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			Praise for the Haunted Bookshop Mysteries

			“Full of riveting twists!”

			—First for Women

			“Utterly charming. . . . An entirely absorbing mystery.”

			—Mystery Scene

			“A magnificent cold case mystery!”

			—Fresh Fiction (fresh pick)

			“Jack and Pen are a terrific duo who prove that love can transcend anything.”

			—The Mystery Reader

			“I highly recommend the complete series.”

			—Spinetingler Magazine

			“A charming, funny, and quirky mystery starring a suppressed widow and a stimulating ghost.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			“The plot is marvelous, the writing is top-notch.”

			—Cozy Library
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			Once upon a time, a boy loved a dog.

			Half a century gone, and he’s still missed.

			To Eric . . .

		

	
		
			Foreword

			Animals have been a staple of the mystery genre since Edgar Allan Poe penned the first modern detective story featuring literature’s first amateur sleuth. While the genesis of The Murders of the Rue Morgue remains a mystery, The Ghost Goes to the Dogs had a definite origin. It sprang from the fact that we’ve written dozens of mysteries in which cats appear (no surprise, since we care for many rescued felines), but we never gave dogs their day. Consequently, this book is dedicated to Marc’s cherished childhood friend, Eric, who helped inspire this story. Likewise, Alice’s fond memories of dog-sitting duties for her sister’s sweet canines, Sparky and Fred, as well as her admiration for Dorothy’s best friend, Toto (created by author L. Frank Baum), served as inspirations, too.

			Although The Ghost Goes to the Dogs marks the ninth entry in our Haunted Bookshop Mysteries, our hard-boiled ghost has been haunting the cozy streets of Quindicott, Rhode Island, since 2004. A grateful tip of the fedora goes to our publisher for their faith in this series, not only with the release of this title, but also The Ghost and the Bogus Bestseller, The Ghost and the Haunted Portrait, and The Ghost and the Stolen Tears, all of which we wrote following a decade-long hiatus (after penning the first five entries).

			We especially wish to thank our brilliant and insightful editor, Tracy Bernstein, along with everyone on the Berkley team who worked to transform our words into this beautiful publication. Spirited thanks also goes to our longtime agent, John Talbot, and the many loyal readers of our Haunted Bookshop series for your belief in us and our characters. Your love of Jack and Pen continues to keep both alive, and we look forward to sharing many more of their adventures with you.

			As for our other works and worlds, you can learn more about them (and us) by visiting coffeehousemystery.com and cleocoyle.com.

			—Alice Alfonsi and Marc Cerasini
aka Cleo Coyle, New York City
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			This little creature . . . was just a dog . . . altogether amusing and companionable . . . With Tags, as she called him, she went farther and farther afield after the housework was done, coming home with glowing cheeks . . . And almost every evening Captain Gregg visited her and told her tales of the sea . . .

			—The Ghost and Mrs. Muir by R.A. Dick 
(aka Josephine Aimee Campbell Leslie)

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
				I’m a lone wolf, unmarried . . . and not rich . . . I like liquor and women . . . The cops don’t like me too well . . . and when I get knocked off in a dark alley . . . nobody will feel that the bottom has dropped out of his or her life.

				—Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye

			

			New York City

			Friday, April 18, 1947

			5:45 p.m.

			“Hiya, Mr. Shepard. Want your messages?”

			“Sure, Doris. Lemme get a load off first.”

			As Jack hung up his trench coat, he heard Doris snap her gum.

			“Suit yourself, Mr. Shepard. But I gotta leave real soon!”

			“Hot date, huh?”

			“You bet! Me and the girls got tickets to see Frank’s new movie, It Happened in Brooklyn. He’s so dreamy. You seen it yet?”

			“No, honey.”

			“Well, I cannot miss it!”

			Doris was the younger cousin of Jack’s regular secretary, who’d been out for most of the week (on a date with a dentist). He didn’t mind since he’d been tied up giving trial testimony in three different cases: two Cheating Charlies in divorce proceedings that made the Battle of the Bulge look like the Ice Capades and one case of a young woman who’d gone missing and then caught the big chill. He’d been hired to track her down, and he had—too late.

			Jack still felt the gut punch of defeat over that one.

			At least his work had helped the city dicks find her killer and secure evidence to convict, but it was a grim business. Nothing he planned on sharing with young Doris here.

			All of nineteen, she’d flown fresh as a newly hatched bird out of some midtown secretarial school and landed in his office with bubble-gum cheeks, a bouncy yellow ponytail, and the kind of blindingly sunny disposition that made Jack want to shove on dark glasses and head for the nearest gin mill.

			The past decade alone, Jack had seen the rise and fall of a madman named Hitler, devastation in European and Pacific theaters, and history’s first god-awful atomic bomb.

			The defining moment of Doris’s young life (as she’d informed Jack with breathless detail over morning coffee) wasn’t D-Day or V-E Day, but Columbus Day 1944—the day she’d been lucky enough to wedge herself into the Paramount Theater with thirty-six hundred other squealing, swooning bobby-sox girls to witness the crooning of a skinny kid from Hoboken named Sinatra.

			The unlucky ladies (twenty-five thousand of them) became a crushing pink wave that washed over Times Square, leaving traffic rerouted, shopwindows smashed, and some of New York’s Finest with their most bemused riot duty in recent memory.

			According to one of Jack’s old partners in the PD, the bobby-sox blitzkrieg required twenty radio cars, seventy patrolmen, sixty-two traffic cops (twelve of them mounted), six sergeants, and forty temporary badges who’d been pulled from parade duty on Fifth.

			“Ain’t life grand?” Doris chirped, filing her nails.

			Jack blew out air.

			Leaving the postage-stamp reception area, he moved into his office proper, shrugged off his best navy blue suit coat from his acre of shoulders, rolled up his shirtsleeves, loosened his tie, and settled into the creaky chair behind his desk.

			As he considered his day—and the whole lousy world at large—he rubbed the dagger-shaped scar on his jaw, reached for the bottle in his drawer, and knocked back a satisfying shot of single-malt therapy.

			“Okay, Doris. What have you got for me?”

			“First message,” she announced before snapping her gum. “From Assistant District Attorney Donovan’s assistant. Ain’t that comical? An assistant has an assistant?”

			“Barrel of laughs,” Jack said. “What’s the message?”

			“ ‘Judge Hoffman moved Monday’s proceedings to Wednesday. Kindly remember to be on time and wear proper tires for your courtroom appearance.’ ”

			“Uh, Doris, I think you meant to write attire. What do you think?

			“Oh, Mr. Shepard, you’re right! I guess I heard it wrong, but I figured maybe it was a park-in deal. You know, like that theater in New Jersey?”

			“There are no park-in courtrooms in the tristate area. Not yet, anyway. Go on . . .”

			“Sure thing! Message two was from a lady who wouldn’t leave her name.” Doris squinted at the note card. “ ‘I would like to hire you, but I need to know your rates, your address, and could you be the street?’ ”

			“I think she meant discreet. She leave a number?”

			Doris nodded. “Gramercy 5-3—”

			“I’ll ring her back next week. Anything else?”

			“A Mr. Larsen called. Says he has two Great Danes and would like to schedule your walking services.”

			“You pulling my leg?”

			“No, sir! You wanna see the note?”

			“Must have been a wrong number. That it?”

			Doris shook her head. “I got four more calls asking about your dog-walking services—”

			“Hey, what’s the idea? You trying out for vaudeville?”

			“No, Mr. Shepard. I swear the messages are on the up-and-up! Plus I got three more asking about your canine-kenneling rates for summer weekends.”

			“Your cousin’s coming back Monday, right?”

			“She sure is. Her bad tooth got pulled without a hitch.”

			“Send her some flowers for me—and leave her a message on your desk. Tell her to straighten out Ma Bell ASAP.”

			“I will, Mr. Shepard, but I don’t think it’s a phone company mix-up. Didn’t you see that dog story in the afternoon paper?”

			“Which paper?”

			“This one.” Doris ricocheted to her desk and back, then handed him one of the many daily rags. “You’re in it!”

			Doris pointed to the picture of a well-heeled society matron posing with her Pekingese. “DOGNAPPED!” screamed the headline. “PRIZEWINNING POOCH IN PERIL!”

			The story revealed how the little lapdog with the long pedigree was kidnapped from her loving mistress by an “insensitive brute,” but reunited with her grateful grande dame due entirely to the heroic efforts of one Mr. Jack Shepard, “lover of creatures great and small.”

			The overwrought feature included exaggerated details of Jack’s recently closed case, along with his address and phone number and a fake quote from Jack himself: “In this dog-eat-dog world, I’ll do anything to help my four-legged friends.”

			The dognapping story was mostly true, though some of it was complete fiction, including the line extolling the virtues of Jack Shepard’s “reliable dog-walking services.”

			Smelling a rat, Jack searched for the byline, which explained everything—

			“Timothy Brennan,” he spat.

			“You know him?” Doris asked.

			“Yeah, I know him . . .”

			A yellow journalist and a degenerate gambler, Brennan had a penchant for making up quotes, double-crossing sources, drinking his lunch, and pretzeling facts when it suited—or amused—him.

			Identifying Jack not as a licensed private investigator, but as an expert in “doggy business,” was obviously a case of the latter. Jack could have run it all down for Doris, but he didn’t want to burn her little pink ears off with the curses he’d surely utter in the process. Instead, he checked his watch.

			“Quitting time. You run along now, Doris.”

			“Thanks, Mr. Shepard. Oh, hold the phone. I got one more!” she cried, waving the message like a winning bingo card.

			“Just hand it to me, honey, and you can go.”

			“Okey-doke!”

			As the young woman made her earsplitting exit, Jack held his breath. After the screeching of a desk chair, slamming of a file drawer, and bang of the front door, Doris was finally off, headed for that date with her celluloid boyfriend.

			At the blessed sound of silence, Jack sat back, put his feet up, and sighed. Peace in our time. Sipping another shot of Scotch, he glanced at Doris’s last message card, expecting another load of doggy business.

			It wasn’t.

			A man named “Muggsy” had called. At the sight of that moniker, Jack felt his muscles stiffen.

			Myles “Muggsy” Malone was a Hell’s Kitchen hothead famous for his short temper and long switchblade. A few years back, he gutted some poor sixteen-year-old kid during an argument over a dice game. Nothing new for the locals who lived in the tenements and worked on the docks. Only this time, there was a hitch.

			The victim’s older sister, Irene, was a real looker, and she’d married well. Outraged at the police’s lack of enthusiasm for tracking down the man who tried to fillet her little brother, Irene hired Jack to find Muggsy Malone, drag him into the nearest precinct, and make sure he did time.

			Jack complied.

			Little brother recovered and testified, putting Muggsy behind the eight ball, with a hefty fine and sentence to two years of hard labor, less on good behavior.

			Well, Malone obviously made parole, and he wanted Jack to know it.

			
				I’m out of the joint where you put me and back in town.

				I’ll be seeing you, Shepard. I owe you payback.

				Expect me soon.

			

			“So much for peace,” Jack muttered, and knocked back the rest of his drink.

			

			*   *   *

			Hours later, loaded gun by his bedside, Jack was back at his apartment alone, a rarity for a Friday night.

			Stretched out in pajama bottoms, twiddling his thumbs over his bare chest, he’d been staring at the bedroom ceiling. The pounding rain and cracking thunder were loud enough to split Zeus’s eardrums, but nature’s racket wasn’t the reason he couldn’t get any shut-eye.

			Jack couldn’t stop thinking about Muggsy Malone’s message.

			By now, Irene was long gone, somewhere out West with her well-off hubby. She’d taken her little brother with her, which left Jack as the only fish left to catch the ex-con’s fillet knife.

			Would Malone come for him at home or jump him at the office? How many days would it take for the ugly Muggs to show?

			Jack considered reporting the message to the ex-con’s parole officer, but that was weak coffee. Malone could easily dodge the flack by claiming his innocent phone message had been misunderstood.

			No, if Jack wanted charges to stick, he would have to catch Muggsy in the act of coming for him, weapon in hand . . .

			As the spring storm finally subsided and the thunder rolled away, Jack could swear he heard a noise in the front room—a kind of scratching.

			Jack was a big guy, but after years Over There, he knew how to move quick and quiet. Picking up his gun from the nightstand, he slipped barefoot from his bedroom to the front room.

			Someone was scratching at the door, all right. He could even hear breathing.

			Geez, Louise. That was more than breathing. It was panting.

			Now Jack had a clue why Muggsy was so steamed. He must have picked up TB in prison!

			“All right, Muggsy, I hear you out there!” Jack shouted at the closed door. “If I see that switchblade in your hand, I swear I’ll end your days!”

			In one swift motion, Jack jerked open the door and leveled his gun at—

			Empty air.

			Ruff! Ruff! Ruff!

			Jack looked down. A leather leash had been wrapped around the doorknob. At the other end stood a little dog. The fur ball with legs was the spitting image of Toto, that cute little canine who caused all the trouble in that kiddie film with the yellow brick road.

			Weapon raised again, Jack stepped into the hallway. He searched it up and down, even checked the stairwell. But there was nobody. Nothing. Just the little—

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			“Where did you come from? Who are you, girl?”

			He assumed it was a girl because of the little pink bow clipped to a tuft of fur at the top of its head. Something was around its neck, too, slipped under its collar—

			An envelope.

			Inside, Jack found a C-note and a typewritten letter.

			
				Dear Jack Shepard, I want you to find me some answers . . .

			

			What in the Sam Hill is this? Jack wondered, frowning down at the pup.

			“Are you hiring me?”

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			Jack brought the dog inside, closed the door, and bolted it. While the little fur hat ran in circles, sniffing up the rug and every stick of Jack’s furniture, the PI sank to the sofa in disbelief.

			The C-note was good. He couldn’t dispute it. One hundred clams made it official.

			Jack Shepard had gone to the dogs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Language of Canines

			
				People love dogs. You can never go wrong adding a dog to a story.

				—Jim Butcher, White Night

			

			Buy the Book

			Quindicott, Rhode Island

			Present day

			“You have many fans here at my shop, Ms. Breen,” I said into the phone. “They’ll be thrilled to meet you. I booked a room for you at the Finch Inn, and you’re scheduled to arrive tomorrow night.”

			“Tomorrow’s flight?” Amber Breen shouted back.

			“What did you say?” I replied so loudly that several customers who’d been browsing our stacks were now staring my way.

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. McClure, but you’ll have to speak up,” Amber yelled over the sound of barking dogs—very loud and excited dogs. “You see, I’m in the shelter with my babies . . .”

			(I’d already deduced that.) “Hold the line—”

			After whispering my dilemma to my aunt Sadie behind the counter, I moved with all speed to the back of the bookshop and closed the stockroom door.

			Now, Amber Breen was as delightful a human being as you could find on God’s green earth. The prolific author of the Kennel Club Mysteries even ran her own animal shelter with a portion of profits from her book sales and the smash hit streaming series adapted from her works. But attempting to converse with the bestselling novelist by phone was clearly a challenge. The canine interference was worse than cellular static!

			“Can you hear me now?” I asked forcefully.

			WOOF-WOOF!

			The loudest dog in the pack suddenly took over Amber’s device. Even as I yanked the phone away from my ear, I heard the author scolding—

			“Down, Biscuit! Down, girl!”

			When the yapping of a smaller, more belligerent canine replaced the howls of the dog called Biscuit, Amber Breen shouted—

			“Mrs. McClure, I don’t like airplanes! I’ll be driving a rental car to your charming little town in the wee hours. I prefer night driving, far less traffic. So, you see? No need to arrange a flight for me—”

			“I didn’t arrange a flight! I booked you a room at our local B and B. Check your email box for the details, and—”

			“I’m sorry, dear. I simply cannot hear you. My babies are too excited about lunch. Yes, Toto Seven, I know you’re hungry! When I see you tomorrow, Mrs. McClure, I shall respond to any questions face-to-face.”

			I replied with a renewed suggestion that she check her email and text messages—though I doubted Ms. Breen heard that, either—and (with great relief) I ended the call.

			Mother Machree! I haven’t heard that much yapping since Lassie came home.

			Hello, Jack . . .

			I began the afternoon with dogs barking in my ear. Now I was hearing the bark of a disgruntled man in my head—a dead one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A Loyal Companion

			
				Never tease an old dog; he might have one bite left.

				—Robert Heinlein, Time Enough for Love

			

			I know, I know. The very idea of conversing with a ghost defies rational thinking, and I sometimes did question my sanity, but I seldom questioned Jack, who had become a loyal companion to me—and almost always turned out to be right. The key word being almost . . .

			Decades before I was even born, private detective Jack Shepard had trekked up to our little Rhode Island town from New York City. He’d been following a lead in a case, and he must have made a tragic misstep because he’d been gunned down on these premises.

			Such was the end of his life, though clearly not his afterlife.

			While our family’s shop was long rumored to be haunted, no one had ever reported hearing the dead detective’s voice. Not until I began working here and (in a moment of startled awareness) Jack and I discovered we had some kind of cosmic connection.

			Was Jack really a ghost? Or was he simply (as any therapist would likely conclude) a figment of my overactive reader’s mind? It seemed a logical conclusion. After all, I’d grown up devouring the big, bold tales of hard-boiled detectives in my late father’s library. Those trench-coated knights of the noir streets always seemed larger than life to me. And so did Jack Shepard, whose actual PI files fell into the hands of an old newshound—a New York reporter from Jack’s time who used the files as the basis for an internationally bestselling series of Jack Shield novels.

			I read those, too.

			Whatever Jack was—the spirit of a dead PI or some elaborate alter ego—he helped me cope with many of the challenges in my life. Being a widow, a single mom, and a busy bookshop owner, I had plenty.

			The thing is . . . if my ghost was merely a coping mechanism, he didn’t always behave like one, especially when it came to voicing strong opinions or reacting to troubling situations in our small town. While my more practical side counseled me to stay on dry land—or at least out of hot water—my PI spirit continuously pushed me to dive into the deep end. In fact, the ghost seemed to enjoy egging me on.

			But that was Jack, a man who once viewed trouble as his business. Even though his spirit was confined to our quiet, little bookshop, resting in peace wasn’t on his agenda. And neither was keeping his opinions to himself. Take my phone conversation with Amber Breen—

			Who were you talkin’ to with all that barkin’ in the background? The dog pound?

			No, Jack, an author with a bestselling book series about man’s best friend.

			Sounds to me like man’s best friend needs a muzzle.

			I don’t believe you mean that! I told the ghost as I returned to work behind the bookshop counter. You’re the one who mentioned Lassie Come Home. You have to love dogs after screening that film. Hey, would you like to see it again? I’ll bet Brainert has it on his Movie Town Theater schedule this week. I haven’t seen his final list, but I know he’ll be programming animal-themed films.

			Why? Was he brought up in a barn?

			You know very well Professor Parker was brought up in an old Victorian, which he meticulously restored, along with our vintage town theater—with the help of his partners and the university, of course—

			You haven’t answered my question. Why all this jabbering about four-legged friends?

			It’s the upcoming theme week for our bookshop. Seven days and nights celebrating stories that feature animals as sleuths, partners in crime fighting, or comedy relief . . .

			Considering the long, staid history of our family bookshop, the very idea of a theme week to spur sales was practically a revolutionary concept, one that I’d introduced to my aunt Sadie after joining her as a co-owner of Buy the Book.

			Of course, ever since I’d relocated myself and young son to Quindicott (and used my late husband’s life insurance money to help Sadie remodel and relaunch the place), we’d tried all sorts of new things to encourage reading (and book buying). Our shop had hosted reading groups, author signings, and community events. As for our theme weeks, so far we’d celebrated Edgar Allan Poe, film noir, culinary mysteries, hard-boiled pulps, and vintage cover art.

			Our upcoming Pet Mystery Week wasn’t my idea, but the brainchild of the Paw-some Pals, one of Buy the Book’s largest and most enthusiastic reading groups.

			St. Francis Day was coming up at the local university—which was named in honor of that devout lover of creatures great and small—and Jane Cunningham, the leader of the Pals, had hatched the bright idea to expand events beyond their campus to our small town.

			Unfortunately, the Paw-some group members didn’t always get along. Squabbles broke out about who the guest author should be. (The dog lovers ended up winning over the cat fans.) Suffice it to say, after sitting in on the first Pet Week planning meeting, Aunt Sadie dryly declared, “People who fight like cats and dogs, over dogs and cats, might consider a group name that doesn’t include the word Pals.”

			Despite the ongoing feuds and petty spats, Jane Cunningham—an accomplished businesswoman and respected member of the community—was able to marshal a core group of the Pals into helping her arrange all sorts of events, including a shelter-pet-adoption day in the town square; complimentary dog biscuits at Coopers Family Bakery; a mobile veterinarian van offering discounted pet care; a blessing-of-the-animals service by Reverend Waterman; and a Pet Parade ending in an amateur dog-and-cat show with a big raffle and grand prizes, all of which were sure to bring (two- and four-legged) foot traffic to Cranberry, the main street of Quindicott’s business district.

			Everyone was excited about the upcoming week’s events, including and especially the appearance of the Paw-some Pals’ selected guest author, Amber Breen, whose books Sadie and I had stocked for her talk and signing.

			Given the ghost’s annoyed reaction to all that background barking, however, I was starting to worry less about keeping our sidewalk clean of doggy doo and more about keeping our bookshop free of hard-boiled hauntings.

			While the ghost behaved most of the time, he’d been known to—shall we say, interfere with business as usual? Cold spots in the store were an ongoing problem. Sometimes shopping baskets were suddenly filled with twice as many books as customers remembered picking out—though remarkably every customer ended up liking the extra selections and buying the whole basket, anyway.

			I didn’t mind that particular trick since it benefited our bottom line. On the other hand, if Jack took offense at someone’s rudeness to me or Sadie, his goosing them out of the shop with an icy draft wasn’t out of the question.

			“Unexplained” knocking, rearranged furniture, slamming doors, and the front bell ringing, without the door actually opening, had contributed to the shop’s “haunted” reputation, which was also good for business (I had to admit) since amateur ghost hunters and tourists found us a curiosity—and never departed without a “souvenir” book purchase or two.

			So, what do you think, Jack? I challenged, determined to get any objections to our theme week out in the open. You’re an animal lover, aren’t you?

			Me? Sure. I bet on the ponies at least twice a week. Sometimes I even made it out to the track.

			That’s not what I meant.

			Oh, you’re wondering if I ever took care of a—

			Arf-arf . . . arf-arf!

			I blinked. The raucous call to Amber Breen was long over, yet I was still hearing the barking of an agitated—

			Arf-arf . . . arf-arf!

			Arf-arf . . . arf-arf!

			“Am I crazy, or is that—”

			My aunt Sadie, who’d witnessed my beeline to the backroom, replied with an amused twinkle in her eye, “You’re not crazy, Pen. The barking is coming from outside. Right in front of our shop.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Sparky Always Barks Twice

			
				The collie heard the word “lass,” and barked at it. The pedlar shook his head. “Nay, that’s the pity of it. Ye can understand some o’ man’s language, but man isn’t bright enough to understand thine. And yet it’s us that’s supposed to be most intelligent!”

				—Eric Knight, Lassie Come-Home

			

			Sadie pulled her glasses out of her pageboy haircut and balanced them precariously on her nose. I joined her and we spied the problem immediately.

			Strutting among the hardcovers and paperbacks on display inside the store window, Bookmark, our marmalade tabby, was lazily taunting an adorable, floppy-eared dog that was staring at her through the plate-glass window. Medium-sized with chocolate brown fur and big black eyes, the canine barked in mad, helpless frustration as a nonchalant Bookmark yawned and stretched, her striped tail held high.

			Indifferent to the raucous dog, she cleaned her ears with a paw, then vigorously groomed her back leg. The final insult came when she brushed against the glass, setting off an intense new round of boisterous barking.

			“Our little cat knows exactly what she’s doing to tease that poor dog,” I declared.

			Sadie nodded. “I swear Bookmark has a self-satisfied smirk on her face!”

			Meanwhile the dog was so agitated that it repeatedly bumped the window, leaving nose smears on the glass.

			Arf-arf . . . arf-arf!

			Arf-arf . . . arf-arf!

			Sadie adjusted her spectacles. “That dog looks familiar.”

			“It does,” I agreed. “Wait! Isn’t that—”

			“It’s Sparky, Mom!”

			My copper-topped young son, Spencer, appeared at my side.

			Sadie blinked. “Sparky?”

			“Mrs. Cunningham’s dog, Aunt Sadie!”

			Spencer was in a position to know. He loved dogs and was familiar with every canine that came by the store, from Mrs. Tanner’s Pekingese and Harry Thorndike’s beagle to Mary Lidford’s Labrador service dog.

			I should have recognized Sparky, because Jane Cunningham had been visiting our shop a lot lately, given her leadership role in the Paw-some Pals, and her hard work as chair of the committee of Pet Week organizers.

			But the Sparky I knew was calm and well-behaved. The dog on the sidewalk seemed touched in the head. Sadie was not convinced, either.

			“Are you sure that’s Mrs. Cunningham’s dog, Spencer? Jane didn’t mention that she’d be dropping by today.”

			“Sure, I’m sure. Sparky always barks twice. Just listen.”

			Arf-arf!

			Arf-arf!

			“Well, if that’s Sparky, then where is Jane Cunningham?” Sadie said, suddenly concerned.

			“I bet the dog got loose, and Mrs. Cunningham was too slow to catch him,” Spencer said. “I’d better get out there and grab him before he gets lost for good.”

			Spencer was out the front door in a flash. Sadie and I followed. But on the sidewalk, Sadie stopped short.

			“Goodness, Pen. There’s a leash attached to that dog’s collar!”

			“Spencer’s right. Sparky must have slipped away from Jane’s grip. But why did the dog come here?”

			“Sparky!” Spencer called, slapping his thighs. “Come to me, boy.”

			The dog clearly recognized Spencer. He immediately stopped barking at the cat and whirled to focus on my son. Though Sparky’s tail was slowly wagging, his head hung low, and his gaze appeared uncertain. As Spencer tried to approach, the dog backed away.

			“What’s the matter, Sparky?” Spencer said in a calm voice. “Don’t you want to go home to Mrs. Cunningham?”

			Upon hearing his owner’s name, Sparky barked twice, then turned tail and bolted down the sidewalk.

			“He’s trying to lead us somewhere!” Spencer cried.

			Though traffic was light on Cranberry Street, Sadie and I were horrified watching the dog, seemingly oblivious to the cars on the road, scamper on and off the sidewalk to dodge pedestrians.

			“I’m going after him, Mom!”

			Spencer had already unlocked his bicycle from the faux-Victorian lamp in front of our shop. Before I could stop him, he’d mounted the bike and shot down the sidewalk, his pedaling feet spinning faster than windmills in a storm.

			“Wait!” I cried. “I’ll get the car.”

			“No time!” Spencer called over his shoulder. “We’ll lose Sparky.”

			As Spencer receded into the distance, a voice in my head jolted me like a crack of thunder—

			What are you waiting for, doll? The bus? Shake a leg and follow that mutt!

			That’s exactly what I did.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Car Chases Dog

			
				The poor dog, in life the firmest friend.

				The first to welcome, foremost to defend.

				—Lord Byron

			

			Inside a minute, I was behind the wheel of my car and close to breaking the speed limit—not the smartest decision, given the wet pavement from the drizzly weather.

			As I passed through every intersection, I hit the brakes and scanned the streets on either side. Traffic was (thankfully) light, but despite the empty roads, I saw no sign of my son or Mrs. Cunningham’s dog.

			“Jack, is it possible Sparky made a turn we missed?”

			Naw, that mutt ran like a jackrabbit on the lam, and rabbits only go in one direction—straight ahead.

			“But we’ve followed Cranberry Street all the way to the edge of town. They must have turned off along the way.”

			You would have spotted them, doll. Keep moving forward. Dollars to donuts, that dog was pulling a Rin Tin Tin.

			“What do you mean?”

			I mean that Sparky was obviously trying to give your boy a clue that something is very wrong. Once he got the kid’s attention, the mutt took the lead, expecting your kid to follow.

			“But follow where? We’re way past the town center. We’re practically in the woods—”

			The road had narrowed with plenty of curves. During my back-and-forth with the ghost, the car crested a small hill. Suddenly I had to slam on the brakes.

			A bicycle lay across the middle of the two-lane roadway. Spencer’s bike! My insides turned colder than dry ice. I leaned over the steering wheel.

			“Where is he, Jack! Where’s my son?”

			When I spotted Spencer on the shoulder of the road, I released a breath I didn’t know I was holding. He was kneeling on the wet concrete, under a no passing sign. He spotted me a second later and waved wildly. Sparky, who was crouching beside Spencer, jumped up and began barking as soon as I parked the car.

			Only then did I realize someone else was with them. A figure swathed in a bright yellow hooded slicker lay unmoving on the pavement. I popped the car door and stepped out. Spencer jumped to his feet when I reached him.

			“Mom!” he cried. “It’s Mrs. Cunningham. I think she’s alive, but I can’t wake her up!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Mistress in Distress

			
				I am I because my little dog knows me.

				—Gertrude Stein

			

			Jane Cunningham lay on her side, arms outstretched, a phone resting in one limp hand. I didn’t even see the form as human at first—the raincoat she wore was far too large for her slim frame, and with the hood still over her head, it enveloped her like a shroud. Jane’s eyes were closed, her complexion waxy, as if death had already taken hold of her.

			Spencer looked up at me with wide, frightened eyes. “Something’s wrong, Mom!”

			At the same instant, Jack and I both spotted the pool of blood forming on the damp ground under the woman’s body.

			The dame’s been shot. That’s what’s wrong!

			I dropped to one knee and searched the stricken woman. I quickly located a small, ragged hole in the coat’s waterproof fabric. When I gingerly opened the garment, I discovered a bleeding wound in Jane Cunningham’s abdomen.

			Sparky whimpered and dropped to the pavement, his worried eyes fixed on his unconscious mistress.

			I handed my phone to Spencer. “Call 911 and tell them to—”

			“Bring an ambulance! I know, Mom.”

			You better stop that red tide, Jack urged. I saw enough of it during the war. Use the dame’s scarf.

			While Spencer spoke to the police dispatcher, I followed Jack’s good advice and tried to stop the bleeding. To my relief, the pressure slowed the blood loss, but I still worried because Jane never responded or stirred, even with all my jostling.

			“Spencer,” I called over my shoulder, “how soon before the ambulance arrives?”

			“The dispatcher said help is less than a minute away.”

			I found that assessment optimistic. Our small town didn’t have much in the way of emergency services, and the closest hospital was twenty miles from Quindicott.

			Yet despite my doubts, help actually did arrive in record time.

			A black BMW approached from the opposite direction. Instead of racing past us, the car pulled onto the opposite shoulder of the road. Seconds later, Quindicott’s favorite physician, Dr. Randall Rubino, was kneeling at my side.

			“I just got the call,” he said, setting down his emergency medical kit. “What’s happened to her?”

			“My son found her like this, Doctor. She’s been shot, I think.”

			Dr. Rubino bent low to check the woman’s breathing. Abruptly he pulled back, his usually bland face registering surprise.

			“That’s . . . that’s Jane Cunningham,” he said.

			“You know her, Doctor?”

			“She’s one of my patients . . .”

			Rubino’s voice trailed off as he shook away his shock and went to work. The doctor yanked off his jacket and got down on the pavement, ignoring the damage that the oily surface was doing to his pressed khaki pants. With gentle hands, he turned Jane’s head and grunted unhappily when he found another pool of blood on the pavement, this one from a deep scalp wound under her gray hair.

			“That’s not from a bullet, is it?”

			“No, Mrs. McClure. It appears she hit her head when she fell.”

			He wrapped a compress around Jane’s head wound to stop the bleeding. Then he moved my hand and lifted the scarf that I was using to stanch the blood loss from her bullet wound. After examining the entry point, he said, “Help me get her coat off, so I can check the exit wound.”

			As we slid her arms out of the coat, the contents of one pocket spilled onto the pavement—coins, a pen, house keys, and other items. I asked Spencer to scoop it all up, while the doctor and I carefully rolled Mrs. Cunningham onto her side.

			Once again, Rubino blinked in surprise. “There’s no exit wound.”

			“Is that bad?” I asked.

			“The bullet could be lodged in an organ, or it could have struck a bone, which is the better of the two options, but neither is good.”

			Sparky, whose wide black eyes never stopped watching us, began to whimper again, as if the poor animal understood the doctor’s words. Spencer stepped in to calm the dog, but Sparky just grew more unruly. Finally, my son was forced to drag the reluctant animal to the opposite side of the road.

			“I gather that’s Mrs. Cunningham dog,” Rubino said.

			“Sparky must have been with her when it happened. He ran to the bookshop to get help and led us back here.”

			“Then that dog saved her life . . . if she can be saved.”

			My throat tightened at those words.

			Meanwhile, Rubino replaced the bloody scarf in my hand with a fresh white compress he’d retrieved from his kit.

			“Keep the pressure on while I check her vitals.”

			With his thumbs, the doctor opened Jane’s eyes; then he frowned. Next, he checked her blood pressure and pulse.

			“The bullet must have come from a handgun or a small-caliber long gun.”

			“Why do you say that?” I asked.

			“Because the bullet didn’t have enough power to pass through Mrs. Cunningham’s body.”

			As he spoke I glanced up, at the steel no passing sign, and noticed several dents, which looked an awful lot like bullet holes.

			“You seem to know a thing or two about gunshot wounds,” I said as Rubino rooted through his first aid kit.

			“Chalk it up to six years at Boston Medical,” he replied. “Summer weekends in the ER gave me plenty of experience with this kind of trauma.”

			“So, who in the world would have shot her?”

			“It must have been a hunter. This is deer-hunting season.” Rubino scanned the woods around us. “On the other hand, no hunter in his right mind would be shooting this close to a residential area. Larchmont Avenue is just through those trees and across that meadow. And deer hunters typically use much larger-caliber bullets.”

			“What if it wasn’t a deer hunter?”

			“It might have been someone hunting birds or rabbits,” Rubino conceded. “But a twenty-two-caliber bullet doesn’t have a lot of range. The shooter would have been close enough to see where the bullet ended up. That is to say, the shooter would have seen . . .”

			When his voice trailed off, I finished his thought.

			“The shooter likely saw Mrs. Cunningham get struck.”

			“Most likely.”

			“Then why didn’t they report it?”

			Rubino frowned. “Perhaps the shooter panicked and ran.”

			I looked down at Jane Cunningham; then I pointed to the bullet-dented sign. “Don’t those bullet holes suggest that someone was trying to hit her?”

			Rubino shook his head. “This isn’t New York City or LA, Mrs. McClure. I’m sure what happened here was a careless accident. We’ll know more once we get her to an emergency room and dig that slug out.”

			Dr. Rubino moved my hand and checked under the compress again.

			“The external bleeding has slowed, but I’m more worried about that head wound, to be honest. She needs a CT scan—”

			He paused when the sound of a screaming siren echoed from a distance. A moment later, the flashing lights of an ambulance appeared.

			Beside me, Dr. Randall Rubino sighed in relief.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			The Deer Hunter

			
				I’m not very big. But I’ve got a big bark and a lot of heart.

				—Sissy Spacek

			

			The ambulance came with a QPD squad car. While Doc Rubino talked with the emergency crew, I faced the police.

			As a small town, Quindicott operated a very modest police force. Years ago, my late father had been a member of it. My older brother, Peter—who was born with the same handsome ginger-haired features as my son—was planning on following in our father’s footsteps. Fate made other plans, and I lost Pete to one of those foolish whims of youth.

			Most of us survive our stupid decisions. My brother didn’t. In an effort to impress a girl, he drove his hot rod in an illegal drag race.

			Pete’s best friend, Eddie Franzetti, who watched my brother literally crash and burn, was the one who took up the baton and joined the force. Now married with children, Eddie was a stable, intelligent officer who’d risen to become deputy chief of the department.

			Because of his closeness with my late brother, Eddie always looked out for me, which is why I hoped he would be the one answering this call.

			But I wasn’t so lucky . . .

			When I saw Chief Ciders lumber out of his vehicle with his big nephew, Officer “Bull” McCoy, my heart sank—and my blood pressure rose.

			If it isn’t your cornpone version of the Keystone Cops, Jack cracked.

			I wouldn’t go that far, I silently told the ghost. Not yet, anyway . . .

			Why not? You know as well as I do, those ham-fisted yokels are no better than crossing guards with gats.

			Gats?

			Roscoes, Rodneys—

			What?

			Heaters. Weapons. Guns!

			Oh! Right . . . Well, Jack, maybe they are no better than crossing guards with, uh, gats—but they’re all we’ve got to work with at the moment. So let’s give them the benefit of the doubt.

			I doubt they’ll be of any benefit. Knuckleheads always rub me the wrong way.

			Then you better get ready for an unpleasant massage.

			Ciders addressed me with his typically disgruntled expression on his bulldog-jowled face. “Mrs. McClure, what takes you away from that bookstore of yours?”

			“Jane Cunningham’s pet, Sparky,” I replied. “He led us here, and we found Jane unconscious.”

			Ciders turned to the doctor with more questions, but Dr. Rubino had no time to give answers.

			“I’m riding with my patient to the hospital,” he said. “Mrs. McClure can fill you in on what I know. The rest will have to wait until Mrs. Cunningham is stabilized.”

			Trouble erupted when the volunteer paramedics loaded the injured woman’s stretcher into the ambulance. Sparky broke free from Spencer’s grip, leaped inside the cramped emergency vehicle, and crouched over his mistress in a misguided attempt to protect her.

			Chief Ciders sharply addressed his nephew. “Get that mutt out of there!”

			Sparky growled and bared white teeth in reply to the chief’s harsh tone and Bull McCoy’s scowling approach.

			“That dog’s a menace,” the chief declared as he reached for his sidearm.

			“No!” I cried, jumping between the dog and the lawman. “My son can control Sparky. Really, he can.”

			I glanced over my shoulder. “Right, honey?”

			Spencer replied as I hoped he would. “Sure, Mom. Sparky and me are buds.”

			Spencer climbed into the ambulance and took hold of Sparky’s leash.

			“Come on, boy,” he said, gently rubbing the dog’s neck. “They’re trying to help your mom. You have to let them do their work. You want Mrs. Cunningham to get better, don’t you?”

			Sparky stared at the unconscious form on the stretcher for a long moment, his large black eyes gleaming. Finally he allowed Spencer to pull him out of the vehicle. Then the ambulance doors closed, and the vehicle sped away.

			As the siren faded in the distance, a heavy hand fell on my shoulder.

			“Doc Rubino said you’d fill me in,” Ciders reminded me.

			I led the chief to the spot where Spencer had found Jane Cunningham. Bull McCoy was already there. He handed over purse, which he’d retrieved from the side of the road. As the chief rifled through it, he pulled out Jane’s wallet and checked her driver’s license.

			Spencer kept his distance the whole time. Sparky clearly had no love for Chief Ciders. The dog curled his lips each time the man moved too close.

			Thank goodness Spencer had wrapped the leash around one hand and gripped Sparky’s collar with the other. My brave boy was determined to hold on to the unruly animal, no matter what.

			When Ciders finished poking around in Jane’s purse, I directed his attention to the blood on the ground, a stain that made the dirty road look even darker.

			“We found Mrs. Cunningham lying here with a single bullet to the abdomen, no exit wound. She has a head injury, but it’s not from a bullet. Dr. Rubino believes she hit her head when she fell.”

			“Anything else?” Ciders prompted.

			“That’s all I know. I don’t have a clue why she was out here, walking on the side of the road.”

			“It’s not a difficult deduction, Mrs. McClure.” Ciders practically rolled his eyes. “Mrs. Cunningham was obviously out walking her dog. According to her ID, she lives on the north end of Larchmont Avenue, which is just across that meadow there.”

			Bull McCoy, his mouth slack, scratched his scalp under his policeman’s cap. “Who do you think shot her, Unc— I mean, Chief?”

			“Obviously, it was some stupid, careless hunter.” Ciders shook his head. “Some trigger-happy jerk who probably missed his deer by a mile.”

			“Deer hunting?” I asked. “This close to Larchmont?”

			“What else?”

			The chief’s explanation seemed unlikely, and I said so. “Who in their right mind would shoot a gun this close to a residential area?” Before the chief could answer, I shared Dr. Rubino’s theory about what caliber the bullet might be.

			Ciders made a show of listening, but quickly shook his head. “The doc doesn’t know what he’s talking about, and neither do you. The bullet came from a hunter’s rifle. It probably traveled a half a mile or more, which is why it wasn’t powerful enough to rip through the woman’s body. If you ask me, Mrs. Cunningham was lucky.”

			“What if more than one shot was fired?” I stepped up to the white no passing sign and pointed to multiple bullet strikes. “Look at this sign. Bullets hit it, as well. What if someone took more than one shot at Mrs. Cunningham. Wouldn’t that imply intent?”

			A smirking McCoy burst out laughing. Ciders joined his nephew.

			“Take a second look, Mrs. McClure,” he said. “Those holes are ancient. Punk kids or drunks probably made them, popping off guns at night like they’re in Vermont or something.”

			I took a closer look at the sign. Ciders was right. Two of the holes had brown rust around them; a third was rusted through. But when I looked at a strike just below the others, I saw naked, gleaming steel. I touched the hole, and tiny grains of white paint stuck to my finger.

			There it is, Jack coaxed. Proof you were right. Don’t give up, doll. Try again!

			“Here!” I cried. “Come look. This bullet strike is fresh!”

			Ciders and McCoy studied the hole. Finally, the chief grunted.

			“No deer-hunting bullet made this. That hole came from a twenty-two-caliber bullet.”

			“You’re missing my point,” I told the chief.

			That’s right, honey, Jack urged me. Tell him!

			I cleared my throat. “Dr. Rubino said if the shooter used a twenty-two, they were likely close enough to see where their bullet hit. This sign has a fresh strike from a twenty-two, so if Mrs. Cunningham was hit with a twenty-two, then more than one shot was fired at the poor woman—and that doesn’t sound like an accident to me.”

			“Now who would deliberately shoot an innocent woman walking her dog?” Ciders demanded.

			I had no immediate answer—and neither did Jack.

			Ciders folded his thick arms. “You know what I think, Mrs. McClure?”

			“What?”

			“Like a bad drug dealer, you’re using your own stash.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You’ve been reading too many of those mysteries you peddle.”

			Jack cursed in my head, and I didn’t blame him. I felt like cussing myself!

			What is wrong with this yokel? You and the doc could be off, sure. But your theory should have occurred to him. Either way, it warrants an investigation. Even a rummy rookie would case the area for spent shells.

			You’re right, Jack.

			I turned to the chief. “Shouldn’t you mark some kind of perimeter around the area and look for spent shells and maybe the bullet that struck this sign—”

			Ciders waved me off. “That would be a waste of time and manpower. If we need ballistics, we already have a bullet—inside Jane Cunningham.”

			“Are you sure? I mean, maybe if you called in the state police, they could take over and conduct a thorough—”

			“This is a local matter,” Ciders snapped back, “and we’re perfectly capable of handling it. You mark my words, Mrs. McClure. The bullet they dig out of Mrs. Cunningham will be a thirty-aught-six fired from a deer rifle half a mile from here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			A Friend in Need

			
				You can take my heart, but I can’t let you take my dog.

				—Karin Slaughter, Fallen

			

			I told Jack there was no arguing with Chief Ciders. The man was a brick wall. Still, I said—

			For all we know, he could be on the mark in this case. Even a broken clock is right twice a day.

			Maybe, Jack replied. But neither the clock or the cop is actually doing its job.

			While I debated my PI spirit, another police car arrived. Once again, I was hoping for my friend Eddie. Instead, Officer Welsh Tibbet swung his lean form out of the vehicle.

			“No one answered at Mrs. Cunningham’s door on Larchmont,” Tibbet informed the chief. “After her husband died, she had that big house converted into apartments. One of her tenants there told me the lady lives alone, except for her dog.”

			“It’s settled, then.” Ciders turned to Bull McCoy. “I’m going back to the station with Welsh. You drive the old lady’s mutt to a shelter.”

			“You serious?” Bull blurted out. “You want me to drive to Providence and back, on the clock, with an angry pooch in the back seat? Think of the upholstery, not to mention my overtime!”

			“You don’t have to drive that far,” Ciders countered. “Take the dog to the shelter in Millstone.”

			I listened with mounting horror. Millstone was a dying town, and though they did have a shelter, the municipality could not afford to keep the animals around for more than a few weeks. And if Jane didn’t recover and reclaim him, and no one else adopted him, Millstone could be a death sentence.

			I was about to object when my son beat me to it.

			“No way!”

			Spencer’s bold declaration interrupted the officers, and he didn’t back down when they faced him, either.

			“A shelter is no place for Sparky, Chief Ciders. Mrs. Cunningham is going to want him back when she gets better.”

			“But she may not get better—”

			“She will!” Spencer insisted. “And Sparky will be waiting for her to come home.”

			“That’s the problem,” Ciders replied as he hitched up his sagging utility belt. “Right now there’s no one at home to take care of Sparky.”

			Ciders spoke softly, displaying a modicum of sympathy for the first time since he’d arrived. To my surprise, he even made a counteroffer.

			“Look, son, if you want, I’ll drive Sparky to the no-kill shelter in Newport. They’ll take good care of him.”

			“No!” Spencer shook his head, then thumped his thumb against his chest. “I’ll take care of Sparky.” He whirled to face me. “We can take him home with us, can’t we, Mom?”

			I hesitated, not because I didn’t have a heart, but I’d never owned a dog before, and neither had Aunt Sadie. Like my aunt, I was a cat person. And speaking of cats, Bookmark was bound to have something to say about cohabitating with a canine. Unsure what to do, I was surprised to hear Jack exclaim—

			What are you waiting for? The kid’s right!

			The ghost’s reaction shocked me. Given his annoyance over all that loud barking on the Amber Breen call, I didn’t think he liked dogs much. But I agreed with Jack. My son was on the side of the angels.

			Mrs. Cunningham loved her dog. She would naturally want him back after she recovered, and I prayed she would recover. Sending Sparky, already in emotional distress, to some cold, impersonal shelter was not the act of someone with much faith—or heart.

			“Yes, honey,” I finally answered. “Absolutely. Sparky is coming home with us.”

			Any doubts I had vanished when I saw the look of happy relief on my son’s face.

			“All right, then.” Chief Ciders threw up his hands. “You take the mutt.”

