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Chapter One


[image: ‡]‡

A groan escaped the silent watcher as the girl pulled out a bunch of keys to unlock the front door. The dog that had been sitting now silently stood, his ears alert, his head slowly swinging side to side as he emitted a low growl.

“Damn it.” He hadn’t counted on a dog. Who takes a dog with them to an office building anyhow? He could have knocked down the girl and grabbed the keys, and finally made it into the building. He’d spent the last six months trying to enter the place.

The few remaining offices weren’t open to the public. He’d even donned delivery outfits and tried to get buzzed in. All he managed to discover was no one in the building had water delivered or even a pizza. Usually, he received no reply when he buzzed. It could be that the buzzer didn’t work. The building itself was circa 1930s and only the bottom floor was stores, while the rest were apartments or offices.

That would have worked fine if there was an actual store on the first floor instead of empty rooms. He’d considered breaking in, but he’d most likely get caught and end up back in the slammer. Something he’d prefer to avoid since he had more enemies inside than he did out. Now, he’d have to rethink the situation. Once the girl and her dog entered the building, he tucked his hands into his jacket pocket to feel the short length of pipe he’d hidden there. A man had to protect himself, but as a felon, a gun would automatically earn a huge fine and possibly incarceration. Things he wanted to avoid.

Hands still in pockets, he strolled in the direction of Monument Circle. Sweat dotted his face due to the early heat wave. He could have pulled off his sweatshirt, but the hoodie provided conformity that made him almost invisible.

In the center of the city stood a huge war monument reaching toward the heavens as if trying to touch the departed or at least send a message they hadn’t been forgotten. He couldn’t remember when it had been built—sometime after the Civil War. As a kid, his grandfather had taken him there. With each war, more statues and flat memorials engraved with names appeared. He remembered fingering the names thinking the people only became important by dying. That wasn’t going to be him. Nope, he’d had enough of being Toby Nobody. Once he got into the building, he’d find what was his by right and buy that sailboat he fantasized about while doing time. Might even sail around the world.

Foot and vehicle traffic picked up as he made his way to the circle. A horse-driven carriage, complete with picture-snapping tourists, passed him on one side. The harness bells jingled with the horse’s movements. He was not sure why a person would even bell a horse. The animal was too large to miss. Then again, maybe the owner thought it made the experience more festive. Toby stopped and watched the slow-moving carriage. He’d never taken a carriage ride, never took a gondola ride down the canal, either. Nope, those things were for tourists or people with a lot of throwaway money. Soon, that would be him, as soon as he got rid of the obstacles.
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Nala placed one hand on her hip and kept a tight grip on the leash clipped to a handsome black German shepherd mix as she surveyed the building. The stone façade building rose a good five stories, nothing compared to the other buildings looming behind it on a more visited street in Indianapolis. The morning sun revealed chipped bricks and the crumbling entrance steps, exposing the underlying concrete block structure.

“The building has character.” She glanced up and down the street, noticing the lack of foot traffic during the early day. The ground floor windows revealed empty rooms inside where light spots on the industrial gray carpet revealed where furniture once sat. “I was never shown a ground floor office or even one with wraparound windows.” Her shoulders went up in a shrug. “It is just as well. Anyone visiting a private eye doesn’t want to be on display. I probably couldn’t afford it anyhow. Let’s go see our office.”

The dog gave a bark as if he understood. Nala’s straight hair swung into her face as she bent to pat the animal. “That’s right, Max. It’s a new start for both of us.”

Max and Nala climbed the first flight of stairs in silence. By the time they reached the second flight, a young man with a dark hipster beard and arms full of labeled boxes met them.

“Hey, a dog, cool!”

A bark greeted his assessment while Nala offered her hand, then pulled it back as she realized he couldn’t shake. “Hello. Do you need any help with your boxes?”

“No, I’m good. I’m sure you’re not coming to see me. I’d remember if I had a beautiful woman and her equally handsome dog coming to see me.”

A nervous laugh greeted his remark. Blatant flirting rattled Nala since it was difficult to pinpoint if it was sincere. Extroverts could reply with clever comebacks in a second, while people like herself struggled for an appropriate reply long after the person had left. “Yeah, right.”

