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What happens to a girl who
can’t say no? Most people would assume she’d end up pregnant before
her fifteenth birthday. The idea made Abby wrinkle her nose at the
impossibility of that happening to her. It would involve someone
asking her to do something more interesting than pet sitting their
parrot or running papers to a client on her way home. Truthfully,
she didn’t mind too much. She didn’t have children to drive to
soccer practice or the need to start dinner for her partner when
she got home from work. What she did resent was people assuming
that since she had no life, she’d automatically do the things they
had no time to do.

Delivering papers wasn’t in her job
description. Technically it wasn’t on anyone’s in the office. The
others were smart enough to make themselves scarce, while Abby
merely took the papers and agreed to go out of her way to Carmel to
deliver them before the end of the workday. The only perk was she
got to leave early to arrive while the client’s office was still
open.

After she delivered the papers, she exited
the art deco building, only to almost bump into him. She
couldn’t say she didn’t notice him. He was the type of male who
drew all eyes to him by simply existing. He’d erupted into the
parking lot riding a wave of sound and testosterone. Instead of a
surfboard, his mode of transportation was a Triumph motorcycle. The
bike drew her eye first. Back when she was barely thirteen, she
longed for a motorcycle. Her fantasies, however, didn’t include her
hanging onto some guy steering the bike. It was always her
bike.

That dream had been squashed by her father,
who pointed out that motorcycles were the quickest route to a
wheelchair or a painful death. Saying her father was risk avoidant
would be an understatement. In his work as a vehicle insurance
adjustor, he had to speculate on how much damage a person could do
to themselves and their vehicles and how much the company would be
willing to cover. He applied the same lessons to raising his
daughter. In short, her father’s philosophy of child-rearing was
everything is dangerous, so don’t do it. Okay, maybe only the fun
things were dangerous.

Still, there was the man on the bike. He
probably felt her gaze on him, because after he parked close to the
building, he lifted off his helmet and shook out his
shoulder-length hair as if in a shampoo commercial. He did have
gorgeous coffee-colored hair. Their eyes connected for the briefest
second, but then she looked away, embarrassed at her ogling.

Mr. Gorgeous Hair headed her way with a
smile that caused her to look behind her. No one was there. He held
up his hand in greeting. “Ciao, Bella.”

“Hello.” She’d managed to squeeze out the
single word.

He had a sexy accent, too, which just about
made her combust on the spot. He’d waggled his eyebrows and gave a
husky laugh that had her melting inside.

“Oh, that’s how it is. You’re going to act
like you don’t know me.” He stopped to slant a seductive smile her
way. “You were very friendly before.”

“Ah, I think you have me confused with
someone else.”

He held up two fingers to his forehead as if
saluting, then winked. “Who knows? We might meet again.”

The unknown man strolled toward the
building, aware that Abby watched him briefly before forcing
herself to look away. Weird. This stuff never happened to
her. If Michelle still lived around Fishers, she’d swing by and
relate the whole story. Her best friend had been offered a position
at Indiana University and full professor jobs were hard to come by.
She’d call her tonight. Even though it was hard not to get in one
last lingering look, she made a beeline to her car and got in to
drive away. It took her another thirty minutes to reach Fishers,
but she was almost home. Within minutes, she’d be heating up her
diet entrée in the microwave, and her current male in residence
would be meowing his discontent about the slowness of his dinner
service. Since she’d picked him up at the shelter, Bruno could show
a little more gratitude.

Abby made a hard right to turn into her
apartment complex. The two-story, vinyl siding apartment buildings
resembled the type of drawings a first grader might make. Still, a
child would have added grass or a flower, something to cheer the
place up. The complex was more about intentions that never took
root. There were odd patches of grass here and there. The constant
stream of feet kept it from forming an uninterrupted carpet of
green between the buildings. The place offered no amenities such as
a pool or a clubhouse.

She worked her way through the maze of
functional buildings that had proved daunting when she first moved
in. They had nothing to distinguish one from the other, except a
small number designation that was hard to read while traveling in a
car.