			As the police officers drove off, I turned and faced the floppy-eared dog. He cocked his head and stared back at me.

			“Well, you heard the chief,” I said, crouching down to gently pet his fur. “Welcome to our family, Sparky.”

			The dog seemed to understand because he practically bowled me over with doggy affection.

			Arf-arf!

			Arf-arf!

			“See, Mom. Sparky likes you.”

			“I sure hope so. He must weigh eighty pounds!”

			Spencer rubbed behind the dog’s absurdly floppy ears. “Sparky wouldn’t hurt a fly. Would you, boy?”

			Sparky let loose with a yapping sort of growl that sounded eerily human.

			“Don’t worry, boy,” Spencer told the dog. “We’ll take good care of you. Aunt Sadie is going to love having a dog around. Right, Mom?”

			My reply was a grunt that was meant to sound noncommittal. Neither the boy nor the dog noticed. I pointed to the car.

			“Come on, Spencer. Let’s load your bike into the trunk and get back to the shop.”

			“Good idea, Mom. Let’s show Sparky his new home!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Mail Call

			
				Life, it turns out, goes on. There is no cosmic rule that grants you immunity from the details just because you have come face-to-face with a catastrophe. The garbage can still overflow, the bills arrive in the mail . . .

				—Jodi Picoult, Perfect Match

			

			When we got back to Buy the Book, I asked Spencer to take Sparky for a short walk while I had a talk with Sadie. I entered the shop just as my aunt rang up Maria Patelli’s monthly haul of new releases.

			“We missed you and your brother at the last Quibblers meeting,” Sadie chided gently. “We can’t have an effective business association without regular attendance.”

			“Fall planting season got in the way,” Maria explained with a swipe at her dark bangs. “Chick kept the garden center open until nine p.m. all month. But we won’t miss the next meeting. Scout’s honor. And I’m looking forward to the Pet Parade, and Amber Breen’s book signing!”

			“Glad to hear it. We’ll see you then,” Sadie replied with an approving smile.

			Maria said goodbye, and Sadie immediately turned to me with a barrage of questions.

			“Why were you gone so long? Did Spencer catch Sparky? Was Jane happy to get her dog back?”

			When she saw my expression, my aunt’s face fell, and I broke the disturbing news—

			“We found Jane unconscious on the side of the road.”

			“What happened?! Where is she now?”

			“Dr. Rubino is with her. She’s on her way to the hospital.”

			“Was it a heart attack?”

			“Nothing natural, I’m afraid. Jane was shot.”

			“Shot!”

			“Chief Ciders believes it was a stray bullet from a hunter. She hit her head hard on the ground when she fell, and she didn’t come around, not while I was with her. But she’s alive, and Dr. Rubino is hoping for the best.”

			“The best . . .” Aunt Sadie angrily shook her head, even as she teared up. Grabbing a tissue, she swiped at her eyes. “Do you really think that frail woman can survive being shot?”

			“Doc Rubino was hopeful. He said it could have been much worse.”

			“Let’s call him right now and see if Jane is awake,” Sadie insisted. “Or should we call the hospital first—”

			“I think we should give it some time. Let the doctors and hospital do their job, and I’ll follow up soon, okay?”

			Sadie was about to answer when the shop bell rang, and a booming voice vibrated the bookshelves.

			“Gather round, troops! Time for mail call.”

			A large man in a postal uniform headed our way with a friendly smile.

			“Hello, Seymour.”

			“Hey, Pen!”

			Seymour Tarnish was more than our local mail carrier and my longtime friend. A former Jeopardy! champ, Seymour was considerably smarter than anyone I knew, though following typical social norms was not his strong suit. Case in point: On this cool, overcast autumn day, he chose to belie the season by completing his rounds in his regulation US Postal Service shorts.

			“It’s getting nippy out there,” he remarked with a mock shiver.

			Seymour rolled his mailbag in front of our historical mysteries endcap and thrust an inch-thick wad of envelopes at me.

			“The water and sewage bill, a form letter all the parents are getting from the PTA, the Great Courses fall catalog, and the rest is worthless physical spam I am actually paid to deliver.”

			Seymour noticed Sadie wiping her wet cheeks and frowned. “What’s with the tears, Ms. Thornton? Have you been listening to NPR again?”

			I told Seymour about the shooting—the who, what, where, and when. As to the why, I recounted Ciders’s theory, based on his quick look around, that Jane Cunningham was the victim of a hunter’s stray bullet.

			Seymour grunted. “When it comes to the QPD, the word investigation should have quote marks around it.”

			“Do you think the chief is wrong?” Aunt Sadie asked.

			“Some nearsighted hunter shot Jane Cunningham by accident?” Seymour snorted. “There are no hunters anywhere near Larchmont Avenue. It’s the most expensive real estate in the area. The very idea is looney tunes!”

			“But Larchmont is pretty isolated from the rest of town,” I pointed out. “There’s that big overgrown meadow, and all the woods surrounding the country club.”

			Seymour rolled his eyes. “It’s not Green Acres, Pen. Remember, I’ve lived on Larchmont for a couple of years now. And Elmer Fudd is not hunting wascally wabbits. Sure, it’s pastoral, but it’s also—to quote Elmer—vewy, vewy quiet. I never once heard a rifle shot or glimpsed a hunting party. Heck, I never even spotted a deer.”

			“Do you know Jane Cunningham?” I asked.

			“Not personally.”

			“But you know where she lives.”

			“Nope. Don’t know her address, either.”

			“But you’re a postal worker!” Sadie exclaimed.

			“Yeah, one of many, and none of us mail carriers deliver on the street where we live.”

			Sadie blinked. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“It’s an unwritten code.” Seymour lowered his voice. “They say it goes way back to the time when old Gantry Mullins took a load off on his route—you know, snoozing at his house during the workday.”

			“Well, I never—”

			“I never do, either,” Seymour replied with a shrug. “And that’s why I don’t know Mrs. Cunningham’s address.”

			“Chief Ciders did study her driver’s license,” I said. “And although he didn’t share her house number with me, he said it was across the meadow . . .”

			I pulled out my phone to check Jane Cunningham’s address on the Internet. But it wasn’t publicly listed.

			Seymour studied my anxious actions. “Are you looking for a person of interest, Pen?”

			“Me? No, I’m not. I mean, when you consider the logic, how could I be? Mrs. Cunningham is a kind, upstanding member of the community. Nice people like Jane don’t have enemies.”

			I noticed my aunt’s face darken, and she looked away.

			“What’s wrong, Aunt Sadie? Do you know something?”

			“Nothing . . . really.”

			“Sounds like something to me.”

			“You know I don’t like gossip, Pen,” she replied. “I don’t know if I should even mention it—”

			“Well, now you have to!” Seymour insisted. “Come on, dish.”

			Frowning, Sadie relented. “It was the other night, when Penelope took Spencer and me to dinner at Chez Finch. Remember, Pen? Bonnie Franzetti was tending the store by herself, and she informed me there’d been an incident.”

			“Wow, an incident.” Seymour raised an eyebrow. “Could you be more vague?”

			“Just listen. Bonnie overheard an argument after the Paw-some Pals meeting. She said a man was waiting on the sidewalk, beside Mrs. Cunningham’s parked car. When he saw her, he started shouting at her—”

			“At Jane Cunningham?” I interrupted. “About what?”

			“I don’t know the details. Bonnie said it was over quick. Then he left, and that was that. But in light of what’s happened, perhaps you should ask her about it.”

			Did you hear that, Penny? Jack whispered in my head. Listen to your old auntie and follow that lead.

			Maybe I will . . .

			No maybe about it. You’re on the job now.

			I am?

			We are. You and me. We’re gonna crack this thing wide open.

			What thing?

			The case! The case of the doggone shooter.

			I’m not as sure as you are that there is a case, I told the ghost, or that we can do much about it. But thanks for the doggone reminder. I mean, about Spencer and the dog.

			“Say, where is Quindicott’s own version of Lassie?” Seymour asked, and I realized I’d said those last few words to Jack aloud!

			“Oh, um . . . you mean, Sparky?”

			“Of course!” Seymour grinned. “I’d like to meet the amazing dog who saved his mistress.”

			“Yes, Pen, where is Jane’s dog now?” Sadie asked.

			“Actually, Aunt Sadie, I need to talk to you about that . . .”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Sparky’s Tale

			
				A house is not a home until it has a dog.

				—Gerald Durrell

			

			“Go on,” Sadie prompted. “What about Jane’s dog?”

			“Well, you see, Chief Ciders was going to take the dog away. Put him in that shelter in Millstone.”

			“Oh, no.”

			“He didn’t. We stopped him. Actually, it was Spencer who stood up for the dog.”

			“Spencer?” Sadie blinked behind her spectacles.

			“Yes, he thought it might be better if he took custody of Sparky—just until Jane comes home, of course.”

			Seymour was positively giddy at this news.

			“That’s great, Pen! You can’t get more Norman Rockwell than a boy and his dog. Just don’t forget to take pictures. You’ll regret it in your old age if you don’t.”

			Unfortunately, Sadie did not look nearly as pleased.

			“Do you really think this is a smart idea?” she asked pointedly. “Spencer is just a child. Can he really handle the responsibility of taking care of someone else’s dog? And neither you nor I have ever owned one, so we’re not going to be much help—”

			“I get it,” Seymour interrupted. “You’re cat people.”

			“I wouldn’t say we’re cat people exclusively,” Sadie replied. “I have nothing against dogs in principle.”

			Seymour waved her explanation away.

			“I honestly sympathize,” he said. “As an employee of the United States Postal Service, I have a professional aversion to pets of the canine persuasion. And as a parrot person at this juncture of my life, I don’t have a dog, cat, or ferret in this race. That said, there are certain advantages to having a dog around.”

			Aunt Sadie appeared dubious.

			“For instance,” Seymour went on, “it’s nice to have a pet that actually comes when you call its name. Plus, no hair balls. And dogs aren’t finicky like cats—”

			“No, they eat everything in sight, including your slippers,” Sadie said.

			“See that!” Seymour cried. “You do know something about dogs!”

			My aunt crossed her arms, and Seymour tried again.

			“You can teach dogs to do fun tricks, like fetch—”

			“Your slippers?” Sadie shook her head. “The dog already ate them.”

			“Dogs provide personal security,” Seymour said, “though I admit the mutts in this town are too dopey to know the difference between a friendly mail carrier and a serial killer.”

			As Sadie countered every point he made, Seymour gamely continued to make them, but my aunt would not be swayed. Her doubts persisted right up to the moment a laughing Spencer blew into the shop, Sparky frolicking at his side.

			“Look! It’s Sparky the hero dog!” Seymour exclaimed, rubbing the dog’s droopy ears. “Do you know how to shake, boy?”

			Seymour thrust out his hand. “Shake, Sparky! Come on, shake.”

			To my surprise the dog tucked its right paw into Seymour’s proffered hand.

			Spencer was wide-eyed. “Wow. How did you know Sparky could do that?”

			“Just a guess. I’m sure Mrs. Cunningham taught Sparky a few tricks. But you’ll have to figure them out, Spence.”

			My son went down on one knee and hugged the dog. “You’re going to teach me all the tricks you know, right, Sparky?”

			As the dog licked my son’s happy face, Sadie frowned, studying the pair. Then she shared a long glance with me, and I could see her heart had melted.

			“You know what, Spencer?” she said. “Sparky is going to need a place to sleep. You’d better dig out that blue blanket at the bottom of the linen closet and see if he’d like a spot in the corner of the living room.”

			“Sure, Aunt Sadie!” Spencer turned to the dog. “Come on, boy. Let’s go make your new bed!”

			The pair raced through the door to the apartment upstairs.

			“Thank you,” I said, giving my aunt a tight hug.

			Seymour shouldered his mailbag. “Well, now that all’s right with the world, I can get back to work.”

			As Seymour went out, a chatty group of customers came in. I was ready to hop behind the counter when my aunt touched my arm.

			“I’ll take care of things here, Pen. You’d better run over to Koh’s Market and grab some dog food. Cans and dry food, too. And you should buy a variety until we learn what Sparky likes.” After a pause, she sighed. “I certainly hope Seymour is right.”

			“About what?”

			“That Sparky won’t be as finicky as Bookmark.”

			“If he is, you might want to hide your slippers.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Pizza the Puzzle

			
				The world is full of obvious things which nobody by any chance ever observes.

				—Arthur Conan Doyle, The Hound of the Baskervilles

			

			A quick stroll down Cranberry Street took me first to Koh’s Market, where I sought out the pet food aisle. My jaw dropped at the selection—and I wasn’t the only one surprised.

			Moist and meaty steak? Jack cracked. Porterhouse? Filet mignon in sauce? Mother Machree, Penny! Dogs in your time eat better than I ever did.

			If these labels are to be believed, they eat better than I do! I adjusted my glasses and took a closer look at a label. Oh, I see. The small print reads steak flavored. It’s not steak, Jack. It just tastes like it.

			Small print, the ghost echoed. The flimflam’s favorite flavor.

			Excuse me?

			A grifter’s always happy to see a mark who needs glasses.

			It’s not flimflam, Jack. It’s advertising.

			Nothing new under the sun, honey. They called it that in my day, too.

			Okay, Detective, I get your drift. Now, pipe down, so I can get this shopping done . . .

			After dumping an assortment of Alpo Prime Cuts and Dog Chow Hearty Stews in my handbasket, I threw in a bag of Kibbles ’n Bits and a pack of T-Bonz porterhouse-flavor dog treats, in case I had to bribe the dog not to kill me.

			While I was waiting in the checkout line—and wondering why dog food seemed so much heavier than cat food—Jack piped up again.

			Now that you’ve reminded me I’m a detective, and you’re nearly done with our doggy business, aren’t you wondering what that bobby-soxer Bonnie is up to?

			There’s no wondering. Today she’s helping out at her family’s pizza shop—and I know why you’re asking. You want to follow that lead.

			I’m just thinking of you, doll. With all you’ve got going on, cooking dinner should be last on your to-do list.

			And a Franzetti’s pizza would solve all my problems?

			Sure would. Ever hear of two birds with one stone?

			Fine. You win, Jack. The thought of dragging this dog food back to the store is daunting enough as it is. I’ll have Koh’s deliver Sparky’s food, while I pick up a pizza for the rest of us hungry entities.

			What do you mean us, doll? You know I can’t eat anymore.

			I know, Jack. But you are hungry to get back to detective work, aren’t you?

			Touché, baby.

			I left Koh’s, crossed Cranberry Street, and strolled over to the most popular Italian eatery in Quindicott. As I’d hoped, I found Bonnie behind the counter. The air inside Franzetti’s Pizza was perfumed by garlic, tomato sauce, and the yeasty aroma of baking dough.

			I greeted Bonnie and asked if she wouldn’t mind speaking with me in private. I explained why, and she quickly nodded.

			“I was at the bookstore for the whole scene,” she said, wiping her slick brow with the edge of her sauce-dappled apron. “Grab a booth, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			Like her big brother, Eddie, Bonnie possessed all the physical traits of the large Franzetti tribe—shiny black hair, big brown eyes, and a dazzling smile, which she flashed at me as she sat down with two fountain colas in her hands.

			“Wow, you don’t realize how hot those pizza ovens are until you step away from them!”

			She lifted her dark ponytail with one hand and fanned the back of her neck with the other before inhaling a third of her drink through a paper straw.

			“It sounds like things got pretty hot at the bookstore the other night,” I prompted after my first sip.

			Lips still curled around her straw, Bonnie rolled her brown eyes and nodded.

			Does this dame talk? Jack asked as Bonnie continued to sip her drink. Want me to goose her with a cold spot? She looks like she could use cooling off.

			Give her a minute, I warned the ghost.

			But after a few more sips, Jack lost his patience. Suddenly, Bonnie cried, “Wow! The air-conditioning is strong over here. Feels great!”

			I smiled tightly and tried not to shiver. Dial it down, Jack!

			“Anyway,” Bonnie went on, “the whole thing was ugly. I almost called the police . . .”

			I already knew the background details. The Paw-some Pals met the last Tuesday of every month—public record, as our reading group schedules are published in the weekly Quindicott Bulletin. The Pals began that meeting at seven, and it lasted until Buy the Book’s nine p.m. closing.

			The group had a reputation for being a contentious bunch. Their arguments usually focused on the mystery novels they’d read and which books they should group-read next. Obviously, the confrontation the night before last had been a different situation entirely.

			Bonnie told me the group had broken up and gone home. Mrs. Cunningham had stayed behind to help gather the cups and empty snack trays.

			“What did you two talk about?” I asked.

			Bonnie shrugged. “Just small talk. She told me she was looking forward to meeting Amber Breen. Then she asked me what book was hot. I told her one of the store bestsellers for the past few weeks was the latest in the Castle of Wishes series, The Castle of Pearls and Wishes, which I devoured in one weekend. But she told me she doesn’t enjoy reading that young-adult-fantasy stuff. Zero interest. No sale.”

			“Then what?”

			“Since it was past closing time, I had to unlock the door to let her out. When I did, I noticed a guy on the sidewalk, pacing near Mrs. Cunningham’s parked car. I didn’t think anything of it. She left, and I went around the counter to close the register. That’s when I heard shouting outside. I went to the door and saw that very man yelling at Mrs. Cunningham.”

			“Was it a member of the Pals?”

			Bonnie shook her head. “No one I’d ever seen.”

			“Can you describe him?”

			Bonnie did, using both her hands and her voice.

			“The guy was tall—” Bonnie stood and indicated the man’s approximate size with one hand over her head.

			“He had big strong arms—” Bonnie popped her biceps for me. “But he had a big beer belly, too.” With both hands, she outlined an imaginary bulge over her own stomach; then she sat down again and hunched over. “And his shoulders were kind of stooped, like this.

			“His hair was kind of brownish, but there were gray streaks. He was old—you know, forties maybe.”

			Geez, Louise, Jack marveled. Your little friend just delivered the suspect’s description in English and mime.

			I nodded, impressed but not surprised, as I reminded Jack—

			Bonnie’s big brother did rise to be deputy chief of the Quindicott Police Department.

			Given the clowns in that three-ring flea circus, I wouldn’t brag about it.

			Okay, Jack. What else do you want to know?

			Anything she can remember. Press her. Make her think.

			I’ll try . . .

			“Bonnie, do you remember anything else about this man? What was he wearing?”

			“Nothing special. No hat or anything. Jeans. No jacket. He wore one of those old wheelbarrow T-shirts they sell at the thrift shop.”

			“Wheelbarrow?”

			Bonnie nodded. “A picture of a wheelbarrow loaded with fruits and veggies. The shirt was navy blue or maybe black, with white letters.”

			The description of that shirt rang a bell, but I pushed it aside and pressed on.

			“How much of the argument could you hear?”

			She frowned. “I couldn’t make out most of what he said because the door was closed and locked. But I distinctly heard his threat—”

			“Threat?” I leaned closer.

			“This guy told Mrs. Cunningham that the next time he saw her dog on his property, he was going to shoot it.”

			I sat in stunned silence a moment. Jack, however, had some gloating to do.

			I’m not the kind of guy who says I told you so, Penny, but I won’t stop you from saying it.

			Fine. I admit it. You were right. But what can we do about it?

			Nothing yet. We don’t know enough. Keep the bobby-soxer talking.

			About what?

			There must have been a motive for the threat. Get me?

			I got you!

			“Bonnie, why do you think this man threatened to shoot Mrs. Cunningham’s dog? Did he say what made him so angry?”

			She shrugged. “He complained about the dog wrecking his garden or his flowers. Something like that.”

			“I see. How did she respond to all this? Did she shout back?”

			“That’s the funny thing. Mrs. Cunningham is a pretty feisty lady. I know someone who lived in one of her rental properties, and he told me she has these strict rules. When it comes to her tenants, she lays down the law really firmly, and she won’t put up with her rules being broken. But that night . . . she didn’t yell back at the man. She didn’t try to argue or deny anything. She just calmed the man down, and they spoke quietly for a minute or two. Then the guy turned his back and walked away like he didn’t want to hear any more.”

			This is a whole different crossword puzzle answer from the one your Keystone Cop came up with, Jack said. And it sure doesn’t spell stray bullet or careless hunter.

			Then we have a suspect?

			Sure, Penny. Now all we have to do is our legwork to find out exactly who our suspect is.

			I asked Bonnie, “I don’t suppose Mrs. Cunningham mentioned his name. First name? Last name? Middle initial?”

			Bonnie shook her ponytail.

			“What happened next?”

			“I watched the guy drive away. He had an SUV—looked like a Ford Explorer—parked across the street. It was hard to tell what color it was because of how the streetlights fool you at night. But it definitely wasn’t black. Dark blue, maybe? I was too far away to read his license plate.”

			Bonnie turned pale. “He . . . he didn’t come back to the bookstore, did he?”

			I shook my head. “It’s worse than that.”

			I gently told Bonnie about finding Mrs. Cunningham, unconscious and with a bullet wound, and the girl’s shoulders sagged.

			“I should have called the police. My brother was on duty. He would have handled this guy.”

			I reached across the table and squeezed Bonnie’s hand. I told her not to blame herself. But in truth, I was sorry, too. That crazy, violent man might have tried to murder a poor defenseless dog and missed—

			The same dog that was now living at my house.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Cat-astrophe

			
				Fighting should be left to dogs and cats and chickens, who can’t reason.

				—Margaret Deland, The Kays, 1926

			

			When Bonnie’s father called her back to work, I ordered a pizza for delivery, wished her a good night, and left the restaurant. Jack didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. As soon as my ankle boots hit the sidewalk, I dialed up Chief Ciders.

			“It’s you,” Ciders said, his tone impatient. “So, you already regret taking that dog?”

			“Sparky’s fine. In fact, he’s doing well, considering the poor dog has been marked for death.”

			I could imagine the chief rolling his eyes at that statement. Nevertheless, I reported everything Bonnie had told me.

			“Do you want me to describe this angry man?”

			“I’ve heard enough.”

			“So?”

			“So this man you don’t know was supposedly overheard threatening to shoot a dog, and not its owner—”

			“Come on, Chief. You were the one pushing the stray-bullet theory. Don’t you think this guy could have shot at the dog and hit the owner instead?”

			Ciders sighed heavily. “Look, I’m still waiting for ballistics. I’ll have Eddie talk to his little sister when he gets back. He can be the judge of whether she’s credible or just a kid exaggerating for attention.”

			“Bonnie’s not nine years old anymore, Chief!”

			“Never did find the monster in Prescott Woods. She had the whole town up in arms. Remember?”

			“Let’s not get off topic—”

			“Talk about crying wolf.”

			“And where is Eddie, anyway?”

			“Rhode Island police chiefs annual conference in Providence. I sent him to represent the town. He likes all that glad-handing and new-technology talk—more than I ever did. Anyway, I’ll make sure he gets all the details, and we’ll look into it. Bye, now, Mrs. McClure.”

			“Wait, Chief! When exactly will Eddie be back from—”

			Before I could finish my question, the chief ended the call. That was when I noticed the commotion in front of Buy the Book.

			Three young women, all students from St. Francis University, were standing on the sidewalk, peering through our bookshop’s glass door. And they were all laughing hysterically at something inside.

			As I watched, another student exited the shop. Giggling, she joined the rest. Before the door closed, I heard a dog barking wildly and Spencer shouting—

			“Sparky, don’t—”

			The note of distress in my son’s voice was all I needed to send me cutting a swath through the cackling quartet like I was wearing a jet pack.

			Bursting into the shop, I spotted an orange marmalade fur ball streaking toward me across the floor and taking refuge between my legs. Cowering at my feet, Bookmark the cat looked up at me with pleading eyes. Before I could lift her into my arms, another furry creature rushed me. This one was much larger, with floppy ears, a lolling tongue, and a tail wagging like a wind sock in a tornado

			“Stop, Sparky! Please, stop!”

			Spencer was doing his best to end the chaos. While pleading with the dog to behave, he kept an iron grip on Sparky’s leash. Unfortunately, my son was also facedown on the floor with the dog dragging him down the center aisle and my frantic aunt chasing after them.

			Bookmark reacted by climbing me like a tree and perching for a moment on my shoulder before leaping to the top of a nearby bookshelf. Tail puffed and thrashing, the cat peered down at the overexcited dog and let loose an outraged howl.

			Sparky, determined to reach the freaked-out feline, rose onto his hind legs, his front paws scattering books hither and yon. Spencer, on his feet again, began tugging the dog back.

			Meanwhile, Bookmark—who’d clearly forgotten all about lazing in our front window and merrily taunting the dog—now jumped to the next bookshelf. Arching her furry orange back into a spiky horseshoe, she spit-hissed louder than a cornered cobra.

			“I’ve got Sparky now, Mom!” Spencer cried.

			“Great! I’ll grab the cat.”

			But Bookmark would have none of it. As I approached her, she raced across the rack until she reached the wall, and the end of the line.

			“I’ve got her now,” I said. “The center aisle is too wide for Bookmark to jump to the next shelf.”

			I didn’t count on the cat’s ingenuity.

			As I lunged for Bookmark, she leaped again. Using the top of Sadie’s head as a stepping stone, she bounded across the wide aisle. Tail thrashing, Bookmark raced along the top of the bookcase until she reached the children’s section, where she dived into a hidey-hole behind the Dav Pilkey books.

			With the cat out of sight, Sparky became controllable again. He calmed down even more when Spencer fed him some of the T-Bonz snacks that Koh’s Market had delivered.

			“How did this happen?” I asked.

			“It’s my fault, Mom,” Spencer confessed. “I took Sparky to the event space, where Bookmark was sleeping. I . . . I just wanted to introduce them.”

			Jack’s laughter echoed in my head.

			So much for four-legged first impressions.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			A Boy and His Dog

			
				A dog teaches a boy fidelity, perseverance, and to turn around three times before lying down.

				—Robert Benchley

			

			I told Spencer to take Sparky upstairs.

			“Dish him up some dog food. Aunt Sadie and I will put the shop back in order—and try to coax Bookmark out of her cat cave.”

			When things were back to normal, I faced my aunt.

			“I wouldn’t call it a disaster—”

			Sadie sighed. “I would.”

			I would, too, Jack cracked.

			“Let’s hope we figure out a way for Bookmark and Jane Cunningham’s dog to get along,” I told them both. “In the meantime, the two will have to be kept apart. Bookmark will stay down here in the shop. She likes to hunt mice at night, anyway. And Sparky can sleep on his blanket in the living room upstairs.”

			Sadie peered at me over her spectacles. “You do realize Bookmark is going to set off the motion detector? She always does when we leave her in the shop overnight.”

			“I guess we can’t use that feature of the burglar alarm for now.”

			“So much for the security Seymour claimed a dog would provide,” Sadie huffed.

			“It’s temporary, I promise. And if someone tries to break in, Sparky will no doubt make plenty of noise and wake us up. That’s what Seymour meant.”

			Hours later we found out that we didn’t need an intruder for Sparky to make noise.

			At nine o’clock, Spencer took Sparky for his evening walk while I phoned Dr. Rubino to find out how Jane was doing. I got voice mail and left a message imploring the doctor to call me as soon as he had an update on her condition.

			After Spencer and Sadie went to bed, I nodded off while (optimistically) reading a book on animal behavior. Suddenly, I was startled awake by an almost human cry of anguish.

			Sparky, who seemed fine all day, had begun to whimper—quietly at first, but increasing in volume and intensity every moment. The sound was heart-wrenching and hauntingly familiar.

			The poor dog’s cries reminded me of my own, on the day of my mother’s funeral. That was the first night—but certainly not the last—when I cried myself to sleep, missing the only mother I’d ever known and would never see again.

			I swiped at a tear and crossed to the dog, who was so calm before but now cowering in the corner.

			“Sparky, it will be all right,” I said. “You’re in a safe place. We’ll take care of you. You’ll see.”

			The whimpers became loud barks, then he began to whine. Sparky pushed his head so far into the corner, I thought he was going to chew a hole in the wall. Try as I might, I could not get the dog to quiet down.

			Sadie appeared, her glasses and robe both askew. “Poor thing. He misses Jane. Perhaps we should get him that new antianxiety medication from the vet. I think they call it BlueSky.”

			“I’ve seen those BlueSky commercials, too. I can speak with Dr. Winnik about it, but that won’t do us any good at this hour.”

			The dog’s heartbreaking cries woke Spencer, too.

			“What’s wrong, Sparky?” he asked as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.

			The dog’s demeanor calmed when Spencer appeared. Cooing, Spencer sat down on the doggy blanket. Sparky tried to squeeze his ample body onto my son’s inadequate lap. Then the dog rested his head on my son’s shoulder and quieted at last.

			After fifteen minutes with Spencer, the dog was nearly asleep. But as soon as Spencer rose to go back to bed, Sparky whimpered and whined again.

			“He’s lonely, Mom. I better sleep here and keep him company.”

			“You’ll do no such thing,” Aunt Sadie replied sharply.

			The room went silent. Spencer froze and looked to me with big, pleading eyes.

			My heart went out to my son, and I was about to argue on his behalf when I realized there was no need. We both misunderstood Sadie.

			True, my aunt didn’t want Spencer to sleep out here with the dog—only because she had a better idea. As we watched in surprise, she bent down, gathered up Sparky’s blue blanket and carried it into Spencer’s bedroom.

			My son and I quickly cleared a corner, and Aunt Sadie created a comfy new dog bed. As Sparky happily settled on the blanket, Sadie smiled.

			There was no more whimpering.

			Thirty minutes later, I was ready to turn in myself when I peeked into Spencer’s bedroom. The blue blanket abandoned, Sparky was now curled up beside my son on the bed, where they both slept like babies.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Punchy Pillow Talk

			
				A dog doesn’t care if you’re rich or poor, educated or illiterate, clever or dull. Give him your heart and he will give you his.

				—John Grogan, Marley & Me

			

			I couldn’t sleep.

			When I finally crawled under my bedcovers, it was after midnight. I tried to read but couldn’t concentrate, so I turned out the light. All I did was stare into the shadows.

			Those sad cries of Jane’s dog nearly broke my heart. I was relieved the pup took comfort in snuggling close to my son, but even the sweet sight of Spencer and Sparky curled up together failed to set my mind at ease.

			I punched my pillows twice. Then I turned back and forth until I heard that familiar voice in my head—

			What’s wrong, doll?

			“Jack?”

			Well, it ain’t Clark Gable.

			I smiled in the dark, imagining Gable on the silver screen, with his cheeky grin, throwing a sly wink to the audience. Even so . . .

			“I’m glad it’s you, Jack.”

			That makes two of us. Now, tell me why you’re flopping around on that mattress like a hooked marlin on a boat deck.

			“It’s Spencer. I know he loves Sparky, and I know he’s old enough to understand why the dog will have to go back to its owner. My boy has a good heart, and I’m sure he’ll want to see Sparky reunited with his rightful ‘mom’ again. The thing is . . . what if Jane Cunningham . . . what if she . . .”

			I swallowed, not wanting to say the words.

			Kicks the bucket? Jack blurted. Bites the dust? Cashes in her chips? Catches the big chill?

			“I was going to say, what if she doesn’t pull through?”

			Listen, honey, there’s no need to soft-pedal things with me. I’m not one of your small-town church ladies.

			“Well, I don’t see any reason to be crass. I mean, given your own . . . situation.”

			You mean, the fact that I’m dead? Or that I’m stuck in a bookshop in the middle of Cornpone-ville?

			“Both, I guess. Only, you know I would never refer to my hometown that way.”

			Of course you wouldn’t because you don’t know what you’re missing.

			“Oh, yes, I do. You forget. Before my husband died, I lived and worked in New York City. I know all about the crowds, the crime, the chaos. You can have it.”

			I won’t argue your three Cs, but the bright lights of the big city have three things this little burg never will.

			“And what are they?”

			Excitement. Energy. Edge.

			“What are those, Jack? Your three Es?”

			Yeah, and here’s a fourth. New York offers an Education. One you could use.

			“Why do you say that?”

			Because you are not losing sleep over a boy and a dog.

			“I’m not?”

			No. What you’re fretting over are feelings of helplessness. But you are not helpless. You got your wits—and you got me.

			“My PI spirit?”

			In more ways than one.

			“Okay, fine. I’ll indulge you. Just tell me what to do if Jane . . . you know, catches your big chill. I can’t put Sparky in a shelter. It would break Spencer’s heart—and mine. Do you think I should ask Seymour to take him?”

			The moronic mailman? Why? Your boy loves the dog.

			“Spencer may love Sparky, but Sadie and I have a business to run. Neither of us has experience handling a rambunctious canine. You saw what happened downstairs with poor little Bookmark.”

			That cat’s nobody’s poor little anything. She gleefully taunted that dog when it suited her. And when he showed her who was boss, she figured out how to save her own tail quick enough, didn’t she? No harm done. In fact, that sleepy store of yours could use some excitement.

			“You mean, other than mysteriously moving objects and drafts that goose customers?”

			As to the problem of handling a canine, the ghost went on (ignoring my jab), you need to take that one step at a time, and your first step should be looking for help from someone who does know a thing or two about the subject at hand—or on your hands, as the case may be. That’s what I did when I was in your shoes.

			“What do you mean, in my shoes? Did you own a dog?”

			I was in charge of one for a weekend. A very long weekend.

			“You were dog-sitting for a friend?”

			The dog was part of a case. I was hired to . . . Jack paused. You know what, doll? I’d rather show you than tell you.

			“Well, tell me a little first,” I said, snuggling under the covers.

			Jack agreed, and started his story . . .

			This crazy canine case began one night when I heard strange sounds outside my apartment door. I remember it was raining—

			“Like cats and dogs?”

			Yeah, as a matter of fact. And one of the latter ended up in my building’s hallway. I opened the door, and there she was, with a little pink bow in her hair, looking up at me with her pretty brown eyes.

			“A woman?”

			A dog.

			“Don’t be insulting.”

			I’m not. It really was a dog. A girl dog. See how nice I soft-pedaled that for you? I could have said she was a bitc—

			“Okay, I get it! And I believe you. You opened the door to find a female dog. So, what happened next?”

			The dog hired me.

			“Come on, Jack. That I don’t believe. What’s the real story?”

			Like I said, I’d rather show you than tell you.

			“All right, then. Show me.”

			Glad to. You know the drill, honey. Close your eyes and relax . . .

			Closing my eyes was easy. Relaxing, not so much. But soon my limbs grew heavy, my breathing slowed, and my anxious mind let go, descending, with the sound of Jack’s deep voice, into the world of his story.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Nightcap

			
				There was a sudden pool of darkness at my feet. I dived into it and dropped . . . and dropped . . . and dropped.

				—Raymond Chandler, “The Man Who Liked Dogs,” 1936

			

			New York City

			Friday, April 18, 1947

			I opened my eyes to find myself standing in front of a rain-streaked apartment window.

			It must be late, I thought, peering down at the dark city street. The stores were all closed, and the sidewalks deserted, except for three people. A pair of pedestrians hurried along in overcoats and fedoras. And a blond woman was climbing into a boxy yellow cab. She wore a bulky fur wrap and a pillbox hat with a face veil in front and a vintage snood in back—except the snood wasn’t vintage, I reminded myself. Not here, because I was no longer in my time.

			Even the streetlights were different, far dimmer than in my day.

			Between the weak light and inky shadows on this rain-slick street, the few passing cars that I saw looked like they’d been liberated from an antiques road show, with every long, bulky vehicle carrying enough metal to arm a small tank.

			On the corner, a shoeshine station stood next to an all-night newsstand with more newspapers and magazines than I could hope to count. Above the newsstand, a billboard proclaimed, lucky strike means fine tobacco. Alongside the slogan was an image of a farmer in a straw hat and overalls, examining a tobacco leaf the size of a flat-screen TV.

			Below the ad—one that would have been banned in my day—I noticed a hulking figure looking up at this very window. I couldn’t make out his face, only the burning red end of his lit cigarette. As soon as the man noticed me staring, he faded back into the gloom.

			For a moment I wondered if that mysterious figure was Jack Shepard, until I felt the warm breath of a living man speaking softly in my ear.

			“Welcome to my world, baby.”

			I turned around to find myself finally facing him, though facing was far from accurate. The tall private detective with the acre of shoulders was standing so close, my nose was practically hitting his chest.

			His bare chest.

			“You okay, doll? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

			Jack was teasing, of course, but I didn’t laugh. After the intimacy of hearing his voice in my head for so long, actually seeing this towering, vital man in his prime—which he’d been before his premature death—always gave me somewhat of a shock.

			To top it off, I’d never before confronted Jack in this state of undress. Embarrassed, I stepped back and moved to touch my suddenly hot cheeks. That was when I realized my hands were wearing white cotton gloves. Glancing down, I saw my nightgown was gone, replaced by silky-feeling underthings, a white blouse with red polka dots, and a rust-colored pencil skirt that fell below my knees.

			My glasses were gone, too, though I could see perfectly, and my auburn hair wasn’t in its usual ponytail. Patting my head, I felt an expertly twisted French chignon. My legs were encased in stockings, and on my feet were peep-toed pumps.

			Jack’s feet, I realized, were bare, just like his chest, though he wasn’t completely naked. (Thank goodness, for modesty’s sake.) At least the man is wearing pajama bottoms, I thought, which was when I noticed he was also holding a gun.

			“Jack, why are you—”

			Ruff! Ruff! Ruff!

			Before I could finish my sentence, a little dog ran up to me and began to sniff my stockings. The adorable cairn terrier was no more than fifteen pounds, with silky chocolate fur, black points for ears, a wet black nose, and bright brown eyes. A little pink bow was clipped to a tuft of fur at the top of her excited head.

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			“Hello, girl . . .” I reached down to stroke the little terrier’s soft fur, glad to be distracted from my blushing reaction to Jack’s half-clothed state. “What a cute little thing you are,” I cooed.

			Glancing up, I noticed the PI was staring, but not at the dog. His gaze was on me. And his head was tilted in a funny way.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			Jack’s square jaw remained iron. The dagger-shaped scar on his chin appeared just as intimidating. But something in his gunmetal-gray eyes seemed to soften—just a bit.

			“Cute,” he replied. “I could say the same about you.”

			“Thanks,” I said, then swallowed my reaction and changed the subject. “Is this the dog that supposedly hired you?”

			“No supposing about it . . .”

			As he moved to retrieve something from his coffee table, I took in the rest of the room.

			Jack’s apartment was small but surprisingly tidy with a big, lumpy (but comfortable-looking) sofa, an easy chair, and a couple of ceramic lamps with pleated linen shades. Against the wall stood a bar holding bottles of Scotch whisky, vodka, and bourbon. A vintage radio with a cathedral top sat between the room’s two tall windows, and a bookshelf in the corner held paperbacks and a stack of pulp magazines. I saw a small kitchen through one door, a bedroom through another.

			“Take a look at this.”

			Jack handed me an envelope. Inside was a letter that began:

			
				Dear Jack Shepard, I want you to find me some answers . . .

			

			What followed was a list of typed instructions that made no sense—at least at first glance. No name. No address. Also inside was a hundred-dollar bill.

			“The little fur hat was leashed to my doorknob. The envelope was slipped under its collar.”

			“Yes, but by whom?” I said. “Someone must have left the dog.”

			“By the time I opened the door, whoever left her was long gone.”

			“Did you check the street?”

			I told Jack about the people I’d noticed outside: the two male pedestrians hurrying along; the hulking figure on the corner smoking a cigarette; and the blonde in the fur wrap climbing into a cab.

			Jack raised an eyebrow. “That blonde sounds like a looker.”

			Now I raised my eyebrows. “Are you sure she wasn’t visiting you? I mean, before I arrived.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“What night of the week is this, anyway?”

			“Friday.”

			I glanced around the apartment again. “Really? Late Friday night at your apartment, and you’re all alone? No female company?”

			Jack shrugged. “You’re not wrong. I typically would have some soft shoulders up here to join me for a, uh, shall we say, nightcap? But on this particular Friday, there was no lipstick left on my, uh, shall we say, tumblers?”

			“Oh, you’re hilarious. And your answer tells me absolutely nothing. Come on, Jack. What was the reason? Why no female company? And why in heaven’s name are you holding a gun in your hand?”

			“Same answer for both, Inspector.” Jack set the gun on the coffee table and crossed his muscular arms. “When I heard the dog’s heavy breathing and scratching at my front door, I thought it was an ex-con named Muggsy following through on a threat. That’s the same reason I was flying solo this evening. If I was going to tangle with a Hell’s Kitchen hothead, I didn’t want some dame around to distract me—or be put in harm’s way.”

			“Yes, but I’m here, and I’m a dame.”

			“No, Penny. Tonight you’re not a dame.”

			“What am I, then?”

			“You’re my partner.”

			I liked the sound of that—and the way Jack looked at me when he’d said it. In fact, I liked it so much, I could feel the blush returning to my cheeks.

			“Okay, partner,” I said, “will you do me one favor?”

			“Depends.”

			“On what?”

			“On the favor . . .”

			Jack stepped closer, so close that I could feel the heat coming off his half-naked body, a stark contrast from the ghostly cold of his typical presence—in my present, which this wasn’t. This was Jack’s past. His world. And I had to keep my reactions in check, because back here, Jack was the polar opposite of a disembodied voice. His heart was still beating, his breath still warm, and his vital, masculine energy still so palpable, it nearly overwhelmed me in that small space.

			“Go on, honey,” he said, his deep voice softening. “Tell me. What’s the favor?”

			“Will you please put on a shirt!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Doggy Business

			
				It’s a sordid life, but I’m used to it.

				—Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye

			

			Jack agreed to my favor, though not without a moment of minor humiliation (entirely on my part).

			“Sure,” he said. “I’ll put on a shirt for you. In fact, I’m flattered.”

			“Flattered? Why?”

			He stood there a moment and looked down at me (and the blush on my cheeks), until finally he said, “I never had a partner in the PI game who couldn’t control their animal attraction to me. Guess I’d better do something about it . . .”

			With a wink, he headed into the bedroom.

			“My request has nothing to do with animal attraction!” I insisted. “It’s only a matter of propriety!”

			“If you say so.”

			The smug reply was annoying enough to help me clear my head and refocus on—

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			By now the little terrier had abandoned sniffing up my stockings and turned her nose to smelling the rest of Jack’s apartment (which, given the size, didn’t take very long).

			“Come here, girl. Let me have a look at you . . .”

			Her chocolate coat was clean and shiny, her teeth were in good health, and her nails were clipped. She was certainly well taken care of. I examined her leather leash and collar; both appeared new, but there was no tag, no ID.

			“What are you looking for?” Jack asked. As he returned to the living room, he was pulling a short-sleeved white undershirt over his head.

			“I thought I might find a clue to who owns her. If this were my time, I would ask a vet to help me look for a chip.”

			Jack made an incredulous face. “How could a chippie be of any help with—”

			“Not a chippie! A microchip. It’s a form of identification, like your military dog tags, only very small and embedded under the skin with information that can be scanned at a veterinarian’s office— Oh, never mind. Microchips won’t be invented for another decade, anyway.”

			“Sorry. I can’t help you find Mike Roe’s chips, doll. Chippies, on the other hand, I can always locate.”

			“I have no doubt. But it won’t do us any good tonight.”

			“Okay, then.” Jack folded his arms. “What’s your next move?”

			“Let’s take off the dog’s collar,” I suggested and proceeded to do just that. “You said the envelope was slipped underneath it. Maybe we’ll find some kind of identifying information written on the underside of the— Jack, look!”

			“What did you find?”

			“A key!”

			Jack lifted an eyebrow. “A key to the case?”

			“An actual key. It’s taped to the underside of the collar.” I removed the key and examined the characters engraved in the metal. “LUDLOW-66. What does it mean, Jack? Is it a key to the case? What does this key open? You would know.”

			“Exactly, partner.”

			“I get it. You know, but you’re not going to tell me, are you?”

			“Nope. Any answers are for me to know and you to find out.”

			I sighed. This wasn’t the first time Jack had attempted to put me through my paces. My trips into his past memories were almost always more than show-and-tell. They were his version of PI school, and today was a new lesson.

			Unsure what to do next, I buckled the collar back on the dog. As soon as I did, she ran to the door, pawed it, and began smelling the floorboards.

			“Jack, I think the dog needs to pee. Can we take her outside?”

			“Right now we’re better off inside—”

			With a tilt of his head toward the windows, I realized the storm had picked up. Dark water was now streaming down the glass panes like a noir Niagara. A streak of lightning flashed, followed by a crack of thunder so loud, it made me jump—and the dog whine.

			Glancing around, I tried to solve the problem at hand. “Do you have a newspaper you can trash?”

			“Now that you mention it—”

			Jack grabbed one of New York City’s tabloid papers off the sofa and slapped it into my hand. I noticed it was turned to a particular story. “DOGNAPPED!” screamed the headline. “PRIZEWINNING POOCH IN PERIL!”

			“That’s funny,” I said, staring at the photo next to the story. “This Pekingese looks familiar . . .”

			Scanning the article, I realized that the award-winning dog was from one of Jack’s cases. The story described a grateful society matron who had been reunited with her kidnapped pooch, “without a single hair harmed” on its pedigreed head due to the heroic efforts of one Mr. Jack Shepard, “lover of creatures great and small.”

			The feature included Jack’s office address, phone number, and a quote from Jack himself: “In this dog-eat-dog world, I’ll do anything to help my four-legged friends.”

			“You actually said that?”

			“Does it sound like something I’d say? Or like a completely fabricated quote, compliments of a double-crossing, liquid-lunch-guzzling, degenerate gambler who funds his unsavory habits with yellow journalism?”

			“You mean . . .” My gaze found the story’s byline. “Right. Timothy Brennan strikes again.”

			“Thanks to Brennan, my temporary secretary spent most of her afternoon taking calls about my dog-walking services.”

			I hid my smile behind a white glove. “Well, I did notice he failed to identify you as a licensed private investigator, opting instead to declare you an expert in ‘doggy business.’ ”

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			“Speaking of which . . .” I spread the newspaper down on the floor, making sure Jack got the satisfaction of seeing Timothy Brennan’s byline get the treatment it deserved. “Okay, girl, here you go . . . I mean, you can go!”

			As she emptied her bladder on Brennan’s prose, the dog appeared to smile right along with Jack, and I couldn’t help observing—

			“Now that’s what I call yellow journalism.”

			Jack snorted. “Auditioning for vaudeville, are you?”

			“Only if you go with me.”

			“Naw, I’d rather we do our double act in private, if you don’t mind.”