Instead of insisting he meant it, the man grinned. “I’m Harry Chafant. I run a mail-order business on the second floor. Didn’t know there were any other businesses in the building. There are some apartments in use, though. Maybe you’re here to see one of the residents.”

Nala shoved her hands in her jeans pockets since she didn’t know what to do with them. “Ah, I’m Nala, Nala Bonne.” Oops, she had lost a chance to try out her new name. “I’ll be opening my business on the third floor. Max,” she gestured to her dog, “and I are going up to check out the office.”

“Really?” Harry drew out the word, and his smile grew bigger. “Today must be my lucky day. I’m headed to the post office, but when I get back, I’d love to show you around.”

“Thanks, but I’ve already seen the building.” Regret stabbed her as she watched the man’s smile slip. No good would come out of being too friendly to her neighbors. Even if they did hit it off, eventually they’d break up and she’d peer out her door every time a woman got buzzed in, wondering if it was her replacement. Still, she didn’t want to sound unfriendly. She held up one hand. “See ya around.”

“Yeah,” Harry agreed and continued to descend the stairs.

If her best friend, Karly, had witnessed the scene, she’d take Nala to task, telling her she shot down another perfectly good prospect. Maybe she had, but she also avoided a messy emotional entanglement and the possibility of placing another crack in her heart. Some women threw themselves into the dating game with all the intensity of a bullfighter. A failed romance never seemed to get them down. They would just move on to the next guy. The most amazing thing about it was that there was always a next guy. In her experience, most men never passed her father’s background investigation test. Oh, the joys of having a father in law enforcement.

On the third-floor landing, Nala withdrew her key to the office and opened the door. The entry office remained dusty and empty. The furniture fairies hadn’t appeared overnight, not that she’d expected them to. A few words to her mother would have her scouring the design warehouse for office furniture, but she wouldn’t mention it. This was something Nala wanted to accomplish on her own. As the only child of overprotective parents, she seldom felt like she did much on her own. Even with school projects, she had felt they were more a group project.

Her father had built a circuit board that allowed an electrical circuit to run several items at once for the science fair. She, however, had wanted to grow plants and play music to them. When she didn’t ace the science fair, her father demanded to know if the fair was fixed. It was obvious the circuit board was the superior project. Her petite teacher went toe to toe with her father and pointed out the circuit board was beyond the ability of a seven-year-old. A third-grader won with an experiment that showed tomato plants grew taller with regular shots of diet cola.

“Let’s hit it.” Nala dropped the leash and allowed Max to wander at will while she withdrew window cleaner, a rag, and some press-on letters. Her first project would be the exterior door.

“I’m not sure about the clear glass. If a person wants privacy, they don’t want everyone and their cousin peering in at them as they come to me to consult about a philandering husband or wife.”

“Do people even do that anymore? I just thought they divorced, divvied up the stuff, and sometimes offloaded the family pet to a friend, relative, or took him for a ride in the country.”

Nala blinked, knowing good and well no one else was in the office. She dropped her gaze to Max, who had his head cocked as if waiting for her answer. No, it couldn’t be. Dogs didn’t talk, at least not in a raspy baritone. She pinched herself just to be certain she wasn’t dreaming. It hurt. Maybe she just thought he said something. The best thing would be to test out her theory. “Did your last owners divorce?”

Something must have happened to Max since she had picked him up at an animal shelter the day before he would have been put down. Grown dogs were only kept for a few days at the most. Then again, it could be she wanted Max to talk so she’d have someone to converse with. A fellow traveler in this new life she’d plotted out for herself.

“Nope.” He grimaced, showing his teeth. “I made the mistake of talking again. Not the first time I’ve been ousted from a comfortable home. This last time I was driven from the house by my former owner holding a crucifix and calling me devil dog.”

“Weird.” She shook her head hard still not convinced she wasn’t dreaming. I would have thought someone would have put you on the David Letterman show. Whoops, I keep forgetting he retired.” Was she really having a conversation with her dog?

“You’d think that.” He barked a couple of times before continuing. “You gotta remember English is my third language and some things don’t translate.”

“You speak three languages?”

