

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Copyright

For my daughter, Melissa who’s always there for me with a chat or cuddles or chocolate – or sometimes all three. 😊

LEASHED

Also by June Whyte

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Dear readers...


Leashed: A Kat McKinley Mystery

By June Whyte

Copyright 2024 June Whyte

Cover Design by Annie Moril, http://anniemoril.com

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (White City Press, a division of Misti Media) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


For my daughter, Melissa who’s always there for me with a chat or cuddles or chocolate – or sometimes all three. 😊


LEASHED

A Kat McKinley Mystery

June Whyte


Also by June Whyte

Sex on Tuesdays

VETS2U MYSTERY SERIES

Murder at Kangaroo Downs

Death at Dingo Creek

THE KAT MCKINLEY GREYHOUND MYSTERIES

Chasing Can Be Murder

Muzzled

Hounded

CHIANA RYAN CHILDREN’S MYSTERIES

The Case of the Disappearing Corpse

The Case of the Missing Dinosaur Egg


1

If the stench of rotting food didn’t kill me, my fiancé, Benjamin Taylor, would. 

“Can you see it, Kat?” Tanya Ashton, my BFF, was currently holding one of my ankles in a death grip to prevent me from disappearing head first into the unthinkable depths of a commercial sized dumpster. She dug her talons more tightly into my flesh as she spoke.

“No, not yet!”

“Well look harder. My race is coming up in a minute.” Jules Cassidy, a fellow greyhound-trainer and one of my soon-to-be bridesmaids, had her equally claw-like fingers wrapped around my other ankle.

“Sorry, Jules, but the stink in here’s putting me off. I can’t breathe. It’s like being face down in the loo.” I let out a cramped sigh. Couldn’t risk a deep open-mouthed one. “A loo that hasn’t been flushed for a month.”

If only I’d taken the time to visit a jeweler after Ben went down on one knee and proposed to me six months ago. A size too big, my engagement ring dropped on the table while Tanya, Jules, and I were gorging on hot meat pies drowned in tomato sauce in the cafeteria at the Gawler dog-track. Somehow, in my hurry to get to the kennel-house and rug-up Big Mistake for the third race of the day, I must have gathered the ring with the remains of the pies and the brown paper bags, and ditched everything in the cafeteria’s rubbish bin before rushing off to the kennel-house. It wasn’t until after the race while punching the air in excitement at Lofty’s ten length win that I discovered my engagement ring was missing. And by the time Tanya, Jules, and I hot-footed it back to the cafeteria to rescue my ring, the waste-bin had been emptied into the large dumpster at the rear of the track.

Which was the not-so-short-version of why, at one o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon, four days before I was due to marry the love of my life, I was upside down, sorting through nose-smarting garbage, inside a dumpster at the back of the Gawler dog-track.

“You’ll never find your ring in amongst all that crap,” said Jules and I could practically hear the eye-roll that went with her comment. “It’ll be buried by now.”

“Don’t be such a glass-half-full.”

“Sorry, hon. My mind’s on the next race. You know I’d jump in there and help you in a heartbeat, but it’s almost time to grab Cross Keys from the kennel house.”

I grunted in reply.

“Feel awful though, leaving you here, head first in garbage.”

“Thass okay.” Talking while holding my breath to negate foul smells wasn’t proving to be an easy option. As for Jules jumping in the dumpster to help me, I believed her. If Cross Keys was in a later race, she’d be in here ninja-style. She’d take a flying leap, land like a virile stag, knees bent, back straight, head high, and all without mussing up one hair on her head. Then, with her 20/20 vision, she’d spot my ring before I could finish saying, ‘watch out for those soggy fish heads.’ At 25, Jules played State netball, excelled at kick-boxing, climbed mountains for relaxation and had represented her age group in target shooting competitions in every state of Australia. Quite a handy friend to have onside. 