Eventually, she taught herself to find her
way home, not by the buildings themselves, but by the glimpses of
the neighborhood between the buildings. First came the trampoline,
which sometimes had kids jumping on it, depending on the weather,
then a fenced-in yard with the cute corgi dogs that would sometimes
race along the fence the best they could with their short legs.
Finally, the blooming burst of color yard would appear. She’d named
it the happy gardeners’ home since she suspected anyone surrounded
by so much natural beauty had to be cheerful. No matter what the
season, something was always happening in their yard. In the dark
of winter, they interlaced their pine branches with twinkle
lights.

Every now and then, Abby would peer out her
window in the direction of the lights, imagining what such a life
would be like. She’d spotted the middle-aged couple that lived
there while taking out her garbage to the nearest dumpster. They
were hard at work grooming their yard but still appeared
companionable in doing so. When they saw her, they smiled and
waved, which was unusual. People seldom noticed Abby.

That’s the way it had always been. She was a
cog in her insurance company, a low paid one. Back in college,
she’d been advised to go into numbers, even told she’d make the big
bucks.

“Yeah, big bucks, that’s why I’m living la
dolce vita.”

She snorted at the prospect of living the
sweet life. She parked her white sedan in her assigned parking
place and headed up to her apartment as she mulled over the
accidental meeting of a drool-worthy male.

The encounter still puzzled her. Women like
her often married their high school sweethearts, and not out of
overwhelming love, either. She hadn’t. Could have, but she had some
wild idea there had to be more to life. So far, she hadn’t found
it.

Her footsteps rang out on the open stairway.
Her next-door neighbor, Barb, stepped out onto the breezeway
clutching two strips of wood with sharp nails sticking out of
them.

“Hey, Barb.” She gestured to the wood
strips. “What are those for?”

The woman grimaced and shook the strips,
careful not to impale herself. “Those stupid birds. That’s what.
Every spring, they make nests in that area between the support
column and the roof, which results in waking me up every morning
with their infernal birdsong.”

“Oh, okay.” It was hard to know how to
respond to that. Personally, she liked listening to the birds.

Barb was only a few years older than her and
single, too. It made Abby ponder if she’d ever acted that
crotchety. She hoped not. Lost in mentally comparing her actions to
Barb’s, she only half-listened to her parting comment.

“Whatever you ordered must have been pretty
important for you to rush home from work to pick it up. You whipped
in here, snatched it up, and were already on the stairs before I
got the door open.”

What was the woman talking about? She hadn’t
ordered anything. Perhaps she was confusing her with the divorcee
who lived across the way. Instead of making an issue of it and
correcting her, she nodded and headed to her own apartment. Bruno
greeted her with a hoarse meow that sounded a bit like scolding.
She flicked on the lights, booted up her computer, then went to the
cabinet to retrieve her pet’s dinner.

With Bruno fed, and her dinner heating, she
scrolled through her email. A subject heading caught her eye,
Your Package Was Delivered. A click revealed that a red
bikini had been shipped overnight to her address. The provided link
showed the minuscule scraps of fabric that came with a hefty price
tag, never mind the shipping. This had to be a mistake. She’d call
the company up and give them heck.

She might be all soft and agreeable in
person, but on the phone, where no one could see her, she released
the inner warrior princess who could demand refunds with the best
of them. Abby pulled a diet soda out of the fridge to go along with
her meal. She popped the top of the soda, grabbed some flatware out
of the drawer, and placed them both on the bar that separated the
kitchen from the living room. It was only big enough for one person
or two very small people.

Her mobile phone chimed, and her friend’s
face popped up on the screen.

“Hello, Michelle. I was going to call
you.”

“That’s why I called. I had a feeling
something was going on.”

“Huh?”

“It was a hunch. So, what’s up?”

“Besides meeting some movie-worthy hunk in a
parking lot? Too bad he mistook me for someone else.”

“Ha! He was hitting on you.”

“Please.” The microwave dinged, alerting her
that her correct portion entrée was done. Yippee. She rolled
her eyes at the idea as she shuttled her hot entrée to the bar.
“That’s a joke.”