He lifted his nose with pride. “I do. Dog, of course, the silent language of scent, and I’m reasonably conversant in English. One potential owner tried to speak to me in German. Despite my muddied bloodlines, I couldn’t understand a word he said. I wanted to tell him I was born in America. I didn’t, since I wasn’t totally sure.”

“Ah, of course.” She nodded her head as if she understood. Was there anything understandable about a talking dog? “So, when did you start talking? Are there a lot of talking dogs out there?”

His nose dropped as he stretched out and laid his head on his paws. “All dogs talk in the accepted canine dialect, except for basenjis who do this strange yodeling thing. I haven’t met one who speaks English, although most do understand it very well. They might pretend not to know phrases such as stay off the couch, not for you, or not now. They do. Even though they understand English, they freak out when I say something. Something about it being us against them, meaning your kind.”

“Ah.” Nala searched her mind for how she had treated Max in the few days she owned him. Had she offended him somehow by treating him like a dog? “You never answered how you came to talk.”

“Oh, that.” He managed a few sharp yips that resembled a laugh. “Funny story. My first owner was a close-mouthed male. Not one to share his feelings or general observations about life. While this didn’t bother me all that much, it was an entirely different story for his girlfriend, who happened to be a witch. She always fixed extra scrambled eggs and bacon for me when she visited, so I liked her. Anyhow, one day, she says to the man, ‘If you don’t talk to me, then your dog will.’”

“Just like that?”

“Took me a while to become a good conversationalist. At the time, I was so excited I voiced every thought.” He lifted his head enough to display a doggy grin. “Imagine a constant litany of me listing everything I saw. Tree, grass, dog poop from the poodle two houses down, smells like she likes me. After all, she left it in front of my house. Well, you get the idea.”

“Irritating.”

“Yep, I discovered immediately that while people yack non-stop, they don’t appreciate a talkative dog, especially my first owner who didn’t even make the effort to talk to his girlfriend. One day, she was gone. Not sure if they agreed to separate. I just noticed the house smelled less like the sandalwood incense she always burned. After that, I got relocated, too.”

“Where?”

“A family with kids. They had a little boy I adored. He wasn’t that good at walking so he often hung onto me when he was unstable. It was only natural that I tried to encourage him. His parents were worried about his developing psyche and the dangers of believing a dog could talk. They thought I was a bad influence.” Max stood, paced to the hallway and returned to his original place before circling and flopping back down on the floor.

“That’s too bad about the kid. I’m not sure what I’ll do with a talking dog.”

A foul smell permeated the air. “Sorry.” Max offered her an apologetic expression. “The Chinese food you gave me yesterday doesn’t agree with me. I love it, though. Besides, stress has that effect, too.”

Her intention had been to get a dog for companionship. Karly, who worked at the shelter, had emailed her pictures of dogs that would be put down. Talk about guilt. Even worse, when they met for lunch, she’d talk about the abandoned dogs, giving them names and listing their idiosyncrasies. Nala pointed out more than once that if Karly wanted someone to adopt a dog it was better not to mention things such as its tendency to rip up anything vaguely chewable or its midnight howling. Karly insisted people had to enter relationships with open eyes.

As if that would ever work. There was a reason women shoved themselves into shapewear, piled on the makeup, and clipped on hair extensions. Men didn’t want reality, and she was sure women didn’t either. On occasion, when they needed a reality check, they’d hire an investigator. She’d specialize in date research. No woman wanted to go on a date with an online prospect or even the cousin of a co-worker and end up battered, broke or, worse, dead.

“We’ll have to limit your intake to the weekends. Can’t have you scaring off the clients with your toxic farts.”

A hopeful gleam appeared in Max’s eyes as his ears pitched forward. “Do you mean you’re going to keep me?”

“Why not?”

“The talking usually scares people off, but Karly assured me you’d be okay with it. Since you’re into magic, psychic skills, and all that.” His long tail wagged, hitting the floor. The empty room magnified the sound.

“Karly knew? The woman who never believes in too much information withheld the fact from me that you could speak?”

“She never told you she didn’t like Jeff, either.”

Nala looked up from pecking at her cell with her index finger. “You mean you and Karly talked about my ex-boyfriend?”

Max swallowed hard. “You know, I could be an immense help around the detective agency.”

“How so?”

“Scent. I can tell if people are lying or not by their scent.”