“Hey, I’m being paged,” Jules’s grip on my ankle loosened, bringing me back to the present with a gasp. “Gotta go.”

“Jules!” Tanya’s nails hooked into my flesh. “Don’t let go until I get a better grip or I’ll lose her.”

“Sorry, they’re calling for me.” 

Abruptly, one set of hands disengaged from my left ankle leaving me upside down, lopsided, and arms scrabbling in the air for purchase. 

“Kat! I can’t hang on!” Tanya’s sharp nails gouged deep painful runnels in my skin as her fingers began their inexorable slide. “I’m losing my grip!”

And with that, I landed with a smothered oomph, face first in something squishy and slimy that smelt and tasted a lot like fly-blown sausage rolls. Face contorted, I sucked air in through my teeth and quickly spat it out again. Dumpster air smelled worse than my sister’s boyfriend’s socks which he only changed when they stood up and barked at him.

“You okay?” 

“No, I’m dying in here.”

“Well, find your ring and get out.”

I pushed myself into a kneeling position, tried not to think of what I was actually kneeling in, wiped something–not sure what and didn’t want to know–out of my eyes, and took a shallow breath. I figured breathing deeply inside a partly-closed dumpster must surely be detrimental to one’s health. “Tanya, please, you’ve gotta come in here and help me. Two sets of eyes are always better than one…”

I could hear Tanya’s snort through the thickness of the bin. “Climb in there? With you? And get covered in dumpster slime? Geez, I’d rather play chicken with the cars on a busy highway. Anyway,” she said as though there was no way of getting around her final justification. “I only bought this top yesterday.”

“Well take it off then.” Problem solved. “Please, Tan. I have to find my engagement ring. Otherwise Ben will be hurt. He’ll think I don’t care.”

“Damn, now you’re going to start bringing up the sob stuff.” She let out a sigh of the doomed. “Okay, okay. I’ll see if I can climb–” There was a soft gasp. “Shhh! Don’t make a sound. Someone’s coming. Oh! Uh! It’s Toby Pearson.”

That’d be right. Toby Pearson, down from Mt. Gambier for the day with his racing team, had to pass by right at this moment. I sighed. Surely nothing could be more embarrassing than to be found by a fellow trainer scrabbling around inside a garbage bin while waiting for the next race. I stared at a messy yellow food splatter on the far wall. Reminded me of a misshapen banana or maybe a deformed penis.

“Hi Toby, how’s it going?” 

“Oh, g’day, Tanya. Great win by Kat’s dog in the last race. Couldn’t back him though – price far too short.” He hesitated. “Where is Kat? Collecting her winnings?” 

“Um…I guess she’s hanging around somewhere.”

Not any longer…

“Actually, I’m glad I caught you on your own.” Uh! Oh! Sounded like Toby was settling in for a nice long private chat. “It’s Jan’s and my six-week wedding anniversary next Saturday and I thought while I was down here I might buy something special from your shop, you-know, something kinky for me and the little wife to, sort of, play around with in the bedroom on Saturday night.” Evidently a little embarrassed, Toby was gabbling at warp speed. Probably trying to get everything in before I came back from collecting my mythical winnings. “Um…so…anything you can suggest?”

“As a matter of fact, I can recommend some sexy new dress-ups that arrived at our shop yesterday,” said Tanya, who worked at The Luv Bug, a wildly colorful and modern ‘Adult’ shop in the little town of Virginia. “Dress-ups are all the rage at the moment. And you know what, Toby? You’d look fiendishly edible in the latest schoolboy outfit and …”

I tuned out. This could take a while. Tanya had no qualms when it came to selling sex enhancers and once she began her sales spiel she usually lost track of time. Looked like I was back to using only one set of eyes to find my ring. 