“I wish you’d give yourself a chance.”

“I know what I am.” Her father made it clear
to her that she took after his side of the family: simple, salt of
the earth folks. He pounded many messages into her with the prime
one being that she wasn’t like her mother. Her mother had been a
circus performer. As a child, she held onto that fact as if it made
her somehow shinier or more special than the other children. It
hadn’t. Her paternal grandmother was quick to point out that circus
people didn’t make good parents. It was hard to say since she could
barely remember her mother. All she knew was her mother had left
when she was two. The most she remembered was her light-hearted
laugh and her floral perfume.

“No, you don’t.” Her friend emphatically
disagreed. “You know what you think you are.”

She pushed the speaker button and rested it
against a stack of library books. “What’s the difference?”

“You think you’re an ordinary woman with an
unexciting job, living alone in a crummy apartment complex.”

“Sounds about right.” Although, when the
words came out of Michelle’s mouth, somehow, they sounded
infinitely worse.

“No, it’s not right. You’re extraordinary.
You’ve never allowed yourself to spread your wings. Always playing
it safe.”

Oh great Scott, here came the be all you
can be speech. She loved her friend but could do without the
inspirational pep talk. “Something else odd happened today.”

“What?”

“Someone hacked my online shopping account
and ordered an expensive bikini. I think they even had it delivered
to my apartment and came by earlier to pick it up.”

“Oh, that’s not good. Call wherever they
ordered it from right away. Close the account. The fact they know
where you live isn’t good, either. Not only could they be using
your card number, the person or persons could be opening new
accounts in your name. You need to get on top of this. It’s
probably some cyber hackers in Russia.”

“They’d have a long commute to pick up their
swimsuit. It has to be somebody closer.”

Her text alert chirped. A notice from her
credit card company warned her someone was charging a flight to
Bermuda. The text asked, Is This You? She typed No
and closed her eyes for a second.

“It’s started. I just got an alert from my
credit card company.”

“Girl, you need to get on this right now.
Someone has stolen your identity.”

She knew Michelle was right. All her work to
have a safe, stable life was shot to pieces by some unknown culprit
with a taste for bright swimwear and tropical beaches. “Whoever it
is, they’re having a better life than I am.”

“You make the calls.”

Abby stared at the phone, knowing her friend
had hung up. Unlike most people, she had planned for such an event
by copying all her credit cards and writing the customer service
number down beside the card image That way, if anything happened,
all she had to do was pull the file.

Angry that she even had to resort to such a
measure, she stomped to the bedroom, flicked on the light, and
pulled out the file cabinet drawer so hard she was surprised it
didn’t come out of the metal frame. Her neat printing labeled the
needed file, financial information, that contained everything from
her checking account info to her credit card numbers. The file was
empty. It couldn’t be. She slowly opened the file as if it
would make the missing paper appear.

Still empty.

Someone had been in her apartment. In the
entire six months she’d lived there, she hadn’t had one guest. Her
father was content to meet at Bob Evans. Michelle was always up for
a spa day at Woodhouse Spa, although lately, she wanted to float in
those immersion rooms, which did not lend themselves to chatting.
She didn’t want anyone to see how bland everything was anyway.
She’d never got around to hanging a picture or even putting
curtains over the utilitarian blinds.

There had to be something she could do. She
had a second copy on her computer, but it didn’t stop whoever
lifted the paper from applying for more credit in her name. She had
excellent credit, or she did.

Her dinner congealed as she worked her way
through her phone lists. Some were easy. Other businesses were
closed for the day, allowing the culprit to charge unimpeded. Her
bank, which had a type of phone customer service, agreed to cancel
her debit card but insisted she needed to come into the bank during
business hours to verify these charges.

That would be inconvenient, but not as
inconvenient as having her bank accounts drained. She might be able
to stop any future charges, might even be able to get some of the
charges reversed. Still, if she couldn’t identify the jerk who did
it, she was still at risk.