			“I don’t mind,” I said, and Jack sent me the sweetest look. Then he clapped his hands and declared—

			“All right, partner, what’s next?”

			Before I could answer, the terrier’s furry little legs rocketed her into the kitchen. We followed to find her pawing at a cupboard.

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			I grabbed an empty bowl and filled it with water. She lapped that up and barked again.

			“I think she’s hungry, too . . .”

			Unfortunately, with the exception of a few bottles of beer, Jack’s icebox was completely bare.

			“Really?” I scolded. “Nothing? Not even a quart of milk?”

			“Why would I have a quart of milk?” Jack asked. “I take my coffee black and my meals at diners and dives.”

			“You never cook dinner here? Not even to entertain a lady friend?”

			“Oh, I entertain them all right—and I get no complaints. Don’t you recall our shall-we-say-nightcap conversation? Gee, for an educated doll, you sure have a short memory.”

			Ignoring Jack’s goading, I checked his kitchen cupboards, but except for finding a tin of preground coffee, I had no luck. “You don’t have anything for the dog to eat?”

			“Not unless you count cigarettes and gum.”

			“You can’t feed a dog that!”

			“Then she’ll have to wait till morning.”

			By now the dog was whimpering pitifully. “Aw, listen to her. Who knows when she had her last meal? Come on, Jack, there must be some solution?”

			“There is, doll. Put your brain into it.”

			“Okay . . .” I tapped my chin. “There’s no use suggesting Grubhub or DoorDash. Are there any food-delivery services around here at this hour?”

			He shook his head.

			“An all-night deli or diner?”

			“Times Square, sure, but not in this neighborhood.”

			“Neighborhood . . . That’s it, Jack! You have lots of neighbors on this floor, don’t you? I’ll bet someone owns a dog. If they do, I’m sure they’ll lend you some food—and, hey, don’t you want to canvas the floor, anyway? I mean, just because you didn’t see who left the dog doesn’t mean one of your neighbors didn’t see something, right?”

			“Not bad, partner. There’s hope for you yet. . . .”

			For the next few minutes, I grilled Jack on what he knew about his neighbors.

			“Next to nothing,” he confessed. “I haven’t been here long, and I don’t spend much time in this cracker box. When I do, it’s so late, nobody’s around.”

			“That’s not much to go on. Have you ever heard a dog barking on your floor?”

			“Yep,” he said. “Somebody owns mutts. Don’t know who, and chances are, at this time of night, most of my neighbors are already in dreamland. So how should we proceed?”

			“I’m not sure. But give me a minute, and I’ll give you a plan.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			The Mug Next Door

			
				You’re a sly dog. Hand in glove with the great detective, and not a hint as to the way things are going.

				—Agatha Christie, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd

			

			My strategy was simple. After putting the little terrier back on her leash, I trotted down the hall with her (Jack right behind us). Working systematically, I stood at each door and knocked lightly. If a tenant without a dog was already sleeping, I knew my light knock wouldn’t wake them. On the other hand, if they did have a dog, I figured it would start to bark—and I would know to knock louder to get the neighbor to answer and (I hoped) help us out.

			At the first three doors I tried, I heard no response. But when I lightly knocked on the fourth—

			Arf-arf-arf-arf-arf! Arf-arf! Arf-arf-arf-arf-arf!

			I turned to Jack. “Looks like we struck the canine mother lode!

			Sure enough, when the door opened, three yapping lapdogs raced out—two long-haired Yorkies and a short-haired Chihuahua. The adorable toy dogs excitedly circled our female terrier, and she joined in the enthusiastic greetings of touching noses and sniffing backsides.

			Distracted by the activity on the ground, I assumed the owner would be some middle-aged matron with curlers in her hair.

			I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			“Boys! Boys!” a deep voice scolded. “Mind your manners!”

			My gaze moved from tiny toy paws to a pair of size seventeen slippers attached to two hairy tree trunks. The thick legs held up a giant barrel of a man, wearing a red silk robe, and his physique was taller and wider than any football linebacker I’d ever seen.

			My neck strained backward, and I set eyes on a ferocious-looking whisker-covered face, framed by a wild mane of dark curly hair. My fight-or-flight response kicked in, and my body took an automatic step back, right into the solid wall of Jack’s chest.

			The second I hit that concrete curtain, I felt firm hands on my shoulders, and heard an encouraging whisper in my ear. “Don’t quit now, Penny. You’re finally getting somewhere.”

			Swallowing hard, I refocused on the business at hand.

			“G-g-good evening, sir,” I stammered, feeling less than steady in my peep-toed pumps. “We’re sorry to disturb you—”

			“Don’t sweat it, sweetie!” The hairy giant waved his meaty hand. “Me and the boys were just listening to my Andrews Sisters records. They just slay me! Did you hear them this week on Jack Benny’s radio show?”

			Before I could reply, the giant’s eyes grew wide, and he cried out. “Oh, my goodness—speaking of Jack, I see there’s another one right behind you! Mr. Jack Shepard! How are you, buddy? Long time, no see!”

			Jack’s brow furrowed as he tried to remember the man. “Donny? Big Donny Dalrymple? Is that you under all that hair?”

			“Sure is! What brings you to my door with this copper-haired cutie-pie and her little terrier?”

			“We’d like to speak with you if you don’t mind . . .”

			“Mind?! Are you kidding? I love company! Come on in! Would you two like a bowl of my homemade beef stew? I eat around the clock these days. Gotta maintain my wrestling weight.”

			“Wrestling?” Jack prompted.

			“Sure! Haven’t you heard? I’m Dogface Donny Danger now, a hit on the strongman circuit. What a year it’s been!”

			“Do tell . . .”

			And Donny did. After we settled in at his polished dining room table, he dished out bowls of homemade stew for Jack, himself, and our little terrier (with a glass of sherry for me). Then he caught us up on everything that had happened to him since Jack had last seen him.

			“When did you last see him?” I asked Jack.

			“About a year ago,” Jack said. “Donny was the biggest, scariest bouncer at the Aces High Club on Sixtieth.”

			“A nightclub?” I presumed.

			Jack nodded. “A classy one. And only a stone’s throw from the Copa.”

			“Working the club’s door is how I got discovered,” Donny explained.

			According to the erstwhile bouncer, a booking agent and promoter of crooners and comedians was a regular at the club. The man also represented a stable of wrestlers worldwide. He took Donny on, taught him the wrestling ropes (literally), came up with his look and gimmick, and started booking him all over the tristate area.

			“It’s pure showbiz,” Donny said. “Pretend fighting. Pratfalls and foot twisting, snarling, shouting, and dodging breakaway furniture. My old boss at the Aces High— You know him, Jack—”

			“Sure, Paul Lambert.”

			“Yeah, Mr. Lambert didn’t think much of my career switch. But I tell you, Jack, I love it, the crowds love it, and I’m making real lettuce. I’m even getting regular gigs as a background palooka in those B movies they shoot in Queens. And next month, I’m starting a sixteen-city wrestling tour! I’ll miss my babies, but my auntie in Rhinebeck’s going to take good care of them . . .”

			When Jack and Donny were finally all caught up, the detective glanced my way. It was a signal, and I knew what it meant. Time to get down to business.

			“Donny,” I began, “did you happen to take your three boys out for a walk this evening?”

			“Sure did. These little guys got a lotta energy. And I like night air, even when the walk is just around the block.”

			“Did you happen to see anybody walking a cairn terrier that looked like this one?”

			“Like Toto from the Wizard of Oz, you mean?”

			I glanced at Jack. “She does look like Toto, doesn’t she?”

			“Maybe we should call her Toto Two,” Jack quipped.

			For lack of another name, I didn’t argue. Meanwhile, Donny was taking a longer look at our dog.

			“I did see a terrier like yours. A blond chickie was walking her.”

			“Do you remember anything else about her? What was she wearing?”

			“Bulky fur wrap—cheap fake fur. After years at the Aces High, believe me, I can tell. Pillbox hat with a face veil and one of those hair nets. What are they called, sweetie?”

			“A snood.”

			“That’s right. The odd thing is, with that veil and snood, you’d think she was a matronly type, but I got a good look at her under a streetlamp, and she was young. I mean bobby-soxer young, fifteen, sixteen, maybe. One of those sunny, pert-faced, Doris Day–type blondes.” Donny shrugged. “It was starting to rain, so I hurried home. I didn’t see where she went.”

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			Toto Two had finished her bowl of stew and was ready for another. Donny was more than happy to oblige. As he went into the kitchen with her bowl, I leaned close to my partner.

			“Jack, that blonde with the face veil and fake-fur wrap that Donny described sounds like the woman I saw from your apartment window. She was climbing into a taxicab. She must have been the person who left Toto Two.”

			“Sounds like it,” Jack said. He leaned back and wiped his mouth with one of Donny’s fine linen napkins. “Now what?”

			“Let’s go back to your apartment . . .”

			After Toto Two’s second bowl of stew, we thanked Donny and headed back down the hall.

			“Wait!” Donny said. “Here, take this.” He handed us a flyer. “You two should come see me wrestle. Sunday night at the Majestic Palace on Fourteenth.”

			“The Majestic?” Jack said. “The old burlesque theater?”

			“That’s the one. They do radio shows there now, exhibition boxing, and wrestling matches—like mine! Ivan the Terrible and Dogface Donny Danger are going at it at eight p.m.” He tapped the flyer. “What do you think? Do I look ferocious or what? I’ve been working on my ringside snarl, and I got a new gimmick I’m gonna try: chewin’ on chair legs. This Sunday’s crowd will be the first to see it!”

			“We wouldn’t wanna miss that, would we, Penny?” He threw a wink my way as he shook the big man’s giant hand. “Thanks, Donny.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Jack’s Type

			
				Nora: You got types?

				Nick: Only you, darling—lanky brunettes with wicked jaws.

				Nora: And how about the redhead you wandered off with . . . last night?

				Nick: That’s silly . . . She just wanted to show me some French etchings.

				—Nick and Nora Charles in The Thin Man, Dashiell Hammett

			

			By the time we returned to Jack’s apartment, the clock hands were hitting the wee small hours of the morning. Suppressing a yawn, I saw the terrier was tuckered out, too.

			“Let’s make a bed for her,” I said. “Do you have an extra blanket?”

			Jack pulled one from the closet, and I settled Toto Two in the corner of the living room. After turning round and round, she settled down but didn’t sleep. Her curious brown eyes remained on me and Jack as we continued talking.

			“Now we know the dog didn’t hire you,” I told Jack as he poured us each two fingers of Scotch.

			He handed me a tumbler, settled on the couch, and put his slippered feet up on the coffee table. “I think we knew that already.”

			“Well, obviously. What I meant was, now we know who left the dog.”

			“We do? So what’s your theory?”

			I kicked off my heels and sat down next to him. “The very young blonde that Big Donny and I both saw must have read Timothy Brennan’s tabloid article about you and decided to hire you. But for some reason she wanted to remain anonymous.”

			“Then why didn’t she leave the dog at my office? Brennan published my office address, not this one.”

			“Good question,” I said, sipping the whisky. It was strong, but I liked it. “Isn’t your home address listed publicly?”

			“Nope. I don’t even get mail here.”

			“Then either someone followed you from your office, which is an awful lot of trouble, or they already knew your home address . . .” I reminded Jack of his penchant for inviting dames up here for nightcaps. “Could that blonde have been one of your previous . . . uh-hem, guests?”

			Jack smirked. “First of all, I don’t touch jailbait. Second, sunny blondes aren’t my type. I prefer sharp redheads with curious minds—” He tossed me another wink. “On the other hand, I don’t turn down sultry brunettes when they . . . like the look of me, if you get my drift.”

			“Like a tsunami. Let me see that letter again, the one that came with the hundred-dollar bill . . .”

			I reread the note, more closely this time—

			
				Dear Jack Shepard,

				I want you to find me some answers.

				First off, don’t get hot under the collar!

				You’re looking for a dog.

				The key is the key.

				Follow the key and get the dog.

				(You have an Ace in the hole.)

				When you find the dog, break its legs, and the mystery’s solved.

			

			I now understood the warning about not getting hot under the collar. Since I had literally found that key hidden under the dog’s collar, it was obviously a clue. But the rest made no sense. There was nothing that revealed an identity, just terse instructions. Puzzling ones. And the final command for Jack was shocking.

			“This last step is brutal, Jack. How can someone ask you to do such a terrible thing to an innocent animal?” I shuddered at the very idea. “You would never hurt a dog, would you?” I whispered.

			“Of course not.”

			“Then what did you do?”

			Jack raised an eyebrow. “You want me to say it again?”

			“I know, I know—it’s for you to know and me to find out.”

			Rising from the couch, I set my mind to the puzzle and began to pace back and forth in my stocking feet. The little dog must have thought it was playtime, because she suddenly got up to follow me—or else she was trained so well that she was trying to heel behind me.

			Her behavior reminded me of that Pekingese show dog from Jack’s case files—the one that Timothy Brennan had used to create his sensational tabloid story.

			“That’s it!” I whipped around to face Jack.

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			The detective’s eyebrows lifted. “Sounds like you and Toto got an idea. One of you gonna tell me?”

			I bent down to pet the pooch. “Brennan himself could be playing some kind of prank on you. You have to admit, this letter is bizarre, especially that last step of the instructions—”

			I shuddered again at the thought of the violent act that it directed Jack to perform.

			“I’ll bet this is some scheme on Brennan’s part to create a brand-new tabloid story. Seems to me he got a big reaction to the Pekingese piece. You said your secretary took messages all afternoon asking for your, uh—shall we say, doggy business?”

			“You’re a riot.”

			“But am I right? Did you confront Timothy Brennan about this alleged prank? Because, as next steps go, that’s exactly what I would have done.”

			Jack didn’t answer, but his little smile of approval made my knees go weak, which was suddenly more than a figure of speech. Feeling woozy, I sat back down on the sofa.

			“Jack, I’m feeling light-headed, and it’s not the whisky . . .”

			“Easy, honey. Take a breath.”

			As I did, I realized that something was wrong with my eyesight. The detective’s face, the dog, the entire room began to blur—as if I suddenly needed my glasses.

			“Jack, what’s happening?”

			“You’ll be okay, Penny.” The detective put a firm hand on my shoulder. “Just remember what you learned tonight; neighbors can be a big help in the detection game. They sometimes see things, know things, and even do things that can crack a case wide open, or at least get you to your next good lead . . .”

			Jack’s lips kept moving, but all I could hear was the sound of the rain pounding on the window. It grew louder and louder, as loud a freight train.

			“What are you saying, Jack?! I can’t hear you . . . and I can hardly see you . . .”

			Paralyzed on the sofa, I watched in helpless alarm as Jack’s face faded away.

			“Wait!” I cried. “Don’t leave me! Please don’t go!”

			The only answer was the rumbling of rolling thunder, which quickly changed in tone and pitch until it became a strange vibration that shook the floor. Bzzz . . . Bzzz . . . Bzzz . . .

			The incessant buzzing refused to stop!

			Then the sheets of cold rain beating on the window broke through the glass. The noir Niagara streamed into the room in a frigid flow until a rising flood enveloped me. The water became a whirlpool, and I felt myself going round and round, then down and down, until a black abyss blotted everything out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Comings and Goings

			
				I’m fine . . . Just fine. I’m going to have me a short nap now.

				—Raymond Chandler, “The Man Who Liked Dogs”

			

			Bzzz . . . Bzzz . . . Bzzz . . .

			I opened my eyes to weak light coming through the curtains. My bedroom curtains. Disoriented, I fumbled for my glasses and heard them tumble to the floor, along with my vibrating phone.

			I grabbed the digital alarm clock instead.

			“Jack, who could be calling me at six thirty in the morning?”

			Jack didn’t reply. He couldn’t. My ghost always disappeared after one of his dream adventures. I didn’t know where he went, or how long he’d be gone, but showing me his past cost him a tremendous amount of energy, and whenever those nights were over, it was his turn to sleep.

			Jack’s absence left me with a hollow feeling—an acute sense of loss that made me want to stay in bed all day—until my phone buzzed again, and I realized it could be Dr. Rubino calling me back with a status report on Jane Cunningham. I picked my phone up off the floorwith such urgency, I didn’t bother glancing at the caller ID.

			“Dr. Rubino? How is—”

			“Sorry, Pen. This isn’t ‘Randy’ Randall Rubino. It’s not Jonas Salk or Dr. Demento, either. Just your friendly neighborhood mail carrier.”

			“Seymour? Why are you calling me at this hour? What’s the emergency?”

			“No emergency. I came to work early to get that information you wanted.”

			“What information?”

			“Jane Cunningham’s address on Larchmont Avenue. You and Sadie made such a fuss yesterday, I figured you wanted to know.”

			“Yes . . . Of course!” I sat up in bed, excited.

			As Jack’s dream reminded me, questioning neighbors was a logical early step in any investigation; and with this address information, I could actually do something to help Jane. I could have a talk with her neighbors. Or in this case, one particular neighbor. If Sparky really had destroyed that angry man’s garden, then he probably lived close by, possibly right next door.

			I grabbed a pen and quickly scribbled down the address—on my forearm since I didn’t have a pad handy. That’s when I recalled something Bonnie mentioned last night. The shirt that nasty man was wearing.

			“Seymour, do you remember that big farmers market and souvenir shop that used to be up on the highway back when we were kids?”

			“The one with the three-dimensional sign with a wheelbarrow full of fruits and vegetables? Sure, Pen. You’re talking about Slattery’s General Store. I used to love their homemade goat’s milk fudge.”

			“Do you know what happened to it?”

			“The store burned down while you were living in New York City. I guess they decided not to rebuild.”

			“Could you tell me, by any chance, is there anyone with the name Slattery living near Jane’s address on Larchmont?”

			“Let me check . . . Yep, one Robert J. Slattery.”

			I added the second address to my forearm directory.

			“Got to go,” Seymour declared.

			“Wait! I have one last question. Why in the world did you refer to Dr. Rubino as ‘Randy’ Randall?”

			“It’s the talk of the town, Pen.”

			“What talk? Who’s talking? I never heard any talk. He’s always been a perfect gentleman to me—and to all the women in this town, as far as I know.”

			“Oh, sure, when he’s in Quindicott, he’s the perfect family doc. Wears the halo of Saint Augustine. But scuttlebutt has it that our doctor of grace has a secret life.”

			“Scuttlebutt? You mean plain old gossip, don’t you?”

			“Gossip, scuttlebutt, or simple observation. Call it what you will. But Doc Rubino stopped his mail no less than three times in the past twelve months so he could go on different singles cruises—one south to the Bahamas, another north to Iceland. The big reveal was last month when he sailed to the Bay of Naples, the site of Caligula’s pleasure palace in ancient times.”

			“I’m sure the Bay of Naples has more charm than some emperor’s ruins.”

			“Yeah,” Seymour replied slyly. “Feminine charms.”

			“Don’t be silly,” I countered. “Rubino is Italian. His family may come from that region. He was probably visiting relatives or sightseeing. Or maybe you and your gossipy friends are half right. Perhaps Dr. Rubino is looking for wife number two. The pool of single women of an appropriate age is small in Quindicott—”

			“Tell me about it—”

			“And I can see why Rubino would be reluctant to use a dating app. Can’t you?”

			Seymour snorted. “Yeah, I suppose it would be disturbing to see your daughter or sister swiping right on the Tinder profile of your trusted physician.”

			“I’m sure he’s traveling single in a perfectly respectable bid to find someone special.”

			“Yet all he ever he comes home with is a really great tan. Nope, Pen. Mark my words. When Quindicott’s own bronzed and toned Hippocrates is off our grid, he’s a toga-party animal.”

			On that gossipy note (with classical references only a Jeopardy! champ would make), the mailman ended his call. I picked my glasses up off the floor and began my day—which started much sooner than expected. I’d hardly finished brewing my morning tea when the night bell rang downstairs.

			“Pen, I just heard the bell,” Sadie called from her room.

			“I’ve got it,” I cried over my shoulder as I hit the stairs.

			What this could be I didn’t know. We never got deliveries before business hours—then, in a heart-stopping moment, I remembered the security alarm had not been set.

			Was it the QPD notifying us of a break-in?

			I hurried into the bookstore—and felt a rush of relief.

			At the front door, I spied a grinning woman with iron-gray hair in a single long braid flowing down her broad back. A huge knit bag hung over one arm, and a macramé cape was casually tossed over her shoulders to fend off the autumn chill.

			Ms. Amber Breen, beloved author of the Kennel Club Mysteries, had arrived much earlier than expected. I unlocked the door, and the mistress of pet mysteries greeted me with a hearty bear hug.

			“Penelope, it’s wonderful to see you again! I don’t think we’ve met face-to-face since the Boston Book Fair two years ago.”

			I ushered her into the shop.

			“The Finch Inn looks delightful, but their email said I couldn’t check in until noon, so I came here instead. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			“No, our mailman already did that.”

			Sadie arrived, and the pair began to chat like old friends. I went upstairs and grabbed the tea to serve everyone. My yawning son followed me down with Jane Cunningham’s dog romping beside him.

			“Sparky needs to go for a walk,” Spencer declared as he tried to leash the rambunctious canine.

			“What a sweet creature!” Amber exclaimed, her face lighting up. “And Sparky is the perfect name for him. He seems so . . . electric.”

			Sparky loved the new attention. Tongue lolling, he rolled on his back.

			“What a good dog,” Amber cooed as she rubbed his tummy.

			I introduced my son to Amber and explained her expertise. Now his face lit up.

			“Do you know what kind of dog he is, Ms. Breen?” he asked.

			Amber gave Sparky the once-over. “A Labrador is in there for certain. Those ears say a cocker spaniel mix, but Sparky is big, so he’s probably part Labrador and part collie, which would make him a Lab collie.”

			“Lab collie? That’s a funny name,” Spencer said.

			“That’s how they name mixed-breed Labs. They just combine the breeds. It’s not so odd, really. The German language combines words in the same sort of way.”

			Amber gave Sparky a peck on his forehead.

			“And this guy’s personality is friendly, and he’s smart, too. Lab collies are the perfect mix for a family dog, though this one appears especially exuberant. Where did you find such a handsome fellow?”

			“It’s quite a story,” I said, “and not a happy one, I’m afraid.”

			Amber gently took Sparky’s leash from Spencer and easily linked it to the collar. “Well, Penelope, why don’t we take this bright-eyed boy out for a walk, and you can tell me all about it?”

			“What do you think, Spencer?”

			“For sure. Let’s go.”

			Amber handed the leash back to Spencer. “I’m not that familiar with your quaint little town. Where should we take our stroll?”

			Spencer grinned. “That’s easy! There’s a dog walk in the town square!”

			Arf-arf! Arf-arf!

			Whether Sparky understood the words dog walk or simply reacted to Spencer’s excited voice, Jane’s Lab collie instantly bolted for the door. My son clung to the end of the dog’s leash like an astronaut being towed by a rocket ship.

			“Whoa, boy. Wait up!”

			Amber tipped a glance my way. “Well, that’s settled, isn’t it?”

			“Apparently so.”

			“Then off we go!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			A Dog Walk in the Park

			
				Without my dog my wallet would be full, my house would be clean, but my heart would be empty.

				—Anonymous

			

			While Sadie stayed behind to open the shop, Spencer, Amber Breen, and I took Sparky on a stroll to Quindicott’s premier green space. Along the way, I told Amber how we ended up taking care of someone else’s dog.

			When I finished the sad tale of finding Mrs. Cunningham in distress—thanks entirely to her dog—Amber Breen nodded knowingly.

			“Sparky’s heroics don’t surprise me. Collies and labs are loyal, friendly, and smart. What Sparky did also speaks to his relationship with his mistress.”

			I considered her words as Amber and I watched my son romp with the dog.

			“Sparky’s a hero. Absolutely,” I conceded. “But he’s also a handful . . .” I told Amber about the battle with Bookmark inside our shop and noted, “Apparently it’s not the first time he’s caused trouble . . .”

			Amber was shocked when I told her one of Jane Cunningham’s neighbors had threatened to shoot Sparky for wrecking his garden.

			“That’s a monstrous threat!” she declared. “And I seriously doubt the veracity of the charge in the first place. No responsible dog owner would let their animal run loose and destroy property.”

			“I suppose Sparky could have escaped the house or slipped his leash.”

			“And what did he do the last time that happened?” Amber asked. “The dog ran to find help for his stricken mistress. And he couldn’t have done better than finding you and your boy. No, I’m betting Sparky learned manners from Mrs. Cunningham.”

			“How can you be sure?”

			“Let’s find out!”

			She slapped her knees and rose. With a wave, Amber summoned both boy and dog.

			“Spencer, I want you to tell Sparky to sit.”

			My son seemed puzzled but shrugged and knelt down at Sparky’s side.

			“Sit down, boy. Come on, sit.” He gently pushed on the dog’s rump, but Sparky just slithered out from under his hand.

			“He won’t listen,” Spencer said, frowning.

			“Let’s try it my way,” Amber replied. “Stand right beside the dog, say his name in a firm voice—and for goodness’ sakes, don’t plead. Command! After you get his attention by saying his name, I want you to gently but firmly order him to sit.”

			Spencer tried it Amber’s way. To my surprise, the dog reacted to my son’s new, commanding tone and sat.

			“Now, Spencer, tell Sparky he’s a good boy. Give him some positive reinforcement, and then we’ll try some other commands.”

			For the next thirty minutes, the author introduced us to basic dog training—though, in this case, it was Spencer and I who were being schooled. Sparky (smart dog that he was) already knew most of the commands, and executed them perfectly.

			Too soon the lessons were interrupted by the noisy bickering of a couple seated at the next bench. Both had pale skin and dark hair; the woman’s was dead straight, while the man boasted an expert salon cut with a shock of brown curls on top and precise razor buzzing around the sides and back.

			The way they were dressed caught my attention, as well. The man’s spandex shorts and tank top, worn on such a cool morning, appeared calculated to show off his abundance of arm and leg tattoos. And the woman’s tight black dress with a spiderweb collar, her dark nail polish, and her nose ring placed her as more Goth Boston than quiet, little Quindicott. Their ages were hard to guess, though they were far too old to be high school kids, despite their childish sniping.

			Both held Cooper Family Bakery bags, and their visit to Linda and Milner’s bakery appeared to be the subject of their squabbling.

			“That clerk was so rude!”

			“She didn’t say anything, Gemma,” the man countered. “How was she rude?”

			“Come on, Troy. Didn’t you see the way she looked at me?” the woman complained. “Like I said something ridiculously stupid.”

			“What did you say?”

			“I asked if the oatmeal muffins were gluten-free.”

			Popping the lid off his coffee—and letting the wind carry it away—Troy snorted. “What do you expect! Small town. Small minds. Her mother and father were probably first cousins.”

			Overhearing them, Amber Breen made a grimacing face. “Do you know those two?”

			“No,” I replied in a lowered voice. “Our tourism has increased since we revitalized the town, but they don’t sound like typical tourists. They could have drifted over from our local university, though they look too old to be undergrads. If I had to guess, I’d say they’re remote workers from Boston or New York. We’ve seen an influx of them recently.”

			For a moment, I thought Amber was going to say something to the pair. But instead she looked kindly at me, Spencer, and Sparky, then slapped her knees again and said—

			“Shall we go back to your store? I don’t want Sadie to think we deserted her.”

			On the walk back, the dog seemed calmer. He trotted alongside Spencer, never once tugging on the leash as he had before. But the ultimate test came when we entered Buy the Book.

			Bookmark was sprawled on the front counter, taking in the sunlight shining through the display window.

			When the cat spied the dog, Bookmark’s hackles rose, and her tail puffed to three times its size. On her tiptoes, the cat curled into a perfect marmalade-striped crescent moon.

			“Meeeerrrowww!” she howled in bloodcurdling outrage.

			Sparky’s haunches tensed. The rocket ship appeared ready to launch until my son firmly declared—

			“Sparky! No!”

			The dog froze. Then he looked up at Spencer, his expression pensive.

			“Stay!” Spencer commanded.

			And Sparky did. He sat obediently by my son’s side as Bookmark bounded away, heading in the direction of her hidey-hole.

			As Spencer praised the dog, Aunt Sadie sighed in relief—and astonishment. “That was a miracle!”

			No, I thought, more like a revelation.

			I faced Amber. “You’re absolutely right. Sparky’s too well trained to destroy property. Now I’d like to ask another favor. An important one.”

			“Of course, Penelope. Anything.”

			“Would it be possible for you to know, by sight, whether a dog damaged a garden—vegetable or flower, I’m not sure which—versus destruction done by a deer, a rabbit, a gopher, or something similar?”

			Amber smiled. “I’m not entirely sure. But I’d be happy to examine this mysterious garden and give you my opinion. Do you have a clue where it is?”

			I lifted the sleeve of my jacket enough to expose the scribbled addresses.

			“Look at that!” Amber declared, eyes wide. “It appears you have the answer up your sleeve.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			In the Garden

			
				Good fences make good neighbors.

				—Robert Frost, “Mending Wall”

			

			“This stretch of road is nicknamed Old Larchmont,” I told my passenger. “Some of the oldest houses in the area are in this neighborhood.”

			We’d just crested the hill and passed a stand of the high conifer trees that gave Larchmont Avenue its name. The larch trees were already displaying their first traces of brown, signaling winter was coming, though the expansive lawns surrounding the large nineteenth-century homes were still lushly verdant.

			“These old homes are stunning,” Amber Breen marveled. “Have most of them been restored?”

			“Maintained, I’d say. A lot of these houses have been in the same families for generations.”

			“Goodness! What’s the story behind that spooky-looking place?”

			I knew exactly what house she was talking about. “That’s the home of our mailman, Seymour Tarnish.”

			“It could use a little maintenance,” she said tactfully.

			“Believe it or not, the whole Addams Family ambience is the aesthetic preference of its owner.”

			“Really? It’s intentionally offbeat, then?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Hmm.” Amber looked at the place with new eyes. “I’d love to meet this fellow. You say he’s a mailman?”

			How a humble mailman ended up living in the most affluent neighborhood in Quindicott was a story in itself, and I promised to share it with Amber Breen, but not today.

			Right now we were on another mission—at the other end of Larchmont, where the homes, though still lavish, were of a more modern design.

			I rechecked the address on my forearm. Finally, I spied one address and then another. The Slattery residence bordered an overgrown meadow. Next to it, Jane Cunningham’s expansive home was within sight of the junction to Briar Patch Road, where the poor woman had been shot.

			I stopped in front of Jane’s sprawling two-story yellow brick residence, its gabled roof crowned by tall chimneys on either end. The elaborate structure featured an enclosed white-columned porch topped by a second-floor balcony on one side, and an attached two-story garage on the other. The house itself was fronted by four gigantic conifer trees and beautifully landscaped with manicured shrubbery.

			“We could break the code of mystery novelists and knock on either door,” Amber said. “But my inner Nancy Drew tells me we should snoop around first.”

			“Then you, I, and Nancy are all on the same page, pun intended.”

			I’ll join you three dames to make it a quartet, Jack Shepard declared, speaking for the first time that day. Sniffing around was my actual business, after all.

			I’m glad you’re here, Jack. You’re better than a bloodhound, and you don’t need a leash.

			Yeah, and I don’t feel the need to mark telephone poles or fire hydrants, either.

			I bit my cheek to keep from laughing, and realized Amber was staring at me.

			“Pen?” she said. “Didn’t you hear me?”

			“I’m sorry. Did you say something?”

			“I just asked—shall we go?”

			“Oh! Of course!”

			We exited the car into a deserted street. The air seemed cooler on the hill, and the wind came in chilly blasts—the kind that pushed dense clouds in from the Atlantic, darkening morning sunlight into the gloom of mock twilight with unsettling speed.

			“Sparky was blamed for wrecking a neighbor’s garden, which resulted in a death threat. The man who made the threat wore a Slattery’s General Store shirt. And Mr. Robert Slattery happens to live right over there. The connection could be a coincidence, but maybe not . . .”

			“Let’s find out.”

			Amber and I quickly approached the two-story Victorian, an imposing old house constructed entirely of wood and painted maritime blue.

			The front of the house was protected by a wrought iron fence overgrown with ivy. The front gate was locked, but free of growth. Through the rusty bars, we got a better look at the large house and the century-old oak tree towering over it. High among the branches—higher than the house itself—I spied a rickety-roofed tree house painted the same azure hue as the Victorian.

			“All I see is that Tarzan tree house,” Amber said.

			“I see it, too. The tree is behind the house. That’s likely where the garden is located, but Sparky would have had a tough time getting past this iron fence to get to it.”

			Amber pointed to the unkempt meadow that bordered the Victorian. The area was surrounded by a rotting wooden fence.

			“A dog on the loose wouldn’t even try to get to that house,” she insisted. “Any canine worth its salt would be through that fence and frolicking in that meadow.”

			Unless old Sparky was chasing the Slattery’s cat, Jack cracked. I’ll bet that mutt could leap over that fence in a single bound if it meant catching a feline.

			I thought of the incident with Bookmark and silently agreed, though I suggested a less extreme theory to Amber—

			“You know, there might be a way onto this property from the meadow. Sparky may have found a way in from the field.”

			By silent agreement, Amber and I slipped between the horizontal fence posts and entered the overgrown field. Though blades of grass (up to our knees) dominated the landscape, a few poisonous plants had also taken root.

			“Careful,” Amber warned. “That tangle of weeds over there is poison ivy—and there’s another patch.”

			As we negotiated the leafy minefield, we discovered my theory about the fence was correct. The sturdy wrought iron bars only fronted the property. The fence that bordered the meadow was mere chicken wire strung along a series of wooden posts.

			Still, we couldn’t see much beyond the wire because a thick screen of bushes masked the property. Doggedly (excuse the pun), we followed that fence until we found a section that had been smashed down and one of the support poles snapped in two.

			“Would a dog do this?” I asked

			“I doubt it,” Amber replied. “A dog is more likely to jump over or dig under than knock down. They’re not linebackers, and it would take a bigger dog than Sparky to do this.”

			Coincidentally or not, the fence was wrecked at a narrow break in the green screen of bushes. Together, Amber and I peeked through the opening.

			“I think we found your elusive garden,” Amber whispered.

			The entire backyard between the house and the thick trunk of the massive oak had been landscaped into a secret garden paradise. A line of snow-white trellises bordered the edges. Ornate stone walkways wound through the ranks of manicured bushes, small fruit trees, and flowering plants. In the center of it all, a stone fountain bubbled beside a marble bench.

			“Those Lemon Queens just bloomed.” Amber gestured toward the tall sunflowers waving in the cool breeze. “I see goldenrod, too. And asters. And look—rosebushes. They’re not in bloom now, of course, but . . .”

			She paused for a full minute.

			“I’m in awe,” Amber declared. “This garden is a work of organic art, a showcase of the seasons. It appears to be landscaped so that something is in bloom no matter what time of year it is. Here, for instance . . .”

			While Amber went on about the particulars of each plant and shrub, I took in the big picture. It didn’t take long for me to spot something that was definitely not right in this Edenic place.

			Somebody brought a bull in there, Jack said. Or maybe a bulldozer.

			But not a bulldog! I doubt very much any four-legged friend would have done this much damage.

			“Amber,” I said, interrupting her marveling over the garden, “look over there, that area under the big oak. The place looks ravaged . . .”

			Amber and I were so focused on our little investigation, neither of us paused to consider that we were entering private property. Without a glance toward the house or a single thought about its occupant, we moved across the broken fence into the private garden.

			The temperature seemed to drop the moment we crossed the border. The constantly spraying fountain increased the humidity level, as well.

			Clad only in a light jacket, I suppressed a chill as we walked along the stone path toward the massive oak tree. Flowers and bushes around the trunk had been mangled. What looked like blueberry bushes were flattened, sunflower stalks were broken, and other plants I couldn’t identify seemed to have been trampled.

			“Those poor blueberries and these ground orchids are completely ruined,” Amber noted. “That Cassandra bush is hurting, and so is the purple catmint.”

			“A dog couldn’t have done all this, could it?” I asked.

			“Certainly not. Dogs dig. But the ground around here hasn’t been disturbed. Only the plants are damaged. Trampled, really.”

			“Then Sparky is innocent!”

			Amber nodded. “Perry Mason could not have stated it more succinctly.”

			That’s when I heard it, a sharp metallic click that cut right through the white noise of the bubbling fountain. Amber heard it, too.

			“Freeze, both of you,” ordered a gruff voice somewhere behind us.

			Amber and I exchanged worried glances, and together we turned around.

			With simultaneous gasps, we found ourselves staring down the business end of a double-barreled shotgun!

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Gun Control

			
				I have a very strict gun control policy: If there’s a gun around, I want to be in control of it.

				—Clint Eastwood

			

			Listen to my every word, Jack commanded.

			I stared at the twin gun barrels. My attention is undivided.

			You are not to take one step in any direction. Do not blink or even breathe. Just slowly reach for the sky. And tell your pet-loving pal to do the same.

			“Amber,” I whispered, “raise your hands.”

			Good, Jack said as we both followed the ghost’s advice.

			What next, Jack?

			Keep reaching, doll, and flash this yahoo a friendly smile.

			I studied the armed man—his disheveled brown hair, his unshaven face—but most of all the weapon he clutched in his hand.

			There’s absolutely nothing in this situation to smile about, Jack!

			I know, honey. Try to think of it as making the boss happy, because the scattergun he’s holding makes him the boss.

			The sour smell of alcohol sweat wafted off the man. In the humid confines of the shaded garden, it easily overpowered the scent of the vegetation around us.

			I think he’s been drinking, I told the ghost.

			Blotto he is, and dangerous, too, Jack warned.

			So, I did what the PI suggested. Hands still raised, I smiled wider than a Halloween pumpkin.

			“Why are you here?” The man’s eyes shifted from Amber to me and back again. “What are you up to on my property?”

			He sounded desperate and more fearful than angry.

			“I’m sorry,” Amber said. “My name is—”

			As she spoke, the author inadvertently lowered her hands and stepped forward. The man jumped back and gestured with his shotgun.

			“Stay back! Stay back, I say!”

			Amber froze midstep and raised her hands again.

			“Who are you people?”

			Talk him down, Penny, Jack advised. But keep it gentle, stay frozen, and don’t stop reaching for the sky.

			“Hi, my name is Penelope,” I said, forcing a tone as desperately cheerful as a beauty pageant contestant pleading for world peace. “And this is Amber. And you’re Robert Slattery, right?”

			He replied with an uncertain nod, and I thought fast—

			“Amber and I are . . . canvassing the neighborhood in connection with a . . . uh, string of vandalism. We were wondering—”

			“Are you one of them?” he demanded, addressing me specifically. “Why are you here in the daytime?”

			“I’m not one of . . . well, anybody. I run the bookstore on Cranberry Street. Some of your neighbors complained about vandalism. We heard that you suffered damage—”

			“In my wife’s garden,” he said, nodding again. “I try to keep the garden growing, but I don’t have her gift. And then this happened.”

			His head jerked toward the wrecked patch.

			“When did you notice the damage?” I asked.

			The armed man shook his head, as if he didn’t understand the question or he’d lost his train of thought altogether.

			“Maybe I could speak with your wife?” I pressed. “It’s her garden, you said? Perhaps—”

			“No one speaks to Isobel! No one. You can’t. No one can.”

			He stepped closer with the shotgun still aimed at my heart. “What are you doing here?”

			Okay, Penny, listen to me. Sweet isn’t working. Time for Plan B.

			What’s Plan B?

			You have to disarm him—

			What?!

			He’s juiced to the gills, and I doubt this lug has his head calibrated on the best of days.

			How on earth can I disarm a drunk?

			Say the word, and I’ll distract him. When he looks away, you grab the barrel and point it at the sky. And remember to duck. He’s got only two shells. Make sure the buckshot hits that tree house and not you or your four-legged-loving friend.

			Or I could try kung fu, or maybe the Force. Come on, get serious, Jack! Do I look like someone who could disarm a shotgun-toting drunk?

			You got a point, Penny. Try waltzing out, then. Nice and slow. . . . .

			“Well,” I said out loud, my stupid Joker grin still in place, “I think we’ll be running along now. You’re obviously busy doing . . . stuff. We’ll just leave you to it.”

			Amber’s head rocked up and down like a bobblehead doll’s. Now all we had to do was step around the man with the gun and cross the expansive garden to the opening in the fence, and then struggle through the brush with one eye on the gunman at all times.

			Doable, right?

			Hands still held high, I wiggled my numbing fingers. The man’s eyes widened in alarm. I tensed, ready to move if I had to.

			Then a stern yet familiar voice interrupted us.

			“That’s enough, Robert. Lower that weapon right now.”

			The gunman blinked, and his aim wavered.

			“Pointing a gun at people isn’t going to bring Isobel back,” Dr. Randall Rubino continued. The doctor stepped over the broken fence, pushed through the break in the bushes, and entered the garden.

			“I came over as soon as I got your message, Robert. I’m sorry I’m late, but I was in surgery all night. You should have followed my instructions and called Dr. Isaacs in Millstone. He would have phoned in a prescription.”

			“I don’t want pills, Doc. I want these people to leave. But they won’t. They keep coming back. Every night—”

			The doctor cautiously approached Robert Slattery until they stood toe to toe.

			“You shouldn’t be drinking, Robert. Alcohol doesn’t mix well with the antidepressants.”

			Without hesitation, Rubino yanked the shotgun away from Slattery and cracked it open.

			“It’s not even loaded. What were you trying to do?”

			“I wanted to scare them, Doc. I want them out of here. This was her special place. I don’t want anyone else here.”

			Rubino put his hand on the man’s sagging shoulders; then he locked his eyes with mine.

			“Go out the way you came. I’ll meet you in front,” he murmured.

			Amber and I scurried across the garden and over the trampled fence in a flash. We didn’t speak much as we circled the property—and dodged the poison ivy.

			By the time we got to the front of the old Victorian, Dr. Rubino was waiting for us at the now open gate, the shotgun still tucked under one arm.

			“Are you both okay?”

			To my surprise, Amber laughed—nervously, but she laughed.

			“That wasn’t the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me. When your mission is to rescue abused animals, sometimes you have to face down the abusers.”

			“Well, Robert Slattery is no abuser,” Rubino replied.

			I cleared my throat. “Doctor, I was wondering, given Robert’s last name, is he connected in any way to the old Slattery’s General Store?”

			“Same family. Robert is the only one left now. The general store was gone before I arrived in Quindicott, but Robert told me all about it, showed me photos.”

			“I remember it fondly,” I said. “When I was a little girl, it was a treat to go to the general store.”

			“Did it close?” Amber asked.

			“It burned to the ground,” Rubino said. “That was probably a decade ago. Robert told me his family was heartbroken when they lost the place. The insurance didn’t cover all their losses. They couldn’t afford to rebuild, and they couldn’t secure a loan, so the family sold the land to a developer.”

			“Is that why he goes around pointing a shotgun at people?” Amber asked.

			Rubino sighed. “Robert is a man lost in grief so deep, he can’t find his way back.”

			“He mentioned his wife,” I prompted.

			“Isobel. She died a few months ago, after a long fight with cancer. Robert blames himself—survivor’s guilt, I think. But he has nothing to feel guilty about. I treated Isobel, and there was no way to save her. As I said, Robert Slattery is a disturbed and lonely man. All he has is that house, his wife’s garden, and sad memories. He suffers from depression, and lately he’s been showing signs of paranoia.”

			“I hate to bring this up, but Mr. Slattery did threaten to shoot Mrs. Cunningham’s dog for wrecking his garden. Do you think—”

			“That Robert shot Jane?” He shook his head. “That’s impossible. This is the only gun he owns, and it’s an antique that hangs over his mantel. Jane wasn’t hit with buckshot, anyway. Her wound was the result of a single small-caliber round—a twenty-two caliber actually.”

			Despite his exhaustion, I detected professional pride in Rubino’s next words. “I know because I was asked to assist the local surgeon. I have more experience with gunshot wounds than other doctors around here.”

			“What’s Jane’s situation?”

			“The gunshot is not fatal. The bullet lodged in a rib, which mitigated the internal damage.”

			I remembered what the doctor had said the day before. That the short range of a small-caliber round meant the shooter likely saw his target.

			“Then you think . . .”

			“The person who shot Jane was close—likely near enough to know their round hit a human being. It could have been an accident, of course, a stray bullet from a hunter, but . . .” His words trailed off, and I finished for him—

			“You think someone may have targeted Jane.”

			Rubino gave the slightest of nods, then quickly qualified his position. “If she was targeted, I have no proof of it. Chief Ciders made that clear enough when I spoke with him this morning. Until convinced otherwise, he’s sticking to his hunting-accident theory.”

			“Let’s hope Jane wakes up and tells us what really happened.”

			Rubino frowned. “That’s what Ciders said. But Jane’s still unconscious from her head injury—”

			“Is that bad?”

			“It’s not good. But her vitals are strong, and we’re hopeful she’ll come around.”

			I sensed another shoe was waiting for its pratfall, and I was right.

			“The thing is, if and when she does come around, Jane is likely to suffer short-term memory loss due to head trauma.”

			“You mean—”

			“I mean Jane herself may not be able to give us many answers. It’s a shame. Even if she did see the person who shot her, it’s doubtful she’ll remember.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Out to Lunch

			
				Well . . . there’s nothing more to be done here. What about some lunch?

				—Agatha Christie, The Secret Adversary

			

			Dr. Rubino seemed willing to continue our conversation, until he noticed Robert Slattery staring at us from his front window. That was when he suggested we depart.

			Given our all-too-recent memory of Slattery’s double-barreled greeting, Amber and I bade the good doctor a quick farewell. Then we climbed back into my car, and I drove us out of Larchmont.

			On the way, I noticed another of Jane’s neighbors staring daggers at us from one of the arched front windows of her enormous, sprawling house. Though it took a moment to remember the woman’s name, I recognized her as Ella Pruett, a Buy the Book customer and member of the Paw-some Pals—one of the more prickly ones, as I recalled.

			After passing her house, I pulled over and considered making a U-turn to speak with her but thought better of it when I noticed something in my side mirror—a taxicab pulling into her driveway.

			“Anything wrong, Pen?” Amber asked.

			“No, I was just considering whether to visit another of Jane’s neighbors.”

			But I was doing more than that. I was spying, and Amber knew it. True to her nature, she did the same!

			From the car mirrors, we both watched as a man in his fifties, wearing jeans and a padded New York Yankees baseball jacket, climbed out of the taxicab. He had a lean build with a chiseled chin and a thick mop of Kennedyesque hair that had whitened to the color of dirty snow.