While Tanya and Toby continued to discuss the pros and cons of the The Luv Bug’s new crotchless dress-ups, I studied the kitchen slops, the stained race books, the half-eaten sweets, the dirty nappies, the cigarette butts – and my heart sank. Who was I kidding? The only way I’d find my ring was to come clean and contact the manager of Gregor’s Skips. Then I’d need to plead, cajole and likely pay as much as the ring was worth for a couple of their pick-up guys to dump the contents of the bin in a pile and help me sift through the detritus.

Ready to run up the white flag and accept Ben’s frustrated, I-told-you-so’s, I glanced across to the far corner of the bin. And that’s when I spotted what looked like the remains of our pies, plus the screwed up brown paper bags we’d thrown away. All tucked up beside a pile of discarded betting tickets. 

Maybe this was my lucky day after all. 

On hands and knees, inch by inch, I headed toward the remains of our lunch. It’s not like you’re skimming across the top when you crawl over garbage. Far from it. With every movement, I sunk deeper and deeper into the trash. A lot like crawling through thick oozing mud or wet cement. 

Half way across, I stopped for a breather, shook a half-eaten lollypop out of my hair, and checked how much further to go. Another twelve or fifteen inches and I’d be able to reach out and check through those paper bags.

Feeling more optimistic, I set off again on what felt like a journey of a thousand miles. Ever-so-slowly…one hand in front of the other…knees dragging along behind…not stopping again until my right palm pressed down on what felt like… 

Soft. Cold. Flesh.

Heart frozen in mid-beat, I snuck a sideways glance from the corner of one eye. And almost toppled backwards in my haste to snatch my hand away. 

Was that a face?

In the claustrophobic atmosphere of the dumpster, with the familiar sound of the track’s race broadcaster calling the fourth race on the program, I forced myself to take another look. Oh God, I knew that face. It was…no, it couldn’t be. Balancing on both knees and one hand, I brushed the remains of stinking fish away from the eyes and nose and the upper half of the woman’s body. And blinked. Puzzled. Why would greyhound racing’s biggest slut, Mary Parker, be lying curled up inside a dumpster? Had she passed out, drunk? Was she asleep?

But what made me madder than a bee in a bottle – my engagement ring was balanced precariously on the woman’s botoxed forehead. Bitch. She’d tried to pinch my fiancé and now she’d stolen my engagement ring. I frowned as Mary’s unnatural stillness slowly filtered its way through my angry, fogged-up senses. This picture wasn’t right. No way would Miss Sex-on-a-Stick be found sleeping in a dumpster – especially on her own. My eyes travelled from her thickly made-up face, to her scrawny forty-year old neck, to her recently completed way-out-there breast-implants, and came to a juddering halt.

Nooooo! Not again!

Right in the center of Mary Parker’s greatly-enhanced chest was a jagged bullet hole. A hole that even the Plastic Surgeon to the Stars had no hope of fixing.

Oh God. Fighting the need to puke, to faint, to knock myself out on the side of the dumpster in the hope I’d wake up in the quiet sanctuary of my bedroom, my over-taxed brain fizzed and blew a fuse. While my heart, also scrabbling to escape, leapt into my throat and caused an instant blockage. A blockage that refused to allow a horrified scream to emerge from my mouth as anything but a stifled sob. 

Then, gasping, gurgling and choking on my own spit, I snatched my engagement ring from the dead woman’s forehead and morphed into Spiderwoman. I clambered up and over the walls of the metal dumpster – a fete my normal self would never manage in a million years – and ended up in a splattered heap on the ground at Tanya’s feet.

Tanya screamed and leaped backwards. “What the–”

“It’s…its…Mary Parker!” I gulped down a quick breath and swallowed a brick-sized lump in my throat in an effort to calm my over-jazzed-up heartbeat. “She’s inside the dumpster.”

“What’s Mary doing in the dumpster? 

“She’s dead!”

Tanya opened her mouth to speak but no words came out.

“As dead as the flowers in your front garden,” I reiterated before pushing myself up from the ground and checking to see if anyone was within hearing distance. Thankfully, Tony had finished his ‘adult’ conversation and moved on. 