How did whoever-it-was get in her apartment?
Despite all her precautions, she felt far from safe. He inner
warrior princess was ready to go ballistic on the credit-stealing
scum bag, but first, she needed to secure the place. She took a
wooden chair from her dinette set and wedged it against the door
and her foyer wall. No one was coming in while she was there. Of
course, it did nothing to protect her apartment or Bruno while she
was gone.

The police would be the natural response to
a break in, but they would ask when it happened and what was
stolen. They might even hint around that the information had been
misplaced or taken by a former boyfriend. She didn’t misplace
things. A boyfriend would have been something she’d notice hanging
around the apartment.

When she got Bruno, there was a chatty
employee who had recommended Bruno to her. The other workers called
her the pet matchmaker. She seemed sweet enough. What was
weird, was she insisted on giving her the card of a private
investigator. She told her the woman was good and would get to the
bottom of any problem.

Being organized, she had filed it under
P in her card file. She pulled out the card that had an
image of a German shepherd using a magnifying glass. Odd, but cute.
She entered the numbers into her cell, wondering if she’d get yet
another recording telling her it was past business hours.

The phone was on the third ring before it
was picked up.

“Nala Bonne. Private Investigator. Discreet
is our first, middle and last name.”


Chapter Two
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There are upswings in the
private eye business. The winter holidays were one of them.
Ironically, Nala experienced another surge in February near or even
after Valentine’s Day. Instead of potential Romeos and Juliets
checking out online dates, verifying everything he or she professed
was real, it swung to finding the missing love interest. For
reasons too numerous for Nala to count, the holiday celebrated by
florists and confectioneries made perfectly appropriate love
interests vanish like the morning fog in strong sunlight.

Her lips twisted as she considered the term
appropriate love interest. If the person was a stand-up kind
of girl or guy, they wouldn’t disappear due to a sentimental
holiday. It wasn’t like she was an expert on the matter, but she
assumed it wouldn’t be the right thing to do. Her phone rang.

Spring break allowed her a solid ten days
she could devote entirely to her investigative work. Now all she
needed was business. Maybe the call could be just that.

Max, her rescue German shepherd mix, who had
been enjoying a snooze in the late afternoon sun, opened his eyes.
The phone rang a second time, forcing him to push up into a sitting
position. He fixed her with an indignant stare. “Aren’t you going
to answer that?”

She held up her hand. “On the third ring, I
don’t want to appear anxious or that we have no business.”

He gave a snort as his front legs slid out,
allowing him to resume his prone position. His eyes remained open
and one ear went up.

“Nala Bonne. Private Investigator. Discreet
is our first, middle, and last name.”

Her mother thought it was a good idea to
have a slogan, but saying it aloud sounded like a used car
commercial.

“Oh good.” A harried female voice spoke.
“I’m not sure this is a case for you, but there was this woman at
the rescue center.”

“Karly,” Nala provided the name, realizing
her best friend had been passing out her business cards, which
explained the missing chunk of cards. She’d initially thought her
mother had helped herself. No way her father would have taken them.
Her police captain father considered a police officer passing out
cards for his daughter’s private investigation business a conflict
of interest.

The caller responded. “I think that was her.
A real sweetheart who matched me up with my rescue cat. Anyhow, she
gave me your card and told me if I ever had an issue to give you a
call, but I’m not sure if my situation is up your alley.”

It wasn’t hard to pick out the hesitation in
the woman’s voice. She was seconds from talking herself out of why
she had called. While Nala’s mother, Gwen, hadn’t spent a great
deal of time teaching her daughter the ins and outs of the design
business, she did make a diligent effort to teach Nala how to land
a reluctant client.

Inject warmth, and a comradery that didn’t
exist between the two of them.

It was a tall order and not something she
was used to doing in her former, now substitute, job as a preschool
teacher.

“Oh, you’d be surprised at the variety of
cases I have.” Her recent caseload consisted of checking out
potential dates and following up on medical insurance scams. “Could
I have your name?”

“Abby, Abby Lowenstein. Maybe this was a
mistake.”