			The cabdriver retrieved a Pullman suitcase from the trunk, and the man carried it up Ella’s driveway. When she opened the front door and he walked right in, I assumed he was a relative arriving for a visit, and I said as much to Amber.

			“Either that or a gentleman caller,” she observed. “Are we turning around?”

			“No,” I said, and continued ahead.

			I didn’t want to intrude on Ella’s welcoming her guest or friend or whoever he was. And since she was a member of the Paw-some Pals, I knew I’d be seeing her again soon enough.

			Besides, it was already past noon, and I didn’t wish to tax our guest author’s patience any further. It was time I delivered Amber Breen to the Finch Inn.

			

			*   *   *

			Turning down the long, scenic drive that led to Fiona and Barney Finch’s grand Victorian bed-and-breakfast always cheered me up. The Finch Inn was a jewel of a Queen Anne, its meticulously restored facade stunningly reflected in “the Pond,” as we called it, a body of water the size of a small lake, which was really a tidal estuary fed by a meandering stream that led through rustic wooded grounds to a breathtaking Atlantic beach.

			After settling Amber into her lovely room, I treated her to a sumptuous lunch at Fiona’s pride and joy, Chez Finch, the restaurant attached to the inn, where the doting innkeeper stopped by our table several times to chat—and make sure every bite of the chef’s lauded coq au vin and sip of her personally selected pinot noir exceeded our expectations.

			“I must say, Penelope, we had quite a morning,” Amber remarked as we ate. “For a small town, Quindicott certainly has an unusual amount of drama.”

			Amber’s pointed observation surprised me, especially considering her mystery-writing profession. Jack’s response surprised me, too, given the ghost’s typical attitude about the “dullness” of our little-town life—

			Drama? he cracked. Naw, Cornpone-cott’s got no drama, unless you count trying to catch an attempted murderer who’s still on the loose.

			I repeated a less sarcastic version of Jack’s comeback to Amber, but the author was quick to dismiss the notion.

			“I’ve found that mysteries, conundrums, and even a conspiracy or two happen frequently in fiction, but real life is seldom so interesting.”

			“That may be true,” I countered (electing not to bring up the out-to-lunch business of the ghost in my head). “But you have to admit our trip today was rather interesting.”

			The author and I both laughed.

			“I am sorry that we had no luck finding your shooter,” Amber said sincerely. “But we did clear Sparky of any doggy wrongdoing, so our little sleuthing adventure accomplished something.” Then Amber sighed. “I’m just relieved to know that poor grief-stricken man is getting help, and he wasn’t involved in any violence.”

			“Yes,” I said, “but if Mr. Slattery isn’t to blame, who is?”

			“When firearms are involved, accidents do happen,” Amber pointed out. “Isn’t that what your town’s chief of police thinks?”

			“Yes,” I said, and left it at that for two reasons: One, I didn’t wish to argue any further with our guest, and two, lunch was nearly over.

			As Amber contentedly finished her chocolate mousse, she politely turned down my invitation to dinner, opting to turn in early instead. I didn’t blame her. After she’d driven all night, held an impromptu dog-training class with my son, and survived a shotgun being shoved in her face, I respected the author’s decision to spend a quiet evening resting or leisurely exploring the inn’s scenic grounds.

			“If you get lonely, just visit the inn’s community room,” I suggested. “Fiona loves to chat over tea and pastries with guests, and Barney often conducts parlor games.”

			“Will do, Penelope. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She shook my hand. “And never fear. I take my job as a contest judge quite seriously. I shall be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for your Pet Parade!”

			Oh, no, I thought, the Pet Parade!

			I’d almost forgotten about this afternoon’s parade-planning session with Professor Parker—J. Brainert Parker, to be precise. The parade was scheduled to begin and end at his Movie Town Theater on Cranberry Street. Though Brainert ran the place in partnership with his university, he was its primary manager and caretaker, and there couldn’t have been a more dedicated one. Restoring our town’s broken-down old movie palace to its former glory had been Brainert’s lifelong passion, and I admired my old friend for his fortitude in achieving that dream.

			During the festivities tomorrow, his theater would welcome the marchers, and host the awarding of pet prizes by our guest of honor (Amber Breen) along with a designated representative from the Paw-some Pals reading group.

			Jane Cunningham had been slated to co-judge contestants with Amber, but that was impossible now. The Pals would have to name a substitute.

			The thought of Jane missing the parade, and the reason why, sent my upbeat mood into the pits.

			Jack was right. Whoever had put Jane in the hospital—whether by accident or design—was still walking around scot-free. The very idea made me more than sad. It made me angry.

			I wanted very much to find Jane’s shooter, but my strongest lead had been a dead end. What more could I do?

			After checking the time, I headed for my parked car.

			Our town’s Pet Week celebration would soon be underway, and if I didn’t get a move on, I was going to be late for the final planning meeting.

			After texting a hasty “On my way!” message to Brainert, I quickened my steps, suddenly feeling like one of his students. If there was one thing our fastidious professor didn’t abide, it was tardiness!

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Event Planning

			
				When it’s something you can’t ever join but only watch, then it’s a parade.

				—Dean Koontz, Darkness Under the Sun

			

			As I peeled out of the inn’s parking lot, the ghost came back to life.

			What’s the hurry, honey? Got a new lead?

			“What I’ve got is a meeting . . .” I filled Jack in on the details.

			Pet Parade? he griped. What in the Sam Hill is a Pet Parade? Hey, wait a second. Hold the phone! Suddenly, the ghost’s tone changed from annoyed specter to excited little boy. Is it anything like that vaudeville show with poodles twirling in tutus, a momma bear and a poppa bear dancing a foxtrot, and tuxedo-clad monkeys playing baby musical instruments?

			I laughed. “Quit kidding, Jack.”

			I’m not.

			“Come on,” I said. “What you just described sounds more like a fever dream than a vaudeville act.”

			Shows what you know and what you don’t. I saw that very show on Forty-second Street. Back in the twenties, when I was a kid, animal acts were the berries. Hell, the topliner at the Bijou was a show called Swain’s Rats and Cats. As a scrapper, I had to scrape together pennies to see it. You had to have a whole nickel for that ticket.

			“Well, our Pet Parade won’t be as exciting as all that. Just a neighborly get-together where people will show off their animal friends.”

			Jack’s grunt of disappointment chilled my car’s interior. Sounds like another day in dullsville. Guess I’ll have to focus on the case.

			“Case? What case? There is no case.”

			Of course there is. I thought you were angry about what happened to that poor dame with the dog. Where’s your sense of justice, Penny? Did the winey lunch go to your head?

			“No, I still feel awful, but . . . Look, Jack, I’m fresh out of leads. And you heard Amber. She’s a professional crime writer, and even she thinks what happened to Jane was an accident.”

			Then you no longer see eye to eye with Dr. Rube?

			“The man’s name is Rubino! And you’re forgetting what he said back at Robert Slattery’s place. Even if he believes someone targeted Jane, he has no proof of it.”

			So let’s go find some!

			“Where? How? There are no more leads, Jack, and I’m late for my meeting!”

			The ghost spoke no more after my impatient outburst, but his supernatural chill lingered until I arrived at Buy the Book. I was practically shivering by the time I left the car!

			“Come on, Jack, I know you’re annoyed. And I’m sorry for temporarily abandoning the case. But will you please tone down the arctic blast?”

			Jack gave no reply, though the temperature around me did grow warmer as I rushed into my shop.

			Thank you, I told the ghost. I promise we’ll talk later . . .

			Though I had minutes to spare, Brainert was early (no surprise!), and he brought Seymour Tarnish along (also no surprise). The two bickering buddies acted like frenemies on the surface, but underneath, they were closer than brothers-in-arms. In all the years I’d known them, there was never a time when they didn’t have each other’s backs—and mine.

			“The Buy the Book event planner is in the building!” I announced as I hurried toward the register.

			The slender professor was dressed casually this afternoon, that is, casually for Brainert, which meant he wasn’t wearing a three-piece suit. Instead, his open-necked buttoned-down shirt, navy blazer, knife-creased khakis, and mirror-shined leather loafers told me his classes were over for the day.

			I was happy to see him, but I frowned when I noticed the long line of customers and realized he was distracting my aunt from her checkout duties. His singular focus appeared to be explaining some unwieldy, hand-drawn diagram.

			“Professor Parker, please step out of line and head to our back office,” I firmly directed. “You, too, Seymour. Let Sadie and me help these customers, and I’ll be with you shortly.”

			“Thank you,” Sadie said gratefully.

			“No,” I whispered. “Thank you for humoring him!”

			Once I’d helped my aunt get the checkout under control, I joined Brainert in our office space—really a corner of the stockroom in which we’d set up a desk, a computer, and file cabinets.

			Seymour was there, too, of course, his postal uniform exchanged for worn blue jeans, black high-tops, and his favorite Star Trek T-shirt (Beam me up, Scotty! There is no intelligent life here!).

			“I know you’re enthusiastic about your diagram,” I told Brainert, “but you shouldn’t bother my aunt anymore with that stuff. She’s going to have her hands full dealing with the Paw-some Pals—a job that’s going to be even more complicated with their chairperson in the hospital. I don’t know yet who’ll be taking over for Jane Cunningham tomorrow, but we’ll find out soon enough.”

			After I gave the boys an update on Jane’s condition, Brainert unfolded his precious diagram.

			“As you can see, I’ve divided the interior of the Movie Town into sections to keep order. There will be a velvet rope running down the center aisle to separate the contestants: dogs and their people on the right, and cats and cat people on the left—”

			Seymour interrupted. “Hey, what about parrot people? And hamster people? And bunny people? Not to mention that guy Jeremy, who’s been walking around Broad Street with a snake on his shoulders. You just know he’s going to show up.”

			The professor pointed to a section of his map. “Specialty animals have accommodations in the rear. And all the seats inside of those designated pet zones will be covered with waterproof plastic—”

			“Really?” I interrupted. “Are you certain that’s necessary? I’m sure Quindicott’s pets are housebroken.”

			He sniffed. “After last weekend’s Marvel Movie Marathon, I’m not convinced Quindicott’s teenagers are housebroken.”

			Seymour folded his arms. “And who is going to be the enforcer of your strict seating assignments?”

			“Why, you are of course.”

			“Me? Why me?”

			“You’re big, you have a loud voice, and people fear you.”

			Seymour blinked. “Why would they fear me?”

			“It’s your profession. They’re perpetually afraid you’ll go postal. Face it, Tarnish,” Brainert said, pointing to Seymour’s Beam me up, Scotty! T-shirt. “You’re halfway there already.”

			Seymour’s face flushed, and he balled his fists.

			“Listen up, Brainpan. I don’t care what you’ve heard. This mail carrier does not have a temper! You got it?”

			Good heavens, I thought. Jack, are you there? I could use your help cooling things off, after all!

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Puppy Dogs’ Tails

			
				It is one of the blessings of old friends that you can afford to be stupid with them.

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson, Emerson in His Journals

			

			The ghost failed to answer my request for an instant ice age to cool off my friends, but my son’s sudden appearance in the stockroom doorway, with Sparky by his side, managed to provide a much-needed distraction.

			“Hey, Mom, I taught Sparky a whole bunch of tricks!” Spencer shook the previously full box of doggy treats; it now sounded half empty. “Or maybe he knew them already and he taught me. Anyway, I want to march with Sparky in the Pet Parade tomorrow.”

			It was Seymour who sniffed this time. “Not in that dog’s current condition, you’re not.”

			“What’s wrong with him?”

			“Take a good look, kid. Sparky’s feet are filthy, and his nails are caked with grass. And if you take a deep breath, you’ll realize Sparky is a little ripe.”

			“Ripe?”

			“Face it, buddy. This dog needs a bath.”

			My son frowned. “How am I going to give Sparky a bath?”

			“Well, seeing as you don’t have a backyard with a hose like some kid on a Saturday Evening Post cover, I’d put a little baby shampoo in the bathtub, drop the pooch in, lather him up, and rinse him with a bathtub sprayer—”

			“We don’t have a bath sprayer,” Spencer said with an anxious frown.

			“Hey, no problem. You can buy a rubber one that attaches to your faucet. Bud Napp stocks them at his hardware store. I bought one a couple of weeks ago—”

			“And I can guess why,” Brainert interrupted. “To drown that chattering bird of yours once and for all?”

			“No, Brainiac. Waldo washes himself like a good bird. I bought the shower hose because I needed to clean my collection of monster statues. I’d been neglecting them, you see. It got so bad that cobwebs had formed between Frankenstein’s outstretched arms! And there was so much dust on my Shin Godzilla, you could hardly see its atomic red markings. So, I put them all in the bathtub, soaked them down with the hose, and let them air-dry.”

			“Mom, can we get a shower hose?”

			I’d gotten a whiff of the dog and agreed with Seymour. After promising to buy the hose, I sent Spencer upstairs to give Sparky “one can of food and one can only!”

			“He’s a hungry dog, Mom.”

			“He can have kibble later tonight. I can see you’ve already given him plenty of doggy treats. You don’t want to return a fat dog to Mrs. Cunningham, do you?”

			With the boy and the dog on their way upstairs, Brainert and I discussed a few details that had slipped the busy professor’s mind. Most likely he’d been distracted by his quest for pet-poo protection, but his plan had glaring oversights.

			I began on a positive note, applauding his thoughtfulness for providing pet water dispensers inside the theater.

			“I had no choice,” he said. “I certainly don’t want animals drinking out of the human fountains!”

			That was when I gently reminded him that a Buy the Book table should have been included in the lobby plan, so fans could purchase their favorite pet mysteries, including titles in Amber Breen’s backlist.

			Brainert quickly made the adjustment, though it forced him to scrap his plan to line up litter boxes like miniature porta-potties at a construction site.

			“What were you going to do for the dogs,” Seymour grumbled, “cover the rug with print editions of the Quindicott Bulletin?”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” Brainert returned, “given that rag’s penchant for peddling petty town gossip as local news.”

			When we finally finished our discussion, Brainert and Seymour began some serious book browsing, and Bonnie arrived for her evening shift—on the back of a motorcycle. The driver, a young man in jeans and a windbreaker, yanked off his helmet to reveal a lion’s mane of golden hair pulled into a loose ponytail. He gave her a sweet smile and kissed her goodbye.

			“Who was that?” I asked.

			“Jeremy,” she said dreamily. “He’s such an amazing guy . . .”

			As she helped me finish setting up the event space and store, including stocking the endcaps with an array of our theme-week pet mysteries, she filled me in on how cool Jeremy was. How he’d traveled all over the world. How he’d come to our area to crew on a sailboat with friends. And how she had met him at a bar on Broad Street.

			“Broad Street,” I repeated, remembering Seymour’s comment. “Jeremy wouldn’t happen to own a snake, would he?”

			“Yeah. A boa. How did you know?”

			“A postal birdie told me.”

			When we’d finished setting everything up perfectly, I went upstairs to check on Spencer before heading off to Bud Napp’s hardware store on a quest for a shower hose.

			I found my son in the kitchen, doing his homework at the table, Sparky at his feet, when I noticed some odd items scattered on the tabletop.

			“Spencer, what are these?”

			“Oh, that’s the stuff that fell out of Mrs. Cunningham’s pocket when we found her,” he said.

			I looked more closely at the collection. A Bic pen. A set of keys (more than a dozen) on a standard key ring. Honey lip gloss. A second set of keys, only two of them, both attached to a knight made of mock-pearl hard plastic. And a mini flashlight emblazoned with a strange-looking coat of arms.

			I saw no name, address, or other identification on either set of keys. The large set most likely belonged to Jane. That made logical sense to me. She owned a lot of properties, hence a lot of keys. But the two keys attached to the plastic knight puzzled me.

			Jane was outspoken about her lack of interest in fantasy and fairy tales, and it didn’t seem like the sort of tchotchke she would carry around. Odder still, the knight and the odd coat-of-arms designs struck me as familiar, but I couldn’t quite place them.

			“And why two sets of keys?” I mused aloud.

			Spencer grinned. “If you’re wondering, you can always go to Mrs. Cunningham’s house and test each key.”

			“Ha-ha. Very funny.”

			Very smart, you mean. It was the first time I’d heard from my PI spirit since we’d quarreled in the car.

			If I didn’t know better, Jack, I’d say you were a bad influence on my son, but—

			Hey, the kid takes after his mom, smart as a whip and tough as seasoned leather.

			That’s generous of you to say, I told the ghost. But even if comparing me to upholstery was the least bit flattering, it would still get you nowhere. I know what that one-track detective mind of yours is thinking. Let’s hope we find out what happened to Jane before it comes down to breaking and entering—

			Entering, Penny. We already have the keys, so we don’t have to break down the door. I promise I won’t ask you to break anything. Scout’s honor.

			I don’t know, Jack. Invading someone’s home is not something I’m comfortable with.

			You don’t have to be. Because I am.

			Let’s not argue, I said, but the ghost was undaunted.

			What have you got to do that’s more important than catching Jane Cunningham’s shooter?

			I have to help out my son, okay? But . . . come to think of it, I may be able to help you out, too.

			What do you mean?

			Spencer wants to give Sparky a bath. To do that, we need a shower hose—and you’re the one who advised me to talk to neighbors, right?

			What does a shower hose have to do with—

			Bud Napp has run our local hardware store for years, and he’s the head of the Quibblers—you know, our Quindicott Business Owners’ Association?

			You mean, the bickering bozos? Those yahoos always give me a headache—and I don’t even have a head.

			Just listen. Bud was good friends with Jane’s late husband. I don’t know how well he kept up his friendship with Jane, but he might be worth talking to.

			Jack agreed. Getting background is never a bad idea.

			Then don’t disappear on me, and we might both hear something worth pursuing.

			Fine, doll. Just don’t lose track of that dame’s keys.

			The keys! Right . . .

			Thinking fast, I took the lone banana in our fruit bowl and handed it to Spencer.

			“We’ll be eating dinner a little later tonight,” I told my son, “so pour yourself some milk, make your favorite peanut butter and banana sandwich. Then put Mrs. Cunningham’s stuff in this empty fruit bowl and leave it on the table. We’ll get it back to her when she’s better. Right now I’ve got to go.”

			“Where to, Mom?”

			“Sparky needs a shower hose, doesn’t he?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Bed, Bath, and Beyond Hearsay

			
				Gossip goes on about every human being alive . . . and about all the dead that are alive enough to be remembered.

				—Booth Tarkington, The Magnificent Ambersons

			

			Bud Napp greeted me wearing oil-stained overalls and his official Napp Hardware baseball cap. From the look of his whiskered face, he hadn’t shaved, and in place of his usually curmudgeonly smile, Bud’s mood was somber.

			A few decades ago, Bud had opened his Napp Hardware shop inside the town’s original icehouse. Since then, he’d expanded the place into a cavernous store, packed to the brim with everything a person needed to build a house, fix a car, or throw a lawn party. Though Bud had renovated several years ago, adding neat new shelves and orderly aisles, it wasn’t long before the new hardware store resembled the jumbled mess of the old one.

			Despite the chaos, Bud seemed to know where to find everything. Because he was as sturdy as a fifty-gallon drum, as spry as an electric lawn mower, and sharper than one of its blades, you’d never guess Bud was pushing seventy. Recently, Bud had even broadened his business to include contracting, and he assembled work crews (for painting, repairs, etc.) as needed.

			He’d expanded his world in other ways, too. After his wife had passed away, my aunt Sadie reached out to him, recommending books as a distraction from his grief—one book discussion led to another, then to shared lunch breaks, and long walks. Before they knew it, the two were officially dating. Neither of those two busy, independent business owners seemed interested in pursuing marriage, but they definitely had a thing (my aunt’s description of their ongoing relationship).

			So it was no surprise to discover that Sadie had already informed Bud of Jane Cunningham’s situation.

			“I was shocked to hear about poor Jane,” he said. “It’s a terrible thing to happen to such a good person. Does anyone know yet who pulled the trigger?”

			“The chief still has no clue. He insists a stray bullet fired by a hunter is to blame, but the ballistics are all wrong, according to Dr. Rubino.”

			I related as much as I knew.

			When I finished, Bud fell silent a moment. “Maybe we should call a Quibblers meeting.”

			I heard Jack curse in my head.

			Stay cool, Jack, I warned him.

			Unfortunately, he took me literally.

			“Are you feeling that odd draft, Pen?” Bud asked.

			“I don’t feel anything! Nope, nothing at all!”

			Knock it off, Jack. It’s been decades since this place was an icehouse!

			“Strange. I just put in new insulation—”

			“Anyway, Bud, I don’t think we should bother the Quibblers right now, given that we’re about to begin—”

			“Yes, I know. Pet Week.” Bud rubbed his stubbled chin thoughtfully. “Tell you what. I’ll send out an email alert to the members and ask them to report any questionable activities: hunters roaming around, kids target shooting, the sound of gunfire—that sort of thing.

			Now we’re talkin’! Jack exclaimed. Tell the geezer he’s got the right idea!

			“That’s a brilliant thought, Bud.”

			“Don’t know about that.” Bud shrugged. “More like a wild card. But who knows? Maybe we can solve this ourselves.”

			“I hope so,” I said. “We really do need to find out what happened for the safety of the community. And—”

			“And we owe it to Jane,” Bud finished for me.

			“Sadie mentioned you were friends with her late husband. Have you seen Jane much since he died?”

			“Oh, sure.” He nodded. “You can’t manage as many properties as Jane owns without regular visits to a hardware store.”

			“Jane actually manages her properties by herself?”

			Bud laughed at my surprise. “Don’t let her sweet-widow-lady facade fool you. Jane may not do the heavy lifting, but she oversees every detail of every property. I helped her convert her Larchmont Avenue house into rentable units after Carl died. She said it made her feel bad—all that space and no Carl. And my work crews do painting and repairs on her other properties, too, though always at a discount.”

			“Why is that?”

			Bud shrugged again. “Let’s just say I owe her a personal debt.”

			“Sounds like a large one. Won’t you tell me? I’d like to know.”

			“I already told Sadie, so . . . I guess you’d hear about it one way or another. See, when my wife died . . . well, I didn’t have a clue where to turn. My wife did the account books for our business. She did our taxes, kept us up to snuff with payroll regs, and made sure we ended every year in the black. My pal Carl Cunningham suggested I sit down with his wife, so I went to Jane’s CPA office for advice. It was Jane herself who set things straight and showed me how to keep them straight—and she never charged me a nickel.”

			“She’s hand’s on, then?”

			“You bet. When Carl died, she closed her CPA office and took over managing his rental properties full time—” Bud caught himself. “No, that timing’s wrong. She did all that just before Carl passed. I remember now. Jane did that after Stan took off.”

			“Stan?”

			“Carl’s kid brother. Stan was”—Bud made finger quotes—“property manager. He was also major trouble. In high school, he’d been a peacock. Star baseball player, you know? Got a scholarship to college and expected to make a career in the majors. But he wasn’t disciplined enough, and he got kicked out of school for partying too hard—alcohol, drugs, ugly complaints from young women. You get the picture? When he came back here, his brother tried to help him out, but Stan was far from grateful. Just became a slacker and a bitter barfly, nurturing the chip on his shoulder for the raw deal he got dealt. I wasn’t sorry to see his back. I do believe Carl was happy to see Stan go, too.”

			Bud told me all about Stan’s drunken behavior and a notorious scene he’d caused at the girlie bar on the highway, which had led to Chief Ciders banning him from the place. Finally, Bud told me the ugly story of how Stan had betrayed his brother’s trust by stealing money from their business. After Carl caught Stan embezzling thousands from an expense account, Carl fired him. The pair had a falling-out after that, and Stan left for parts unknown.

			This guy Stan sounds like a real Father O’Reilly, Jack cracked.

			Before I could ask what that meant, Jack proclaimed—

			I’ll bet he’d take a shot at your dog-loving friend if he could make a five-spot out of it. Find out if the creep is still lurking around.

			I cleared my throat—and head—and asked Bud, “So . . . Stan never came back after that?”

			“Not even for his older brother’s funeral.” Bud sighed. “He’s out of the picture for good, I’d say.”

			“What else can you tell me about the Cunningham family? Does Jane have any close relatives nearby?”

			“No, none. Her parents passed away long ago. She had an older sister who moved to California. Died a few years back. There’s a niece she’s visited. Very proud of the girl. Works in IT for some big drug company in San Francisco, but I don’t think the girl has ever come here to Quindicott for a visit.”

			“How about her late husband, Carl? How did you two meet, anyway?”

			“We went to high school together. Carl and I were on the football team. Jane was one of the cheerleaders.”

			“That’s classic. So they’d been together since they were teenagers?”

			“You’d think, right? But no. Back in high school, they never even glanced at each other. Carl was hot and heavy with Ella.”

			“Ella?”

			“Ella Pruett. You know her. She’s a regular customer at—”

			“Our bookshop. Yes, of course. She’s a member of our pet-mystery book club, and she’s one of the core committee members organizing the Pet Week activities. But I never knew she and Jane’s late husband were an item.”

			“We were all just kids back then. Our football coach was the one who got them together. Carl was flunking two classes, and Ella agreed to tutor him. Everyone thought Carl and Ella would be the ones who got married after graduation.”

			“What happened?”

			“Ella graduated valedictorian, and she went off to college on the West Coast. Carl stayed here and took over his father’s real estate business. By the time Ella got a handful of degrees and came back to Quindicott, Carl was married to Jane.” Bud paused. “It was a better match, I thought.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Well, I don’t like to gossip—”

			You’re doing a real good job for an amateur, the ghost cracked.

			Quiet, Jack!

			“Go on, Bud. You were saying?”

			“Well . . .”—he scratched his whiskers—“Ella was always pretty full of herself. Haughty, you know? Her family came from money, and she looked down on a lot of us, even her own high school boyfriend, though Carl’s family was well-off, too—but she didn’t think Carl was very smart. She was wrong about that. Carl Cunningham showed the whole town how smart he was when he doubled his father’s business inside of a year and made a fortune on some shrewd investments. As a schoolboy, he just wasn’t book smart, you know?”

			“Sure, I know what you mean,” I said. “But were there any hard feelings? When Ella came back from college, was she disappointed that Carl had moved on and married Jane?”

			“That I couldn’t tell you. Though Ella never married. Or did much of anything with her education. Not that I know of. She spent time in New York City, took quite a few extravagant overseas trips, cared for her wealthy parents as they got older. Of course, they’re both long gone now, and she still lives in their big house on Larchmont.” Bud shook his head. “If you ask me, that fortune her family relied on hasn’t been doing so well lately.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			“She’s letting that valuable property of hers get awful run-down. I don’t think she has much liquidity left. But you know what they say about sandals to sandals.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You never heard that saying? Sandals to sandals in three generations?”

			“What does it mean?’

			“First generation starts out lean and hungry. They work sunup to sundown to get somewhere. Their children build on that foundation and go even further, making their fortune and moving up the ladder. But their children, raised in the lap of luxury, are so removed from their grandparents’ work ethic that they fritter away that hard-earned fortune and end their lives in poverty.”

			Bud paused. “You know, it’s funny that Ella Pruett should come up in our conversation. I haven’t seen her in months, yet just this morning, she came into the store.”

			“What was she looking for?”

			“A bullhorn.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Here Comes the Judge

			
				Sometimes it’s a dog-eat-dog world and the rest of the time it’s the other way around.

				—Lawrence Block, A Dance at the Slaughterhouse

			

			That’s a swell rubber hose you got there, doll, Jack said as we left Napp’s. I knew a cop from Hell’s Kitchen who sure knew how to use one of those.

			I glanced at the loop of rubber tubing clutched in my hand.

			This is for bathing, Jack. Not beating a confession out of some poor suspect.

			I’m simply pointing out that a rubber hose has more than one use . . .

			On the short walk back to my shop, I anticipated my use for that one and worked out a strategy for Spencer and me to successfully bathe an eighty-pound dog.

			I assumed that would be my most challenging task of the evening.

			I was wrong.

			When I’d left the shop, everything had been in hand, and we were all happily anticipating the fun festival to come. When I returned, I found Bonnie cowering behind the register, and a glowering Seymour Tarnish leaning against it.

			“Welcome to occupied territory,” Seymour said.

			“What’s going on? Where’s Sadie?”

			“There’s been a regime change at the Paw-some Pals,” Seymour informed me. “Ella Pruett called an emergency meeting and commandeered your event space. Right now Sadie, Brainert, and a few terrorized members of the Pals are listening to Ms. Pruett’s last-minute adjustments to Pet Week.”

			“Why aren’t you in there?”

			“Because I’ve just been fired.”

			“What?!”

			“I’m not surprised,” Seymour said. “Ms. Pruett has had it in for me since I moved to Larchmont Avenue. Last year she tried to circulate a petition to force me to change the appearance of my unconventional abode to fit the neighborhood.”

			“Why am I just now hearing about this?”

			“No big deal. I sicced my lawyer on her, and that was the end of it. But Ella Pruett has a memory like an elephant’s—and as an added bonus, she carries a grudge the size of Jupiter.”

			Seymour jerked his head in the direction of the event space.

			“One more thing. The new Princess of the Paws-somes requires your presence, tout de suite.”

			“She does, does she?”

			I bolted across the shop with determined steps. I was not going to allow weeks of work and planning by Jane Cunningham to be upset by a woman I hardly knew—even if she did have a bullhorn!

			Smart to go into this battle armed, Jack said.

			I don’t need a weapon to handle this.

			But you have one, doll. You’re still clutching that rubber hose.

			So I was. And it was too late to put it down now.

			Before I’d left earlier, Bonnie and I had finished setting up the event space for Pet Week. We’d prepared a book-signing table for our guest of honor, with stacks of Amber Breen’s latest hardcover ready to go, and we’d put her backlist on a portable shelf.

			We’d peppered the area with several of the standees that we’d kept from Amber’s string of hardcover hits. Even better, the producer of the hit Kennel Club streaming series had been kind enough to send us posters promoting the new season, which was about to begin.

			Now I entered our event space to find that the standees had been pushed aside, the portable shelf shoved into a corner, and the pristine copies of Amber’s new hardcover stacked on the floor.

			All of this was presumably done by the rail-thin sixtyish woman in low heels and a powder blue tailored suit who was now standing behind the author’s table, on which sat one thing—a red bullhorn.

			I was enraged, and I wasn’t the only one.

			“Who do you think you are to come in here and tell us how to run this event?” Hands on her hips, Sadie was facing down Ms. Pruett from the other side of the table. Her tone was as angry as I’d ever heard it, and Sadie was no one to mess with. Everyone in town knew it. Everyone except Ella Pruett, apparently.

			“I’m a founding member of the Paw-some Pals and a ranking member of the Pet Week planning committee. That’s who I am!” Ms. Pruett shot back.

			“But you haven’t shown up for a single planning meeting since the first one weeks ago. Jane has been our prime mover in organizing Pet Week.”

			The other woman sniffed. “It was clear that Jane was going to veto my every idea. And when your busybody niece backed Jane on inviting Amber Breen as our event’s special guest instead of my author choice, I got the message. I know when I’m not wanted. But now the situation has changed.”

			“No, it hasn’t,” Sadie replied. “Jane may not be here to oversee things, but her plans are in place. Everything is under control.”

			Ella Pruett lifted her chin to peer down her sharp nose at my aunt. “I disagree. With Jane in the hospital, a new chairperson must oversee the events to ensure they go smoothly—and to resolve all the outstanding issues that are obviously going to cause problems. I have no choice but to step up.”

			And right now, I decided, I have no choice but to speak up!

			“Excuse me,” I interrupted. “Sadie and I are in charge of this room, the events that take place here, and the schedule.”

			“That’s right,” Sadie affirmed, “and there will be no changes.”

			“There’d better be,” Ella Pruett threatened, “because my changes to the community events will surely interfere with Amber Breen’s appearance here as well as with her signing schedule—”

			Who does this broad think she is, Jack cracked, the Queen of Sheba? You want me to scare her into next week?

			No, Jack! We’ll handle it . . .

			I cleared my throat. “Ms. Pruett, have you forgotten? The primary reason our guest of honor came to Quindicott in the first place is to meet her fans and autograph copies of her new book.”

			Sadie jumped in. “Pen’s absolutely right. That’s why Amber Breen is here. And Ms. Breen will not be going along with your last-minute changes. I’ll make sure of it.”

			Ms. Pruett pursed her lips. “My word,” she replied in a tone that conveyed about as much sweetness as a rotten lemon. “If you’re going to be that inflexible and difficult to work with, we’ll just have to let Ms. Breen’s schedule stand as it is.”

			I couldn’t help but share a triumphant glance with Aunt Sadie.

			Unfortunately, the other woman was far from finished.

			“Now, let’s turn our attention back to our discussion of Professor J. Brainert Parker’s theater. As I was saying earlier, I don’t believe you have competent security, Professor—”

			“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have fired my head of security,” Brainert tightly noted.

			“Exactly my point, Professor. Mr. Tarnish is both unqualified and unsuitable.” Ella rested a hand on the bullhorn in front of her. “If I must, I shall handle security inside the theater personally.”

			“Good luck with that,” Brainert muttered.

			“Another thing, Professor Parker. I insist that you return to the original sanitation plan you first submitted. The cat boxes must be inside the theater—”

			“But that space has been reserved for a Buy the Book kiosk,” Brainert protested.

			“Sadie Thornton and her busybody niece can shill their wares during the author signings. I’m sorry but there is simply no space for them in the theater.”

			“Well, it’s my theater. I manage it. And I insist that the book kiosk remains,” Brainert replied.

			“So do I,” I added.

			“There is one alternative, I suppose,” Ella said in her strident voice. “We could erect a tent right outside the theater to serve as a cat comfort station.”

			Sadie spoke up. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. We already have a permit for that space. It’s reserved for the mobile veterinarian van—”

			“Which I am subsidizing,” Ella Pruett interrupted. She paused to examine her manicure. “Perhaps I should spare the expense and cancel—”

			“You can’t do that now,” Sadie protested. “Jane’s booked more than twenty appointments for the vet, and that doesn’t count the walk-ins.”

			“Then there are really only two choices,” Ella Pruett declared. “Either the veterinary van gets canceled and a pet comfort tent is erected, or the kitty litter boxes replace the bookstore kiosk inside the theater.”

			I glanced at Sadie. Frowning, she returned my gaze. We knew that Jane Cunningham had reached out to some of the less privileged pet owners in Quindicott and convinced them to have their animals checked out by a professional at a deeply discounted cost. I also knew she would not want to jeopardize that plan.

			But it was my call, as store event planner, so Sadie left it to me. And there was really only one choice.

			“Fine,” I said. “The kiosk goes.”

			“I knew you’d see things my way.” Ella Pruett sniffed.

			With all that settled, Ella moved on to internal Paw-some Pal matters—which meant hectoring the members who’d shown up for this emergency meeting until they succumbed to her will.

			The whole time, my fingers tightened on that loop of rubber hose with my barely suppressed rage.

			I confess, Jack, you’re right again.

			I thought you’d come around, Penny.

			I have. At this particular moment, I can think of only one use for this rubber hose. And it has nothing to do with personal hygiene!

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Wash Away Your Troubles

			
				I am sure there are things that can’t be cured by a good bath, but I can’t think of one.

				—Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar

			

			Later that day, Sparky’s cleanup went smoother than expected—until it didn’t.

			We waited until after dinner, ours and the dog’s. While Spencer took Sparky on his evening walk, I dug through the storage closet in search of beach towels. I calculated that two of them would be enough to dry Sparky.

			Our plan was to lead the dog into the bathroom, close the door to prevent his escape, and wrestle him into the tub. From there we expected a struggle, and Spencer and I were prepared to get as wet as the dog.

			But Sparky stunned us both by hopping into the tub as soon as he saw it. Wagging his tail, he barked at the faucet until Spencer turned on the tap. Then the dog happily snapped at the flow and splashed his front paws in the rising water.

			“Sparky’s having fun!” Spencer exclaimed. “Look, Mom, he loves taking a bath!”

			“He does!”

			I didn’t bother closing the door. Sparky liked the smell of the baby shampoo, and he appreciated his soapy rubdown. He didn’t mind the shower-hose rinsing, either, though through sheer rambunctiousness, Sparky pulled the tube off the faucet twice, so he could snap at the gushing tap water.

			Drying didn’t go quite as smoothly. Sparky did the typical doggy thing and shook his whole body, causing a rainstorm in the bathroom. But despite his shake down, my two beach towels were quickly saturated—and still the dog felt like he’d just come out of the rain. Fortunately, the clean-smelling shampoo took care of any pungent wet-dog aroma.

			“Let’s try my hair dryer,” I said, plugging it in. “Ready, Sparky?”

			He wasn’t.

			Apparently, baths were old hat for Jane’s dog, but Sparky had never heard the abrupt whine of an electric hair dryer. The dog panicked, bowled Spencer over, and was out the bathroom door in a flash, dragging a soggy beach towel in his wake.

			In the hall, Sadie yelped and spilled her tea as the dog rocketed past her.

			“Where did he go?” Spencer cried.

			“To your room.” Sadie pointed.

			We found Sparky with his head under his blue blanket. Spencer coaxed him out with a T-Bonz snack, and in a few minutes, his tail was wagging again.

			“Sorry, Sparky,” I said as I stroked his moist fur.

			Within fifteen minutes, the dog was sleeping, and Spencer was getting drowsy. I tucked them both in and headed to bed myself.

			Despite his scare, Sparky was clean and carefree, and I envied him. As I prepared for sleep, I wished that a simple bath could clean my mind along with my body.

			What’s got you in the dumps, doll? Jack asked.

			Ella Pruett, I replied. She’s the most difficult woman I’ve dealt with since I left my publishing career in New York City.

			How so?

			What do you mean, Jack? You were there! She’s taken over Pet Week, and she’s making a bunch of changes for no other reason than because Jane originally set everything up. And Ella shut down our kiosk just because I backed Jane instead of her on her guest-author suggestion.

			You could have stood up to her. You had that rubber hose.

			I could have stood up to her, and I didn’t need a rubber hose. But all those veterinary appointments Jane made for the area’s poorer pet owners— Well, I couldn’t let one woman’s nasty ego trip disappoint those folks.

			That’s how people like Ella Pruett always get their way, Jack said. They squeeze everybody around them between a rock and a hard place.

			Ella Pruett is a difficult person, for sure. But now I wonder if there’s more to it.

			Are you putting a frame to this Pruett dame? Jack asked straight out.

			Do I think Ella shot Jane? No, Jack. I can’t see her shooting her rival over who gets a bullhorn or cats versus dogs. But there are things Bud told me—”

			About her bobby-soxer romance with Carl Cunningham? Yeah, Elle coming back to town to find heartthrob Carl in wedded bliss could have been a shock that she never got over.

			Maybe. But with Carl Cunningham dead and gone, I can’t see that as a motive for attempted murder, either. And unless that man who arrived at Ella’s place is a relative, she has had at least one gentleman caller.

			I guess there’s someone for everyone—even if they have a screw loose.

			Very funny, Detective. But maybe not so funny. Maybe she is insane.

			Nah, Jack fired back. People like Ella are just a pain. A pain in your—

			I get the idea!

			Okey-doke. But remember, difficult people were my stock-in-trade—and last night, when you met that little Wizard of Oz terrier in my apartment—

			Toto Two, yes? The dog that hired you.

			Good, you remember. Well, before we parted, you expressed interest in bracing the blab-sheet wordsmith who was a constant pain in my—

			Timothy Brennan. I remember!

			Good. Because tonight you’re going to pay him a visit.

			Which is what you did all those years ago, isn’t it, Jack? Tell me, is he the one who left the dog with you? Was it some sort of prank or a setup for another tabloid dog story he could sell?

			Like I said before, I’d rather show you than tell you. So, close your eyes and relax, and before you know it, we’ll be right outside the Press Room . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			News Hounds

			
				If a man whistles at you, don’t turn around. You are a lady, not a dog.

				—Niall Horan

			

			Jack’s voice faded, replaced by a whirling, whistling howl (not unlike the scream of my electric hair dryer).

			Winds swirled all around me, sweeping me up and carrying me through a tunnel of rushing air. Then abruptly my high-heeled shoes clicked on solid ground again. I opened my eyes and gasped.

			Before me stood a soaring, Doric-columned structure as massive, ornate, and impressive as a palace in ancient Rome, only this architectural masterpiece rose above Manhattan’s crowded streets. It was late in the day, and the sun had fallen below the horizon, its fading rays backlighting the mammoth granite structure into an almost ghostly silhouette.

			It was then I felt Jack’s presence next to me. Still, I could not look away, though I managed to find my tongue.

			“What is this place, Jack?”

			“New York’s Pennsylvania Station,” Jack replied. “Don’t tell me you never rode on a train?”

			“Sure, I rode on trains. And from this very station. But in my time, the Penn Station railroads and waiting rooms were buried in a stifling, crowded, low-ceilinged dump.” I shook my head. “How could anyone have torn down this magnificent palace and replaced it with a claustrophobic coffin?”

			“You tell me.”

			“I guess it had something to do with the deals that were made to build a brutally ugly sports arena on its ruins.”

			“And the name of your new perspiration palace?”

			“Madison Square Garden, but it’s nowhere near Madison Avenue, and it’s definitely not a garden.”

			Jack shrugged his wide shoulders under a tailored serge suit. (He was fully dressed now, so he was less of a distraction, though not entirely.)

			“Things change, Penny,” he said, “but they don’t always get better.”

			Gawking at the magnificent proof before me, I couldn’t disagree.

			“Oh, Jack, would you take me inside? I would love to see it the way you did.”

			“Another time, Penny. I promise. Right now we have pressing business in the Press Room.” He slipped his arm around mine. “Come on, partner. I’ve got a little job for you. And mind the mutt.”

			Only then did I realize that I held a leash in one white-gloved hand. Toto Two gazed up at me from between my peep-toed pumps. I was wearing the same polka-dotted blouse and pencil skirt, too.

			“That’s right,” I remembered. “We’re going to the press room. But for which newspaper? The Times? The Post? The Daily News? I’ll bet you read newspapers I never even heard of.”

			“No newspapers, doll—we’re here.”

			We’d barely taken twenty steps, but Jack wasn’t kidding. The faded sign above the door to the shabby tavern did indeed read, the press room, and it was certainly not what I’d expected.

			Still, I was game, so I surged forward—only to have Jack drag me back.

			“Whoa! You’re not going in there cold, but you are going in there alone—”

			“Alone! Why?” I squeaked, failing to mask my alarm. “I thought you wanted to see Timothy Brennan.”

			“I do, and he’s in there. But the little weasel has an escape route. The second he spots me, he’s gone. That’s why you’re going in—”

			“Alone. Okay, I get it.”

			Jack smiled. “You’ll do fine.”

			“I’m glad you have faith in me, but you’d better give me a clue. What exactly do you want me to do?”

			A five-minute discussion was all it took, and I sashayed into the Press Room, displaying a confidence that I didn’t feel. Toto Two didn’t have that problem. The little terrier trotted happily beside me on her short but adorable legs, her head held high.

			The place wasn’t very crowded, and I recognized my target immediately. The young man was sitting right where Jack said he would be—at the end of the bar beside a grizzled older fellow with froggy jowls and sleepy eyes.

			As instructed, I approached the scuffed and stained wooden bar, passing a table where a trio of men stared at me in silence. Jack had warned me that I would probably be the only woman in the place. And, sure enough, from somewhere in the darkened tavern, a man let loose with a loud wolf whistle.

			Channeling the attitudes of the time, I tamped down my feminist outrage and forced a bland smile as I slid into a seat at the bar.

			Toto Two hopped onto my lap and cocked her head at the bartender, who didn’t blink an eye at a lapdog joining his mistress for a snort.

			“What’ll it be, honey?”

			“Whisky, neat. Nothing for the dog.”

			He placed a glass in front of me and poured. I ignored the drink and loudly spoke the lines Jack had suggested.

			“Say, you know Jack Shepard, don’t you? The private detective? Has he been in tonight? I’m supposed to meet him here.”

			The bartender shook his head, but the target took the bait.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the younger man at the end of the bar exchange looks with the older fellow. Then, without a word, he quickly drained his glass, grabbed his hat, and shouldered through a pair of swinging doors at the rear of the bar.

			Not five seconds passed before he was back—only now Jack Shepard was gripping the young newsman by the scruff of his neck and using the reporter’s thick skull to bang open the swinging doors.

			With a final push to the center of the bar, the detective released his grip.

			“Hey, Jack,” Timothy Brennan sputtered. “What do ya know? What do ya say?”

			“I know I ought to give you a shiner for the crap you published about me in your scandal sheet,” Jack growled. “And I say you’re a jerk for hiring some teenage girl to ditch a Wizard of Oz dog at my doorstep.”

			Brennan gawked at Jack. “Are you blotto, Shepard? What are you talking about?”

			Jack took hold of the reporter’s head and turned it in my direction.

			“You mean to say you never saw this mutt?”

			“I’ve never seen that mutt. Or the shapely little tomato holding it, either. I’d remember a redhead like her—”

			“Keep it scientific, newshound. She isn’t the one who left the dog at my place. The way I hear it, the little blonde who left this mutt was young enough to be statutory.”

			Brennan’s eyes went wide. “I don’t know any jailbait, Jack! Honest.”

			“I don’t believe one thing out of your lying mouth. You’re an ambitious little underhanded schemer, a verifiable cad to the ladies, and a degenerate gambler who never pays his bar tab, which is why you’ve worn out your welcome at nearly every reputable joint in this town.”

			In a card sharp move, Jack flipped an envelope out of his lapel pocket. The same envelope that he’d found on Toto Two.

			“So where did you get the C-note, Brennan?” Jack demanded, flashing the hundred-dollar bill between two fingers. “Get lucky with the ponies?”

			The old guy with the froggy jowels and sleepy eyes suddenly laughed. “Lady luck has no love for Timmy, Jack. The kid hasn’t got a nickel for a bowl of soup.”

			“Keene?” Jack said, blinking in the room’s dim light. “You still got ink on your fingers? I thought you’d retired from the game.”

			Before the older man could reply, Jack faced me. “Penny, I want you to meet Morgan Keene, the sharpest crime reporter in this whole rotten apple—”

			“Not anymore,” Keene replied, moving down the bar to join us. “These days I’m dishing up romantic advice for spinsters at the Tribune-Mirror. My byline is Mildred Virtue.”

			“You kiddin’ me?” Jack shook his head. “Brother, what a waste.”