She shook her head, imagining how well a large German shepherd mix sniffing them would go over. “I’m pretty sure my future clients and suspects wouldn’t go for you sticking your nose in their crotch.”

“Please.” He managed a huff. “I have excellent scent ability. The nose in the crotch thing is something dogs do just for fun. It’s a game we like to play with humans. If you didn’t react so strongly, then it wouldn’t be as hilarious.”


Chapter Two


[image: ‡]‡

The outer office door sparkled after Nala scrubbed it four times, ridding it of decades of grease and grime. If there had been any lettering on it previously, it didn’t show. Peel and stick letters would have to do until she got the money to create a name plaque or have her name painted on the door.

She knelt on the floor, spreading out the letters spelling out N JONES, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR. DISCREET INQUIRIES. Perhaps she shouldn’t put the last part up. Her grandfather joked he never trusted anyone who extolled their own product, saying a baker who referred to his cookies as delicious did so because no one else would. As she huddled over the letters, trying to decide if she should forget the last line, the click of dog nails drew nearer.

“What’s with N Jones? Is someone else going to be working here?” His ears flicked forward as if waiting for an answer.

How did she rate both a talking and nosy pooch? Her lips twisted as she considered what to say when a thought hit her. “You can read, too?”

Max’s mouth dropped open and his long tongue lolled out. He stood staring at Nala before closing his mouth and shaking his head. “How about that? I never tried to read until now, and I can!” He let out a small howl and pranced around in a small circle. “Look at me, I can read! Didn’t even go to school. I got it all over humans who have to struggle to read.” His voice took on a delighted quality as he chanted his reading ability over and over.

“Enough!” Nala stood and clapped her hands together twice. “It was a spell. You can only read and talk because of a spell. You never actually learned.”

“Sez you. I could have learned. I bet your partner N Jones will be nicer to me.”

A small snort escaped her, realizing she’d take Max down a few notches. Wait, was she fighting with a dog? “I’m N Jones.”

“No, you’re Nala Bonne. Karly said your name several times when talking to me.”

“Figures.”

“So, what’s with N Jones? Do you have spelling issues? Maybe I can help. Obviously, I’m a great reader. Makes sense that I’d be a good speller, too. Let me think about this. Nala. N.Y.L.A.”

She shook her index finger at Max. “You’re wrong. It’s NALA. Besides, I want to sound tough since I’m not a preschool teacher anymore. Nala Bonne is a soft and fluffy name, which is great for preschool but not for a PI. I need something that sounds tough.”

“Why not Stone or Hammer?”

“That’s not a bad idea. I like it. There was a fictional gumshoe named Mike Hammer. The guy was as tough as nails. I could be N Hammer.”

“Why not Nala Hammer?”

Her eyes rolled upward. While a dog could talk and read like a human, it couldn’t reason like one. “Some people don’t want a female P.I.”

“Won’t they notice you’re not a man? It’s my experience humans miss a great deal. Still, I think they’d notice.”

“Yeah, but by then, the person would be in my office, and I’d win them over with my charm…”

Max managed a cough.

Nala continued undeterred, “…and my wide-open schedule and low prices. All I want to do is get my foot in the door.”

“Been there, although it was usually my nose I tried to get in the door. I figured I’d used my liquid brown eyes to seal the deal, and you can see how well that worked out.”

“Hey! I picked you.”

“No, you didn’t. After about a week of Karly calling you endlessly about a dog that would be perfect for you, you showed up right before,” he paused to shudder, “the chamber. The other dogs had already said their final goodbyes to me.”

“Oh, my goodness, you poor dear.” She dropped to her knees and hugged Max. The buzzer sounded, cutting the hug short. Nala pushed to her feet while Max complained.

“You almost choked me to death.”

Before she could comment, the dog winked one eye. Her thumb hit the intercom button. “What is it?”

“Delivery. Wok-n-Roll Chinese.”

Her finger slid from the button, resting on the metal panel that housed the button. Not more than two months ago, her friend, Steph, called from New York City to explain an intruder broke into their building by pretending to be a delivery boy and someone buzzed him in. Right now, two locked doors were between her and whoever was on the front steps.

Might as well send the possible criminal on his way. Her thumb depressed the intercom button. “I didn’t order Chinese.”