“Abby.” She repeated the name, well aware
she was one hang-up away from not having this job. “Tell me why you
called. Think of it as a free consultation. I’ll tell you what I
could do for you and how much it would cost. I can tell you I’m the
cheapest PI around.”

“Well, ah, I don’t know.”

Great, she’d led with cheap. Her
mother had warned her about that. People didn’t want cheap. They
wanted value at an inexpensive price. “I’m able to offer great
service at a better price because I’m new in the business. Just
trying to get my foot in the door.”

That sounded a bit like begging. Max lurched
to his feet and strolled over to the desk, placing his head on the
surface. “Tell her you have a rescue dog on the team. That will
clinch the deal.”

Before Nala could say anything, her
almost-client asked, “You use a rescue dog?”

Maybe Max was right. “Yeah.” She wouldn’t
make the mistake of saying use in reference to Max. Her
opinionated canine had a definite bias against being referred to as
an animal. With a talking dog, she had no excuses for not knowing
what her canine companion had on his mind. “He really helps sniff
out crime.”

A grimace crossed her face, realizing she’d
just used another hackneyed line. Why had no one told her part of
the PI business would involve quoting lame lines?

A slight chuckle came from the line. “That’s
funny.”

Her eyebrows shot up. Someone thought it was
funny. Either the chick had never heard it before, or she was just
being kind. Probably the latter. It would also be part of the
reason she was calling. Nice people often found themselves the
target of unscrupulous con artists who used their natural niceness
and desires to go against them.

“Yeah, Max really likes to take a bite out
of crime.”

There was silence at the other end. Maybe
she had pushed the lame lines a tad too much.

There was an inhale of breath, showing that
the woman was at least still on the line. “Um, yeah, that’s what I
wanted to talk to you about. A crime.”

Even though it cut into her business, she
had a protocol to follow. “Did you call the police?”

“No. It’s not a violent crime. I think
someone is using my name and credit accounts to order stuff.”

“Identity theft.”

“Exactly!” The voice strengthened as the
woman explained. “I came home to my neighbor telling me I’d been
home earlier to pick up a package. I hadn’t, but someone else had.
Then I went to look for my file in my cabinet that listed my credit
and debit accounts, and it’s missing.”

“I’m going to assume someone broke into your
residence and took this information. You should at least file a
breaking and entering complaint. There’s the theft accusation,
too.”

“Ah, there’s some issues with that.”

Mentally, Nala added there always is.
“Can you elaborate?”

“There’s no sign of a break-in. Since I
moved in six months ago, I have never invited anyone over.” There
was a pause. “I always figured I’d invite people over when I got
the place fixed up. My job keeps me pretty busy.”

She could understand that. “I want you to
file a report anyhow. We need to have the crime of identity theft
reported. However, most of the work would be done by you or me if
you hire me. Be prepared though, sometimes people report identity
theft to entrap a former boyfriend or even a family member.”

“I wouldn’t do that!”

An indignant response is what she expected
from an innocent party. Someone who was trying to run a scam would
try to laugh it off or overplay her hand, or she suspected they
would.

“This is the reason filing a police report
would be beneficial. I’d be glad to assist in the procedure free of
charge. Dealing with the police can be overwhelming.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Yes. Give me your address and I’ll be right
over.”

“It’s kinda late.”

“I usually work nights anyhow.”

Nala took down the address and bid the woman
goodbye. After thumbing off her phone, she stood.

“Looks like we have a job interview. Let’s
go, Max, and wow the woman with our charm and expertise.”

A loud bark sounded, and Max’s lips pulled
up into a wide, doggy grin. “My charm and your expertise. Make that
our expertise.”

Please. Her eyes rolled up as she
grabbed her purse and checked her gun. Loaded and the safety was
on, not that she was expecting trouble, but it always helps to be
prepared. In the hallway, she rattled her door knob making sure it
was locked. There was more give than she liked in the lock,
especially considering not too long ago she discovered her door
unlocked and having a wrong feel to the office, as if someone had
taken a stroll through. After that, she’d taken all the hard copies
of her files home and managed with digital copies stored in the
cloud. Her father insisted on a special security door that was
beyond her price range. Instead, she settled on a chain lock while
she was working, which left a great deal to be desired.