			“Pays triple what I used to make,” Keene said, a broad grin spreading from one ear to the other. “And I still keep my fingers on the crime pulse. How you been? I heard you went private. Ditched the uniform but kept the gun—and the nose for trouble, huh?”

			Jack shrugged. “The war’s over. What else am I gonna do? Anyhow, I got a real strange case here. And since this clown’s broke”—he jerked his thumb at Brennan—“I’m inclined to believe he had nothing to do with it. So, I’m back to square one, and it’s a puzzler.”

			“Lemme see what you got.”

			Together Jack and the grizzled reporter examined the typed letter while Brennan struggled to peek over their wide shoulders. I already knew what it said . . .

			
				Dear Jack Shepard,

				I want you to find me some answers.

				First off, don’t get hot under the collar!

				You’re looking for a dog.

				The key is the key.

				Follow the key and get the dog.

				(You have an Ace in the hole.)

				When you find the dog, break its legs, and the mystery’s solved.

			

			“Damn, Shepard, there’s a real story here!” the young reporter blurted.

			“Yeah, Brennan, and I know one thing for certain: You ain’t writin’ it.”

			“It’s a puzzler, for sure,” Keene said. “According to these instructions, you’re searching for a dog. But you already got a dog. Someone left this little terrier at your door—”

			Keene gently patted Toto Two’s head, and she gave a happy little bark. As Keene gazed at the dog, he drummed his fingers.

			“So what’s the solution to this riddle? The letter tells you to Follow the key and get the dog. It says, The key is the key—”

			The key!

			I realized Jack had left something out of the story. Without asking, I reached into his lapel pocket and grabbed the key I’d found taped to the underside of Toto Two’s collar.

			“Jack, don’t forget this!”

			Jack smiled his approval as I held the key high for the reporters to see. Brennan scratched his head, but Morgan Keene whistled.

			Jack studied the older man. “What have you got for me, Keene?”

			“This key is connected to one of the worst disasters to hit this town since the 1928 Times Square derailment.”

			It was Jack’s turn to scratch his head. “What are you talking about?”

			“That’s right,” Keene said. “You weren’t here, so you wouldn’t know.”

			“Know what?”

			“When you were in Europe kicking the Nazis in the teeth, an airplane smacked right into the Empire State Building. People were killed and the fire was hellish. It was a miracle the department got it under control at that height.”

			“That’s right,” Brennan said, his tone grim. “Keene was there, Jack. I read all about it. Every feature. He was an eyewitness.”

			We all looked at Keene and waited. I was on the edge of my seat. And so was Jack—

			“Go on,” the detective said, waving the bartender over to refill Keene’s glass. “Tell me your story.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Key to Disaster

			
				I know that I shall meet my fate

				Somewhere among the clouds above . . .

				—W.B. Yeats, “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death”

			

			“It was the last Saturday in July, 1945,” Morgan Keene began, “a little before ten a.m. I was on my way to the office because I had three hours to get my Mildred Virtue column to the editor’s desk for the Sunday edition.”

			The bartender poured Keene a fresh drink, and he downed it.

			“The morning was foggy. I mean, as thick as pea soup. I was on Thirty-fourth Street, right in front of the Empire State Building, when I heard this airplane, real low and getting closer. Before I had time to look up, there came an explosion. Seconds later, glass was falling like rain, mixed with chunks of metal and chips of granite. A hunk of burning something smashed through the hood of a taxicab and sent the driver scurrying for cover.

			“I look up and see this yellow glow through the fog. It was hundreds of gallons of burning aviation fuel spilling into the building. The plane—a bomber from the Army Air Corps flying out of Massachusetts—had slammed into the seventy-eighth and seventy-ninth floors at two hundred miles an hour.”

			“Yeah,” Brennan chimed in. “Lucky it was a Saturday. There were a few people on the observation deck, and they got quite a scare. But the offices were empty—”

			“Not all of them,” Keene interrupted. “There were ten sweet ladies and one man working at the National Catholic Welfare Council on the seventy-ninth floor. Nine of those women burned to death like that—” Keene snapped his fingers. “The man lingered for four days before he bought it, and one woman survived with horrible burns, but she ultimately succumbed.”

			“It was a twin-engine B-25 bomber,” Brennan said. “One engine fell down the elevator shaft, snapping the cables. An elevator car dropped seventy-nine floors with the operator inside. Believe it or not the dame survived. I think she’s living in Arizona now.”

			“The other engine went clean through the building and came out the other side,” Keene said, staring into his glass. “It landed on an art studio and burned it to cinders.”

			“Fourteen people were killed in all,” Brennan said, “including the pilot, copilot, and some unlucky Joe who was hitching a ride home for the funeral of a brother who was killed in the Pacific.”

			“You said there was a fire,” Jack prompted.

			“Yeah, a big one, too. But the fire department did a swell job.” Keene’s face brightened with that memory. “They put it out in under an hour. And no elevators worked above the sixtieth floor. Those boys climbed twenty flights of stairs, carrying all their gear, just to reach the inferno.”

			“What caused the collision?” I asked.

			“Pilot error,” Keene replied. “The pilot mistook the East River for the Hudson and made a wrong turn.”

			“Unbelievable,” Jack muttered. “But then you should have seen the god-awful FUBARs I witnessed Over There.”

			The bar went quiet at that, until I finally broke the silence.

			“If you don’t mind, Mr. Keene, what exactly is the connection between that terrible Empire State Building disaster and this mystery key?”

			The veteran reporter grunted. “Not everything made the papers. For instance, nobody wrote about the office on the seventy-eighth floor, right below those nice Catholic ladies.”

			“Whose office?”

			“One Adrian Ludlow, certified public accountant.”

			I remembered the word and number etched on the key—LUDLOW-66! Now the Ludlow part was no longer a mystery. But what did the number mean?

			Jack glanced at the etching on the key. “Okay, Keene, I’m all ears.”

			“Ludlow peddled his services to a particular kind of clientele—”

			Brennan interrupted. “Yeah, particular—meaning, every bookie, low-life mobster, shady businessman, and crooked politician in the city.”

			Keene nodded. “A lot of them kept strongboxes in Ludlow’s office. Maybe a hundred of them were stored there.”

			“Strongboxes!” I cried. “That’s it, Jack. The sixty-six is the number of the strongbox.” Excited, I gripped Keene’s arm. “What did they keep in these strongboxes?”

			Keene snorted. “Whatever they wanted to hide, honey. Cash. Bonds. Stock certificates. Jewels, gold, maybe a murder weapon or two. But after the collision and fire, not everyone got their strongbox back. Some individuals took that hard.”

			“The boxes were lost?” Jack asked.

			“They were immolated. Or so that’s the story,” Keene replied. Then he lowered his volume. “However, I have some inside skinny . . .”

			While the older man began confiding in Jack, I noticed the silhouette of a male figure sitting in a dark corner. Maybe it was the burning red tip of his cigarette, but for some reason, he reminded me of that man I’d seen lurking on the street corner and staring at Jack’s apartment on the night I met Toto Two.

			I would have called Jack’s attention to the guy right away, but Keene was in the middle of conveying sensitive information, and I didn’t want to interrupt the newsman, or miss anything!

			Leaning closer to Keene, I heard him whisper—

			“I happen to know one former safecracker who was paid to open a few boxes on the sly. Boxes without keys, if you get my drift.”

			“Boxes that didn’t belong to the joe who wanted them opened,” Jack assumed, and Keene nodded.

			“All right, so who did this yegg work for?” Jack pressed. “And what did he find inside?”

			“That he never told me. But you might shake it out of him if you ask personal. The ex-safecracker in question has been living on the up-and-up since he got out of Sing Sing ten years ago.”

			“Know where I can find him?”

			“Sure. He runs a pricey jewelry shop inside Penn Station. Exclusive clientele only.”

			“You don’t say.”

			Keene pulled a notebook and the stub of a pencil out of a pocket and began to write. That was when I stole a glance at that dark corner again, but the mystery man and his cigarette glow were gone.

			With a loud rip, Morgan Keene freed his scribbled note and tucked it into Jack’s pocket.

			“Thanks,” Jack said, doffing his fedora. “Can I spot you another drink before I go?”

			“Nah, but if anything comes of this, I want the exclusive.”

			“You got it, Keene. And I bet it’ll be a swell story, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			A Bowl of Riddles

			
				There’s no right answer to the wrong question.

				—Ursula K. Le Guin, Always Coming Home

			

			The next morning, Seymour didn’t wake me. He didn’t have to. By the time the mailman rang our service bell at seven a.m., I was not only up, but showered, dressed, and starting my morning tea.

			Jack’s dream had ended so abruptly that my eyes snapped open to a wide-awake state. Though my ghostly companion was gone again, off recharging his supernatural batteries, I now felt better about facing a new day, even if it meant dealing with Ella Pruett and her troublesome ego trip.

			I had to admit, the way Jack dealt with Timothy Brennan (head-on, so to speak) certainly was effective. I never liked confrontations. And I wasn’t planning on banging open doors with Ella’s hard head, as much as I wanted to. But the trip to Jack’s past—though it left him drained—filled me with new confidence. And for that, I was grateful.

			In any event, with Seymour’s arrival, I left my kettle on the stove and hurried downstairs to open the door.

			“What’s this?” I asked as Seymour rolled a loaded dolly into the shop.

			“The books you were supposed to sell at the theater. Remember Queen Ella and her bullhorn? Since she scuttled Jane Cunningham’s plans and kicked you out of the theater, Brainert didn’t want anything to happen to your books, so here come those dreaded returns.”

			“Let’s hope not.”

			“Brainert put out that line of cat boxes, just as Queen Ella demanded,” Seymour said. “But I convinced him to cater to the canine crowd, too. He put a giant sandbox in the lobby. In the middle, there’s a garden decoration in the shape of a fire hydrant—”

			“Where in the world did you find one of those?”

			“Chick Patelli’s Garden Center,” Seymour replied. “If you thought pink flamingos were tasteless, you wouldn’t believe the junk people decorate their yards with nowadays.”

			“Roll the dolly over there and follow me upstairs. I don’t want my kettle to boil over. Would you like some tea?”

			Seymour mock-shuddered. “I never touch the terrible green herb. But if you have a cold Mountain Dew, that’s different.”

			A few minutes later, we sat down at the kitchen table, and Seymour declared, “It’s going to be a big day. People are already showing up with and without their pets, and the action doesn’t even start for another two hours.”

			“Everything’s ready?”

			“On Cranberry Street, for sure.” Seymour grinned. “Dr. Winnik and his mobile veterinarian van just pulled up in front of the theater. I saw a sign about the free doggy treats at the Cooper Family Bakery. Koh’s Market replaced part of their outdoor produce section with a pet food super sale.

			“For those favoring adult beverages over pet food, Donovan’s Pub is serving a slew of animal-themed cocktails—Moscow mules, salty dogs, black cats, Colorado bulldogs, bee’s knees. Even Leo Rollins got into the act. His electronics store is featuring dog and cat collars with GPS chips in them.”

			Seymour frowned. “Things are not going so well at Brainert’s theater, however. Ella Pruett is making a mess of everything. That woman actually tried to change the Pet Week movie schedule.”

			“Why? Does she think Lassie is dog propaganda?”

			“Good one, Pen.” Seymour snorted. “Though the term would be dog-o-ganda, in the proper reductive Newspeak. But no . . . Queen Ella did not object to Lassie. She’s protesting the Friday night showing of Cat People. Do you remember that Val Lewton classic from the 1940s? Ella thought the film showed cat owners in a bad light.” Seymour shook his head. “I told Brainert he should replace it with the erotic R-rated reboot from the eighties. That would really bake her cookies.”

			“Brainert’s not going to change his schedule, is he?”

			“Nah. The only real power Ella has is inside of that group called the Paw-some Pals, and she sure knows what buttons to push on those people to keep them quiet.”

			“It’s a dominance thing,” I said. “I’ve been reading about animal behavior, and that’s my conclusion.”

			Seymour shook his head in disgust. “A bully by any other name. And you’re right about the call of the wild. You can dress people up in tailored duds or evening clothes, but that won’t stop them from playing their parts in the animal kingdom. Giraffes go neck and neck, and may the best neck win. A rabbit will thumb one foot on the ground like a nervous Nellie. Sometimes they even scream, and a rabbit scream is nothing you ever want to hear.”

			(I didn’t doubt it.)

			“We all know chickens peck at one another,” the Jeopardy! champ went on. “Hence the term pecking order. Wolves show who’s boss by standing tall with their tails high while the rest of the pack slouches with their tails between their legs. But my all-time favorite is the Japanese honeybee. They get together in a gang and surround their foe. Then they vibrate their wings to increase the temperature until their victim is well done.”

			I lowered my voice. “I have reason to believe Ella held a long-standing personal grudge against Jane Cunningham, which is why I think her real goal today isn’t so much changing Jane’s plan to make it better but undoing everything she’s accomplished. Like a child on the beach wrecking her friend’s painstakingly built sandcastle out of jealousy and spite.”

			Seymour drained his Mountain Dew can and set it down hard. “It’s disgusting. Some people don’t care who they hurt, so long as they can thwart their rival in the process. Too bad Ella can’t just thump her designer heels on the ground like an angry rabbit and be done with it. Or piss on something and sashay away. Then she’d have closure, and the rest of us wouldn’t have to suffer. I mean, you should see poor, harried Brainert. And, of course, I wouldn’t have been fired, and you’d still have your book kiosk.”

			“I guess Ella Pruett handed us each a raw deal, but there’s no use moaning about it. Anyway, like you, I feel sorry for poor Brainert. He’s going to have to put up with that woman—and her bullhorn—for the rest of the day.”

			“I predict chaos, followed by calamity.” Seymour’s face suddenly brightened. “It might be fun.”

			“You’re going to the parade, then, and the theater afterward?”

			“I wouldn’t miss either for the world.”

			Seymour glanced at his watch. “Speaking of missing something, I’d better go. Ella Pruett is due to show up any minute at the Movie Town Theater, and I want to see what lunatic scheme she comes up with this time.”

			As he rose, Seymour bumped the fruit bowl, and Jane’s stuff dumped out of it. He blinked, then picked up the mini flashlight.

			“This is cool. Where did you get it?”

			“This stuff belongs to Jane Cunningham. It fell out of her coat pocket the day someone shot her. I had Spencer gather it up for safekeeping.”

			“Wow,” Seymour marveled, “who knew a mature woman like Jane Cunningham was a fan of the Castle of Wishes series.”

			“What? No. Jane is no fan. Bonnie told me that Jane has zero interest in the young-adult-fantasy stuff.”

			“But the coat of arms on this flashlight belongs to the Ice Queen. She’s the mistress of the castle.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Sure, I’m sure. Can you name another coat of arms with a penguin and a polar bear? You can check yourself. And look at this—”

			Seymour showed me the knight figure made of mock-pearl plastic—the one attached to the two keys.

			“This is the Pearl Knight from the latest book, The Castle of Pearls and Wishes. In that one, a rival princess tries to take the throne away from the Ice Queen, and this knight rides up on a white dragon—”

			I interrupted. “I don’t get it. Bonnie specifically mentioned trying to sell Jane Cunningham that book—and Jane made it clear that she had absolutely no interest. No sale.” I pressed Seymour. “How do you know about it? Have you been reading the series?”

			“Not the books, but I’ve checked out the manga adaptations at the comic book store in North Kingstown. Those Japanese comics have great art, and I dig those girls with the Betty Boop eyes.”

			“I doubt Jane has read a comic book in her life, and she doesn’t like young-adult fantasy, so why would she be carrying this Castle of Wishes swag?”

			“Maybe you’re asking the wrong question, Pen.”

			Seymour shook the two keys in my face, then pointed to the larger bundle still on the kitchen table.

			“There are two sets of keys here. Maybe one of these sets is Jane’s, but not the other—”

			“So, you’re saying—”

			“Instead of asking why Jane Cunningham had swag from a series she would never read, you should be asking if this stuff even belonged to Jane Cunningham.”

			I slowly nodded. “You may be right . . . but if not Jane, then who?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Pets on Parade

			
				Don’t be alarmed. Don’t be frightened. These are just some of my pets.

				—Hugh Lofting, The Voyages of Doctor Dolittle

			

			Jane’s mystery keys and the Castle of Wishes conundrum rattled around in my mind for the rest of that day—and what a day it was.

			The kickoff events for our Pet Week celebration drew people from Millstone, North and South Kingstown, Newport, Warwick, Providence, Woonsocket, and even Blackstone Falls. So naturally the crowd that gathered along Cranberry Street for the Pet Parade was larger than anyone, including our exasperated police department, had anticipated.

			I spied Chief Ciders along the parade route. Looking haried, he was juggling a closed main street, tourist-jammed sidewalks, and parade security all at the same time.

			The procession down Cranberry began with the high school marching band striking up a shockingly loud version of Elvis Presley’s “Hound Dog.”

			Bonnie Franzetti, Aunt Sadie, and I glanced at one another with bubbling, childlike excitement and raced to join the bystanders packing the sidewalk at the front of our shop—leaving Tommy, our St. Francis University grad student (who we’d hired for extra help this week), to watch the store.

			Seymour arrived, squeezed in to join us, and reported that more than two hundred marchers had registered at the theater for the contest, and we’d see every one of them as they walked the half-mile, ten-block route.

			“My pal Harlan Gilman is marching with his white Persian, Peepers,” Seymour yelled over the noise.

			“I hope that cat isn’t as heavy as he is,” Sadie blurted.

			“Now, now, Ms. Thornton,” the mailman replied, mock-scolding my aunt with a wagging finger. “Fat-shaming is verboten. But just between you and me . . .”—he leaned close—“Harlan’s cat is only slightly smaller than the Goodyear Blimp.”

			Most of the marchers were happy and proud to simply strut their cherished dogs or beloved cats on a leash before an audience of animal lovers. But there were surprise showstoppers, too.

			Our friendly local attorney, Emory Stoddard, and his assistant, Miss Tuttle, brought a magnificent hunting falcon named Razor. (Who knew?!) Perching regally on the young woman’s leather-padded arm, the bird of prey ruffled its chest feathers to the awe and delight of the crowd.

			Mona Evans, one of Seymour’s neighbors on Larchmont, paraded her pet pig. Not surprisingly the porker was named Arnold.

			“Yeesh!” Seymour cried. “I take back what I said the other day about Larchmont Avenue. Given the hobby farms, yahoos with shotguns, and now a pet pig named Arnold, it looks like Green Acres IS my home.”

			When I finally spotted Spencer marching with other students from his school, I’m not ashamed to say my heart swelled to see my son in his best (okay, only) suit, confidently waving to the crowd like a mini mayor. Sadie swiped a tear at the sight, and we weren’t the only proud parents lining the parade route, either.

			Spencer’s schoolmates showed off pets ranging from birds to bird dogs—a pair of cute beagles, to be exact. I saw little cages with gerbils, hamsters, and a pure white, pink-nosed rabbit cradled in the arms of Susan Trencher.

			The children’s section was followed by a jolly pet store owner from South Kingstown who had a chimpanzee on his back. As they marched, the chimp tossed candy to the crowd.

			More hobby farm animals followed: a calf with a big red ribbon around its neck, three sheep, a giant sheepdog, a billy goat wearing a straw hat, and two Shetland ponies (which thrilled every kid on the sidewalk).

			Of course, Jeremy of Broad Street with the lion’s mane of blond hair made an appearance. He’d put his hair up in a topknot today and slung his very large, very scary boa constrictor over his shoulders and around his tattooed arms. The youth and his pet certainly made an impression—if you call eliciting shudders and gasps from half the spectators an impression.

			I wasn’t surprised to see that Jeremy really did wow one attendee. When he appeared, our young clerk Bonnie Franzetti waved wildly and yelled out, “Yeah, Jeremy!”

			Jeremy winked and waved back.

			A massive serpent might have been a tough act to follow, but our guest of honor’s charm won over the crowd. Amber Breen rode a platform strapped to the back of Chick Patelli’s Garden Center pickup truck. Behind the author was a large sign displaying the web address of her animal shelter beside a blown-up cover of her newest hardcover mystery, Doggy Day Afternoon.

			Amber shared the float with her co-judge, Ella Pruett, who sat on her hands with a dour expression, while the author stood and blew kisses to the spectators.

			When the parade ended, the marchers headed for the Movie Town Theater, where the pet talent show would take place. Little prizes would be awarded to all the participants. Bigger prizes to the winners. And all attendees would be included in a raffle with dozens of prizes donated by the Cranberry Street merchants, including a grand prize of a free weekend getaway at the Finch Inn with dinner for two at Chez Finch.

			When the sidewalk crowds finally broke up, Seymour had his mind set on a jumbo blueberry muffin. He invited us along to the Cooper Family Bakery. But Sadie and Bonnie headed back to the store.

			“We lost a good selling opportunity at the theater,” Sadie said. “But this overflowing crowd is already pouring into our shop. We’d better get to it!”

			Though a fresh-baked muffin sounded delicious, I had to pass. I was scheduled to introduce our guest author, Amber (and her co-judge, Ella), onstage at the Movie Town. After that, it was back to the bookstore, where I would start tag-teaming breaks for Sadie, Bonnie, and Tommy, so they’d each have a chance to enjoy some of the festivities.

			When I got to Brainert’s theater, however, a major bottleneck jammed up the entryway. I was standing at a distance from the crowd, waiting for things to move (and silently practicing my little speech), when an angry voice interrupted my concentration—

			“What about me, Stoddard? When do I get something?”

			Stoddard, I thought. That had to be Emory Stoddard, Esquire. But who would be picking a fight with the affable lawyer on today of all days?

			I looked around, trying to catch sight of the attorney, and quickly spotted him in the crowd. He was about ten feet away, dressed impeccably as usual in a tailored gabardine suit. His assistant, Miss Tuttle, stood beside him with her hunting falcon still perched on her leather-gloved arm.

			“You? What are you doing in town?” Mr. Stoddard said to the stranger.

			Whatever the angry man said next, I couldn’t make out. His back was to me, so I couldn’t even read his lips, but I did overhear Mr. Stoddard’s reply—

			“I don’t wish to argue, but if memory serves, you’ve taken enough from Jane Cunningham and her late husband . . .”

			When the name Jane Cunningham was mentioned, I came fully alert. And so, finally, did my partner in crime solving—

			What’s this guy’s beef, Penny? He sounds hot as a pistol.

			Hello, Jack. I’m glad you’re back. And I have no idea what this man is discussing with Emory Stoddard. Between the barking dogs and chattering crowd, I can’t hear more than pieces of their conversation.

			Jostled by the crowd, I nevertheless did my best to move closer to the pair. And when the angry man turned enough for me to see his familiar-looking chiseled chin and thick shock of Kennedy hair the color of dirty snow, I excitedly told the ghost—

			I just saw this man yesterday. He’s the guy who pulled up in a cab with a suitcase and waltzed right into Ella Pruett’s house.

			You mean, the prune-faced broad who gave you and your auntie all that trouble? The one who has a personal beef with Jane Cunningham, the very dog-loving dame now lying in a hospital bed?

			The same, I told the ghost.

			Then what are you waiting for?! Get your sweet keister over there, so we can listen in!

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Mystery Guest

			
				The more one reads of it, the more shrouded in mystery the whole thing becomes!

				—Agatha Christie, “The Affair at the Victory Ball,” the first short story to feature Hercule Poirot, 1923

			

			Moving my sweet keister—as Jack had so tactfully put it—through the crowd of people and animals was no mean feat.

			As I weaved my way through the gauntlet of legs, paws, hooves, and leashes, I got a better look at the mystery man. The day before, he’d been wearing a padded Yankee’s baseball jacket, which had masked just how skinny he really was. Today, however, he wore a flannel shirt that was obviously too large for his thin frame. Hanging off his narrow shoulders, the material flapped like an oversized bathrobe at each furious gesture. He was tall, too, and he towered over the older attorney as they argued.

			Not only that, but the mystery man’s stature, which teetered like a high reed waving back and forth in the wind, made me realize something was off with this guy. Between his wide, staring eyes and his overbroad gestures, I wondered if—

			He’s up the pole, Jack cracked.

			He’s what?

			Jingled, oiled, tanked to the wide. The man is blotto. You know, soaking up drink like blotting paper.

			You mean, he’s drunk?

			No, he’s stone-cold sober and ready to perform brain surgery.

			I tried to wrap my mind around a relative of the prudish, judgmental Ella Pruett showing up at a public function in an inebriated state. Maybe we shouldn’t make snap judgments, Jack. He could simply be on prescription drugs—

			Yeah, sure. 750 milliliters of stagger juice from Dr. Jack Daniel’s.

			Whatever his problem, I agree there’s an issue . . .

			Unfortunately, just as I was close enough to hear more of the stranger’s conversation with Stoddard, he grabbed the lawyer’s elbow and pulled him to the side of the building. Stoddard didn’t resist.

			Again I hurried forward, trying to get closer, when a knot of excited kids rushed in front of me. At the center of the scene was a big, bearded man in a Stetson hat leading his two Shetland ponies closer to the theater entrance. The fan club of children, begging for rides, made it impossible for me to hear anything but squeals and shouts.

			Thinking fast, I lifted my phone and took a photo. Everyone was taking photos of pets and kids, so I didn’t look out of place. But now, at least I had an image of Ella Pruett’s— What? Relative? Boyfriend? Accomplice?

			When I finally got clear of the pony pileup, the conversation between the lawyer and the belligerent stranger was practically over.

			“I’m not going anywhere until this is all s-settled,” slurred the mystery man, shoving his finger into Stoddard’s chest. “You’ll see me again.”

			“Oh, I’ll look forward to that,” Stoddard returned dryly, and pushed past him.

			Without the wit (or sobriety?) to deliver a comeback, the stranger simply wheeled around (which was more of a teetering spin) and stomped away.

			What are you waiting for now, doll? Go after him! Jack demanded.

			Are you kidding? I don’t know this guy. He’s angry and, as you pointed out, impaired.

			Impaired?

			Okay, blotto! So why would he talk to me?

			You don’t have to talk to him. Just see where he goes, what he does—

			Well, I can’t leave the theater. I have duties to perform!

			All right, then you’ll have to brace the lawyer. If Mr. Charming is a client, Stoddard won’t give up much. But you can give it a try.

			The prospect of pumping Emory Stoddard for info seemed a better bet (or at least a safer one), but as I moved back through the crowd to reach him—

			“Mom! Mom!”

			Spencer ran up to me, breathless, his tie askew, his shirt untucked, and an empty leash in his hand.

			“Sparky got away from me. As soon as we got inside the theater, he just went nuts. Look—” Spencer displayed the leash. “He broke the chain.”

			“If he’s in the theater, Sparky should be easy to find—”

			Let the kid find the mutt, doll, Jack insisted. We have a case to solve.

			Before I could reply to my son or my ghost, Seymour appeared, waving a half-eaten muffin.

			“What’s the problem, kid?”

			Spencer brushed away a frustrated tear. “Sparky got loose in the theater, and I can’t find him.”

			“Are you sure he didn’t get out?” Seymour asked. “Because he should be easy to spot inside the theater.”

			“Not now!” Spencer pointed at the Movie Town entrance. “It’s like a crazy house in there. Animals are everywhere. People are arguing—”

			Seymour threw a knowing glance my way. “What about Ms. Pruett and her bullhorn?”

			“She’s yelling, but nobody’s listening!”

			With that, Seymour shoved the rest of his fresh-baked breakfast past his lips, brushed the crumbs from his shirt, and, through a mouthful of muffin, declared—

			“We’ll just see about that!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Animal Crackers

			
				Speak softly and employ a huge man with a crowbar.

				—Terry Pratchett, Going Postal

			

			“Make way, coming through!” the mailman bellowed.

			Like a funnel cloud with elbows, Seymour plowed his way through the choking crowd of grumbling people and braying pets. Spencer and I followed in his considerable wake. When Seymour reached the door, someone tried to shut him out. Undaunted, Seymour simply barreled through, nearly knocking over the harried Movie Town ticket taker.

			“Who do you think you are?” the outraged teenager demanded as he adjusted his usher’s vest.

			Seymour jammed his thumb in his own chest. “I’m the guy who’s going to restore order, that’s who.”

			The youth shook his head. “Good luck with that!”

			As soon as we entered the lobby, Seymour spotted trouble. The cat boxes were all lined up, just as Brainert had promised—but more than one dog was also using them. Well, sort of using them. Mostly, the canines just lifted their legs and wet the sides of the boxes.

			Needless to say, the cat owners were not happy.

			Seymour pointed to a college coed with a sun cap covering her honey blond hair. Her beautiful Irish setter was lifting its leg beside a litter box

			“What is your dog doing here? This section is for cats.”

			The girl blinked. “Nelson has to pee, but there’s only one hydrant and a really long line!”

			“Only one hydrant!” Seymour smacked his own forehead. “I should have thought that one through.”

			Dismissing that problem, the determined mailman charged across the crowded lobby and into the auditorium. As the swinging doors closed behind us, Seymour took in the scene.

			“Spencer’s right,” he declared. “It’s a madhouse! A mad Animal House!”

			Seymour wasn’t exaggerating—much. Though the auditorium was only half full, no one had obeyed the seating instructions, and the result was borderline chaos.

			The velvet rope that was supposed to separate the cats and the dogs lay twisted on the floor—except for a ragged section being chewed apart by a deranged Pomeranian.

			If Sparky was indeed running around inside the theater, he wasn’t the only dog gone wild. The young woman Seymour had chastised in the lobby was now chasing her Irish setter down the center aisle.

			“Nelson! Bad dog!” She stomped her ballet flats. “You listen to Mommy and stop right now.”

			Nelson, meanwhile, dragging a spangled leash and in no mood to listen to Mommy, was in hot pursuit of a panicked poodle.

			Dogs were climbing over seats and romping in the aisles. A black-and-white tuxedo cat named Miss Dingles hung by her claws halfway up the burgundy stage curtain, her owner trying desperately to coax her down. And—

			Mother Machree! What is that thing in a straw hat chewing the upholstery?

			“I’m no Old MacDonald, Jack, but I do believe that’s a billy goat.”

			The sounds—both human and animal—were nothing short of deafening. Yapping. Squealing. Snarling—and those were the people! Meanwhile, dogs barked and cats yowled. I even heard Arnold the pig snort in indignation. Then a bloodcurdling scream like that of a crazed banshee from hell itself cut through the audio tidal wave.

			“Yikes!” I cried, genuinely rattled. “What was that?”

			“A rabbit,” Seymour replied. “I warned you.”

			Somewhere in all that racket, Emma Pruett tried but failed to be heard. Her wavering voice boomed through her bullhorn, which crackled with feedback at every third word. And instead of keeping order in the middle of things, she stood rigidly in the center of the stage, firing off futile commands.

			Beside her, Brainert waved helplessly for calm. His exasperated expression told me he’d pretty much given up trying to keep order, if not his dignity.

			“Spencer,” I said, “let’s go find—”

			But my son hadn’t waited. He was already lost in the crowd and hunting for the elusive Sparky.

			In a purely theatrical gesture, Seymour clutched his head with his hands. “Dogs and cats living together. Mass hysteria. And my best buddy being taken advantage of? This must all end!”

			Damn, Penny, Jack quipped with a laugh. This Pet Parade shindig is much better than you described. What a freak show! Do me a favor and tell the mailman not to throw a wet blanket on the fun.

			But Seymour was made of sterner stuff than all of us. Jumping to the center aisle, he power-lifted the velvet rope—Pomeranian and all—and reattached it to the pole. Growling, the dog still hung on to the rope by its teeth as the mailman elbowed his way to the stage and bounded onto the platform.

			“May I borrow this?” Seymour sarcastically asked as he yanked the bullhorn from a shell-shocked Ella Pruett. The mailman fiddled with the controls and stepped to the edge of the stage.

			“Listen up!” his voice boomed. “There will be no show today!”

			Suddenly, the human sounds faded as all eyes faced the mailman.

			“Whatdaya mean, no show?” cried an irate voice from the seats.

			“What I mean is, there will be no show UNTIL everyone TAKES A SEAT IN THE PROPER SECTION. Cats here, dogs there, specialty pets in the rear—that means the lady with the bearded lizard on a leash has to move back! Anyone not seated properly in TWO MINUTES will be EJECTED”—Seymour pointed to Harlan Gilman and his enormous cat in the front row—“BY THIS BIG DUDE AND HIS KILLER CAT.”

			There were nervous titters and some genuine laughter, but as I joined Seymour onstage, the situation in the auditorium actually began to right itself—with helpful hints, suggestions, and outright orders fired off by Seymour.

			“All dogs on a leash or in laps. All cats on a leash or in laps. The rest of you, do whatever you do with your pets.”

			Seymour faced the tuxedo cat.

			“Usher, lower the curtain so Mrs. Danbury can rescue Miss Dingles.”

			The kid with the vest blinked. “It doesn’t lower, sir.”

			“Well, don’t just stand there. Go get a ladder!”

			“Yes, sir!”

			“Oh, thank you, young man!” Mrs. Danbury exclaimed. “Hey, aren’t you my postman?”

			“Yes, ma’am. Neither snow nor rain nor deranged Pomeranian can stay this courier from his appointed rounds!”

			After Seymour helped the grateful cat owner, he noticed more trouble brewing in the specialty-pet section. “Hey, Jeremy, I don’t like the way your snake is eyeing that little girl’s hamster. Would you move back a few rows, please?”

			An unsettling screech again rattled the auditorium.

			Brainert put a hand to his heart. “My God, what was that horrible sound?”

			“Rabbit,” I replied knowingly.

			“Miss Trencher,” Seymour bellowed, “if you cannot calm your unhinged bunny, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Give it a treat or something!”

			As the auditorium began to settle down, I spied Amber Breen in the wings gesturing me to come closer.

			“What is it, Amber?” I asked. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing now.”

			She stepped aside, and I saw my son, Spencer, standing behind the author, with a panting Sparky on a leash again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Loyal to a Fault

			
				Instinct is a marvelous thing. It can neither be explained nor ignored.

				—Agatha Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles

			

			“Thank goodness, you found him!” I exclaimed—to both my son and our guest author. “I don’t know what got into Sparky. Spencer said he just wouldn’t listen.”

			“Loyalty,” Amber Breen declared. “Sparky was looking for his mistress. Something about this situation convinced the dog that Mrs. Cunningham was somewhere around. It’s instinct. He wants his mother.”

			Sparky whimpered when he heard his owner’s name. Spencer frowned at the sound.

			“What should I do to make him feel better, Ms. Breen?” my son asked.

			“Take Sparky home with you. Did you make a special place for him?”

			Spencer nodded.

			“Good,” said Amber. “Take him there and see if you can calm him down. He may mope. If you have something that belonged to Mrs. Cunningham, something that may carry her scent, show it to Sparky. That might help him.”

			Once again, a rabbit scream echoed through the theater.

			“Miss Trencher,” Seymour bellowed through the bullhorn, “find a magician’s hat and kindly make that rabbit disappear.”

			Amber and I exchanged glances, and she said, “I’ve never seen a man control a crowd so well. Is he a professional?”

			“A professional postman. He also moonlights as an ice cream vendor in a truck he bought with his Jeopardy! winnings.”

			Amber nodded, impressed. “So, dealing with unruly dogs and sugared-up seven-year-olds is a typical day for him.”

			“Yes, but that only begins to describe all that is Seymour. Remember that Addams Family house on Larchmont you asked me about? He lives in it.”

			The author’s look of curious interest blew up into a genuine grin. “I just knew I’d like him.”

			Just then I felt Ella Pruett’s dagger-stare on us.

			“I think your co-judge wants the show to go on,” I told Amber. “I’m going to make my introductions now.”

			Amber patted my shoulder. “Break a leg.”

			I met Ella center stage. As we waited for the auditorium to finish filling up and settling down, she glanced at Spencer, who was leading Sparky up the aisle and out of the theater.

			“That’s Jane Cunningham’s dog, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it is,” I replied. “We’ve been taking care of Sparky since the . . . incident.”

			Ella’s brows knit in puzzlement. “Why doesn’t her girl take care of the dog?”

			“Girl? What girl?”

			“Oh, I don’t remember her name,” Ella said, frowning. “A young thing with light-colored hair and thick glasses. I don’t know if she works for the Cunningham property company or if she’s just a tenant, but I’ve seen that same girl walking Sparky along Briar Patch Road many times.”

			“I was near there yesterday,” I informed her. “Actually, I was on your street, talking to your neighbor Robert Slattery. I think you saw me, didn’t you? Amber was with me.”

			“What of it?”

			“Before I drove away, I noticed you had a visitor arrive in a taxi. A good-looking older man with thick salt-and-pepper hair. He was wearing a New York Yankees baseball jacket. He’s staying with you, I take it?”

			“Penelope, let me stop you right there. You have a reputation of sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. And it does not belong in my personal business. So, do me a favor. Take that busy body of yours and busy it bothering somebody else.”

			And that was that. Ella’s mystery guest continued to remain a mystery.

			Jack, however, refused to remain quiet.

			Don’t quit now, doll. You didn’t get the goods on the guy, but you did get something.

			You’re right, Jack. I did.

			So? What are you waiting for? You heard the prune-faced broad. BUSY YOUR BODY WITH SOMEBODY ELSE.

			Okay, okay!

			With Jack as unrelenting as usual, I turned on the theater’s standing microphone, made the official introductions of Ella and Amber, and then went to work.

			As the show began, I made my way around the theater, questioning the Paw-some Pals members about the girl who took care of Jane’s dog. No one knew she existed, let alone her name, with the exception of Mrs. Meyers, who recalled seeing a young woman walking Sparky along Larchmont just last week.

			“A petite blonde,” Mrs. Meyers said. “What they used to call a peroxide blonde because her hair is almost white. Cute girl. She wore those vintage tortoiseshell glasses. When I saw her, she was wearing jeans; a big, yellow slicker; and a T-shirt with some kind of dragon and castle on it.”

			It wasn’t much, but Jack saw this mystery girl as a new avenue of investigation.

			If she was walking Jane’s dog, she’s in pretty tight with the dame, Jack said. That means, she might know something other people don’t.

			Then why didn’t she come forward?

			Good question. And that’s what investigations are for.

			

			*   *   *

			When I finally returned to Buy the Book, the shop was pleasantly busy. According to Sadie, they’d seen a steady stream of customers all day.

			“And they didn’t just browse. They bought,” Sadie said with a satisfied wink.

			Before I jumped behind the register, I went upstairs to check on Sparky.

			As Amber Breen had predicted, something must have triggered the dog’s memory of Jane. I found Spencer sitting beside the now sleeping Sparky.

			“He’s been moping since we got back.” Spencer spoke quietly, like a doctor in a patient’s room. “He whined every few minutes until he finally fell asleep.”

			Spencer and I tiptoed out of his room.

			“Did you show Sparky the stuff in the bowl?”

			“Sure, Mom. He sniffed it all, but he reacted only to that big set of keys. I put it beside him on the blanket, and he hasn’t moved out of that corner since.”

			I pressed my son for an answer I’d already guessed. “You’re sure he didn’t react to anything else? Not the little flashlight? The plastic knight figure?”

			Spencer shook his head. “No, Mom. Only that big fat set of keys.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Family Affairs

			
				Flocks, like families, have need of their black sheep . . .

				—P. L. Travers, The Fox at the Manger

			

			The rest of the day went well. Steady business with a big rush after the Movie Town Theater pet show finally broke up.

			Seymour arrived to report that the winner of the talent segment was Paw-some Pals member Sylvia Meyers with her trio of pom-pommed poodles. The dogs had barked on cue to Patti Page’s rendition of “How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?”

			“Who won the sweepstakes?” Sadie asked.

			“The guy with the chimp,” Seymour replied. “My bet? That getaway weekend and intimate candlelight dinner for two at the Finch Inn will be him and that primate.”

			“How did Brainert react to the mess at his theater?”

			Seymour sighed. “I doubt the Paw-some Pals will get their security deposit back.”

			During the dinner hour, we had our first lull in business, and I was able to call the hospital with questions regarding Jane, her condition, and a few other things.

			After that, the town pretty much emptied out. The Pet Week activities had moved on to the St. Francis University chapel, where an evening of music and fellowship was scheduled. The traditional Blessing of the Animals would be held tomorrow, after the Sunday service.

			I was relaxing in one of our overstuffed reading chairs, taking a well-deserved tea break, when Eddie Franzetti came through the door with his calm brown eyes, curly black hair, and signature Franzetti smile. Striding across the floor with an easy, athletic gait, he seemed untouched by the pressures of the day.

			“Hello, Pen. Sadie. Is my sister here?”

			The deputy chief of the Quindicott Police Department had come in uniform, so I knew his call was not social.

			Bonnie poked her head above the stacks. “Hey, bro. What’s up?”

			“Chief Ciders said you witnessed a man menacing Jane Cunningham,” Eddie said, his smile for us vanishing when he addressed his little sister.

			Bonnie nodded. “I did.”

			“Would you care to tell me about it now, since you didn’t bother to file a police report at the time?”

			Geez, Louise! Jack’s outraged voice exploded in my head. Talk about slow on the draw. If the badges in this town were racehorses, you could clock them with a sundial!

			Oh, God, Jack. I forgot I’d reported that incident to Chief Ciders—

			Yeah, and by the time these blockheads are getting around to investigating screwball Slattery, we already put him and his antique blunderbuss in our rearview mirror.

			Yes, but I was the one who put Robert Slattery on the spot by mentioning him to the chief. Now that I know the real story, I’d better set Eddie straight. I owe it to that poor grieving man.

			“Eddie,” I said firmly, “you need to talk to me, not just your sister. We both have a story to tell.”

			I led Eddie and Bonnie to my office in the stockroom and sat them down.

			Eddie faced his sister. “So, a man came inside the store and threatened Mrs. Cunningham’s life—”

			“He didn’t come inside,” Bonnie replied. “It happened outside—”

			“And he threatened her dog,” I jumped in, “not Jane herself—”

			Bonnie nodded. “That’s right. He—”

			“His name is Robert Slattery,” I interrupted. “He’s Jane Cunningham’s neighbor.”

			“Hold on, now.” Eddie threw up his hands. “Who is telling this story?”

			“I am,” Bonnie and I replied in unison.

			Eddie sighed. “Please, start from the beginning.”

			“I’ll start,” Bonnie said.

			“And I’ll finish,” I said.

			For the next ten minutes, Bonnie told her story, and then I told mine. I stressed that it was all a mix-up, that Robert was no threat, and he certainly hadn’t shot Jane with an antique shotgun that had no bullets.

			“Ask Dr. Rubino,” I insisted. “He was there. He talked Robert Slattery down and disarmed him.”

			Eddie sat back in his creaky chair and locked eyes with his kid sister.

			“You should have filed a police report, Bonnie. And, Pen, Dr. Rubino had a duty to report a mentally unstable patient who was armed—even if, as you say, the gun wasn’t loaded—”

			“It was a wall decoration,” I said. “Dr. Rubino didn’t think it would even shoot.”

			“Evaluating threats that involve firearms is our department, not yours.” Eddie shook his head. “No matter how you slice it—”

			“Is that a pizza reference, big brother?” Bonnie interrupted. “Because Dad and I thought you gave all that up to be a cop.”

			“It’s a saying, Bonnie. And what I’m saying is that I owe it to the safety of our community to investigate this guy. I mean, think about it. A threat is made, followed by an actual shooting in the vicinity of this man’s home. Circumstantially, it’s hard to imagine anyone else being responsible.”

			Oh, no, I thought, and told him—

			“Please, Eddie, don’t jump to conclusions. You should speak with Dr. Rubino before you condemn that poor man.”

			“I will. First thing in the morning. And I’m not condemning anyone. But his threat to Jane Cunningham put him on our persons-of-interest radar. I have a job to do, and I’m going to do it.”

			“Then I hope you’ll be gentle.”

			“To the doctor or his patient?”

			“Both.”

			Sadie knocked on the open door. “Bonnie, Mrs. Chantilly is here. She said you reserved some new releases for her and promised to recommend some books for her daughter.”

			Bonnie jumped out of her chair. “Excuse me, Deputy Chief, but I have a job to do, too. And now I’m going to do it!”

			When Bonnie was gone, her brother made a pained noise.

			“Trouble, Eddie?”

			“Yeah, her name is Bonnie. She’s the youngest, and she was always the sweetest. She never rebelled or made trouble when she was a teenager—”

			“Like you did.”

			Eddie scoffed. “I raised hell. There’s a difference.”

			“And the difference is?”

			“I’m a guy, and she’s not.”

			“Really, Eddie? I’m surprised at you. I’ve known you almost all my life, and that’s the most sexist thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

			“She’s my kid sister. I don’t see her the way you do.”

			“How so?”

			“Not long ago, she was dating Kent Clark’s oldest. Good kid, a bit slick, but it would have been nice to have a car dealer in the family. Now Dad tells me she’s dating some transient with a motorcycle and a topknot—”

			“He also has a boa constrictor, though I didn’t catch the snake’s name. The guy’s name is Jeremy, and he marched in the Pet Parade today. Maybe you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.”

			Eddie made that pained sound again.

			“Bonnie is a grown woman, Eddie.”

			“Then she should act like one, and not hang on the neck of some dubious stranger to our town, one with a snake fetish.”

			I suddenly remembered another stranger to our town from earlier today. “Speaking of dubious men, by any chance, can you ID this one?”

			Eddie nodded as soon as he saw the photo. “That’s Stanley Cunningham.”

			Well, well, well, Jack said in my head. There’s an interesting wrinkle!

			“Stanley Cunningham?” I echoed. “Carl Cunningham’s black sheep brother? Eddie, are you sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure. I arrested him myself years ago—on a drunk and disorderly. Why are you asking about that loser? Don’t tell me Bonnie’s thinking about dating him next.”

			“She can if she wants to. He’s back in town. I took this photo earlier today . . .”

			I told Eddie all about Stanley’s (possibly drunken) confrontation with attorney Emory Stoddard.

			“Well, if Stanley is really back, I’m guessing there’s a trip to that girlie bar on the highway in my future. Before he took off, one of the dancers—Bashful Bambi is her stage name—got a restraining order against him. Knowing Stan, he’ll violate it.”

			“Listen, Eddie, Stanley Cunningham may be involved in something far more serious than that. I saw him arrive yesterday morning in a taxi with a suitcase. He walked right into Ella Pruett’s house on Larchmont Avenue. Don’t you think that’s odd? Suspicious?”

			“Why would it be exactly?”

			“Ella is Jane’s neighbor, and there’s bad blood between them. Could Ella and Stan be involved in an attempt to take Jane Cunningham’s life?”