Mouth still open, Tanya blinked at me a couple more times before managing to find her voice. Her anxious eyes seemed to be pleading with me to turn this conversation into a tasteless joke. “Kat, you’re not making a lot of sense. Why’s Mary in the dumpster? And are you sure she’s dead?”

“I don’t know why she’s in there, do I? And if she’s not dead after taking a bullet to the heart she must be one of those mythical Immortal Lords that Gena Showalters writes about.” I ran a hand through the slime in my hair and realized tears were not far away. “Guess I should ring the police and report it, hey?”

Tanya closed her eyes and her shoulders slumped. “Geez, Kat, what is it with you? Why do you keep finding dead bodies?”

“Hey, it’s not that I go looking…”

“I know, I know. Sorry, I’m stressing here. And what’s worse, there’s no way I can get stuck into something alcoholic to make it all better. I have to drive home.” Tanya looked longingly in the direction of the race-track bar. Normally only a social drinker, she always turned into a legless drunk whenever a dead body showed up. “Look, Kat, I’ve been thinking…”

“And?” I stared at her like she was the Sage of the Universe. The Dalia Lama’s twin sister. Socrates Incarnate. My brain was complete mush, so whatever Tanya could come up with was my only hope.

“I think we should just walk away and let someone else find Mary’s body.”

“Whaat?”

“Think about it. Didn’t you have an all-out row with the woman about the way she was draping herself over Ben at Angle Park dog-track last night? A quarrel that everyone heard – and where a racing steward had to intervene?”

“Yes, but–”

“And didn’t you threaten to carve the word, slut, across her fake boobs if she tried to kiss your man one more time?”

“Um…yeah, but I didn’t say anything about shooting her.”

“And, the Big One. The one you should really take a few moments to reflect on. You, Kat McKinley, are due to be married in four days’ time and Ben, your future husband, will not be happy if he has to say, ‘I do’, through the bars of a jail cell.”

I let out a groan and buried my face in my hands. Now that one did make sense.
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An hour and a half later, while teaching a couple of recently retired greyhounds the consequences of galloping on slippery floors, I heard a car pull up outside the granny flat we’d recently built to assist in turning switched-on racing dogs into couch-potatoes. 

It was Detective Inspector Adams from the Elizabeth Police Precinct. 

“Careful there. Watch where you’re running big fella.” The DI, looking his usual scruffy, down-at-heel self, stood just inside the doorway protecting his vitals with both hands as an out-of-control 35kg brindle greyhound surfed down the passageway and crashed into him.

The dog shook his head and grinned up at the Detective Inspector as if to say: ‘Hey, that was fun! Wanna do it again?’

“Sorry about Rufus,” I said, hurrying over to sort dog parts from man parts. “He’s still on his L plates. He thinks polished floors are made specifically for him to slide on. He also regularly smashes his nose on the glass doors leading outside because he can’t remember they’re for looking through – not galloping through.” I gently ruffled Rufus’s ears and then sent him into the lounge room, to rest up on the couch or on one of the pretty pink dog-beds set up for the GAP greyhounds to use. “He’s only been here for a week. He’ll learn.” 

I knew why DI Adams was here. Hell, I’d expected him, plus a couple of police cars with their sirens yowling, well before this. Contrary to Tanya’s advice, I’d reported finding Mary Parker’s body to the Chief Steward at the track, immediately before collecting the two dogs I’d raced that day and sneaking off home.

“Why did you leave the scene of a crime before the police arrived, Kat? You know better than that.” 

No ‘hello’ or ‘nice day’ just straight into the hard stuff.

“I needed a shower,” I told him staring fixedly at the polished wooden floor. “I stunk of dog’s poop, rotten fish and vomit.” 

What I didn’t tell him was that I’d stood under the near-boiling water for half an hour in a vain attempt to wash away the cooties from Mary Parker’s dead body. And the all-encompassing fear. 