“I meant Jose’s House of Tacos. I deliver for a lot of places.”

As far as she could tell she was the only person in the building since Harry had just left. There was no way she’d open the door. Max made a low, menacing growl. Too bad it didn’t carry three stories down. Nala went to the front window without the blinds. She leaned back against the wall and peeked through the window. Nothing. Well, nothing useful. She could see the street traffic and the mailman walking down the street.

Just when she was ready to step away from the window, someone slinked away from the building, male, white, middle-aged, shiny spot on the top of the head. She logged the information mentally as he turned and stared up at the window. She flattened herself against the wall, almost sure he hadn’t seen her.

Black hoodie, gray sweat pants and no delivery box in sight. She mentally added the details to her list. Her observation skills came from her father drilling her constantly. Sometimes, he’d stick a photo in front of her for five seconds, turn it over, and make her name what she saw. Her mother used to grumble about the game, but her father insisted people needed to be aware of their surroundings. He usually tacked on that most people were horrible eyewitnesses. They had eyes but did not see.

Her father may have considered she might follow him into law enforcement, but she hadn’t. Most high school seniors assumed they were deep thinkers with everything figured out, but they weren’t. She should know since she went to college with those fellow seniors. Some flunked out before Christmas break their first year. Thank goodness for them, because she shone in comparison. Sure, she enrolled in psychology because about a third of her friends did. College was all about hanging with your friends, right?

Halfway through college she thought acting might be a good career choice after she received rave reviews from friends and family for her role of Mrs. Soames in Our Town. That was her theatrical high. When she tried out as an extra in a low-budget movie shooting in town, the agent described her as not being enough of anything. Not tall enough, not blond enough, not curvy enough, not old enough. The list went on forever with him summing it up with, “No one needs another skinny Latino girl.” Never got a chance to tell him that Bonne was a French name.

Max strolled over to her and pushed his wet nose into her hand.

“He’s gone,” she said.

“Let me see.” He walked over to the window and placed his paws on the sill. “Don’t see anything, except a pigeon.”

Nala glanced at the glass. “It’s walking on the ledge. Besides, you don’t even know what he looks like.”

Max dropped his front paws to the floor. “You’re telling me you do?”

“Yes. I got a good look at him. I have excellent observation skills.”

“Is that what made you decide to be a private investigator?”

“Good question.” She walked back to the letters on the floor and knelt back beside them. “I guess having this great awareness of everything going on around me just made me a little crazy as a preschool teacher. From my place in the center of the room, I could see one boy picking his nose and eating the boogers.” She shuddered. “Another kid had a pair of scissors to the hair of a girl who always wore an elaborate hair bow. A third boy dressed in a tiny football jersey had a large puddle growing at his feet, while the fourth one had her head buried in my stomach sobbing about something I couldn’t understand. Personally, I think I would have been better off not observing so much.”

“That’s why you quit?”

Nala rocked back on her heels as her eyes rolled up, trying to find that one incident that served as her breaking point. “Hmm, it was more of a combination of things. I worked hard to instill social skills such as sharing, waiting your turn, and politeness only to send the kids home to parents who cussed each other out. Then there were the parents who were raising divas in training and wanted me to rock their child and sing a special calming song to them. There were other parents who talked to me as if I were the preschooler. It came to a head when one boy slashed a deep cut on another boy’s head with a metal truck. The slasher’s parents insisted their son was provoked. That’s when I decided there had to be something better.”

“I would have bit the boy.”

“The other boy did, but that was after he was hit by the truck.”

The buzzer sounded again, freezing Nala in the action of gathering up her letters.


Chapter Three
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Nala scrambled into a standing position, clutching a handful of letters, then sidled to the metal intercom as if someone might be listening. The buzzer sounded again, startling her into dropping letters that slowly fluttered to the floor, landing with barely a whisper.

A familiar voice came through the tiny speaker. “It’s your mother. I’ve got move-in supplies and lunch.”

Nala pressed down the intercom button to respond, but before she could, Max enthused, “Lunch!” The sound of Max’s voice surely reached her mother’s ears.

Her mother replied, “Is there a man up there? Buzz me in. I want to meet him.”