			“That’s a serious charge, Pen. What makes you think so?”

			Lay it out for him, honey, Jack urged. Now’s the time for your legwork to pay off.

			“Okay, here it is . . .” I cleared my throat. “Bud Napp told me that Stan used to work for his older brother, Carl, who ran the Cunningham family’s property management business. They had a falling-out when Carl caught Stan stealing thousands from an expense account. Carl never pressed charges, but he fired his little brother, and Stan left Quindicott. He didn’t even come back for his brother’s funeral.

			“Meanwhile, Jane inherited the Cunningham business, and she runs it like clockwork. She has no children. Bud Napp mentioned an older sister in California who passed away, and a niece who works in IT for some big drug company, but she lives in San Francisco, so I doubt the young woman would have any use for a property management business in Rhode Island. I don’t believe Jane has any other close relatives. So it’s possible, upon her own death, Jane will leave the business and properties to Stan.”

			“Why would she do that if they’re estranged?

			“Jane’s late husband might have wanted it that way, maybe out of guilt, since it was their father who started the company. Or maybe Stan believes he’s got a good case to challenge whatever Jane’s will says. Maybe he believes that he should inherit the business that his family started, a business he did help run at one time. At the very least, Stan’s threat of a legal claim might earn him a fat settlement.”

			Eddie’s frown deepened. “In other words, he may have a financial motive to see Jane dead?”

			“Exactly. I don’t know what his relationship is with Ella Pruett or how she might be involved. But I do know she was hot and heavy with Stan’s brother, Carl, when they were in high school. And when she came back from college, she found him married to Jane.”

			“You think she’s still bitter about that? After all these years?”

			“Not about Jane marrying Carl. But she could be bitter about losing his net worth.”

			“But doesn’t Ella Pruett come from money?”

			“Bud Napp says Ella is letting her valuable home go to pot. He believes she’s running out of her family’s money while Jane is sitting on a fortune in property and business equity. Maybe in some twisted logic, Ella thinks the Cunningham fortune is rightfully hers. Maybe cozying up to Stan and helping him give Jane a premature end are her ways of exacting some kind of perverted justice for Jane ‘stealing’ Carl from her.”

			“I get it,” Eddie said. “Stan Cunningham is nobody’s knight in shining armor. But if he inherits his sister-in-law’s properties and Ella Pruett marries him, then she’s financially set again. Sure, I’ll look into the pair, Pen—after I pay a visit to Robert Slattery. Do you, by any chance, have Slattery’s exact address?”

			I glanced at my arm.

			“Sorry, Eddie. It washed off in the shower.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Never mind, but there is one more thing before you go . . .”

			“What is it?” Eddie glanced at his watch.

			I took a breath. His reference to a knight in shining armor jarred my memory of that Castle of Wishes knight that had fallen out of Jane Cunningham’s coat pocket on the day she was shot.

			I knew what I was about to say might mean nothing to a busy police officer, but in my bookseller’s mind, this paradox continued to bother me: Jane was outspoken in her distaste for the young-adult-fantasy category in general and the Castle of Wishes series in particular. So why did she have swag from that series in her pocket? Unless it wasn’t hers. Which is why I told Eddie—

			“There’s another important piece to this puzzle: a missing young woman. She’s petite with hair dyed white blond, and she wears vintage tortoiseshell glasses. I don’t remember seeing her around town. I asked Bonnie and Sadie, and neither of them remembered her, either. It seems this girl has kept a low profile for some reason. I don’t know her name or where she went, but—by all accounts—she existed, and she was close to Jane.”

			“In what way?”

			“She walked Jane’s dog for her regularly, yet no one knows much about her. One of the Paw-some Pals remembered seeing her just last week on Larchmont. But not since. She never came forward to talk to the police, not as far as I know. And she never showed up here to ask about Sparky. Earlier today, I rang the hospital’s IC unit. No one fitting her description has visited Jane. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

			“What’s odd about it?”

			“Jane was shot walking her dog. Why wasn’t the girl walking him? And where did this mystery girl go so suddenly? I believe Jane was even carrying some of the girl’s personal items in her coat pocket.”

			“Too many questions. Not enough answers,” Eddie said, sounding like Jack when he added, “And that’s what investigations are for.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			A Sight to See

			
				I have to go out every night. If I stay home one night I start spreading rumors to my dogs.

				—Andy Warhol

			

			After my hectic day, I expected to fall asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. But there it was, nearly midnight, and all I could do was toss and turn.

			I was a juggler with too many glass balls in the air, waiting for them to drop and shatter. Half my mind was consumed with concerns about our retail sales and tomorrow’s schedule. The other half was wading around in the deep conundrum of the Jane Cunningham affair.

			And if that wasn’t enough to burden my brain, why not throw in a ghost?

			Case, honey. It’s the Cunningham case, Jack whispered in my head. An affair is something that leads to divorce court.

			“Call it what you will, Jack. For me it spells insomnia.”

			Hmm. Then maybe it’s time to shed those cutie-pie polka dots and slip into something with more class.

			“Cutie-pie polka dots? What are you talking about?”

			The outfit you wore on your last two trips to my time. You’re going to need a new one.

			“For what, exactly? I’ve got a lot on my plate right now, you know.”

			I know. That’s why you need a little break. So, how about some sightseeing? You wanted me to show you the inside of Pennsylvania Station. I mean, the one in my time, not your current claustrophobic coffin buried below an ugly sports arena—as you put it.

			“But what about your own canine case?”

			Don’t you worry, doll. We’ll get around to it. But first you’ve got to close your eyes . . .

			Suddenly drowsy, I did as Jack asked and felt myself dropping into a deep well, my body plunging through black space, falling faster and faster . . .

			

			*   *   *

			Abruptly I landed on solid ground. Hearing voices and traffic noises around me, I opened my eyes to my own reflection.

			I was standing on a city sidewalk, staring at a full-length mirror on a weigh-yourself-for-one-penny scale in front of a tobacco shop—and, no, I had zero interest in weighing myself in public.

			But I did use the mirror. And Jack wasn’t kidding.

			The jejune polka-dot blouse was gone, and I couldn’t help but admire the new outfit that had taken its place. The sophisticated suit dress was nicely fitted, with a perfectly tailored jacket that draped over my hips. The pencil-thin skirt ended midcalf, and the color was striking—

			“It’s Montezuma purple,” Jack informed me at my side. “See I told ya. Classy, huh?”

			“I like it, Jack. Very classy, as you put it . . .” I also sported a trilby hat, and my heels and handbag exactly matched the suit. “But why are we playing dress-up?”

			“You and I are going to pay a visit to that jeweler Morgan Keene told us about. You remember the facts of our case, don’t you?”

			“Of course. We have yet to solve the mystery of why someone left you a dog with instructions to find a dog. But the letter that came with the dog advised you to follow the key.”

			“Follow the key and get the dog, is how it read,” Jack noted.

			“I remember. And the LUDLOW-66 key that we found in Toto Two’s collar has led us here.”

			Jack nodded his approval. “Anything else?”

			“Your crime reporter friend Keene was able to pass you the name of a safecracker for bad guys who opened those Ludlow boxes, the ones that were recovered after the Empire State Building disaster.”

			“That’s right. The safecracker is legit now. Marcel is the name he goes by, and he runs a jewelry shop.”

			“So, why not walk through his store’s front door, waltz right up to this guy, and give him the third degree?”

			Jack smiled. “You’re cute when you talk tough.”

			“I’m not trying to be cute. I’m merely asking, why the charade?”

			“According to Morgan Keene, the shop is exclusive, so we’ve got to look like a well-heeled pair of cliff dwellers to get past the doorman. That’s why I have this dapper new fedora, and Toto Two got a fancy new collar and leash.”

			The little terrier looked up and barked.

			“I think she’s learning her name, Jack.”

			“It’s time for you to learn yours. This afternoon you are Constance Cabot.”

			“Constance? Oh, I like that. And who are you?”

			“Why, Mr. Cabot, of course.” Jack flashed an embossed business card belonging to one Denholm E. Cabot, attorney-at-law. “One of my former clients.”

			“What’s the E stand for?”

			“Ennui. The case was a bore, and so was the client.”

			“Are you sure Mr. Cabot won’t mind you stealing his identity?”

			“Borrowing,” Jack countered. “And what Mr. Cabot doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

			“So, I’m Mrs. Cabot, then?”

			Jack slapped his lapels. “Right!”

			He reached into his pocket, then took my left hand in his. Before I knew it, he’d slipped a simple yet elegant gold ring on my third finger.

			“Nice fit,” he said with a wink.

			I held out my hand. The gold sparkled in the afternoon sun.

			“It’s lovely—”

			“And it’s real. You can’t fool a jeweler with a fake—especially a jeweler who used to be a yegg.”

			“Jack, where did you get this?”

			The PI cut me off with a gesture. “Story for another time.”

			“Now you’ve piqued my interest.”

			“Good. Keep it that way.” With a wink, he offered me his arm. “Shall we go, Mrs. Cabot?”

			Conversation ceased as we approached the busy Seventh Avenue entrance to Pennsylvania Station. Once again, I was in awe. Close up, I could see that the building’s architect had borrowed from several classical styles. The interior arrangement was modeled after Roman baths, yet the classical Greek columns and exterior were inspired by the Acropolis—though this major transportation hub was far larger than anything the ancients had ever constructed.

			Even more impressive on the inside, the sheer vastness of the high roof took my breath away.

			“Jack, I’ve been to Notre Dame and St. Peter’s Basilica, but I’ve never seen an interior space so big. It’s like a hollowed-out skyscraper.”

			“It’s the largest indoor space in New York City.”

			“I’ve got to see more!”

			Jack fulfilled my wish, escorting me toward two massive Corinthian columns. Passing between them, we entered an indoor plaza flanked on two sides by plush waiting rooms for travelers. Everything there was pink granite, with a vaulted ceiling so high, I saw birds fluttering near the top.

			The concourse itself was another imposing space. Capped by a high glass dome in a steel framework, the design allowed the afternoon sun to pour beautiful golden light into the station. Hanging under that dome, a clock at least ten feet across, with hands the size of a man, displayed the time—three thirty.

			After indulging my shameless gawking, Jack pulled me aside for his version of sweet nothings—

			“We’ve seen the sights,” he whispered in my ear. “Now we’ve got to see a yegg about a strongbox.”

			Our destination was the indoor shopping arcade, which ran the length of the station from Seventh to Eighth Avenue—an entire city block! A wide walkway made navigating the busy marketplace possible, but not easy. There were hundreds of shoppers scurrying about with gift-wrapped boxes and fancy shopping bags in hand.

			Exclusive stores lined either side of the corridor, and each had its own entrance and display windows. Though I knew those retailers represented the top of the line in Jack’s time, I’d never heard of them: brands like Richard Hudnut, Bonnie Cashin, and John Cavanagh Hattery—

			“We’re here.”

			Jack stopped in front of a brightly begemmed display window for Fine Jewelry by Marcel. A tuxedoed man with a frozen smile opened the door from the inside.

			“And whom shall I say is calling?” the man asked in a rather dubious English accent—as if he were a monarch’s butler, and we were visitors at the palace.

			Jack politely removed his fedora and slipped the man Mr. Cabot’s business card.

			“Ah, yes, come right in,” the doorman said, his frozen smile melting as he stepped aside. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Cabot. My name is Thomas. Feel free to browse. Marcel is with another client, but he will serve you shortly.”

			Thomas’s watchful gaze returned to the door.

			Meanwhile, Jack and I made a show of examining the jewelry on display inside rows of glass cases.

			“What a world,” Jack whispered into my ear. “This whole thing is rich if you think about it. A reformed safecracker hawking ice to the kind of well-heeled square jills and johns he used to rob.”

			As we pretended to browse, Jack slowly edged us toward a small but elegant office behind the counter. The door was open, and an antique Tiffany lamp, on an ornate desk, illuminated the scene.

			Sitting behind the desk was the jeweler, Marcel, a small, thin gentleman (with an even thinner mustache and a receding hairline) dressed impeccably in formal wear. Across from him sat his current customer: a trim, handsome man in his fifties. He had a thick head of slicked-back hair and wore a finely tailored double-breasted Wall Street suit. The man practically smelled of newly printed money.

			In the chair next to Mr. Tycoon was a gorgeous blonde in a slinky dress. Half his age, she was wearing heavy makeup and smoking from a sterling silver cigarette holder while chewing gum at the same time.

			We moved near enough to hear their voices, and when Jack heard Mr. Money Bags speak, he abruptly released my arm.

			“Jack? What’s the matter?”

			In a shocking move, he abandoned our well-plotted charade—and barged right into the jeweler’s office!

			Thomas, the tuxedoed doorman, suddenly rushed toward me from the other end of the shop.

			Good grief. Now what?

			I didn’t know what was going down, but I had to act fast, so I did.

			Scooping up Toto Two, I followed the detective’s lead—right into the Tiffany lamplit lion’s den.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			The Swindler

			
				Women can accept the fact that a man is a rotter, a swindler . . . and a general swine without batting an eyelash . . . Women are wonderful realists.

				—Agatha Christie, Murder in Mesopotamia

			

			“What is the meaning of this?” The outraged jeweler rose to his feet as Jack entered his office.

			“This isn’t about you, Marcel,” Jack assured him. “It’s about this Cheating Charlie right here.”

			“Shepard.” Mr. Tycoon spat out Jack’s name as if he’d swallowed sour milk. Rising with indignation, he poked the broad-shouldered detective in the chest. “You’ve got a lot of nerve barging into my business.”

			“Your business?” Jack snatched a leather-bound checkbook from the man’s sweaty hand. “Who are you impersonating these days, Herman?” He read the name on the top check. “Ah, Cecil P. Hagan, the Hollywood producer? Shooting for the big leagues, eh, Herman?”

			By now Thomas was standing at the office door, looking uncertain about what he should do.

			Marcel slammed his desk. “What is going on here, Mr. Hagan? Who are these people? And who is Herman?”

			“Bad news, Marcel,” Jack replied. “This is not the Hollywood mogul Cecil P. Hagan. Herman Hitch here has assumed the role. Behind the scenes, he plays the part of swindler extraordinaire.”

			Jack glanced at the slinky blonde, still seated, and shook his head. “I just testified at this guy’s divorce trial.”

			“Why, you—”

			Herman Hitch raised a fist. Jack swatted it aside and pushed the con artist into the arms of Thomas, who took a surprisingly firm hold of the con man.

			Jack turned to the jeweler.

			“I’ll bet Herman here was about to pass a bad check for a few grand of your beautiful rocks.” He jerked his thumb at the woman. “And I suspect you mistook this flapper for a Hollywood starlet, eh, Marcel?”

			The woman, who appeared rather slow on the uptake, snapped her gum at Jack. Marcel sighed and pressed a button under his desk.

			“Hold him for the police, Thomas. They should be here within minutes.”

			Finally getting a clue, the young woman jumped to her feet.

			“Nooo!” she screeched, her face turning redder than her nail polish. “Not the police! Haven’t you done enough to poor Herman?”

			She lunged at Jack, her sharp scarlet nails extended like cat claws.

			“I’m going to rip your face off, you lousy, two-bit shamus!”

			Jack caught her wrists before she could inflict any damage, but still she struggled and even tried to knee him. Poor Thomas couldn’t act. He had his hands full with Herman.

			“Please, calm yourselves!” Marcel commanded.

			The woman kicked again, rocking the desk enough to tumble the Tiffany lamp. Horrified, Marcel caught it midair and clutched it to his heart.

			“I’ll get you, ya filthy rat!” the woman wheezed.

			It was clear that the only way she would quit was if Jack slugged her. But his innate chivalry prevented it. I was not so hobbled, however.

			After gently setting down Toto Two, who scurried beneath a chair in the corner, I swung my Montezuma purple handbag with all my might. There was a loud bang that bounced off the walls, and the woman dropped to the rug.

			I pulled Jack’s dazed and moaning attacker to her feet, and she stumbled through the office door. Abandoning her “poor Herman” to his fate, she quickly exited the store.

			“Thanks, partner,” Jack said, sending a wink my way.

			“My pleasure.”

			While I moved to comfort poor little Toto Two, Jack did the same for the jeweler.

			Still clutching the Tiffany lamp, Marcel sank back into his chair. Jack reached across the desk, took the antique out of his grip, and carefully set it back on the ornate desk.

			“Are you a policeman?” Marcel asked, mopping his brow with a silk handkerchief. “I heard that awful woman call you a shamus.”

			“Private,” Jack replied, flashing his PI license.

			Marcel nodded. “To what do I owe your timely interruption, Mr. Shepard?”

			“This,” Jack announced, flashing the key.

			Marcel took the object, studied it for a moment, then handed it back with a profound sigh. “My last questionable job, and it’s come back to haunt me.”

			“Tell me all about it, Marcel.”

			The safecracker-turned-jeweler shooed Thomas out of his office. Then he reached into his desk, laid out three glasses, and filled them from a Jameson’s bottle.

			“It was back in forty-five, late August. Wartime was finally ending, and my jewelry business was taking off. Then these two gentlemen showed up at closing time. They had guns but told me it wasn’t a robbery. They just wanted to take me for a ride—”

			“To where?”

			“I was blindfolded, so I can’t say. Whatever the place was, we went in through a back alley, then down some stairs. I remember I heard live music playing, a big-band orchestra; and when they took the blinders off, I found myself in a basement with a pile of strongboxes in front of me. They told me they’d give me a grand for each box I could open, and I was to keep my mouth shut.”

			Marcel paused. “Now, these weren’t safes, but strongboxes. Picking a strongbox lock can be tricky, but these guys handed me the proper tools and I got to work.”

			“Any luck?”

			“Took me all night, but I picked every lock,” Marcel said proudly. “They fed me coffee. After a while, the orchestra stopped playing, but I kept on working.”

			“What was inside those boxes?”

			Marcel shrugged. “Cash, stock certificates, gold coins, gemstones, different valuables in every strongbox. It was like Cracker Jack, Mr. Shepard. I didn’t know what I’d find, but I knew there would always be a prize.”

			Marcel poured himself and Jack a second round. I covered my glass with one gloved hand and rubbed Toto Two’s ears with the other.

			“Of course, I didn’t pay too much attention to the contents of those Ludlow boxes because that would not have been conducive to a long and healthy life. So, I minded my business and did the job.”

			He drained his glass. “But I do remember one box was different. It was number sixty-six, the number on your key.”

			“Did you crack it?”

			“Sure.”

			“And inside?”

			“A wad of cash as thick as a brick, and a painted lead statue of a dog—”

			“A dog!” Jack and I echoed together.

			“Are you sure?” Jack asked.

			“Sure, I’m sure. I remember because of my twin daughters. They’re grown now, but when they were young, they fell in absolute love with the Wizard of Oz movie. Begged to see it several times. And it struck me how much the dog statue looked like the little dog in that movie—”

			“You mean, the dog Toto?!” I blurted. “Like this dog here?”

			“That’s right, like your little terrier.”

			“And what happened to the dog statue?” Jack pressed.

			“As I recall, the men who took me to that basement handled the contents of that box special. Someone ordered another man to take the stuff—dog and all—upstairs to Mr. Lambert’s office—”

			“Lambert? You mean, Paul Lambert? The manager at the Aces High Club?”

			“Jack,” I whispered, “isn’t that the club where your neighbor Donny, the big wrestler, used to work as a bouncer?”

			Jack nodded and turned back to Marcel. “So, was it the same Paul Lambert? The manager of the Aces High Club?”

			“And is that where they took you?” I added. “The basement of the club? You said you heard a big-band orchestra.”

			Marcel shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. I don’t frequent those places, and I never met this fellow Lambert.”

			“What happened next, Marcel?”

			“They paid me. Very well. Blindfolded me, put me back in the car, and dropped me off in front of Penn Station, just in time for me to open my shop the next morning.”

			A gentle tapping on the door interrupted us.

			“It’s Thomas, sir. The police are here.”

			“I’ll be right out, Thomas,” Marcel called. Then he rose, adjusted his tux, and addressed Jack.

			“So, Mr. Shepard, do you wish to take a bow for catching Mr. Hitch?”

			Jack shook his head and took my arm. “I’d rather me, the lady, and the dog exit out the back door.”

			A few minutes later, we were wending our way through Penn Station’s early rush hour crowd.

			“So, that’s two mysteries solved,” I told Jack, hurrying to keep up with his long strides.

			“Yeah?” he said, looking down at me. “How do you figure?”

			“The letter said, You have an Ace in the hole. That’s got to be the Aces High nightclub. And now we know that the dog you’re supposed to be looking for is a statue, not a real dog like Toto Two here.”

			Ruff-ruff-ruff!

			“Yes, that’s you!” I cooed to the dog trotting happily beside us.

			“Glad you’re keeping up, partner,” Jack said with a wink, “in more ways than one.”

			“Yes, and I’m doing it in heels!”

			We exited on Eighth Avenue, where Jack hailed a cab. As I climbed in, I started to feel a little woozy.

			“Jack, I think the Jameson’s is catching up with me.”

			Toto Two curled up on my lap and looked up at me with sweet affection in her big brown eyes. I yawned. I couldn’t help it.

			“Rest your head on my shoulder, honey. I’ll let you know when we arrive.”

			“Arrive where, Jack? Where are we going next?”

			“Can’t you guess?”

			I would have, but my limbs suddenly felt lighter than feathers as my mind floated away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			The Aces High

			
				I was well aware that . . . the baser side of human nature frequently triumphed over the higher, and that the well-known rule of dog eat dog always applied.

				—Agatha Christie, “The Adventure of the Cheap Flat”

			

			My sense of floating soon subsided, and I felt solid again. But where was I? Opening my eyes, I sat up and found myself in the back of a New York City cab far too spacious to belong to my century. And I wasn’t alone.

			“Ready for your night out?” Jack asked.

			“Night out? To where?”

			“The Aces High Club. We’ve got a rendezvous with Mr. Paul Lambert.”

			I was shocked to find day had turned to night and my outfit had completely changed. Long opera gloves now covered my arms, and blue silk draped my body down to my calves—with noticeable exceptions. My shoulders were nearly naked, except for the two thin straps attached to the cross-wrapped bodice of my gown, designed to make me look like one of those classical Greek statues honoring some Olympian goddess.

			The severe plunge in the neckline was particularly troubling. As far as I could feel, there was nothing under the silk, so if I bent over, I feared I might spill out!

			“Really, Jack? I’m half naked!”

			Jack draped a lacy shawl over my shoulders. “How’s that? Better?”

			“I guess.”

			“Just remember to take the wrap off before Lambert sees you. I want you to make a distracting impression on him, since you’re halfway there already.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I did jobs for Lambert this month, last month, and the month before. Each time he wanted me to check some references—”

			“Work related?”

			“Personal. Lambert hired me to make sure several young women—all curvy, all redheads—were on the up-and-up. One of those dames, a sweet gal from Canarsie, ended up riding Lambert’s arm. Well, for a few weeks, anyway.”

			“Your point?”

			“Obviously, Paul Lambert goes ape over redheads. You’re a redhead, and curvy, and I sure find you worth going ape over—” There was that wink again. “So I figured—”

			“You’d use me as bait to charm the man?”

			Jack nodded. “I’ve always thought you were one smart cookie, and you prove me right every day.”

			“Funny how I’m smart, but you take the credit for being right.”

			“I am the instructor, doll, so the acclaim naturally falls on my shoulders.”

			“Naturally.”

			Suddenly I remembered. “Hey, where’s Toto Two?”

			“Don’t worry. She’s fine. Donny’s taking care of her.”

			The cab rolled to a stop in front of two brass doors with four illuminated aces over the entrance. Jack tossed the cabbie a quarter, stepped out, and helped me exit the taxi.

			Jack approached the uniformed doorman. “Hi, Frankie. Say, is Paul in?”

			“Mr. Lambert is on the floor, as always.”

			Jack slipped Frankie a fin, and we were inside.

			The big-band music of a live orchestra hit us like a wall of sound as we passed through the lobby and entered the club. I felt Jack gently pulling the lacy shawl off my shoulders. “As discussed,” he whispered in my ear. Then a hostess showed us to a table and handed us menus.

			“Is this a steak and lobster house, Jack?” I asked, scanning the selections.

			“The menu over at the Copacabana features Chinese food. Paul thought steak and lobster would help set his club apart, but let’s stick with the bubbly . . .”

			Jack tossed our menus aside and ordered a bottle of champagne.

			“You might have asked if I’m hungry.”

			“Dinner isn’t on your menu tonight, partner. Bubbly is. I want you loosened up. And Paul hungry—for you.”

			“In other words, I’m the one on the menu?”

			“What can I say?” Jack shrugged. “You’re in my day now. And that’s the play.”

			“It’s all right. I always wondered what it would feel like to be dangling from a fishing line.”

			Jack laughed. “That’s the idea. Hang with me and look like a fresh catch. When Lambert takes the bait, I’ll ask the questions.”

			The champagne arrived, and it tasted so heavenly, I forgot my appetite. I also forgot my objections to my plunging neckline, which meant Jack was right again. The tingly, sweet bubbles really did loosen me up!

			Sipping away, I checked out the decor—a paean to casinos with the trappings of gambling painted on the walls or hanging from the ceiling: roulette wheels, giant playing cards, dice-shaped salt and pepper shakers. No actual gambling was going on (that I could see, anyway) since that would have been illegal. But I got the distinct feeling that backroom games were happening somewhere on the premises.

			Jack noticed where my attention had gone, and he leaned close. “The look over at the Copa is tropical. Lambert wanted something different, and since he’s a high roller . . .”

			“I can’t wait to meet this hoodlum.”

			“He’s no hoodlum. Lambert is as clean as polished glass. That’s why he’s running this place, or so it appears. As for the guy Paul is partnered with? I couldn’t tell you because I don’t have a clue.”

			As he spoke, Jack refilled my glass. We watched the club’s customers twirling on the dance floor, and listened to the orchestra. After a while, the band took a break, leaving only their pianist to play soft jazz in the background for the diners.

			“Redhead up, doll. Here comes Paul Lambert, and”—Jack elbowed me—“it looks like he’s got an appetite for you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Jack’s Jackpot

			
				His face had taken on an avid, hungry look. “Anything you say, but I have to meet her.”

				—Mickey Spillane, “The Girl Behind the Hedge”

			

			“Hello, Mr. Shepard.”

			When he finally showed, Paul Lambert surprised me. Tall, with military bearing, the white-haired older man was elegant, eloquent, and instantly charming.

			He greeted Jack with a smile and a slap on the back, but from the moment he arrived at the table, his eyes never stopped devouring me.

			Jack rose and slid out the extra chair. “Take a load off, Mr. Lambert. Penny here would be delighted to meet you.”

			“Penny!” he cried. “Short for Penelope, I take it? My mother’s name was Penelope—”

			Jack blinked. “I thought it was Mabel, like that gal from Canarsie—”

			“Penelope Mabel,” Lambert quickly insisted.

			He sat close to me, and when I offered to shake hands, he kissed my glove instead, and he didn’t let go.

			“You’ve never been to my club before, have you, Penny? I would have remembered a stunning smile like yours.”

			Okaaaay. I slowly extracted my hand and used it to finish my drink. Paul Lambert immediately called for another bottle, which arrived freakishly fast—as if this were a well-oiled routine.

			“This place can be such a bore, Penny,” he said, pouring me a fresh drink, “but you have certainly added a thrill to my evening . . .”

			He continued greasing my gears until the band took their places again.

			“The music is about to resume. Would you care to dance?”

			Before I could reply, Jack set the Ludlow key on the table in front of the nightclub manager. Lambert paused midflattery to stare hard at Jack.

			“Say, what is this?”

			“I have a question for you, Paul. About a strongbox. A pile of money. And the statue of a dog.”

			Paul Lambert sat back. “Why do you want to know?”

			“Because someone hired me to find that dog.”

			Lambert scoffed. “A worthless statue and not the money?”

			“My client never mentioned the money, only the mutt. If it’s so worthless, why not hand it over?”

			“Because I don’t have it. You have to believe me, Shepard. I was just the delivery boy on that one.”

			Jack was visibly disappointed. “Then who does have it?”

			Lambert looked nervous now. “I can’t say. I can never say.”

			“Listen, I have important news for the person who has that statue. Maybe life-and-death news—”

			Jack was bluffing, and I knew it. I only hoped Lambert didn’t. After a meaningful pause, Jack tried again.

			“This is a warning I can only deliver face-to-face. Believe me, they’ll be grateful to hear it. Give me something.”

			Lambert thought it over. Then he leaned close.

			“Nobody knows where he lives, Jack. He makes sure of that.”

			“So how do I talk to him?”

			“He’ll be at the wrestling match on Sunday night—”

			“On Fourteenth Street? Where Donny wrestles?”

			Lambert nodded, sweat beading his brow. “There’s an office he uses inside the theater. You can catch him there—if he’ll see you.”

			The conductor struck up the band and Lambert rose.

			“A pleasure,” he said with a curt bow.

			“That went well,” I whispered, and turned to face Jack but found his chair empty.

			“Jack? Where did you go . . .”

			I stood up to search the crowd for him, but there was no crowd. All of the people had vanished. The tables, chairs, and dance floor were all completely deserted. I was alone in a ghost club, yet the music grew louder and louder despite the band shell being as empty as the rest of the place.

			What in the world?

			Feeling woozy, I nearly stumbled over my chair.

			“Jack? Where are you? Can you hear me? Come back!”

			If the detective replied, I couldn’t hear him. The ghost band was playing so loudly, I had to cover my ears. The room grew brighter, too, until a painfully white spotlight threatened to blind me.

			I closed my eyes to shut out the glare.

			“Jack, don’t go! Please, I need your help . . .”

			But what I needed didn’t matter.

			When I opened my eyes again, I was lying in my bed, staring at the ceiling.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Who’s That Girl?

			
				There are a lot of loose ends to be gathered . . . but this pipe dream I just told you fits in with all the facts we know . . .

				—Dashiell Hammett, “One Hour,” Black Mask, 1924

			

			The end of Jack’s dream was so disturbing, it haunted me for hours. I rolled out of bed with the ghost band’s music still blaring in my head, which felt absurdly dizzy from too much phantom champagne.

			A long, hot shower washed away the woozy. As my head cleared and I dressed for a new day, I realized Jack was schooling me by example.

			It was no coincidence that, like Jack, I needed to uncover the identity of someone I did not know. We both needed to hook up with a mystery person who held something we sought. In Jack’s case, it was a man who had a dog statue. In mine, a young woman who (I believed) had information.

			Last night, Jack had shown me how he’d stayed on the scent, like a dedicated hound dog, sniffing out leads until he found a trail to follow. At the Aces High nightclub, he hit the jackpot with Lambert, who told him how to stay on that trail.

			Now it was my turn.

			I knew I had to uncover a lead on the missing girl in Jane Cunningham’s life, the one she trusted enough to walk her beloved dog. The one who had suddenly disappeared right after Jane was shot—while Jane herself was walking Sparky. And though I didn’t have much to go on, I knew what Jack would say—

			That’s what investigations are for.

			Unfortunately, my investigation was on temporary hold. As much as I wanted to sniff out more leads, I had a busy day ahead of me . . .

			It began in earnest after our usual Sunday service at the First Presbyterian Church, where Jane’s name was lifted up in prayers for healing.

			Sadie, Spencer, and I then returned to Buy the Book to open the store and pick up Sparky. Leaving the shop in the hands of Bonnie and grad student Tommy, we took the dog to the nondenominational Blessing of the Animals at St. Francis University’s chapel.

			Amber Breen attended, and many marchers from the parade came. I was hoping to speak with attorney Emory Stoddard, but he didn’t show. Neither did Jeremy or his boa constrictor.

			I didn’t miss the snake, but I was sorry I missed a chance to question Stoddard about his confrontation with Stanley Cunningham after yesterday’s Pet Parade. As Jane’s attorney, Stoddard might even know something about the missing young woman who walked Jane’s dog.

			Still, I wasn’t a cop or professional investigator. Given the strictures of attorney-client confidentiality, I doubted Stoddard would be willing to share much with me . . .

			When we returned to the shop, Bonnie reported that business had been slow, and I hoped the situation would change that evening when Amber sat for her first bookstore signing.

			Tomorrow, she was scheduled for a lecture at the university. On Tuesday, she was hosting a night of dog-themed movies at Brainert’s theater. But on Wednesday evening, Amber would be back in our store for a formal author talk, Q&A session, and signing party.

			That event included an appearance by the star actress playing Amber’s amateur sleuth in the streaming show based on her books. It was a tickets-only evening and completely sold out, so I expected whatever books we didn’t sell tonight would be cleaned out by Wednesday. At least I hoped so. After Queen Ella Pruett had killed our selling opportunity at the pet show, chances were, we’d end up stuck with unsold stock, even after Amber’s two signing events.

			“Linda called,” Bonnie said, interrupting my retail worries. “She and Milner baked a giant sheet cake for the signing tonight. Linda said it was a gift, for all the business you brought to their bakery. All they ask is that we supply the paper plates and plastic utensils.” Bonnie grinned. “I already set up the coffee urn in the event space.”

			“How wonderful,” Sadie declared, turning to me. “Bonnie and I can handle things here. Why don’t you drive over to Greene’s for the supplies?”

			“Sure, they have a great party section,” Bonnie added.

			I agreed to go but had an ulterior motive. If I took Briar Patch Road instead of the highway, I’d drive right past Jane’s house on Larchmont.

			I ran upstairs and changed out of my Sunday best. As I left, I grabbed the Pearl Knight key chain from that bowl on the kitchen table. Jack or no Jack, I was determined to find out the identity of the mystery dog walker. From what Mrs. Meyers had told me, I deduced that the girl (with the white-blond hair and vintage tortoiseshell glasses) must have been a tenant in Jane’s big house, and one of the two keys probably unlocked her apartment door.

			If I knocked on the door and the mystery woman was there, she’d no doubt be pleased to get her keys back—and, I hoped, would be willing to answer my questions. And if she wasn’t there?

			Well, I’d unlock that future when I got to it.

			By the time I turned onto Larchmont, however, I could feel my resolve slipping and my thoughts fly off in a frenzy of dire predictions—

			What if I set off a burglar alarm? What if Stoddard hired a security guard to stay at the house? Or, worse, what if the person who shot Jane is waiting there?

			As Jane’s sprawling yellow brick house came into view, a masculine voice firmly cut off my what-if party—

			Mother Machree, Penny! What if you find out everything you need to know? That’s a possibility, too. You could crack this case right now and be home for supper.

			“Do you really think that’s a possibility, Jack?”

			There’s only one way to find out. Just keep doing what you’re doing and remember that every key opens a lock. The trick is finding the right lock.

			My PI spirit’s words buoyed my courage. I rolled into the driveway, cut the engine, and stepped outside.

			As usual, the wind was strong on top of Larchmont Hill. The tops of the swishing conifer trees swayed as low clouds blocked the sun. Under my jacket, I suppressed a shiver.

			No one was about, and there were no cars in the driveway. I quickly discovered the porticoed front porch led to Jane’s portion of the big yellow house. I already knew that she’d converted the large home into separate apartments (with Bud Napp’s help). But I didn’t know how many, or anything about her current tenants.

			Jane’s property included a two-story, two-car garage, which looked deserted. But on the other end of the house, there was a large, glass-enclosed porch, which I assumed led to those other apartments.

			I followed a pebbled sidewalk to the back steps and found the porch door wide open. I stepped over the threshold. The area was large enough for a garden party, but the decor was Spartan—a cold stone floor, a few potted plants, and a pair of wrought iron chairs.

			I crossed the sandstone floor to a second door, which led into the house. To my surprise, that one was also wide open. More promising, there were two doorbells and two mailboxes—one for someone named Troy Hanley, the other for a Gemma Osborn.

			There, see that, doll?

			See what?

			An easy choice. I doubt the dame you’re looking for is named Troy. Why, this is turning out to be a snap.

			I pressed Ms. Osborn’s bell and heard the muffled ring from inside an apartment. Three rings later, there was still no reply.

			Should I . . . ?

			What are you waiting for?

			I called out a hello before entering the house. When the reply was silence, I moved into a wide carpeted hallway. A single low-watt bulb in a fixture was all that illuminated the area, so I couldn’t see from outside that the short hall ended at a cul-de-sac with—

			Three doors? How can there be three doors, Jack? Looks like we hit our first speed bump.

			Speed bump? That doesn’t even make sense. And you have the nerve to complain about my lingo.

			Sorry, Jack. It means a hitch or a complication.

			Okey-doke. But there’s nothing complicated about a door. Pick one and knock.

			None of the three entrances had a number or a name, so I knocked on the door in the middle. Again, there was no response. Before Jack had a chance to hound me, I pulled the Pearl Knight with the attached keys from my pocket and shoved one into the lock. It didn’t work, and when I tried the only other key on the chain, it wouldn’t even fit.

			I heard myself sigh. Wrong door.

			You’ve got two more, Penny.

			I moved to the one on the left side of the hall. I knew by sight that the key that didn’t fit the last lock wouldn’t fit this one, either, so I switched them. Unfortunately, I’d grown impatient and didn’t bother to knock.

			The tip of the second key had barely touched the lock when someone yanked open the door.

			Sunlight streamed into the gloomy hallway, blinding me. Through blurry eyes I made out a male figure silhouetted against the glare. His arm was raised, and a knife was clutched in his hand!

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Remote Worker

			
				You still fail to realize how this sort of talk sickens me. Now please go.

				—Iris Murdoch, The Green Knight

			

			Duck! Jack shouted.

			I was way ahead of the ghost. But I didn’t duck. I jumped backward so fast, I slammed into the opposite door. Groaning, I was ready to bolt down the hall when my attacker froze in place, and I realized what I’d thought was a knife turned out to be a long, thin remote-control device.

			“Who the hell are you and what are you doing here?” the man cried.

			“Calm down,” I said, showing him my palms. “My name is Penelope McClure. I run the local bookstore on Cranberry Street.”

			“What do you want?” he said, his tone more reasonable, though far from warm and cuddly. “You’re lucky I didn’t hurt you. My landlady just got shot.”

			“I know. Mrs. Cunningham is a friend.”

			His expression remained wary.

			“I’m sorry I alarmed you,” I said, “but I came here looking for someone.”

			“Who?”

			“The young woman who walked Mrs. Cunningham’s dog. I need to speak with her. I think her name is Gemma Osborn.”

			The man stared at me through distant, emotionless eyes for a few protracted seconds—long enough to make me uncomfortable.

			Then he scoffed. “It wasn’t Gemma who walked the landlady’s dog. Gemma Osborn is allergic to dogs.”

			Only then did I recognize this man. I’d seen him in the town square two days ago—the morning Amber Breen taught Spencer how to handle Sparky.

			I didn’t immediately realize who he was because his elaborate arm and leg tattoos were now covered by baggy black sweatpants and a shapeless Brown University sweatshirt.

			Close up, this man appeared even older than he had in the park. Despite the fashionable haircut (with that shock of dark brown curls on top and buzz-cutting around the sides and back) and the silver earring, he appeared to be at least thirty, maybe older.

			“I’m sorry for the mistake,” I said. “You see, I read the names on the mailbox out front and just assumed Gemma was the dog walker. Are you Troy Hanley—?”

			“What’s it to you?”

			This guy needs a lesson in manners, Jack cracked. Or maybe just a smack in the kisser.

			I took a breath. “I told you. I’m looking for the young woman who walked Mrs. Cunningham’s dog. I thought it was Ms. Osborn, but if you say I’m wrong—”

			“You’re wrong.”

			Friendly sort, ain’t he?

			Hush, Jack.

			“It doesn’t sound like you can help me—”

			“No,” he replied snidely, “it doesn’t.”

			Oh, brother. If I only had a fist.

			“I don’t suppose Ms. Osborn is around?”

			He folded his arms. “She is not.”

			“I’d like to speak with her when she gets back. I presume you know so much about Ms. Osborn because you’re friends—”

			“I work with Gemma.”

			“In town?”

			“Remotely,” he replied, offering no further details.

			I persisted. “You work right here, then? So that means you’re on Larchmont Avenue most of the time, right? And you really don’t know about the woman who walked Mrs. Cunningham’s dog?”

			Again, Troy Hanley gave me that far-off stare for a beat longer than necessary. Only this time I stared right back at him.

			“Her name is Rebecca Wilkes,” he said in a tone that sounded a lot like he was surrendering something.

			“She lives here?”

			“She did, but not anymore.” Eyes on me, he tapped the middle door using his plastic remote. “Rebecca has moved on.”

			“Did she work with you, too?”

			Smirking, he shook his head.

			“Do you know where I can find—”

			A young woman’s voice, calling from the stone-and-glass porch, interrupted us.

			“Hey, Troy, when I left this morning, the police—”

			The young woman stepped into the hallway, then froze when she spied me.

			Though her dark hair was now pulled into a tight bun on top of her head, and her Goth lipstick was so deep red, it looked almost black, I recognized her as the same young woman I’d seen with Troy in the park.

			Unlike Troy, she seemed even younger up close, or perhaps it was her outfit. In a short black dress with a high Peter Pan collar and sleeves that ended with lacy white cuffs, she looked like a young-adult version of Wednesday Addams—if Wednesday wore black nail polish and had a nose ring. In each hand, the woman carried a Koh’s Market shopping bag. And a copy of the Quindicott Bulletin was tucked under one arm.

			“What were you saying about the police?” Troy demanded.

			“They were up the block, in front of that weird blue house.”

			As she spoke, she eyed me, her puzzled expression almost comical. Finally, she asked, “Who are—?”

			“She runs the bookstore in town,” Troy snapped. “She’s looking for Rebecca.”

			The girl’s painted lips twisted into a smirk not unlike her coworker’s.

			“If you’re looking for Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, you’re in the wrong place. She—”

			“Is gone,” Troy interrupted. “I told her already.”

			He snatched one of the bags out of the woman’s hand. “You were supposed to be here an hour ago, Gemma.”

			“It’s Sunday—”

			“So what?” he fired back. “The home office scheduled an emergency Zoom call. The site crashed—”

			“Last night when you were out? Because I wasn’t monitoring things.”

			“No, it happened an hour ago. I’ve been working on it. Come on, we’re already running late for this call. We’ll use my computer.”

			As Troy spoke, he muscled Gemma Osborn toward the half-open door.

			“Excuse me, Ms. Osborn,” I pressed. “I know you’re in a hurry, but can you tell me where Rebecca Wilkes might be? I really need to speak with her. It’s urgent.”

			The girl shrugged even as her coworker urged her across the threshold.

			“I don’t have a clue,” Gemma called over her shoulder. “Maybe you should ask Rebecca’s friend, the pretty blond boy with the snake.”

			The door slammed in my face, but I just stood there, processing what I’d heard. The pretty blond boy with the snake? There was only one person I knew who fit that description. Could it be the same person?

			I don’t know, doll. How many blond boys with snakes are running around your Podunk town?

			“I’m fairly sure Jeremy is it.”

			That makes your next move a walk in the park.

			“Does it? I don’t know Jeremy’s last name or where he hangs his serpent at night. Seymour said something about Broad Street, but a lot of young people hang out on Broad Street.”

			You should brace the mailman, then.

			Recalling my recent discussion with Eddie. I knew there was no need.

			“We can leave Seymour out of this one, Jack. There’s someone who knows Jeremy even better than the mailman—and I pay her salary.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Where’s That Girl?

			
				It is sometimes difficult for a dog to find a scent, but once he has found it, nothing on earth will make him leave it! That is, if he is a good dog!

				—Agatha Christie, “The Chocolate Box”

			

			I returned to Buy the Book with a plan—along with shopping bags of paper plates, plastic forks, and disposable cups. Bookstore duty called, after all, and though Amber Breen’s signing was two hours away, the shop was already filling up.

			We couldn’t just let everyone mill around the store aisles and block the shoppers, so I had Spencer bring out the brass (-looking) poles and velvet (polyester) ropes. After steering the autograph seekers into a line on the sidewalk, we mollified them with complimentary slices of cake and bottomless cups of free coffee.

			When I took a restroom break, I found Bonnie Franzetti in the event space, preparing a third urn of joe. That was when Jack goosed me with a cold draft and his frank opinion of my event preparations—

			Enough with the bookstore baloney! Time to put your plan into motion and get the bobby-soxer on board.

			Okay, okay, I told the ghost. Keep your spectral pants on!

			“Hey, Bonnie,” I called in as innocent a tone as I could muster. “After we close this evening, are you free? Or are you scheduled to make pizzas at your dad’s shop?”

			“On a weekend?” She rolled her big brown eyes. “That’s where I draw the line. Saturday and Sunday nights are mine.”

			“So, you have plans?”

			She grinned and nodded.

			“Plans that include a trip to Broad Street and a romantic interest named Jeremy, by any chance?”

			Bonnie Franzetti flat-out blushed. “Oh, God,” she cried in a pitch two octaves higher than I’d ever heard come out of her mouth. “Please, please, don’t tell Eddie. If he suspects—”

			“Oh, he suspects.”

			Bonnie made a pained sound not unlike her brother’s.

			“Listen, Bonnie. I’m not going to report your activities to the deputy chief, and I’m not planning on ruining your Sunday night. I just need to speak with Jeremy for a few minutes, and then I’m gone.”

			“But why?”

			“Jeremy may have information that will lead me to a missing person. That person might know something about what happened to Jane Cunningham, maybe even who shot her—and why.”

			Bonnie blinked, puzzled. “I don’t see how Jeremy can help.”

			“I’ll explain everything on our way to Broad Street. We’ll leave right after Buy the Book closes.”

			The signing went incredibly well. Amber showed up early and stayed late. We moved so many inscribed books, my worries about unsold stock turned into concerns about lack of it for her Wednesday event!

			Sadie didn’t blink. She swung into action, placing a rush online order for many more copies, to be delivered Tuesday.

			“Wow. That’s a big order,” I said, looking at the computer screen. “After all the sales today, do you really think we’ll move that many?”

			“I know this business, Pen. Anything we don’t sell, Amber and her streaming star can both autograph, and we’ll offer the editions as numbered collectibles online with a photo we take of them signing together. How does that sound?”

			“Perfect.”

			Before the night was over, Amber Breen asked me about the progress in the Cunningham case. I filled her in on Jane’s condition (no change), but I withheld my thoughts about the mystery dog walker Rebecca Wilkes.

			Frankly, I was flummoxed.