Down on the second level, she bumped into
Harry, a personable guy who ran his business out of a second-floor
office. To be honest the man wasn’t hard on the eyes, either, with
his well-trimmed dark beard and hipster glasses. She assumed he had
hair to match the beard, but it was only assumption because every
time she saw him he had a cap on. Most were superhero caps, but a
few just had amusing slogans. Nala put his age at thirty-something.
It was harder to gauge how old a man was. He had to have the
metabolism of a young male, considering all the fast food she’d
witnessed him bring into the building. An older man would have
packed on the weight from such a diet.

“How’s it going, Harry? What’s keeping you
here so late? I know you don’t have any Halloween costumes to get
out.”

He stooped down to pat Max on the head and
addressed the dog as opposed to Nala. “Listen to her, she thinks
the only time people dress up is Halloween.”

“Okay. Enlighten me. When else do people
need to don superhero costumes? Movie premieres?”

Harry fell into step with her as they made
their way down the stairs. “Some do premieres. Not that many. Most
of the money is in conventions. Comic Con for one. It’s happening
here in Indianapolis. Not only do people want their costumes, I’m
manning a booth. I need lots of merchandise. I’m pretty much
guaranteed to sell out. That’s why I was still here. Getting my
orders in.”

“Makes sense. Think I should check it
out?”

Harry stopped on a step and gave her a long
look. “Seriously, what do you expect me to say? We’re talking my
livelihood here. Go. You’ll have fun. I can even sell you a costume
at cost.”

A puff of derision passed her lips. “Oh
yeah, just what the city needs, another Wonder Woman prowling the
streets.”

“I was thinking more like the Black
Canary.”

Harry fell back in step with her as they
strolled to the first-floor landing. “I’ve given this some thought
and felt it was more fitting since the Black Canary was born into a
crime-fighting family. I’m thinking of Dinah Lance, the daughter.
The mother was the original Canary, but Dinah decided to take up
the costume and continue her work.”

“Okay.” It was hard not to know things like
that when Harry spouted stuff from his Geek Universe most of the
time. It also made her wonder how often he thought about her, and
what type of costume did the Black Canary wear? “Should I ask about
the costume?”

He grinned in her direction and waggled his
eyebrows. “You sound interested.”

She shrugged, not really intending to go to
the convention and certainly not putting herself into anything
spandex. Her mother would tell her to make the most of her assets
while her father freaked when she donned a sports bra for running
when she was thirteen. “Curious.”

“Most people who play the Black Canary
usually don all black. Black boots, pants, and jacket. Those who
have money wear leather.”

“Sounds hot.”

“It is.” Harry gave a hearty sigh.

“That’s not the way I meant it. Leather is
heavy.”

“Fake leather, not as much and you can
usually get it with a shine.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.” Actually, she
wouldn’t. She had no intention of going to the convention.

They hit the front doors together. Harry
turned and checked the door to make sure it shut. You’d think there
wouldn’t be an issue with an authorized entry, but Nala still knew
there could be. As the three of them rounded the corner and turned
toward the line of parked cars, her phone burbled. It rang a second
time.

On the outside, she never answered her phone
until she was in a safe place. Many a person who was chatting away
on their phone or checking out how many likes they had on their
social feed either ran into something or became an easy target for
a snatch and grab mugging. There was even a video circulating on
social media of a man staring at his phone, bumping into a
bear.

A quick peek showed her mother’s number. Her
parents were supposed to be on a cruise. Rumor was there was no
cell coverage on the cruises. Any calls would cost mucho dinero.
Since Harry and Max were with her as attack deterrents, she decided
to take the call. Besides, why would her mother call unless it was
an emergency?

“Are you okay? Dad? Did your boat
wreck?”

“Nala!” Her mother shouted her name, forcing
Nala to hold the phone away from her ear. “We’re fine and in a
coffee bar in Belize. Trip’s fine. Ship’s great. We stopped by the
bar to use their WiFi. Anyhow, there’s some weird stuff popping up
on my business credit card. I was only going to check to see if
that shipment of jade Buddhas had come in. Everyone wants one for
their foyer.”