“Huh.” Adams grunted, running a hand through his mop of uncombed, always-overdue-for-cutting, dark hair. “You need a better excuse than that. I could cuff you right now, pile you into the back seat of my car and then throw you into an empty cell at the police station and no one would blink an eye.”

I turned my back on him to reach into the cupboard for two large mugs. “Well, why aren’t you?”

He dragged out a chair and collapsed, legs stretched out, shoulders slumped. “God, I’m tired. Just came from a god-awful car crash where three little kids’ broken bodies had to be cut out of a vehicle while their father, high on ice and doing 80ks over the speed limit, escaped with little more than a scratch.” He shook his head and unconsciously reached down to stroke a passing Rufus who’d decided there was no food in the ‘doggy lounge’ but movement in the kitchen might mean treats. “Hard to fathom God’s reasoning sometimes.”

“Personally, I don’t know how you keep doing your job, day in day out, without losing it. I’d end up banging my head against a brick wall.”

“As they say – someone’s gotta do it.”

Poor guy looked beat. Okay, he always looked as though he’d slept in his clothes and lost his hair brush a year ago and hadn’t got around to buying a new one, but today the lines on his face were deeper and the whites of his eyes red. “How about I add an inch of brandy to your coffee?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“So…you haven’t told me why you’re not producing those handcuffs,” I said spooning coffee into the mugs and praying I wasn’t provoking him into action.

“Still might. Anyway, what is it with you and dead bodies? You’re always stumbling over them–or in this case–sharing a dumpster with one.” He rummaged in a pocket of his out-of-shape trench coat, pulled out a battered cigarette, sniffed it and placed it on the table in front of him. To look at? To light up if his will-power wasn’t strong enough to resist? He let out a sigh. “Are you ready for me to take your statement?”

“Ask away.” 

He dragged a coffee stained notebook from one pocket, searched through several more pockets until he finally came up with a biro. “Now, I was told by several witnesses that you had an argument with the deceased at the track last night and threatened to, I’m quoting here, ‘carve slut across her fake boobs’. Is that correct?’”

I sniffed. “She said Ben could do much better than me. That she knew how to give him real sexual pleasure. She even said that Ben constantly complained about how pathetic I was in bed.” I waved an arm in the air. Rufus, thinking I was ordering him back to the lounge, grabbed an empty biscuit packet and trotted off with it in his mouth. “Naturally, I wanted to punch her lights out. Wouldn’t you?”

“You actually believed Ben would say that?”

I rubbed my eyes, suddenly feeling as weary as the Detective Inspector. Also, rather small and stupid. Why had I allowed someone as manipulative as Mary make me feel inferior? Of course Ben wouldn’t say those things. He barely acknowledged the woman when she tried to insert herself between us. “Guess not.” I took a breath. “It’s just that she always gets me…got me…so riled up. So…self-doubting…insecure of Ben’s love. Every time she saw me with Ben she’d pucker up those fire-engine red lips, shove her enormous boobs in his face and drape herself all over him.” I shrugged one shoulder. “I dunno…I guess the wedding-nerves got to me at the track last night and I just lost it when she started on me.” 

Eyes never leaving mine, he said, “So, did you lose it completely later on and kill Mary Parker?”

I shook my head. “Often felt like it, but, no, I didn’t.”

“Any idea who would have a reason to kill her?”

“A reason to kill her?” I distractedly watched Rufus drop his empty biscuit packet on the carpet and steal a stuffed green crocodile toy from one of the other dogs. “Too many to list, I’m afraid. Every married woman, girlfriend or fiancé in the greyhound industry would be more than happy for Mary to disappear. She was what you’d call, a serial man-stealer.”

A tinge of a smile tugged at his lips. “In that case maybe I can leave the handcuffs in my pocket. At least until after your wedding.” 