			After the store closed—while Sadie handled the register and Bonnie tidied up the event space—I tried (yet another) Internet search on Rebecca Wilkes and came up with zero. I rechecked Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and even TikTok, but I could find no one who used that name and fit the descriptions I’d been given.

			Despite Jack’s usual grumbles about my “Buck Rogers” tactics, I could tell the PI part of him was genuinely impressed.

			In my day, there were only a few places for a PI to check out a name.

			Let me guess. The telephone book?

			That’s right, doll.

			And the others?

			Local hospitals. Police departments. Hotel registers. And when all else failed, the obituary pages.

			Well, unlike every other social-media-obsessed young woman in America, our Ms. Wilkes appears to be off the grid.

			Maybe she’s shy, Jack replied.

			What bugs me is that other people in this town saw her, met her, talked to her. But for me, Rebecca Wilkes of Quindicott, Rhode Island, does not exist.

			It could be that the elusive Miss Wilkes is hiding out in Quindicott. Maybe that’s why she’s keeping a low profile.

			But hiding from who or what? And why? And if she is hiding, and Deputy Chief Eddie can’t find her, how am I going to do it?

			Jack’s hard-boiled answer: There’s always the obituary pages.

			This is a small town, I reminded the ghost. If Rebecca Wilkes was dead, the gossip would have reached us before any journalist touched a keyboard.

			Unless nobody’s found the body yet.

			To that, I had no answer.

			

			*   *   *

			By the time I turned off our shop’s lights, Amber was back at the Finch Inn, enjoying a “hot bath and hot toddy.” Spencer had climbed the stairs to watch the Intrigue Channel with Sparky, and Aunt Sadie was settling next to them with a big bowl of buttered popcorn.

			For Bonnie, me, and the ghost of Jack Shepard, however, a relaxing night of watching old Jack Shield episodes was not in the cards.

			“I was supposed to meet Jeremy at nine thirty,” Bonnie said. “We’re already late.”

			“Give him a call. Tell him you’re on your way.”

			Bonnie frowned. “I tried. He didn’t pick up.”

			“Then we’d better get going.”

			I unlocked the car, and we both climbed in.

			“Where to?” I asked, starting the engine.

			“The Hound’s Tooth. It’s on Broad Street near the railroad tracks.”

			“I’ve never heard of that place.”

			“Hound’s Tooth is kind of a dive bar, but pretty cool,” Bonnie said, shaking out her thick dark hair and taking a brush to it. “It’s mostly townies, but some students from St. Francis hang out there, too.”

			Meanwhile, Jack was practically giddy.

			We’re off to a gin mill on a weekend! It feels like the old days again. Down a shot or three for me, doll.

			Nobody’s downing any shots, Jack.

			Ten minutes later we crossed the railroad tracks, and I spied the rickety two-story building with neon letters spelling out Hound’s Tooth in the cracked and dirty front window. The bar certainly earned the title dive. Dimly lit, its decor was so out of fashion, it had become retro-trendy, which was evidently the appeal of the dingy establishment.

			Fortunately, we didn’t remain very long. Though we were late, we soon found out we hadn’t missed Jeremy.

			“Sorry, Bonnie,” the bearded young bartender said. “Jeremy hasn’t been here tonight. Someone else was looking for him earlier—”

			“Who?” I interrupted.

			He shrugged. “I never saw her before. Cute girl with short, white-blond hair and glasses. She asked if I’d seen Jeremy, and when I said no, she didn’t stick around to wait for him to show.”

			I could tell by Bonnie’s expression that she wasn’t happy to hear about some “cute” young woman looking for her dream snake handler, but I was secretly thrilled. The woman’s description sounded like Rebecca Wilkes!

			I pressed the bartender, but he didn’t know anything more—not the girl’s name or why she was looking for Jeremy. Still, it was a clue that we were on the right track; and if we found Jeremy tonight, we might find Rebecca, too.

			“We’re not waiting for him here,” Bonnie declared. “I know where Jeremy lives now. We should go there.”

			As we climbed back into my car, I grilled Bonnie. “You just said that you know where Jeremy lives now. You made it sound like he lived somewhere else recently.”

			She nodded. “He used to rent half of a two-family home on Shilling Street, until Jane Cunningham evicted him two months ago.”

			“I remember you told me Jane was very strict with her tenants. Were you talking about what happened to Jeremy?”

			She nodded again.

			“Did Jane object to his boa constrictor?”

			Bonnie made a face. “Actually, she got mad because Jeremy did a little custom rewiring—”

			“Rewiring? Of the electricity? Why?”

			Bonnie shrugged. “I guess because Jeremy has a lot of computers and stuff. He has satellite dishes and everything.”

			I turned the ignition. “So, Bonnie, where are we going to find Jeremy tonight?”

			“He’s renting a trailer at the Wentworth Arms.”

			“The Wentworth Arms?”

			I heard myself making that pained Eddie noise. But it couldn’t be helped. The trailer park had an unsavory reputation, and I did not relish a trip there, especially at this time of night.

			“I just hope Jeremy’s home,” I said.

			“Me, too,” Bonnie replied, scowling the scowl of a woman scorned. “And except for that snake, he’d better be there alone.”

			I didn’t tell Bonnie, but I was hoping for the exact opposite.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			A Walk in the Trailer Park

			
				I made what might have been a mistake. For a good reason, of course, which is how the worst mistakes get made.

				—Spencer Quinn, Heart of Barkness

			

			Gravel crunched under the tires as I rolled my car through the entrance to the Wentworth Arms.

			When I was very young, this flat stretch of ground, just off the highway, was known as the Wentworth Flea Market, a lively outdoor swap meet that drew antiques dealers, vintage clothiers, and artisans, along with hobbyists, collectors, and pack rats from all over the region.

			With the rise of Etsy, eBay, and global Internet markets, sellers lost interest in spending their time, energy, and dollars schlepping physical goods to a rented table, and the flea market was reincarnated as a mobile home park offering short- and long-term leases for transients.

			Someone with a keen sense of irony had added the word Arms to the name—without bothering to add a heraldic coat of arms to the sign, which was now as run-down as the large, weed-strewn lot and the worn trailers sitting on it.

			“Jeremy’s renting a big white trailer near the back of the park,” Bonnie said. “You can’t miss it. He hung twinkly lights all over his place.”

			We drove slowly, past rows of mobile homes. A few were unoccupied, their windows black or shuttered. Other windows were filled with lights and activity. I heard music and the sounds of blaring televisions. Garbage collection was spotty, with overflowing trash spilling out of rusty steel dumpsters.

			Farther on, a half dozen men of various ages circled a bonfire roaring inside a steel drum. Empty cans of Narragansett Lager were scattered around them. As we passed, the smell of stale beer and burning wood permeated my car, and the men—every last one of them—leered our way. Their interest in two women driving alone through this half-deserted campground was a little too intense for my comfort level.

			I noticed Bonnie shifting uneasily, as well.

			“Just keep going, Mrs. McClure.”

			Listen to the bobby-soxer, Jack advised. Keep the car moving and your eyes open.

			“Turn here,” Bonnie said. “Jeremy lives at the end of this lane.”

			“I hope we don’t run into more overly curious male tenants.”

			“Don’t worry. We won’t. Jeremy has the only occupied trailer on the whole lane. He values his privacy.”

			No sooner did I make the turn than Bonnie cried out, “Stop the car!”

			I braked. “What’s the matter?”

			Bonnie managed to shake her head and shrug at the same time.

			“Something’s wrong.”

			She pointed to the big white mobile home at the end of a long row of darkened trailers. It was the only one with a satellite dish on top of it.

			“All the lights are out at Jeremy’s place. Even his twinkly lights aren’t working, and they’re always on.”

			Before I could stop her, Bonnie threw off her seat belt and exited the car. I cut the engine but left the headlights on. I also grabbed my flashlight from the glove compartment.

			The night was cool, the air carrying the smell of woodsmoke and another odor I recognized as the skunkweed smell of marijuana. I heard the voices and laughter of those men by the fire and was relieved they sounded far off.

			“The door is wide open,” Bonnie whispered as we moved past the silent row of vacant mobile homes. “Why would it be open if all the lights are off?”

			I strained to hear any sign of Jeremy being home, but beyond those faint voices in the distance, the only sounds came from the shifting gravel under our feet.

			Just then a loud thump startled us—the sound of a heavy object falling. Bonnie and I froze, watching Jeremy’s trailer rock.

			“He is in there!” Bonnie exclaimed.

			Grinning with happy relief, she opened her mouth to call out, and I immediately covered it.

			“Shh! Stay quiet,” I warned her. “That might not be Jeremy. Let’s make sure before we announce ourselves.”

			I didn’t remove my hand from Bonnie’s face until she nodded.

			As we crept closer, the glowing headlights from my car made strange shadows. Two heavy wooden Adirondack chairs, set up like lawn furniture in front of Jeremy’s temporary home, looked like hulking monsters in the eerie night.

			The twinkly lights that Bonnie had mentioned were all dark and hanging loose, their wires cut.

			More wires—big ones—ran out of the mobile home’s open window and up an old wooden utility pole beside it. A second satellite dish had been fixed on top of that pole, and a long cable, as thick as Jeremy’s boa constrictor, dangled from a humming metal box on top of the pole. It was so long, it nearly touched the gravel.

			“That looks dangerous,” I whispered.

			Jack agreed. Like you, honey, that’s a live wire. Steer clear, and keep the bobby-soxer out of the way, too. She tends to act dopey.

			Just then I heard a human sound, like a man grunting from exertion. It came from inside the darkened mobile home.

			“See! Jeremy is in there!” Bonnie assured me, bolting forward.

			“Bonnie, wait!”

			Ignoring my warning (and making Jack’s point for him), she foolishly headed for the open trailer door. I was thankful that she gave the dangling cable a wide berth—not because she’d noticed it, but because she couldn’t wait to see Jeremy.

			But it wasn’t Jeremy inside. A fact she discovered when she nearly collided with a skinny vagrant, his scrawny arms struggling to balance a bulky metal box that I realized was the trailer’s air conditioner.

			She screamed.

			He screamed.

			Then the burglar lost his grip, and the heavy machine fell. Bonnie stumbled back as it smashed through the wooden steps leading up to the trailer door.

			“Stupid girl!” the man roared, kicking out. “Look what you made me do!”

			His filthy boot connected with Bonnie’s stomach, and she cried out. Falling to the ground, she curled into a protective ball as the burglar came for her, his face a mask of rage.

			“Stop!” I screamed with fury. “Don’t you dare touch her!”

			My warning worked. Seeing me with my Maglite raised like a weapon, the burglar changed his mind about pummeling Bonnie. Fists clenched, he lunged toward me.

			Oh, hell no, Jack said.

			In less than an instant, the air froze, chilling my spine as an arctic funnel cloud lifted one of Jeremy’s heavy wooden lawn chairs and hurled it into the burglar’s torso.

			The force of the blow sent his body backward and directly into the live cable. For a brief second, the night lit up with a blue-white flash. The powerful charge sent the hapless burglar backward again, this time slamming him against the trailer.

			The vagrant’s body slid to the ground, and I blinked away light motes, watching dust settle back into the gravel like ash on a burned-out pyre. Slowly, the cold wind dissipated, and my spine warmed again.

			“Thank you, Jack,” I whispered.

			But Jack didn’t reply, and I wasn’t surprised, given how much psychic energy he must have used to defend us.

			Bonnie, still crouched in a ball, peeked out between open fingers.

			“Oh, my God. Is he alive?”

			The man was now a crumpled heap on the gravel. As I approached his still form, the smell of ozone and singed hair filled my nostrils, but I could see his chest rise and fall.

			“It’s okay. He’s breathing.”

			I turned my flashlight’s beam on the man’s face, but I didn’t recognize him, and neither did Bonnie.

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			“I’m fine,” she said. “And I’ll be right back.”

			“Bonnie, stop!” I cried, seeing her enter the mobile home.

			Fearing a second burglar might be hiding inside, I hurried toward the trailer’s front door. Thank goodness, she quickly came out again (unharmed) and announced—

			“Jeremy is gone. I don’t know where or why. He even left his phone behind. What should we do?”

			“Call 911,” I replied, pulling out my own phone.

			As I punched the numbers, Bonnie sighed.

			“I sure hope my brother’s not on duty.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Shocking Developments

			
				Got a better theory?

				—Lilian Jackson Braun, The Cat Who Could Read Backwards

			

			Deputy Chief Eddie Franzetti stepped out of the looted mobile home, carefully avoiding the shattered steps. With a final glance over his shoulders, he shook his head and approached us.

			With clenched fists resting on his gun-belted hips, Eddie spoke in a tight, controlled voice—a control he soon lost.

			“Penelope, Bonnie . . . Could you tell me just what the hell you were doing here?”

			I wasn’t intimidated, but I felt for poor Bonnie. Before her brother arrived, she’d thought she was in the clear . . .

			Since light shows were uncommon at the Wentworth Arms, our electrical display had grabbed immediate attention. A small mob had appeared at the end of the gravel lane.

			The unidentified burglar had regained his senses around the same time that Bonnie and I had heard the wail of the approaching sirens.

			It was Officer Bull McCoy (and not Eddie) who’d arrived at the scene first, along with the ambulance and a big white truck from the power company.

			Bonnie had been relieved to see that Chief Ciders’s nephew answered the call. She knew Bull wouldn’t ask too many questions and would likely cut us loose rather than complicate his quiet Sunday night.

			But before the paramedics could leave with the injured burglar, another QPD vehicle arrived—this one driven by Eddie Franzetti. When Bonnie spied her older brother, she made that pained sound I had come to know so well.

			At first, the deputy chief ignored us both and grilled the burglar instead. After the ambulance departed, he spoke to the power company workers. Then he walked right past Bonnie and me and entered the trailer.

			“When he comes out, let me do the talking,” I whispered.

			“Sure,” Bonnie said with a shrug. “But it won’t do a bit of good.”

			When Eddie exited the trailer, he finally approached us and asked that million-dollar question—

			“Could you tell me just what the hell you were doing here?”

			I held up my hand. “Eddie, I want you to know this whole thing is on me. I’m the one who pulled Bonnie into this. She’s perfectly innocent.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yes. I dragged Bonnie here because I needed to see her friend Jeremy.”

			“The guy who lives in this trailer?”

			“Lived!” Bonnie cried. “Now he’s missing—”

			“He had a very good reason to get out of town, Bonnie.” Hands on hips, Eddie stood over his sister. “Do you know anything about Jeremy? Anything at all?”

			“Jeremy is a nice guy—”

			“He’s been stealing power from the town grid,” Eddie interrupted. “And he’s rigged a satellite dish to the top of that old utility pole and another on his mobile home’s roof. He must have ten computers and I don’t know what else in there. What was he doing, trying to contact aliens?”

			Bonnie was defiant. “He said he had an online business!”

			“With what, the CIA? And why is everything smashed up in there?”

			“Ask that creep we caught robbing the place,” Bonnie shot back.

			“I did. His name is Norman Rice. He’s a drug addict who lives right here at Wentworth Arms. For him, this was a simple crime of opportunity. He saw the door wide open and the place already ransacked. So he decided to take some things for himself.”

			Eddie sighed. “That trailer was wrecked more than twenty hours ago—just after four a.m. this morning, in fact.”

			“How do you know?”

			Eddie tapped his head. “Brilliant deductive reasoning. There’s a broken clock in there displaying the date and time.”

			“Oh.”

			“You still haven’t told me why you’re both here.”

			I spoke up. “I thought Jeremy might know something about Mrs. Cunningham’s shooting. Actually, I thought he might know a person who may know something about that crime—and like Jeremy, this young woman is a missing person.”

			“I have no reports on any missing persons, Pen.”

			“I told you about her yesterday, Eddie. She’s a dog walker for Jane Cunningham. And she just happened to vanish the same time that Mrs. Cunningham was shot. Earlier today, one of Jane’s tenants told me her name is Rebecca Wilkes. No one knows what happened to her, and I have yet to track her down.”

			“You believe this Ms. Wilkes is a suspect?”

			“Either that or a material witness—”

			“To what, Pen?”

			“To Mrs. Cunningham’s life. She might know something about the person who shot her.”

			“Okay,” Eddie said, clearly out of patience. “I can’t fault you for your fanciful theorizing because you haven’t heard.”

			“Heard what?”

			“We have Jane Cunningham’s shooter in custody. I arrested him this morning.”

			“Him?” I sputtered. “Who—?”

			“Her neighbor on Larchmont Avenue. Robert Slattery.”

			“That’s impossible. Slattery may be a bit unhinged, but I think he’s harmless, and so does Dr. Rubino—”

			“We have evidence, Pen, and a motive.”

			“Motive? Because of a vandalized garden?”

			“Because of a long-running feud between the Slattery family and Carl Cunningham’s real estate business.”

			“What does Jane’s late husband’s business have to do with anything?”

			“The two families have been in a legal scuffle over a valuable piece of property for a decade, the land where Slattery’s General Store burned down. That suit was finally settled in court and not to the Slattery family’s benefit.”

			“Okay,” I relented, “but what’s your evidence?”

			“Four spent twenty-two-caliber cartridges,” Eddie replied. “They match the bullet that struck Mrs. Cunningham.”

			“Where did you find them?”

			“In Slattery’s tree house. I just got a hunch and climbed up there. It’s rickety, but from that vantage point, you can clearly see Briar Patch Road and the exact spot where Mrs. Cunningham was shot.”

			“What about a weapon? Did you find the rifle?”

			Some of the certainty faded from Eddie’s face.

			“Not yet, but Robert Slattery is a hoarder, and we really haven’t begun a serious search. The state police agreed to send gun-sniffing dogs tomorrow, so it’s only a matter of time.”

			“One last question, Eddie. Did you ever interview Stanley Cunningham and Ella Pruett?”

			“I did. And they have alibis, Pen, solid ones.”

			“But what if—”

			Eddie raised his hand. “They check out, Pen. At the time Jane Cunningham was shot, her brother-in-law, Stanley, was in New York City, where he works as a bartender, and Ella was in Providence, in a face-to-face meeting with a mortgage banker.”

			“You didn’t let me finish,” I replied.

			Eddie folded his arms. “Go ahead.”

			“I was trying to say that with so much to gain if Jane were out of the picture, Stan and Ella could have hired someone else to do the shooting, which makes their solid alibis sound pretty convenient, if you think about it.”

			“Sorry, Pen.” Eddie shook his head. “I have no time for elaborate conspiracy theories. I have a suspect. I have a motive. And I have solid evidence. In the next twelve hours, I expect I’ll find the weapon, too. Case closed.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			Wrestle Mania

			
				There is no honor in not fighting at all.

				—Mark William Calaway aka the Undertaker (WWF/E, retired)

			

			By the time I dropped Bonnie off at her dad’s pizza shop, commiserated with the poor thing about her missing boyfriend, and climbed the stairs to my home above the bookstore, it was well past midnight.

			Bookmark needed some love and attention, so I carried her upstairs and placed her on my bed. The poor cat soon got an earful, because I had nowhere else to vent my anger—and I was hopping mad.

			“Case closed?” I muttered as I kicked off my shoes. “What makes Eddie so certain he’s on the right track?”

			I collapsed on the bed, flat on my back, still dressed. “I’m telling you, Bookmark, anyone could have climbed that tree and shot Jane.”

			Bookmark quietly crawled onto my chest and started kneading my sweater. I continued to rant—

			“Unless the police find the weapon in Slattery’s house, you can color me unconvinced.”

			Color you unconvinced? Jack said, speaking for the first time since the shocking incident at the trailer park. Please tell me unconvinced is one of those high-fashion shades like Montezuma purple.

			“Jack! You’re back! Thank goodness, but I could have used your help an hour ago when I was dealing with Eddie.”

			I heard your rant, doll. I just didn’t have the juice to reply. But what do you expect? Police minds are basic. Most run on one gear, and they prefer not to shift.

			“I expected more from Eddie.”

			Your friend Eddie is like every other cop. He likes to keep things simple, and he wants the case closed, preferably with an open-and-shut, straight-as-a-ruler bedtime story to tell a DA and jury.

			Purring, Bookmark settled down contentedly beside me while I gently rubbed her ears.

			“I can certainly understand Eddie’s preference. I want this crime solved, too. And I want a nice, neat conclusion, but I still see too many glass balls in the air—and I’m still juggling. Now I have a mystery woman who’s vanished. Jeremy went from eccentric to clearly sketchy. And I’m convinced a grieving, innocent widower has become a victim of circumstance—and was falsely arrested.”

			We’ll work on your case, Penny. I promise. But right now it’s past your bedtime, and you need to rest.

			“I’ll close my eyes, Jack, but I’m too upset to fall asleep.”

			Just close your eyes, honey, and I’ll help you along.

			“How are you going to do that?”

			I’m gonna show you how I solved my own doggone mystery . . .

			

			*   *   *

			
			“I say, moi-dah da bum!”

			Startled, I opened my eyes—and almost closed them again. A moment ago, I was lying in my bed, talking to my cat. Now I was sitting in a sea of screaming people, all shouting madly at two hugely muscled men squaring off inside a brightly lit wrestling ring below.

			Suddenly jostled, I nearly lost my balance. Jack Shepard’s solid arms caught me before I pitched headlong off the mezzanine and into the howling mob below. Protectively, he pulled me close—close enough for me to breathe in his fresh-smelling aftershave.

			“I got you, doll! And I won’t let go till you get your sea legs!”

			Comforting words, if they hadn’t been shouted at maximum volume, in a vain attempt to outvoice the throng.

			Beside us, a woman in a plaid muumuu (that’s right: a plaid muumuu) jumped to her feet, yelling at the top of her lungs.

			“Tro him ovah da ropes!”

			With all her might, she hurled something small and green at the ring below. No, it couldn’t be. But it was—a gherkin from a pickle jar! She waved another in the air. And she wasn’t the only one.

			“Come on,” she screamed. “Pickle him, ya palooka!”

			Soon the mob around me took up the chant, until the whole arena echoed with the cry.

			“Pickle him! Pickle him! Pickle him!”

			I covered my ears to muffle the racket, though my eyes remained glued to the ring.

			Just then the man in the green wrestling trunks ducked low, scooped up his opponent (in fiery red) and spun him over his head. With a loud BANG, he dropped the man on the canvas. Red Trunks bounced like a rubber ball, until the guy in green dived on top of him and pinned his thrashing opponent to the mat.

			“He pickled him!” a man shouted gleefully. “He pickled him good!”

			The ref counted to ten, and the man in green raised his hands in victory. The announcer stepped into the ring.

			“And the winner of the third bout at our Majestic Palace Arena is Kirby Dill, the green man who gives the gals a thrill.”

			Pickles filled the air as shouts from boys, grown men, and (surprisingly) plenty of women assaulted my ears.

			It reminded me of the evening Brainert, Seymour, and I watched Gladiator together on cable. Jeopardy! champ Seymour insisted that the biggest fans of the gladiatorial games in ancient Rome were women—housewives, single women, the privileged spouses of the elite, even vestal virgins all relished blood sport even more than their male counterparts.

			I’d hardly believed it when Seymour told us. But it proved to be true, according to the encyclopedia I checked. And seeing all the screaming women around me, I now believed him on a whole other level.

			“It’s too bad you missed Donny,” Jack cried over the roar. “He and Ivan the Terrible really went at it.”

			“Donny won?”

			“No contest. Our Dogface Donny Danger took out the Russian in the fifth round, when he broke a chair over Ivan the Terrible’s noggin.”

			“Oh, gee. I’m sorry I missed that.”

			“It was something,” Jack replied with a little smile that told me he was intentionally ignoring my sarcasm.

			Meanwhile, interest in the green man waned as the announcer moved on to the next bout, between Sam the Salamander Slayer and Kid Ballpeen.

			I nudged Jack.

			“So what are we doing here? I mean, what’s the play? I remember the facts of your case. We’re at Donny’s Sunday night wrestling match, aren’t we? The one he invited us to see at a converted theater called the Majestic Palace. You said it was an old burlesque house.”

			“That’s right.” Jack nodded. “What else do you remember?”

			“The manager of the Aces High nightclub—your client with a fetish for redheads and Ludlow strongboxes—told you his silent partner, a gangster of some kind, has the dog statue you’ve been hunting for. And he’s supposed to have an office here? Does he?”

			Jack pointed to an alcove twenty feet away. Inside that darkened recess, I could just make out a shiny doorknob on an all-but-invisible door. A young tough guy in a flashy silk suit lingered watchfully beside the alcove.

			“Paul Lambert’s mystery partner hangs his shingle behind that door—a smart move.”

			“Why is that?”

			“The man’s underworld associates can waltz in and out of the theater on wrestling nights, and do their business with the big boss, without attracting undo attention.”

			“Any luck spotting this hoodlum or his associates tonight?”

			“Not so far, but if you see a guy climbing those steps with his own entourage—” Suddenly, Jack craned his neck. “Someone’s coming.”

			Jack and I watched as three nattily dressed toughs climbed the stairs to the mezzanine. They flanked a fourth man in evening wear. This one walked with a kingly smirk under lacquered black hair. He wore an oversized scarlet rose in his lapel and carried a leather valise that matched the color of the rose.

			Jack tipped his head. “That’s Joey Flowers. It’s what they call him because he’s always got one in his lapel. He’s a big-time gambler and small-time promoter. It figures he’d wheedle his way into the wrestling racket. Wherever there’s dough to grift, you’ll find his shifty mitts.”

			As the waiting guard in the silk suit opened the door for his boss, Jack raised a pair of opera glasses. I saw a light snap on inside that secret room and Jack muttered a curse.

			“What’s wrong?”

			The detective slipped me the glasses. Through the open door, I saw a small office with all the ambience of a prison cell. There was a big window with bars on it, and a sparse gathering of furniture: a few chairs and a cheap wooden desk. On that very desk sat a painted statue of a dog that looked exactly like Toto Two.

			“We found the statue, Jack!”

			After all that time digging, it felt like we’d finally struck gold. But the detective wasn’t smiling.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“We found it, Penny. But now we have to get it.”

			“It’s just a lead statue. Practically worthless. Why not walk up to this Mr. Flowers and simply ask for it? Or make him an offer if he doesn’t want to part with the thing for free? I’m sure he’ll be reasonable about it.”

			“Joey Flowers reasonable?” Jack snorted. “You’ll find glaciers in Hades first.”

			“You could try.”

			“There are two flaws in your plan, honey. You’re correct when you say the statue has no real value, but that just means Joey Flowers kept it from its rightful owner out of spite.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Because Joey is a gutter rat.”

			“Okay. What’s the second flaw in my plan?”

			“The last time Joey and I had an encounter, Mr. Flowers promised to fit me for a pair of cement shoes and dump me in the East River. And that, Penny, my sweet, is a direct quote.”

			“So you really were lying back at the Aces High when you said you had information for the person who had the dog statue.”

			“It was a poker play, and the bluff got me here, didn’t it?”

			“Sure. But what now? How do we get the statue?”

			“The same way Joey got it. We steal it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			Robbing Hoods

			
				He who jumps for the moon and gets it not, leaps higher than he who stoops for a penny in the mud.

				—Howard Pyle, The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood

			

			After the final bout of the evening, most of the crowd dispersed into the Manhattan night.

			Jack challenged me to come up with a plan to get him in—and out—of Joey Flowers’s office without ending up at the bottom of the East River.

			As he disappeared to “do a little recon,” he instructed me to wait in the theater lobby, where I bumped into a wall of hairy muscle.

			“Donny!” I cried. “Congratulations on your victory. I know the chair didn’t survive, but I hope Ivan’s okay.”

			Donny frowned. “Ivan’s right here”—he jerked his thumb at a crowd of overly muscled men gathered in a tight, grumbling knot—“but none of us are okay, Miss Penny.”

			“What’s going on? You gentlemen look positively miserable.”

			“You can say that again,” Ivan groused as he stroked his long beard.

			“We were cheated, miss,” said a gentle giant I recognized as Kirby Dill, who gave the gals a thrill. He didn’t seem very thrilled now.

			“The promoter cleaned out the till,” Donny explained. “He shoved all the box-office dough into a red valise.”

			“We were promised a C-note for tonight’s fight,” Ivan cried. “I got a chair broke over my head, and I didn’t even make ten bucks.”

			“I don’t like being cheated after all my hard work,” Donny moaned. “Who would?”

			Jack appeared at my shoulder. “So, there’s a window in Joey’s office that faces the alley. A fire escape leads to it, but it wouldn’t do him any good in a real fire. He’s got security bars on that window. They’re welded to the frame. No way anyone’s passing through them. So, what do you think, Penny? Got any ideas?”

			I tapped my chin. “Fire escape, huh? And bars on the windows?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Well, what if there was a fire?”

			Jack nodded his approval. “Interesting idea, partner. Tell me more . . .”

			I told Jack what I had learned from the wrestlers. The night’s receipts were stuffed inside Joey Flowers’s red valise. The wrestlers gathered around as we spoke, until there were six big, scary-looking men who just happened to have a grudge against a certain promoter—a grudge I knew Jack and I could bank on (literally). And I whispered my idea into Jack’s ear.

			He nodded his approval and gathered everyone into a huddle.

			“Gentleman, my partner has a plan to get the money owed to you, but we’ve got to do this smart. I need you guys to set the stage and do a little acting. Are you game?”

			Donny and Dill both laughed, and the rest of the wrestlers nodded.

			“Acting is what we do!” roared the Pickle Man.

			“That’s right!” Sam the Salamander Slayer cried. “We special-a-tize in it.”

			My plan was simple. And I knew from Jack’s reaction it was what he’d come up with, as well. Unfortunately, it involved him walking into the lion’s den. Recalling Joey Flowers’s threat, I voiced my concerns and was promptly overruled.

			“Sometimes that’s what you have to do,” Jack insisted. “You can’t be afraid to face dangerous situations, not in this business, not if you want to get to the truth.”

			“All right,” I said, surrendering. “I don’t like it. Not one bit. But with all the tough guys surrounding Flowers, it’s the only solution I can think of. So . . . where do you want me to be for this?”

			“On the other side of Joey’s window, where you’ll have a front row seat for my wrestling match.”

			

			*   *   *

			Fifteen minutes later the theater was practically deserted. Only the cleaning crew was left, to sweep up peanut shells, spilled popcorn, and soggy gherkins.

			I was crouched below Joey Flowers’s barred office window, three floors up, on a fire escape overlooking a dark, scary alley. I could hear the nasty gangster boss talking on his phone, and the low banter of his three young bodyguards.

			I was waiting for Jack to execute our plan.

			I didn’t have to wait long.

			Through the half-open window, I heard the office door open and a familiar voice call,

			“Hiya, Joey, how’s business?”

			“Jack Shepard,” Flowers growled. “You got a lot of guts coming here. Too bad you won’t be leaving.”

			“Look, Flowers. I know you hate me and frankly the feeling is mutual. But tonight, I’m here to help.”

			“Help how?”

			“I’m working for a client, and I found out something—”

			“What client?”

			“Privileged information. And it’s what I found out that’s important, not who I learned it from.”

			“Do tell us, shamus, before we finish you.”

			The toughs all laughed at the boss’s humor. Jack didn’t.

			“Listen to me. All of you. I came here to warn you.”

			“About what?” Flowers demanded.

			“This place is going to burn to the ground tonight, and you and your boys are going to burn with it.”

			The hoodlum’s response was ruthless. “Grab him, boys.”

			I heard a scuffle and risked peeking through the window—in time to see two men hold Jack by his arms while a third smacked him in the jaw.

			“You’re making a mistake, Joey. I’m not lying— Ugh.”

			Jack’s words were cut short by a punch to the gut. More blows followed, until I had to turn away.

			Where are the wrestlers? I desperately wondered. Did they chicken out? They should have started by now!

			Finally, inside the office, I heard one of the thugs cry out.

			“Hey, boss. I smell smoke!”

			“Me, too,” said another.

			“I warned you, Flowers,” Jack grunted. “With those bars on your window, we’re all gonna die unless we get outta here now!”

			Outside, even I could smell smoke. But I already knew there was no fire—no real fire, anyway. The wrestlers had only started a perfectly safe, but horribly smelling, smoking fire in a trash can.

			“You two, keep hold of that shamus!” Flowers barked. “Rocco, open the door and see what’s going on.”

			The thug who’d been beating on Jack grabbed the doorknob.

			“I can’t open it. It’s blocked! From the outside!”

			Flowers rushed around the desk and pounded on the door. “Hey, let us out of here!”

			“They’ve got you trapped, Flowers,” Jack grunted. “You should have believed me!”

			“Let him go!” Flowers cried. “And help me break down the damn door!”

			The thugs released Jack, who clutched the desk to keep from falling.

			On cue, everyone heard a loud scuffle outside, followed by a crash. Then the door was ripped off its hinges, and hulking Dogface Donny Danger was standing there, framed in billowing smoke.

			“Some guys tried to bar your door,” Donny declared. “Me and the other wrestlers chased them away! We saved you, but you’ve got to go now. The joint is on fire!”

			In a blind panic, Flowers was out the door first, followed by the two thugs who’d held Jack for his beating. Rocco, the meanest of the bunch, was about to follow when I heard his coughing boss call from the smoke-filled hall.

			“Get back there, Rocco, and grab the cash. It’s in my valise!”

			The gangster brutally shoved a dazed Jack aside and reached for the bag of money. Only Jack wasn’t dazed. He’d been acting, too.

			“Hey, Rocco, look out for that palooka!” he shouted, pretending another man had entered the room. “No, don’t hit him!”

			Rocco began to turn, and in one smooth move, Jack grabbed the lead dog statue and bashed the thug over the head with it.

			The gangster pitched to the floor, out cold. Jack pulled the valise from his hands, moved to the window, and slipped it through the bars to me, along with the dog statue.

			In the distance, we heard sirens.

			“Go!” Jack told me. “I’ll meet you at the bottom.”

			It was an ingenious play. While everyone else in the building ran out the front doors, I moved down the fire escape and Jack slipped out the back. He knew it wasn’t a real fire, so he simply covered his mouth and nose with a kerchief and moved toward the smoke in the stairwell, down to the basement, and out the back-alley door.

			It was a cinch.

			Even if someone had stopped Jack, he would have been caught with nothing on him. No dog statue, and no red valise stuffed with money.

			When Rocco woke up, all he would remember was Jack Shepard, once again, trying to tell him about impending danger.

			So if Joey Flowers wanted to blame anyone, the last person he’d consider fitting with cement shoes would be Jack Shepard.

			“In fact,” Jack said, “the next time I saw Flowers, he thanked me for trying to warn him.”

			“You’re all right, Shepard,” the less-than-brilliant gangster said. “Maybe next time you tell me something, I’ll believe you.”

			“What now?” I asked Jack, handing him the dog statue and valise.

			“Now we take a little trip across town.”

			“Where?”

			Jack’s answer, as ironic as ever, consisted of six words—

			“Close your eyes, and you’ll see.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			A Tale of Two Totos

			
				“Remember, I’ve got no idea what this is all about,” said the girl . . .

				—Dashiell Hammett, “The Assistant Murderer,” Black Mask, 1926

			

			I opened my eyes to find myself back in the Press Room, that dingy, dimly lit watering hole near Pennsylvania Station favored by midtown’s newshounds.

			“To Jack Shepard!” Dogface Donny declared, raising his glass high. “The man with the plan!”

			His fellow strongmen joined in the toast, and plenty of backslapping and carousing followed. No headlocks or chair throwing (thank goodness), just raucous laughter and good-natured bending of elbows.

			By now Jack had ditched Joey Flowers’s red valise and passed the Robin Hood money to the men, who’d divvied it up among themselves.

			The wrestlers had exchanged their colorful trunks for street clothes and gathered at the journalists’ gin mill at Jack’s request, but no one would have mistaken these muscle-bound giants with tattoos, wild hair, and weird beards for tabloid scribblers, section editors, or copyboys.

			“So, Shepard, what’s the story?”

			The grizzled old crime reporter Morgan Keene (the one who’d given Jack that valuable tip on the Ludlow strongboxes) waited for Jack to fulfill his promise and come clean.

			Jack bought Keene a fresh pour of whisky and settled on the stool next to him.

			I sidled close and listened with interest as Jack quietly explained why, with a cutthroat gangster involved, he couldn’t risk the details of his case going public. Before Keene could object, Jack held up his hand—

			“How about another story—just as good, if not better?”

			“And what would that be?” Keene asked skeptically.

			“You’re lookin’ at it.”

			Jack regaled Keene with the colorful untold stories of the wrestlers celebrating in the bar.

			“Take Dogface Donny over there. You’d never know that mean-looking machine is really a sweet guy who babies his three lapdogs. Danny was discovered while working as a bouncer at an exclusive Manhattan nightclub. Now he not only wrestles for packed crowds, but he also appears in pictures as a background tough guy.”

			Keene nodded. “Go on.”

			“All of these palookas have interesting tales to tell. Sam the Salamander Slayer came from a circus, Kid Ballpeen was a Broadway set painter, and the green giant there, Kirby Dill, actually started out as an opera singer. How’s that for good copy?”

			Keene smiled. “I can see it. And the pictures of these guys in their trunks should interest my female readers.”

			That was when I jumped in and mentioned how many women I’d seen cheering the wrestlers at the Majestic Palace. “Just like the days of the Roman gladiators,” I added with a Seymour flourish. “As a woman, I can tell you, I believe it would make a fascinating feature, too.”

			“ ‘The Ladies and the Strongmen,’ ” Jack said, sending a wink my way.

			Keene’s eyes lit up—the whisky helped. And so did his new beat as Mildred Virtue, the highly paid women’s advice columnist, which had made the female angle lucrative for Keene.

			“I’ll do it,” he told Jack, “but you still owe me.”

			“What do you want? Lettuce?”

			“Hell, no. I want to know the end of your story!”

			“Off the record?”

			Keene crossed his heart. “You have my word.”

			“I don’t know . . .”

			“Oh, come on, Detective,” I coaxed. “Let’s finish this case. You know I’m dying to know, too. Who hired you? I mean, the dog obviously didn’t. So who left Toto Two at your door with the C-note and letter full of riddles? Who wanted this dog statue so badly, they’d put you through all those hoops, including a run-in with a notorious gangster? What was this case really all about?”

			Jack’s answer was a single word—

			“Him.”

			“Who?” Keene and I said together.

			Jack tipped his head toward the far corner of the room, where a man sat alone, the red end of his cigarette burning through the bar’s shabby light. It was the same hulking man I’d seen shadowing us and watching Jack’s apartment window from the street corner on the very night Toto Two appeared at his door.

			As the man approached us, I finally got a look at his scarred and pockmarked face. I recoiled not so much at his rough features and close-set eyes but the twisted grimace of his expression and the meanness in his gaze.

			The silk-suited boneheads around Joey Flowers were pretty guard dogs compared to this junkyard killer, a product of back alleys, rough streets, and prison yards, whose aura of intimidation conveyed the frightening, teeth-baring evidence of what it took to survive in such places.

			Jack’s reaction was automatic. He stood to confront the ex-con.

			“Back off, Muggsy. If I so much as see a glint of that handy knife of yours, you’re going straight back to the slammer.”

			Muggsy saw Jack’s hand poised to dip into his double-breasted suit, and quickly raised his palms.

			“Take it easy, shamus. Keep your heater holstered. I’m not gonna harm a hair on your head—or your pretty little partner’s here.”

			“Leave my partner out of it.”

			“Why? Seems to me she did as much legwork as you. If you don’t split my C-note with her, I’d call it a cryin’ shame.”

			Jack’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know about that C-note?”

			“Because I put it in the envelope for you. Along with that letter. I’m the one who hired that bobby-soxer to dress up in her mama’s clothes and leave the little dog with the Ludlow key under the collar.”

			“Jack, I still don’t understand,” I whispered. “What’s this all about?”

			“What’s this all about?” Muggsy looked at Jack and laughed. Then he pointed to the shiner forming around the PI’s right eye. “Payback, that’s what. Ain’t I right, shamus? I warned you it was coming, didn’t I? Even left you a message with your little secretary . . .”

			Before I could ask, that message appeared before me like magic, the words floating in midair—

			
				I’m out of the joint where you put me and back in town.

				I’ll be seeing you, Shepard. I owe you payback.

				Expect me soon.

			

			Muggsy laughed again, a big belly laugh. He laughed so hard and so long, he doubled over. That laughter grew louder and louder until it drowned out the noise of the bar.

			I covered my ears with my white-gloved hands until I could hardly stand it anymore. “Jack, make him stop! Please, make him stop!”

			That’s when the earthquake hit (or what felt like one, anyway). The wooden bar began to shake, bottles broke, and pictures smashed to the ground. Then the walls began to crumble—

			“Jack! What’s happening?”

			“Hold on, Penny. We need a change of scene—”

			And that’s when all the lights went out.

			

			*   *   *

			I opened my eyes, but everything looked fuzzy.

			“Jack, where am I now?” I blinked, rubbing away the blur to find myself sitting on a soft, lumpy old sofa, snuggled up against a hard wall of muscle.

			“We’re back at my apartment, honey. That’s where we are. Back where we started . . .”

			Jack was also back in his pajama bottoms, bare feet up on the coffee table, his arm around me.

			“Sorry I cut things short, but I couldn’t stand another second in that smug mug’s presence.”

			“I don’t blame you. But who exactly was that man? And why did he owe you payback?”

			Jack told me about the horrible case of Muggsy Malone, and how he had helped put the man behind bars for knifing a teenage boy during a Hell’s Kitchen street fight over a dice game.

			“Turns out, Muggsy did time in the joint with a man named Kraft who was once in business with Joey Flowers, just like Paul Lambert, at the Aces High nightclub, only Kraft had partnered with Flowers in a dog-racing venture. After a few good years, things went south when officials discovered the races were all fixed. Since Flowers was a silent partner, he walked away clean. It was Kraft who got the shaft.”

			“So Kraft went to prison and ended up as Muggsy’s cellmate?”

			“That’s right. When Muggsy was about to get sprung, Kraft asked for a favor. He still had three years left on his own sentence, and he wanted something done on the quick. So he offered Muggsy a deal . . .

			“Kraft told the street thug: ‘Get my Toto dog statue back from that SOB Joey Flowers and deliver what you find inside to my little girl. If you’re smart enough to figure out how to do that and you buy her a dog that looks just like that pooch from the yellow-brick-road picture, I’ll set you up good with the boys in Cuba.’

			“Muggsy knew Kraft had connections to a Cuban hotel casino where the work was easy, and he could lounge on the beach and sip rum cocktails for the rest of his life. Kraft planned on joining him there once he got out of Sing Sing.

			“ ‘Do this for me, and you’ll have it made,’ Kraft promised him.”

			“So what happened next?”

			“Muggsy knew Joey Flowers would never just hand over that Toto statue for the asking. And if anyone did ask, or try to steal it, Muggsy figured they’d catch a beating, or worse. He owed me payback for sending him up the river, and he knew I occasionally did work for Flowers’s partner at the Aces High Club, so he came up with the idea of hiring me. He figured with my connections and reputation on the street for doggedly working cases, I’d retrieve Kraft’s statue for him—and get a beating in the process. Payback complete.”

			“But why leave Toto Two at your door? Why the mysterious note?”

			“Are you kidding? Muggsy knew I would never take a job from him. Not in a million years. He thought about using a dame to act the part of a client wanting to hire me, but he couldn’t find any he could trust to pull it off. Then he read Timothy Brennan’s doggy-business feature on me in that tabloid. He figured I had a soft spot for four-legged fur hats, so he bought a terrier that looked just like Toto—since Kraft asked him to get one for his little girl, anyway. Then he slipped a few bucks to a bobby-soxer to disguise herself and deliver it to my door.”

			“And you took the doggone case.”

			“Sure. I mean, a whole C-note for a weekend’s work on some silly puzzle—why not? And I was more than a little curious to get to the bottom of who would set me up to work for a dog.”

			I took a breath to consider Jack’s words—and all the crazy twists and turns we’d been through. “I guess if Muggsy set all that up, he really was smart enough to work for Kraft. What a way to pass a job interview! But where did he get the Ludlow key?”

			“It was Kraft’s strongbox in the first place, and he told Muggsy where to find the key. He’d gotten word in prison that Flowers had robbed some Ludlow strongboxes—including his own. He figured Muggsy would show the key to Flowers as proof that Kraft had sent him, but that’s not what Muggsy did. Like I said, Muggsy knew Flowers would never just hand anything over for the asking. He knew that dog statue wouldn’t be easy to get.”

			“But you got it.”

			“And a shiner in the process.”

			“Oh, Jack, that was so awful, watching you take that beating.”

			“Hey, the plan worked, didn’t it? And Donny and his wrestling pals got the money Flowers stole from them.”

			“So, you weren’t sorry you took the case?”

			“Naw, not when I saw it to the end.”

			“What do you mean? What happened after Muggsy confronted you in that bar?”

			“I finished the job.”

			“But how?”

			“While Muggsy watched, I broke the dog’s legs, just as his letter instructed—”

			“Meaning the dog statue. Of course!”

			“That’s right. No harm ever came to Toto Two.”

			“Was there really something hidden inside?”

			Jack nodded. “Stock certificates, and every last one was written in the name of Kraft’s daughter, Sally. The certificates were worth a small fortune. You should have seen Muggsy’s face. His eyes practically popped out of his head with glee. He stood there in that bar, laughing at my shiner—courtesy of Joey Flowers—and stuck his hand out, expecting me to just pass over those valuable stock notes. But I didn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“I told the cackling hood, ‘You hired me for a job, and I’m gonna finish it.’ ”

			And that was exactly what Jack did. He quickly tracked down Kraft’s little girl, though she was no longer little.

			“When I caught up with Sally Kraft, she was nineteen and already a newlywed,” Jack said. “Sally’s mother had died years before. With her father in prison and no relatives willing to take her, she was placed into foster care, which is where she met the boy she married. She and her young husband were renting a cold-water flat in Greenwich Village. The two were happy together, but they were also dirt-poor—until I delivered the good news in the form of that golden paper.”

			“She must have been surprised.”

			Jack smiled. “She nearly fainted, partly because of the instant fortune. And partly because she was six months pregnant and a little unsteady. But her husband, Bobby Breen, was thrilled. Bobby told me their dream was to move to New England, buy a pretty piece of property by a lake where they could live a quiet life. Sounded kinda nice, I have to admit.”

			“What happened to Toto Two?”

			“I delivered the dog to Sally, just like Kraft wanted. She had tears in her eyes when she saw the little barker. She said The Wizard of Oz had been her favorite movie as a child. All during those sad and lonely years, she had wished for a dog like Toto to comfort her. Now she had that, too.”