Nala’s hand drifted to the second button, aware she’d be admitting a force of nature named Guinevere Bonne into the building. Saying her mother was driven would be an understatement. Being an only child of two Type A personalities was no picnic. Occasionally, they wanted her to experience their missed opportunities. She always figured the reason she sucked at both violin playing and horseback riding was she never wanted to do either.

For years, her mother has been content running Posh Interiors, which had been a blessing since the business took most of her mother’s energy. But something happened this year, something horrible. Her mother hadn’t contracted an incurable illness or gone bankrupt. Her father hadn’t stepped out on her mother, either. To the outside world, everything looked about the same, but it wasn’t. The very stylish and organized Guinevere Bonne decided she wanted to be a grandmother. She informed Nala at a family dinner that her yet-to-be-born children would call her Nana Gwen. When her mother wanted something, she always got it.

Maybe she could convince Max to call her Nana Gwen. She gave her dog a measured look. “It will be your first time to meet my mom. Be on your good behavior.”

He gave a sharp bark that sounded slightly affronted. Nala stood near the door and tried to see the office the way her mother might see it. As an older building, it had lofty ceilings and long windows that allowed the sunlight to flood in. That was the plus side.

No way her mother would miss the peeling wallpaper that appeared to be taking the plaster with it. Water spots dotted the ceiling, but probably nothing a can of sealer wouldn’t fix. The scarred wooden floor remained intact with no missing boards. One window was bare while the other sported mostly broken aluminum blinds.

An interior door opened into a second room, which would be where she conducted her discreet inquiries. The room could easily be called square in shape, especially if a person used the word small in front of square. Nala strolled over to the window, sniffing the room for a hint of mildew, but it had more of a dry, stale odor. No telling how long the offices had stood empty.

There was an odd square cut on the floor as if someone had tried to make a secret hiding place. Not so secret now with the floor bare. Curious, she fingered the seam wondering if she’d need a crowbar to pry it up. Better to leave it alone. Once it was up, it probably wouldn’t fit back into place.

A cheery voice called out. “Whose gorgeous dog? Is there an equally tall, dark, and handsome owner to go with you? Is my daughter and your owner up to some risqué escapades?”

Nala’s eyes rolled upward as she pushed up from the floor. “No, Mom. Don’t get your hopes up. Risqué escapades, what is that anyhow? A questionable ice show?”

Instead of replying, her mother stretched to her full height of five-two, in heels, to see around her.

“There’s no one here,” Nala assured, aware her mother was looking for the owner of the baritone. “You tell her, Max.”

“Woof. Woof.” He turned his head in Nala’s direction and winked.

Her mother ignored them and continued her search. Her kitten heels echoed in the inner office. On her return to the exterior office, her gaze focused on a closed closet door. “You can’t fool your mother. I think it’s shameful the way you’re making,” she had her hand on the closet door and opened it with such vigor the wire hangers inside hit each other, “the poor man hide.”

Guinevere stuck her head in the closet, possibly doubting the obvious. “I heard a man’s voice.”

“That was Max.” It would help if the dog would decide to talk right about now. She nudged him with her knee, which only resulted in him moving away from her and standing beside her mother.

“Please, Nala, stop the crazy talk.” She shot a manicured hand through her dark, short hair. “This nonsense keeps you single, not your domineering manner.”

She almost asked what domineering manner, but that would be playing into her mother’s hands. “Where’s lunch?”

“Oh, that, I left it in the hall. I needed my hands free for the door.” Her mother gestured to the doorway.

What she didn’t say was that she dropped everything, hoping to catch her with an actual guy. Nala peeked into the hall and discovered a pile of abandoned bags along with a broom. “Oh good, a broom. I need one.”

Her mother appeared in the hallway lit only by a single window. “I know lunch is in here somewhere.” Max joined her and located the food with no problem. Her mother patted him on the head and removed distinctive red and white bags whose aroma evoked memories of dinners around a red and white checkered tablecloth-covered table complete with a candle stuck in a Chianti bottle.

“Bernardoes.” Nala breathed the restaurant name with reverence. “Did you get baked ziti?”

“I wouldn’t forget your favorite. Plenty of garlic bread, too. Grab the two pop-up stools. Figured you wouldn’t have furniture
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