I handed him a strong coffee, black, no sugar, with a large dollop of brandy added – figuring what he didn’t see he couldn’t be held responsible for–and sat down on the other side of the table.

“Thanks. I think.”

“You know if we find a gun in your possession matching the gun Mary Parker was killed with, all bets are off.”

“Feel free to search. I don’t own a gun. Never have done. My weapons of choice are a can of hair-spray to the eyes a knuckle-duster to the nose and a knee in the what-nots. You’ll find the hairspray and the knuckle duster inside my tote-bag. As for my knee, it’s always wide-awake.”

“Good to know.” He took a sip of his coffee, rolled it around in his mouth for a moment before swallowing. “However, a team of policemen with a warrant will be here in around fifteen minutes to search your premises.” 

“Entertainment for the neighbors? How exciting. The Keystone Cops rolling up to converge on my house and kennels? Can’t wait.”

“Sorry, one of the DCI’s conditions. Only way he’d allow me to take your statement here instead of at the station. But don’t worry. The boys won’t disturb you unduly.” He took another sip of his coffee and his shoulders began to relax. “Now, next question. Did you see anyone in the area when you and your friends rocked up, ready to launch your little dumpster exploration today?”

“If we’d seen anyone hanging around, do you really think I’d embarrass myself by going ahead with the plan?”

“Okay, now we come to the inexplicable. Why were you crawling around inside a dumpster full of garbage?”

“The caterers accidently threw my engagement ring in there and you can imagine what Ben would say if he found out. So, naturally, I decided to look for the ring myself.” 

He spluttered coffee down his already egg-stained tie. “How did you expect to find a ring in amongst all that garbage?”

“Funnily enough, I did. It was perched on Mary Parker’s forehead.”

“Oh no, please, don’t tell me you removed vital evidence from a crime-scene.” He closed his eyes and I could hear him counting to ten under his breath. 

“Um…has anyone thought to search the bin for the murder weapon?” I asked, eager to steer DI Adams away from thoughts of the vital evidence which was now back on my finger, thoroughly and meticulously sterilized. “It could save your guys a lot of wasted time searching for a non-existent gun in my house.”

The DI let out a frustrated sigh before opening his eyes. “Yes, the manager of Gregors’ Skips gave the all-clear for one of my men to hitch the mobile bin to a police car and tow it to the station. Several constables armed with face masks are sifting through the waste as we speak.”

I sniffed. “So, as it turns out, I didn’t need to get into that stinking dumpster after all. I could have left it to the police to find my ring.” I thought it through a bit more. “And then it wouldn’t have been me who found Mary’s body?”

“Bit convoluted, but I guess you’re right. Then again, someone had to find the poor woman’s body.” The Detective Inspector sighed. I’d never seen him look so worn-out. Maybe he had problems at home as well as at work.

Opting to make the DI another medicinal coffee, I pushed my chair back from the table and while collecting the empty cups, noticed Petunia, a small black and white greyhound with the sweetest personality, tiptoe in from the lounge. I smiled at her. It was as though the dog sensed the man’s unhappiness. She went straight to the DI, rested her head on his lap and asked with her eyes for a pat. 

“Petunia thinks you’d make a good Dad,” I said, smothering a grin when the policeman’s taut face relaxed into a smile as he gently rubbed one large hand over the dog’s head. “Why don’t you adopt her? She’d be no trouble. And think of all that unconditional love waiting at home for you when you walk through the door after a bad day at work.”

He lifted one eyebrow and gave me a mock scowl as I placed his refilled coffee mug in front of him. “Nice try, Katrina, but not going to happen. Dogs don’t need owners who live by my ridiculous work-schedule.” Coffee in hand, he looked around. “Anyway, what’s with this new building and the doggy play area outside? Is this where you’re going to stash Ben when you two get married?”

“Only when he’s in the dog-house.” I laughed and watched the DI lean back in the chair and close his eyes. The hijacked coffee was
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