It sounded like her mother, who couldn’t let
business go even on vacation. “Did the buddhas come in?”

“Yes. There’s also some charges for an
atrocious red leather living room suite I so wouldn’t have
approved. I need you to swing by Posh Interiors and see if anyone
ordered it. If so, I want to know who. Not only did they use my
card but have extremely bad taste. That’s not the rep I want for my
store.”

“Okay, Mom, I’ll try.” She wasn’t looking
forward to running interference at her mother’s company. Most of
the employees she’d known for a long time, and they treated her
more like family. There was no way she wanted to accuse any of them
of playing fast and loose with her mother’s credit. “Go have
fun.”

“We will,” her mother enthused. “Your father
just ate iguana, and I plan on trying the zip line that goes out
over the bay.”

“Sounds great. Wish I was there,” she lied.
Eating iguana and flying through the air without the benefit of
nets did nothing for her.

“Really? We offered to take you with us.
There’s a fold out bed in our room that would have suited you
perfectly. It would have been a free vacation for you. Sweetie, you
could use one, too. It would put some color in your cheeks.”

No reason to rehash all the reasons she
didn’t want to be crowded into a pocket-sized cruise room with her
parents, especially if her mother switched into matchmaking mode,
which she usually did.

“A client just walked in. Bye now.”

“Bye, sweetheart. Kiss, kiss.”

She cut her eyes to Harry as she lowered her
voice and added, “Love ya.” No way she’d say kiss, kiss in front of
Harry. A woman had to have some dignity.

“Parents?” Harry asked with a smile.

He probably heard the entire conversation
since her mother had shouted, convinced she’d compensate for the
miles between them.

“You guessed it. They’re on vacation. At
least my father is. My mother is taking advantage of shore
excursions to check on her business. Apparently, she wants me to
run errands for her, too.”

Yeah, she’d do that tomorrow.


Chapter Three
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The robotic voice of the
phone GPS filled Nala’s vintage Volkswagen Beetle. “Turn left at
the light onto Elysian Way.”

A place named Elysian Way should have
weeping willows bordering the road or at least flowers. Instead,
there was gravel and a hardy patch of weeds to mark the way. A
discarded fast food bag had Max poking his nose out the window.

“Did you see that? I think there might have
been a French fry left in that bag!”

“Not going back. You might not have any
pride when it comes to garbage, but I do.”

Even though Nala kept her focus on the road,
she could still sense the hard stare of her canine. “What?”

“What about the blue chair?”

A sigh escaped her lips. Whoever thought
dogs were stupid never had a talking one. Her pooch had picked the
debating skills of a first-class lawyer. “That wasn’t garbage. The
neighbor put it out because she just didn’t need that chair
anymore.”

A barren stretch of land populated with
weeds and the occasional wildflower was on the right of the road.
An industrial park squatted with endless pole-barn type warehouses,
complete with busy semi-trucks and forklifts. The nav app sounded
before she could reply to Max’s derisive snort.

“Your destination is on your right within
a quarter of a mile.”

Really? There was nothing there,
except for the industrial park, until the boxy form of an apartment
complex sprouted out of the flat terrain. No trees, and no water
features to pretty the place up. As she drew closer, an oval sign
announced Camelot Apartments. In smaller script, it read Where
you’re treated royally.

Never being a fan of the King Arthur tales,
she’d never considered where Arthur might live, but she was betting
it would not be in the weathered-looking units in desperate need of
paint. Nala clicked on her turn signal as Max commented.

“We’re not in Kansas anymore.”

“Please. It was funny the first time, but
not the second, or tenth time. Not sure where you get all your
movie quotes, but I suspect Elvin. Look for 311. Not sure what
order the buildings are in.”

Max pointed up his nose as if insulted. Cats
had a reputation of being divas, but they were amateurs compared to
her dog.

Nala cut her speed to make sure she didn’t
zoom past the address. The car behind her honked and whipped around
her, belching out oil-rich exhaust that had both Nala and Max
coughing.

