sandy grew comfortable with it over the almost two years. He was thoroughly enjoying it but for the sleepless nights and long days. Even so, he managed to convince himself it wasn’t so bad. The dark circles beneath his eyes were his reward for allowing his wife to provide for the three of them.

He told himself he didn’t mind again and again. Perhaps there was just a bit of repressed resentment every day when his wife left the harried household behind, looking fit and trim and dressed to the nines. Her job as a corporate financial adviser demanded it. She worked with the really high-priced help. Her work helped the brass make the choices that got them their fancy cars and big bonuses.

He didn’t begrudge her that, although he knew she wasn’t exactly enamored of doing all the work for someone else to take home the lottery. That was what her job entailed, though, and Angela was accustomed to it.

It seemed like it rankled her less and less.
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ANGELA FRANKLIN’S MORNING wasn’t off to a great start. She went to bed late. Working on her presentation long past her usual bedtime kept her up. The coffee didn’t help, either. Sandy admonished her every time he got up to soothe restless Holly. To satisfy him, she reluctantly ended up bringing the laptop into their bed. Exhausted when she finally went to sleep, she didn’t wake up until twenty minutes past her alarm.

She checked her lifeblood. The laptop on the bed beside her was dead. She had neglected to plug it in when she finally went to sleep. There was no hope for it. She discarded it in her bag and checked her phone. It too was on its last legs. She would have to charge the phone in the car.

She remembered the USB dongle attached to her laptop. She plucked at the tiny plug and dropped it into a pocket in her purse. It contained the only copy of her project and the extensive profiles of the three companies being considered for buyouts. With any luck, it would be the last work she did on them. The entire project was becoming boring. She wanted something new to sink her teeth into. This morning’s meeting would tell the tale.

She showered and dried her hair and did makeup and checked her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Satisfied, she headed downstairs, clutching her work bag and her purse with both hands. She halted in the doorway to the kitchen and watched Sandy happily feeding a cooing Holly. Her daughter was digging into the waffle like it was the last one she would ever see.

She surveyed the bombed-out kitchen. The normally neat and tidy island was a breakfast mess, thanks to Sandy. Waffle-making goods, cups, saucers, cutlery, milk, lay scattered everywhere. She spotted the juice containers.

“I thought we agreed no sweet juice first thing in the morning,” she reminded him.

Sandy turned to face her and immediately she regretted saying it. It was obvious her husband hadn’t slept well, as evidenced by the dark circles around his eyes.

“I know, dear, but sometimes agreements are made to be broken. You must know that from work.”

Was it a dig at her job? She wasn’t sure. Was he trying to make one on purpose? He had to be too tired for that.

“You look nice this morning,” Sandy told her.

She sighted loudly. “No I don’t. I’m a mess. I stayed up too late.”

He was about to admonish her, but instead swallowed hard enough for her to hear. He called to her several times throughout the night. She ignored him every time. He didn’t know she was in bed until he woke to find her getting in beside him. That was when he noticed the laptop on the bed.

“Big day today?” he asked.

She rarely kept her husband advised about what she was working on. He only
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