Even though he wasn’t the driver, Max tended
to take anyone passing them personally. “Jerk!”

“Maybe he knew where he was going.”

They crept past cars with bumper stickers
announcing they smoked and voted. Another few stated their gun
would have to be pulled out of their cold, dead hands. Duct tape
secured one bumper to the vehicle. An inexpensive new car sat next
to a primer spotted vehicle It wasn’t the worst neighborhood she’d
been in, by far, but it was definitely a step down from the
well-kept backyards she could spot between the buildings.

Not sure which went up first, but she could
bet the homeowners weren’t pleased to have a crumbling complex as
their backyard view.

Bark! Bark! Bark!

She stomped on the brake without the benefit
of the clutch, stalling out the car. “Max!” Whenever he barked as
opposed to talking, it startled her. You’d think it would be the
opposite. After all, who’d ever heard of a talking dog? Even if his
ability to talk was the result of a witch, who, tired of her
non-communicative boyfriend, decided to converse with his dog
instead. It worked out for a while until she tired of both Max and
his owner. Turns out that a man who refused to talk with his
girlfriend had absolutely no time for a chattering canine.

A woman stood outside a car smoking a
cigarette while talking on her cell. A tiny rat-like dog lifted its
rear leg in the direction of a porch support. Obviously, that is
what had Max so riled up. A dog. She should have guessed it.

Restarting the car allowed Nala time to
discover she had reached building three, which must contain an
apartment eleven somewhere.

The smoker shot Nala a glare. “You need to
control your animal.”

The pint-sized urinator strolled away from
the woman toward the Beetle as if to baptize the idling car.
Instead of barking, Max uttered in a gravelly voice, “Think again,
buster, if you want to keep that leg.”

The dog rushed back to its owner as Nala
drove up to the next building, determined not to park near Smokey
and her pet. Private eyes did their best work when they weren’t the
center of attention. A glance back in her rear-view mirror showed
the woman giving her the finger. Maybe she should drive two
apartment units down. The last thing she wanted was a fight. When
it came to girl fights, Nala’s signature move was to look at her
watch as if late, then flee. Sometimes she didn’t even look at her
watch.

She parked in an area marked
visitors. The last thing she needed was to tick off someone
else before she even found her client. Technically, she hadn’t
ticked off anyone. Max was the culprit. Explaining her dog made the
remark wouldn’t save her. There was no Elvin to step in,
either.

The second hand on her watch made several
swoops, allowing Smokey plenty of time to get back to her
apartment. While she waited, Nala counted the number of times she’d
been in a fight on one hand. Early on, she’d been a feisty
five-year-old and punched a neighborhood boy who accused her of
cheating at the basketball game of horse. Her mother wanted her to
apologize, but her father insisted that would just make it worse.
She’d survive the next ten years unscathed. Possibly due to the
fact she never earned the envy of her fellow females since she was
neither popular nor shockingly good-looking. At best, she was
average.

As a person riding the crest of mediocrity,
she was surprised when a bigger, tougher girl targeted her in high
school, making Nala slip around the school, doing her best to
vanish in plain sight. Her ability to blend in sometimes allowed
her to pretend she was a spy or a famous detective like Sherlock
Holmes. Finally, the six-foot avenging female left her alone. Nala
first put it down to her superior hiding skills, but later found
out Elvin had said something to the girl. She was never sure what
it was. Even more odd, Nala never asked. High school breathed life
into Elvin’s social awkwardness, making him into an inferno of
nerdy comments and double entendres. It was probably better not
knowing what had been said.

Max nudged her with his nose. “Client,
remember. Not sure what is so fascinating about your watch.”

She pushed his head away. “I know. I was
giving the woman you irritated time to move on.”

“Ha! Her.” Max snapped his teeth together.
“I’d bite her and gobble up her tiny dog, too. Not that it looked
much like a dog. Weasel, maybe?”

“Really?” She cut a look his way. “Weren’t
you the dog who bit the culprit and complained about the
taste?”

Max coughed and looked out the
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