			

			*   *   *

			When I opened my eyes the next morning, my mind was positively reeling from Jack’s revelations, including the name of Sally’s young husband—

			“Bobby Breen,” I whispered to my empty bedroom. “Could he be related to Amber Breen?”

			That’s when I recalled something our guest author had blurted out during our crazy phone conversation the day before she came to town: Amber Breen had called one of her dogs Toto Seven!

			“Jack, is it just a coincidence?”

			But there was no answer. After that doozy of a dream he’d given me, Jack the ghost was fast asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48

			A Dangerous Doggy Business

			
				Half of all criminal offenses occur in the victim’s own neighborhood.

				—Bureau of Justice statistic, 2020

			

			Without any further answers, from Jack (on his case or my own), I rolled out of bed to start a new day. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I was glad to find Aunt Sadie in the kitchen, pouring me a fresh cup of good strong Irish breakfast tea.

			“I’m sorry, Pen, but I’m afraid I indulged the boy last night,” she confessed, handing me the piping hot cup.

			“What happened?”

			“The Jack Shield marathon on the Intrigue Channel. I let Spencer watch one too many episodes before I sent him off to bed.”

			And the result? It was nearly time for school, but Spencer was still snoring. And there was a new wrinkle in our daily routine called walking the dog. Right now that was out of the question, unless Spencer wanted to be tardy, and I wouldn’t let that happen, despite Sparky staring at my son with big, desperate eyes, one paw resting on the boy’s bed, the leash in his mouth.

			“I have an idea,” Sadie said. “You throw on some play clothes and walk the dog while I get Spencer up and off to school?”

			I found myself making that pained sound I’d picked up from the Franzetti siblings. To be clear, the walking part of walking the dog wasn’t what gave me qualms.

			“Oh, pooh, Pen,” Sadie said, reading my mind. “It’s just poo.”

			She handed me a pair of disposable gloves and a plastic baggie.

			“You clean Bookmark’s litter box all the time.”

			“Yes,” I countered. “But that only involves a shovel!”

			Sparky seemed to understand and nudged me with his cold, wet nose. Finally, he dropped the leash on my feet.

			Sparky can’t be that smart, I thought. It must be Pavlovian. The crinkle of the plastic must be (for lack of a better word) triggering.

			Sparky waited patiently while I found a suitable coat—it was much colder this morning than last night—and he behaved like a perfect gentleman when we got outside. The dog walked at my pace, only stopping to mark a pole or fire hydrant.

			The dog had one annoying habit, however. Sparky liked to circle around his target, stepping off the curb to mark the lamppost or telephone pole while standing in the street. It wasn’t safe, but there was no traffic, so I indulged the canine’s whim.

			The street was so quiet that a motion I caught out of the corner of my eye startled me. It was only someone sitting behind the wheel of a luxury SUV that I’d assumed was unoccupied. What I glimpsed was the top of the individual’s hoodie as they bent over the steering wheel and vigorously scratched the back of their neck.

			Sparky decided the dog walk wasn’t for him. Instead, he headed in the opposite direction, toward Bud Napp’s Hardware.

			A brisk autumn wind gusted down Cranberry Street, and I tried not to shiver. It made me think of Jack, and I quietly called out to him—but my ghost was still sleeping off the dream he’d given me.

			Finally, I grew impatient.

			“Come on, Sparky, do your business. What are you waiting for? The stock market to open?”

			Again, the dog seemed to understand. He immediately stepped off the curb beside a public trash can and squatted. I heard a car slowly roll down the street behind me. I glanced over my shoulder, and my paranoid alarm went off.

			It was the same SUV I’d seen a moment ago on the opposite side of the street. The driver had moved to our side, rolled to a halt less than a block away, and kept the engine running.

			Without seeming too obvious, I tried to make out the face behind the wheel but got nowhere. The windows were tinted, and the sun visor was down.

			“Time to move along, Sparky—”

			But there was no moving the dog now. Sparky was in the middle of a major transaction. Mercifully, the end came quickly. While I donned the gloves and unfurled the baggie, I took a final glance at the driver, whose head was turned away from me as they vigorously scratched their arm.

			I decided I was paranoid and proceeded with the scooping.

			“Smooth as silk, Sparky,” I said proudly as I sealed the bag.

			Once again, the dog had drifted off the sidewalk, to mark the trash can.

			Suddenly, the driver threw the SUV in gear and hit the gas so hard that the tires squealed. The vehicle leaped forward, heading straight for Jane’s dog!

			“Sparky, come!” I shouted and pulled hard on his leash, even as the dog obeyed my command. Between my tug and the dog’s momentum, Sparky hit me like a medicine ball. We both tumbled to the sidewalk as the SUV roared by.

			Tires squealed again as the vehicle braked.

			I was still trying to untangle myself from Sparky and his leash when the SUV went into reverse and stopped beside us with the driver’s door already open. What happened next nearly paralyzed me.

			The driver lunged, but not at me. Sparky yowled in protest when the stranger’s arms closed around him and tried to toss him into the vehicle!

			“No!” I cried. Still holding the leash, I pulled with all my might—so hard I feared the collar might snap. Instead, Sparky clawed his way up and over the stranger’s shoulders.

			Whoever this person was, they had disguised themselves completely. Their form was hidden beneath a bulky coat, black gloves covered their hands, a hoodie was pulled fully over their head, and dark sunglasses and a black surgical mask obscured their face. In the terrifying seconds this all took place, the driver barely registered as a blur.

			After climbing over the stranger’s shoulder, Sparky hit the ground snapping, tearing a hole in the person’s coat as he went. I moved to pull Sparky to safety and the dognapper wisely gave up, jumping back behind the wheel.

			Still fighting mad, I swung with the only weapon I had.

			The smelly bag burst, the door slammed, and the SUV was gone.

			Seconds later, Bud Napp appeared at my side with a crowbar clutched in his fist.

			“I heard you scream and came running! What happened, Pen?”

			“An SUV almost ran me down and the driver tried to steal Sparky!”

			Bud scanned the empty street. “Whatever happened, it’s recorded,” he said, gesturing to the CCTV camera over the entrance of his store. Then he took a step back and made a face.

			“Toss what’s left of that doggy bag in the trash and come inside,” he said. “While we wait for the police, you can clean up.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 49

			Case Overload

			
				It’s dangerous to know too much.

				—Agatha Christie, The Secret Adversary, 1922

			

			To my surprise, Deputy Chief Franzetti responded to Bud Napp’s 911 call. As soon as he came through the door, he spotted me, frowned, and scratched the back of his neck.

			“Don’t you ever sleep, Pen?”

			“I could say the same about you.”

			“I got zero sleep last night,” he acknowledged. “I’ve been on duty for nineteen hours straight, and the state police and their gun-sniffing dogs are due in two hours.”

			Eddie loosened his jacket. “So, what happened? Bud told the operator that someone tried to run you over.”

			“See for yourself, Eddie.” Bud placed a laptop on the counter. “I called up the security footage.”

			Watching the replay, I was amazed at how fast things had happened. It took no more than thirty seconds. But Eddie agreed that the driver deliberately tried to run us down and attempted to snatch the dog.

			Unfortunately, one important clue was left in doubt. I squinted at the image frozen on Bud’s computer screen. “I can’t read the license plate.”

			“Petroleum jelly was probably smeared on the plates,” Eddie said. “Or they were covered in cellophane. It’s a cute trick to dodge electronic tolls.”

			“That’s a mighty nice ride,” Bud observed.

			“It’s a BMW X5, and they don’t come cheap.” Eddie scratched his wrist. “It could be a rental. More likely it’s stolen. I’ll check the motor vehicle theft reports for the region and see what I come up with.”

			I glanced at Sparky, sprawled on the concrete floor. The dog was obsessively licking his front paw.

			“Why would anyone want to harm Mrs. Cunningham’s dog? There has to be a connection to the shooting—”

			“Pen, we’ve been over that,” Eddie replied. “The shooter’s been charged. And you know his name: Robert Slattery, Jane Cunningham’s neighbor. He’s sitting in jail right now, awaiting arraignment—”

			“But you haven’t found the weapon.”

			“We will in a few hours, when the staties’ gun dogs sniff it out.”

			I noticed Eddie absently scratching his wrist again. I was about to ask what was wrong—and then I recalled that the driver of the offending SUV was also scratching.

			Allergic reaction, perhaps?

			According to Troy Hanley, Gemma Osborn was allergic to dogs. Of course, the driver was itching long before they even tried to grab Sparky. But I read once that just the thought of exposure to an allergen can sometimes trigger an attack.

			Could the driver of that SUV have been Gemma?

			An intriguing thought, but I stopped myself from sharing it with the deputy chief. I’d already dropped Robert Slattery into hot water. I didn’t want to incriminate Gemma on sheer speculation.

			And yet it seemed to me that when I met her, Gemma knew more about the missing Rebecca Wilkes than her work partner Troy Hanley allowed her to say—which was a good reason to revisit Gemma, preferably when Troy wasn’t around.

			“Okay, Eddie, answer me this,” I said. “If Robert Slattery is the shooter, and he’s safely behind bars, then how do you explain the attack on me? On Sparky?”

			“I don’t know for sure, Pen.” Eddie shrugged. “But what happened to you likely has more to do with the incident at the Wentworth Arms trailer park than the Cunningham shooting.”

			“What?”

			“Someone may think you know too much about Jeremy.”

			“But I don’t know anything about him! And who would care if I did?”

			“Are you kidding?” Eddie said. “You can’t imagine what I found inside that mobile home. I’ve been going through it most of the night. I wanted to learn what I could before the FBI or Homeland Security blocks access—”

			“Homeland Security? What did you find, Eddie, a nuclear device?”

			“No, but I did find at least twenty-five credit cards, all valid, all up-to-date, and all adding up to more than five hundred thousand dollars in credit.”

			“Who needs twenty-five credit cards?”

			“More to the point, who needs twenty-five versions of their name?”

			“What?”

			“Every card has some version of the snake boy’s name on it. But the first name was always different: Jeremy, Jerry, Jer, JJ, or just plain J.” He paused. “When I made that crack about this crazy kid working for the CIA, I wasn’t far off the mark. I also found thirteen valid drivers’ licenses from six different states, along with a passport and student visas for three different countries.”

			“So, how does this lead to an attack on me?”

			“You made a very public display of your curiosity about Jeremy. You may have stirred up a can of worms.”

			“But I was searching for Rebecca Wilkes—”

			“A phantom, Pen. If she lived in Quindicott, she never registered to vote or received one piece of mail. After you mentioned her name last night, I looked into it.”

			My head was spinning now. Was Rebecca Wilkes somehow involved in Jeremy’s dubious activities? Was that why she ran?

			“What about Bonnie?” I asked. “Is she in danger? You know she’s closer to Jeremy than anyone in town.”

			Eddie’s frown deepened, and he furiously scratched his neck again, making me wonder if he’d developed an allergy to dogs, too.

			“I called Ma and told her not to let Bonnie out of the house until I got there.” He glanced at his watch. “That’s where I’m going next.”

			“You didn’t answer my question. Is Bonnie in danger. Am I in danger?”

			Eddie zipped up his jacket. “Just keep watching your back, Pen, and I’ll try to watch out for both of you.”

			After that, I thanked Bud for his help and headed for home—with one wary eye over my shoulder. The other was on Sparky, and I soon noticed that the dog was limping. I knelt and checked his paw.

			I found blood.

			Alarmed, I picked up all eighty pounds of dog and carried him down the street to the mobile veterinary van, which was still parked in front of the Movie Town Theater.

			

			*   *   *

			“Sparky will be fine,” a smiling Dr. Winnik assured me. “He split his claw in that tussle, that’s all.”

			“I panicked when I saw blood.”

			“Nothing to worry about, Mrs. McClure. I trimmed the broken nail and stopped the bleeding with a suture. The antibiotic shot will prevent infection but try to keep that bandage around his paw for a day or two.”

			I knew that would be a challenge. Sparky was already worrying the edges.

			“Do you have anything to calm him? I’ve been seeing commercials for a new antianxiety medication for animals. Blue something—”

			“BlueSky.”

			“That’s it! What do you think?”

			Dr. Winnik frowned. “I’m not using that product in my practice any longer.”

			The way he said it made me think something was very wrong. “Can you tell me why not?”

			“Only unofficially. It’s FDA approved, and the company BioQuill is considered reputable. They’ve marketed trusted human antidepressants for years. But I’ve been hearing troubling anecdotal reports of negative side effects from the BlueSky medication. Internal bleeding. Kidney and liver damage to the animals and other problems.”

			“Oh, my goodness, then let’s skip it, by all means.”

			“I’ll give you some dog chews with natural ingredients that promote calming. You might also try soothing music. Stroke or brush him and give him—”

			“Lots of love.”

			The vet smiled. “I was going to say reassurance, but love will do.”

			“Of course.”

			The young veterinarian then slipped off his gloves and stroked his trimmed beard. “This is Jane Cunningham’s dog, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, I’m watching him while Jane is in the hospital.”

			“I heard about the accident. It’s a terrible shame. She’s such a good person. It was her idea to have Cunningham properties subsidize our mobile van outreach here this week. It’s a good tax write-off for her, of course, but it’s also a helpful gesture to the community.”

			I blinked. “Are you telling me that Jane’s company made the donation? Not Ella Pruett?”

			“Ella who?”

			Jack, did you hear that? The vet never heard of Ella Pruett. That woman lied to me, to all of us! She played on our own good intentions to make sure everything went her way—everyone else’s interests and opinions, be damned!

			I stared into space, waiting for Jack’s response, but there was none. After last night’s dream, my ghost was still sleeping.

			Dr. Winnik touched my shoulder. “Mrs. McClure, are you all right?”

			“What?” I shook my head clear. “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m fine, Doctor. You just surprised me with that information.”

			He frowned with concern. “Well, you should take some time to calm down, too. I’m sure what happened this morning was a shock.”

			“You mean, with Sparky?”

			“Of course. When you came in, you said someone tried to steal him from you. Isn’t that right?

			“Yes, that’s right.”

			“Let me check something, just to be on the safe side.”

			The vet dug out a handheld scanner, played it over Sparky’s back. After a pause, he frowned in puzzlement.

			“What’s wrong?” I asked.

			“Sparky has a microchip implant, but it seems to have malfunctioned.”

			“How is it supposed to work?

			“A small transponder is inserted here.” He pointed to the scruff of Sparky’s neck. “The chip contains an identification number. If an animal is lost, a vet or shelter can scan the microchip with one of these.” He displayed the scanner. “A number that’s registered with a national pet-recovery service comes up. The service matches the number to the owner, and the animal can be returned to its home.”

			“It doesn’t work like a GPS?”

			Dr. Winnik laughed. “No, they don’t have Apple AirTag implants for pets yet. Give science another few years, and I’m sure they’ll be available. Meanwhile, when Mrs. Cunningham is back on her feet, let her know Sparky’s chip went bad. She can make the decision whether to get it replaced.”

			I hurried back to the shop, happy it was after nine a.m. and plenty of people were crowding the sidewalks. Then I filled Sadie in on what had happened to me and Sparky. We weren’t finished talking until it was time to open the shop at ten.

			“Don’t be surprised if Bonnie comes to work with a police escort,” I warned Sadie.

			“It’s terrible, what happened to poor Sparky,” Sadie said, hugging the dog’s neck. “Did that bad driver hurt you?”

			Sparky whimpered and rested his head on Aunt Sadie’s welcoming shoulder.

			“Hey,” I said, “that bad driver knocked your niece on her posterior, too.”

			“Then come over here with Sparky and me for a group hug.”

			I spied Bookmark glaring at us from atop a high shelf.

			“Come down, Bookmark,” I called. “You can join our hug.”

			The cat turned her head and strutted away in disgust.

			“Don’t worry,” Sadie said. “I have her favorite catnip treats under the front counter. With a shake of that bag, all will be forgiven.”

			I couldn’t help but sigh. “If only human grudges could be soothed that easily.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			Return to Larchmont

			
				The why must never be obvious. That is the whole point.

				—Agatha Christie, Five Little Pigs

			

			It was nearly six p.m. when Sadie and I left the store in the hands of Bonnie and Tommy, and headed upstairs for a dinner break.

			“You can take you break at seven,” I told Bonnie, but she shook her head.

			“I’d rather stay here. Eddie’s coming over for dinner, and he’s in a bad mood.”

			“Is he still upset about you and Jeremy?”

			Bonnie shook her head. “Welsh Tibbet told me the sniffer dogs couldn’t find a rifle in Mr. Slattery’s house.”

			I wasn’t surprised because I still believed the man was innocent.

			Sadie went up to our apartment ahead of me. When I got to the top of the stairs, she pulled me into the living room to see “our little angels.”

			Spencer had fallen asleep in front of the television. He was curled up on the couch with Sparky beside him. And Bookmark was there, too. The marmalade cat had squeezed herself between Sparky’s front paws, with her head resting right under the dog’s chin. I swear there was a big smile on her little cat face.

			“Peace at last,” I whispered.

			“It won’t last,” Sadie warned, “not unless we buy some pet food. We’re down to our last cans.”

			“I’ll run to Koh’s after dinner . . .”

			When our meal was over, Spencer started his homework and Sadie returned to the bookshop. Before I headed off to the market, I reminded Spencer that Seymour would arrive at around nine, and only then was he allowed to take Sparky for a walk. After the attempted dognapping this morning, I was taking no chances, and Mighty Mailman Seymour was the next best thing to a police escort.

			The evening was cool but not cold, the streets busy for a Monday evening. A long line formed at the Movie Town Theater for tonight’s supernatural canine-themed double bill, A Dog’s Purpose and Tim Burton’s Frankenweenie.

			I stopped dead on the sidewalk when I noticed one moviegoer in particular. Troy Hanley was attending the cinema solo. I lingered long enough to watch him buy a single ticket, then fiddle with his phone while waiting with everyone else for the doors to open.

			If remote worker Troy is here, I thought, moving closer, then Gemma Osborn might be back at Jane’s house on Larchmont doing whatever remote workers do. And without Troy there to intimidate her, Gemma might be more willing to talk about Rebecca Wilkes.

			Quick thinking, doll, Jack said, popping into my head so abruptly, I nearly tripped over my own feet. Let’s hit the road before the clock runs out.

			It’s risky, Jack. What if Troy doesn’t like the movie and leaves early? Or, worse, what if my suspicions are correct and it was Gemma who tried to run me over this morning? She was the one with the dog allergy—and the driver was scratching as if they had some kind of rash.

			Remember what I told you, Penny, and what I showed you. You can’t be afraid to walk into a dangerous situation, not if you want to get to the truth.

			“You’re right, Jack,” I said aloud, eliciting stares from people on the sidewalk. “I’m going to grab those keys—all of them—and we’re going for a ride.”

			In no time I was driving up Cranberry Street, breezing through two yellow lights, including one at the junction to Briar Patch Road. This was the same route I took four days ago when I followed Sparky to his wounded owner, and right now I felt the same sense of urgency.

			A premonition?

			To make my presence less obvious, I parked across the street from the big yellow house. The wind gusts were strong on Larchmont tonight. The tops of the trees in front of Jane’s house swished as I followed the pebble pathway to the enclosed porch.

			The porch door was open, and a single light burned near the inner door. Around the fixture, a pair of moths flittered, casting ominous dancing shadows.

			I pressed Gemma Osborn’s doorbell several times. There was no response. I tried Troy Hanley’s doorbell, thinking Gemma might be working in his place. I still got nothing.

			“She’s not here, Jack. We’ve wasted our time. Should we go home—”

			Nuts to that, Penny. You have a lot of keys rattling in your purse. What’s the point of dragging them around if you aren’t going to use them?

			But it’s breaking and entering.

			The law would call it trespass, but who’s going to know?

			I retrieved the large set of keys, and after several tries, I found the one that unlocked the building’s outer door. The hallway was stuffy, and a bad smell hung in the air. I moved to the three doors at the end of the short hall and opened the one in the center. Troy had implied that door led to Rebecca’s room, but all I found was a water heater.

			I opened Gemma’s apartment next. Once inside, I located the source of the vile odor.

			When I’d first met her, Gemma had been carrying two grocery bags from Koh’s Market. Bags just like them now sat on the floor inside the door. One contained ground meat, which had gone very bad.

			So, where was Gemma? Clearly, something happened to the girl in the Wednesday Addams dress, and the full grocery bags told me it likely occurred yesterday, the very day I met her. Maybe right after I met her.

			What do you think, Jack? Did Gemma leave because I came looking for Rebecca Wilkes? Or did she run after her failed attempt at vehicular homicide this morning? Or is there some other explanation for what certainly looks like an abrupt disappearance?

			There’s only one way to know, Penny. Toss the joint.

			I did, but after a fairly thorough search of the woman’s apartment, I found nothing incriminating.

			What now, Jack?

			You’ve got more keys and doors to try. In for a penny . . .

			I locked Gemma’s door behind me and found the key that unlocked Troy Hanley’s apartment.

			Troy’s place was a mess, but his untidiness proved to be his undoing.

			Jack, look at this!

			On a coffee table I found a first aid kit, cotton balls, and a pink plastic bottle.

			“Calamine lotion!” That was when it hit me. “A dog allergy wasn’t what made the driver scratch, and I’m sure Eddie has the same condition—”

			Clue me in, doll.

			“Poison ivy, Jack! The meadow adjacent to Robert Slattery’s garden was riddled with the weed. I’ll bet Eddie was scratching because he got exposed investigating Slattery. And this evidence suggests Troy Hanley got poison ivy, too. Did he get it on his way to that tree house? The same tree house where Eddie found the spent twenty-two-caliber shells? The same tree house the shooter must have used to target Jane Cunningham while she was walking Sparky? It would have been the ideal frame job, wouldn’t it? With Slattery unstable and making threats, the setup was perfect.”

			I didn’t know if Troy was really the shooter. But all doubts about the identity of the dognapping driver vanished when I discovered the hoodie and coat the perp was wearing that morning—I even found the hole Sparky tore while trying to bite him.

			It was Troy all along, Jack. But I can’t figure out a motive. If Troy was working with Stanley Cunningham and Ella Pruett to shoot Jane, why would he care about stealing Sparky? It doesn’t make sense. Yet in my gut, I’m sure he’s the shooter . . . and now it’s got me wondering . . .

			What are you thinking?

			Jane was shot while she was walking her dog. Troy tried to steal the dog. Was he trying to shoot Sparky that day? Was Sparky the real target—a target he missed? And why? Why would he want to shoot Jane? Or her dog?

			Don’t worry about the motive right now. Try to find the weapon. That’s all the proof the police will need.

			Jack was tossing me possible hiding places for a rifle when we both heard the sound of a motorcycle rolling into the driveway.

			“That’s Troy,” I whispered. “I’ve got to get out of here.”

			I locked the door behind me and hurried down the hall. My plan was to duck behind some hedges until Troy passed me and went into the house. Then I would cross the street, hop into my car, and call the police.

			But as I stepped off the porch and turned the corner, I smacked right into the dark silhouette of a man lurking there.

			I screamed as we both tumbled to the pebbled walkway.

			And then I started fighting. . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter 51

			Motivationally Speaking

			
				You scare too easy for a crook.

				—Raymond Chandler, “The Man Who Liked Dogs”

			

			“No! Ouch! Hey! Wait! Please!”

			Channeling Dogface Donny Danger, I was punching and kicking and ready to bite and scratch. But suddenly the man I was wrestling with on the ground broke free and jumped to his feet.

			“Whoa!” he cried, backing away. “Don’t hurt me!”

			In the glow of a distant streetlight, I saw white teeth and a disheveled blond mane.

			“Jeremy?”

			He blinked, recognizing me. “Hey, you’re Bonnie’s boss, aren’t you?”

			Yeah! Jack laughed. And the dame who just knocked you silly.

			Quiet, Jack, I told him. Let me handle this.

			After Jeremy and I both caught a breath, we asked the same question in unison.

			“What are you doing here?”

			For a moment, Jeremy looked like he was ready to bolt. Instead he held his ground. “Ladies first.”

			How polite, Jack cracked. Snake boy is a real gentleman.

			Ignoring the ghost, I said, “All right, I’ll start. I’m a friend of Jane Cunningham, and I’m trying to find out who shot her and why. The last time I was here, I had a run-in with Troy Hanley, so when I saw him in town tonight, I came back, hoping to speak alone with his coworker, Gemma—”

			“Coconspirator, you mean,” Jeremy spat.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I had a run-in with Troy myself. He showed up at my trailer—”

			“Why?”

			“He was looking for—” Jeremy suddenly stopped talking.

			“Troy was looking for Rebecca Wilkes, wasn’t he?”

			Jeremy blinked in surprise, but he still wouldn’t talk. In the light of the nearby streetlamp, I could see the conflicted expression on his face.

			“Look,” I said, “Bonnie trusts me, and you trust Bonnie. How about we trust each other?”

			He studied me, the doubt continuing to shadow his face.

			“Jeremy, please, clue me in. Your silence isn’t getting either of us anywhere.”

			Maybe you should have brought that rubber hose, doll.

			Give him a moment, Jack, I think he’s coming around.

			And he did. Surrendering to my logic, Jeremy sighed and finally spoke.

			“I’m looking for Rebecca. She’s hiding. She won’t even use her phone because she’s afraid they’ll trace it and grab her. She’s not wrong, either. They traced my phone and sent Troy Hanley to trash my trailer, so I know they can do it.”

			“Who’s they?” I asked. “The FBI? Homeland Security?”

			“A company called BioQuilll.”

			“The drug company BioQuill? The one that makes BlueSky?”

			“They’re endangering public health. Rebecca—which is not her real name, by the way—knows all about it. She plans to blow the whistle on them.”

			“And where is Rebecca?”

			“Gone. And I don’t know where.”

			“Well, if she’s gone, why are you here, Jeremy?”

			“Rebecca ran so fast, she left something behind. I was about to break into her apartment and find it before the BioQuill goons do.”

			“We won’t have to break in. I have the key. But where exactly is Rebecca’s apartment?”

			“This way,” Jeremy replied.

			He led me around the back of Jane’s house, along a concrete path and onto a small patio. With no streetlight to illuminate the scene, the yard was pitch-dark, and I tried not to give in to my worries. Was I walking into a bad situation?

			Don’t sweat it, honey, I’ve got your back.

			You’re right, Jack. After all, I came here for answers.

			And so I continued to follow Jeremy—albeit with my eyes wide open and Jack watching my back.

			We arrived at the house’s garage, where two cars were parked. A wooden staircase led to a door on the second floor. With Jeremy in the lead, we began to climb. As we neared the top, I reached into my pocket for the Pearl Knight key chain.

			Disturbingly, we didn’t need it.

			Jeremy abruptly halted on the stairs, then cursed.

			The door to Rebecca’s apartment was ajar, the locks obviously broken. Jeremy pushed his way into the large apartment with me on his heels. For a moment, he fumbled for the overhead light. Then he snapped it on, and I gasped at the sight.

			The place had been torn apart: furniture slashed, the contents of the drawers violently scattered on the floor.

			Jeremy groaned. “If it was here, they found it.”

			“If what was here? Tell me what’s going on, and maybe I can help.”

			Now Jeremy seemed itching to talk, and he did.

			“The girl who’s now calling herself Rebecca worked at BioQuill as an assistant to the head of IT. Only the guy was a lazy SOB who never did his job. He gave Rebecca the password to his computer and let her do all the work.

			“One day she found a confidential digital memo that outlined all the problems with the new veterinary drug BlueSky. How it caused liver and kidney damage to cats, heart problems in dogs, and miscarriage and birth defects in pregnant cats and dogs.”

			“Oh, my God . . .”

			“That was Rebecca’s reaction. She was so upset, she downloaded the memo and all of its attachments. For the next several months, she managed to find out more—like how BioQuill altered test results to hide negative data and then bribed an FDA regulator with a cushy job after the bureaucrat recommended approval for BlueSky, of course.”

			“What else?”

			“Rebecca found out the company groomed a sales force to lie about the safety of the product. Pretty soon her boss began to suspect her, so Rebecca left San Francisco to live with her aunt Jane—”

			“Jane Cunningham is Rebecca’s aunt?”

			“That’s right. She agreed to hide her under the name Rebecca Wilkes, and I agreed to relocate to Quindicott to help Rebecca hack more stuff from BioQuill’s computers.”

			“How did you hook up with Rebecca in the first place?”

			“We met on the dark web. She found my posts about BlueSky. I vented my hate for BioQuill because of what they did to my dog.”

			“I thought you had a pet snake.”

			“That’s Gordo. He’s not mine. Gordo’s the mascot at the Hound’s Tooth tavern. I take him around town, but he’s his own snake.”

			Jeremy’s voice dropped an octave. “Once upon a time, I had a Siberian husky named Sonya. For years we traveled all over the country, just Sonya and me. When she was six, Sonya developed some anxiety issues. A vet prescribed BlueSky, and the drug killed her.”

			“I’m so sorry . . .”

			“I hate to say this because I loved that dog more than life, but maybe it was for the best. If Sonya hadn’t died, I never would have met Rebecca, and we never would have uncovered BioQuill’s plan for the future of BlueSky—”

			“Haven’t they done enough damage?”

			“Not hardly, Mrs. McClure. According to their rigged data, the drug works wonders for pets, so BioQuill is seeking approval for use by children.”

			Oh, Jack. If this is true, then these people—this company—they’re monsters.

			Jack did not reply, but I could feel the ghost’s cold rage in the pit of my stomach.

			“And Rebecca has proof of all this?”

			“Had proof,” Jeremy corrected. “When her aunt was shot, she ran and left it behind. You can’t blame her. Rebecca was scared. She walked Jane’s dog every day but that one, and when the weather was bad, she always borrowed Jane’s big yellow slicker. So when her aunt was shot, Rebecca knew she was the real target.”

			“But where is this proof?”

			“Before she ran, Rebecca texted me. Just six words and I never heard from her again. She said: Protect Sparky and find the chip.

			“I knew Sparky would be protected when Bonnie told me you and your son were caring for him. I also knew Rebecca had put all the proof she’d found on a single microchip and hidden it. Why she didn’t tell me where, I don’t know—”

			Suddenly, I did—because I remembered my conversation with our local veterinarian.

			“Rebecca told you exactly where to find the chip, Jeremy. You just didn’t understand the message.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Protect Sparky and find the chip. You were supposed to protect Sparky because he has the chip.”

			I told Jeremy about my talk with Dr. Winnik, and how he thought the identity chip in Sparky’s neck had malfunctioned.

			“But it didn’t malfunction,” I said. “I’m betting Rebecca replaced the ID chip with the data chip that contains her evidence.”

			Jeremy smacked his own forehead. “How could I be so stupid?”

			I continued spilling to Jeremy, telling him all about Troy Hanley and why I believed he was the one who shot Jane and tried to kill or kidnap Sparky.

			“The bastard is working for BioQuill!” Jeremy cried. “He’s obviously some kind of corporate cleaner. This guy is really dangerous. He’ll stop at nothing to—”

			“Oh, no!” I cried. “How could I be so stupid? Troy is in town right now. I thought he was going to the movies. But I’ll bet he’s waiting for my son to walk the dog. If I’m right, that’s when he’s going to kill Sparky, and maybe everyone with him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 52

			Collision Course

			
				A hero is no braver than an ordinary man, but he is brave five minutes longer.

				—Ralph Waldo Emerson

			

			I rushed outside to my car, speed-dialing all the way.

			After three rings, Spencer’s voice mail answered. My son’s phone was probably still in his backpack with the rest of his school stuff.

			I checked the time. Five minutes after nine. I still had time to stop Spencer and Seymour from going outside. But I knew the mailman would arrive at the bookstore any minute, if he wasn’t there already.

			I speed-dialed Seymour, but my call went to voice mail. I stifled a scream.

			Since when does Seymour not answer?!

			When you need that knucklehead the most, that’s when, Jack replied. Savor the irony and call your auntie.

			Sadie almost never used her personal phone at work, so I called our bookstore—and got my own perky voice mail informing me that Buy the Book was closed.

			This time I did scream.

			Jeremy, who’d just hopped aboard his motorcycle, looked at me with alarm.

			“No one will pick up their phone,” I told him.

			“Where will they walk the dog?’

			“Probably the town square,” I called as I crossed the street to my car. “The dog walk is open until eleven, and there will be other people.” I hope.

			“Meet you there,” he replied.

			Helmetless, Jeremy roared down Larchmont. I was right behind him.

			I ignored the yellow light at the junction and turned onto Briar Patch Road, going well above the speed limit. It was a straight shot to Cranberry Street and the town square; I was probably going seventy when I passed Jeremy.

			The next traffic light was green, but I would have blown through it no matter the color, just like I blew through the next two stop signs.

			Tires squealed and a horn blared, but I was already gone.

			My heart was pumping. I felt clammy with sweat.

			I’m breaking every traffic law in the books, Jack. I’d actually welcome a little police attention.

			Yeah, Jack echoed. Where’s a cop when you need one? On the other hand, sweetheart, you’re not going to get any older if you don’t slow down.

			And slow down I did, just as we reached the town square. The dog walk was well lit, and nearly empty. There was no sign of Spencer, Seymour, or Sparky.

			“Sparky must have led them in the opposite direction, toward Bud Napp’s hardware store.”

			I hit the gas, but I didn’t get far before I spied two things at once.

			My son and Sparky, along with Seymour and author Amber Breen, were about to step off the curb at the next block. And that same SUV that nearly ran me over was moving toward them. The driver had a red light, but he wasn’t slowing down!

			Hang on, Jack!

			I hit the gas and shot between the oncoming SUV and its intended victims, hoping my Ford Escape would escape major damage.

			It did. The driver spotted me and veered away at the last moment. Instead of our vehicles colliding, the SUV struck a trash can and a faux-Victorian lamppost—thankfully, nowhere near Sparky and his security entourage, or anyone else on the street.

			The lamp snapped in two, the trash can flew through the window of Colleen’s beauty parlor, and the SUV rolled up and over the stump of the broken lamppost, where it got stuck.

			I braked and jumped out of my car in time to see Troy Hanley stumble out of his. He looked around as if dazed. Then he got his wits about him and ran!

			He didn’t get far. Jeremy blew past me on his motorcycle, his blond mane blowing wildly. As he reached the fleeing shooter, our golden boy stuck out his hand and straight-armed the corporate cleaner. Troy flipped end over end and hit the pavement.

			He didn’t get up.

			Unfortunately, the strike threw Jeremy off-balance. His front wheel wobbled, then struck a fire hydrant. There was no fountain of water like in the movies, only the crunch of twisted metal as the motorcycle bounced sideways and annihilated itself on the facade of Franzetti’s Pizza.

			Bonnie emerged from her family’s shop and screamed when she saw Jeremy lying in the street. He sat up just as Bonnie reached him. She rained kisses on his face as Jeremy struggled to rise.

			A crowd gathered, and I heard a siren in the distance.

			“Mom!” Spencer called as he and Sparky ran toward me.

			“It’s okay, honey. You’re safe now. And so is Sparky.”

			As I hugged my boy and his furry best friend, I whispered to the ghost—

			It’s over, Jack.

			Yeah, and that’s a crying shame.

			Why would you say that?

			I could almost see the ghost’s glowing grin.

			This was the most excitement Cornpone-cott has ever seen. I say we do it again tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			
				If you want to imagine the future, imagine a boy and a dog and his friends. And a summer that never ends.

				—Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett, Good Omens

			

			Quindicott, Rhode Island

			Eight months later

			“This lovely little town is as peaceful as I remembered it,” Amber Breen said with a caustic wink.

			Recalling the last time we were all on Cranberry Street together (and the chaos that ensued), Seymour and I had a good laugh. Spencer joined in. Even Sparky’s bark sounded like a snicker.

			This very morning, Amber had rolled back into our town for a signing of Doggy Day Afternoon’s paperback edition. On this beautiful Saturday in June, I was proud to show the author how well our town had recovered from the crazy events she’d witnessed last fall.

			Now Amber, Seymour, and I were strolling down Cranberry’s sidewalk with Spencer in front, strutting with Sparky, like he was leading his own private Pet Parade.

			With a little spit and polish (and a lot of help from Bud Napp’s work crews), our main street was once again shining like a rare jewel. Especially impressive was the new facade on Franzetti’s Pizza.

			Jane Cunningham had recovered, too—and with a brand-new outlook.

			When she dropped off Sparky at the bookshop this morning, Jane was excited to finally meet Amber. And Amber was thrilled to shake hands with her number one fan.

			“Jane Cunningham is such an incredible woman,” the author gushed. “Meeting an admirer of my fiction who is so accomplished and so vital, and after she was hovering at death’s door just eight months ago—it’s humbling.”

			Humbled was how I felt the day Jane was reunited with Sparky. I watched with emotion as the dog leaped into his mommy’s arms, licked her face, and wagged his tail so hard, it thumped the floorboards.

			It was then I realized my son had done something profound by insisting we rescue that dog. Jane understood, too. She saw the bond that had formed between Sparky and Spencer and made sure my son would become her number one dog-sitter. Honestly, Jane practically let him share custody of the pooch.

			At least three times a week, Spencer bicycled out to Larchmont to walk Sparky, and every Saturday, while Jane met with Bud Napp on their new business ventures, he and Sparky had a date for romping and playing on the town green.

			But there were other beneficiaries of Jane’s generosity, and as we strolled along the sidewalk, Amber Breen listened with rapt attention to all that had transpired since she’d last been to our little town . . .

			After Jane awakened from her coma, and slowly made a full recovery, she learned the whole story of what had happened to her—and everything that had been unearthed because of it. At first, she was devastated to hear from her lawyer, Emory Stoddard, the full extent of her two neighbors’ bitterness toward her.

			Ella Pruett, who’d been struggling to hide her own dire financial state, had been so filled with jealousy (and fear of ending up destitute) that she’d contacted Jane’s estranged brother-in-law, Stanley Cunningham, immediately after Jane was shot.

			“A nasty business,” Seymour interrupted. “Ella promised Stan she would help him fight for control of Jane’s properties upon her death, hoping he’d be grateful enough to help her with a big, fat piece of the inheritance.”

			“Instead, it was Jane who extended a helping hand to Ella,” I said, “along with a solution to her financial problems.”

			Amber shook her head. “That’s a big amount of forgiveness.”

			“Part of Jane’s new outlook,” I explained. “After coming so close to death, she told Bud, she wanted her years left on earth to be spent trying to help those around her—even Ella. Jane offered Ella a three-way partnership in the transformation of her family’s spacious but neglected mansion into exclusive rental apartments. According to Bud, when Ella heard the plan, her wall of arrogance crumbled. There were tears in her eyes as she shook Jane’s and Bud’s hands.”

			“And what about Stanley Cunningham?” Amber asked. “He was quite a nasty piece of work himself.”

			“Jane made him a different kind of deal. She offered to pay for a top-notch addiction program. And if he completed the therapy and remained clean, she promised to employ him in the Cunningham business.”

			“How’s he doing?”

			“Surprisingly well.”

			“Not so surprising,” Seymour said, “when you consider how many addicts finally do reach a point when they realize bottoming out could send them six feet under.”

			“Stanley and Ella are now a couple,” I told Amber, preferring to look on the bright side. “And so far, Stan seems like a changed man.”

			“Yeah,” Seymour said. “He’s even steered clear of the girlie bar on the highway.”

			“What about Jane’s other neighbor?” Amber asked. “What happened to that poor, disturbed man who threatened us with a shotgun?”

			“Robert Slattery? After he was released from jail, Jane made amends with him, too. Remember that secret garden and neglected meadow with poison ivy on his property? Jane convinced him to partner with her on transforming it all into a community park for Larchmont, which they could name after his late wife.”

			“How touching,” said Amber.

			“Yes, Robert liked the idea so much that he went even further after the park was completed. He asked for Jane’s help in resurrecting the spirit of his family’s dead business.”

			“And what was that?”

			“A farmers market,” Seymour replied. “They used to have the greatest goat’s milk fudge. The new one is a different model. No fudge. And it’s open only on the weekends. But they’ve still got amazing produce, plus baked goods, jams, local honeys, that sort of thing.”

			I nodded. “It’s more of a rotating green market than what Robert’s family originally ran, but Jane still insisted they call it Slattery’s General Store. She even had a beautiful wooden sign made with the old wheelbarrow logo.”

			“Oh, I must plan a visit for the fall harvest!” Amber said, throwing a mysterious glance Seymour’s way. “Perhaps in time for my next hardcover . . .”

			I suppressed a little smile at that. Amber’s new enthusiasm for Quindicott was certainly a boon for Sadie and me, but we both knew the author had an ulterior motive for her feelings.

			Soon after we arrived in the town square, that motive become more than apparent.

			Spencer spotted friends from school at the dog walk, and he took off with the frolicking Sparky at his heels. Then Seymour sat down on the bench with us, and I remembered a bit of news I wanted to share.

			“I just booked Tad Zeus for a signing the first week of September. I know you like his thrillers, Seymour, so—”

			“Sorry, Pen. I’ll be out of town.”

			“Really? Where are you going?”

			Seymour and Amber exchanged more glances.

			“What are those looks about?” I teased.

			“Oh, for goodness’ sakes, tell her!” Amber cried.

			“I’m going on a two-week cruise . . . with Amber.”

			I’d known Seymour since grade school, but I believe this was the first time I ever saw him blush.

			“Scandalous, isn’t it?” Amber said with a laugh.

			I raised an eyebrow. “And just how many weekends have you spent in Maine since last fall, Seymour? I’ve been hearing gossip, you know. I think even swinging-singles cruise master Dr. Rubino made a remark.”

			“Ha-ha. Very funny,” Seymour said, throwing up his hands. “And that’s the last you’ll get out of me. I refuse to fuel small-town gossip. I’m going to the bakery.”

			“Not without me you’re not,” Amber said, rising. “Would you like to come, Pen?”

			“I’ll stay here and watch Spencer, so you two can have a little privacy. But you could bring me one of Linda and Milner’s jumbo blueberry muffins.”

			After they’d gone, I noticed a copy of today’s Quindicott Bulletin on the bench. I turned to the single spread that carried state and national news. Sure enough, the BioQuill drug company indictments were featured. As I read the details, I felt a supernatural draft settle in beside me. And I knew what that meant—

			So, what do you think, doll? Sounds to me like some slippery snakes in suits are finally going to the slammer.

			“First, there’ll be a trial,” I told the ghost. “Or a plea bargain. Either way, you’re probably right. Some of those bad actors will likely do time . . .”

			In the days, weeks, and months after the criminal who called himself Troy Hanley was put in handcuffs, Justice Department attorneys worked to sort out the whole ugly mess.

			Do tell, Jack prompted. I never did hear all the facts of the case.

			“The local charges began with that stolen SUV,” I informed the ghost. “The one that tried to run me and Sparky over. I told Eddie about the incriminating clothes I found in Troy’s rented rooms, and his officers secured a warrant. When they searched Troy’s place, they found the rifle those state gun dogs never did sniff out on Robert Slattery’s property.”

			So the crazy guy with the antique shotgun really was as innocent as a newborn puppy?

			“And just about as harmless, which is why I was happy to see Robert cleared. After that, Troy and Jeremy were deposed, which led to more truths being exposed. And in the end, Troy agreed to a plea deal in exchange for testimony as a witness for the prosecution in the case against BioQuill.”

			That’s the way it worked in my day, too, Jack said. Squeeze the little fish until he gives up the big shark.

			“Yes, and as you and I suspected, the shooting of Jane Cunningham came down to a case of mistaken identity. Jane’s niece, the girl who called herself Rebecca Wilkes, had been walking Sparky regularly on Briar Patch Road. But that day, she was meeting with Jeremy, so Jane walked Sparky instead.”

			And they both wore the same coat?

			“That’s right. On all those chilly days, when Rebecca walked the dog, she wore Jane’s oversized yellow slicker, a coat Sparky was used to. And because of the drizzly weather, Troy couldn’t see who was under that big slicker’s hood. With his rifle in hand, he climbed up to Robert Slattery’s tree house—to intentionally frame the man—saw Sparky and the yellow slicker as usual, and thought he was shooting Rebecca.”

			And that’s when the gal with the big whistle hit the road?

			“Exactly. A powerful corporation seemed to be coming down on her with deadly force. and by then, she knew someone in the FDA had been corrupted. Rebecca didn’t yet know who to trust in the FBI, the Department of Justice, or our local law enforcement. She was too afraid to even use a phone . . .”

			Lying low is what saves your hide, but you can’t stick your head up even once.

			“Yes, and she did. Rebecca made one futile attempt to contact Jeremy a few days later at the Hound’s Tooth bar. She was that cute blonde with short hair the bartender said came looking for Jeremy, and she quickly left again.”

			Smart felons would have snatched her then, for a real unhappy end.

			“But we weren’t dealing with smart felons. As we learned from Troy’s deposition, Rebecca was wrong about the people chasing her.”

			How so?

			“The BioQuill corporation wasn’t after her. Her former IT boss was. He knew she’d stolen incriminating data—due to his own laxness (and laziness) in giving her his password to do his work. So, he secretly tried to cover his behind by personally hiring Troy Hanley on the dark web—”

			Dark web? Jack interrupted. Sounds like an eight-legged scheme for catching black flies.

			“Close. Let’s just say it’s not a place where you find up-and-up players. And Troy was as sketchy as they come. He was supposed to clean up the IT boss’s mess by finding Rebecca, recovering the data she stole, and using whatever means necessary to shut her up for good.”

			That I understand.

			“I know you do. So, after tracking Rebecca to her aunt’s home, Troy pretended to be a remote worker looking for lodging and rented the available rooms from Jane.”

			And what about his female sidekick? The one with the black lipstick?

			“Troy hired Gemma to help him spy on Rebecca, but after Jane was mistakenly shot, and then I came sniffing around, the heat was too much. Troy told Gemma it was time to pull the plug on Larchmont and get out of Dodge. Gemma did, leaving so fast, she dropped the groceries where she stood while Troy stayed behind to continue cleaning up what he could.

			“Fortunately, Troy wasn’t nearly as competent as Rebecca’s ally, Jeremy. Troy never found the evidence Rebecca took from BioQuill, or the additional files Jeremy had hacked. All he did find, after searching Rebecca’s place, was a chip injection kit for pets.”

			So he knew the dog was the key.

			“Not at first. Troy thought Rebecca used the kit to inject a chip under her own skin. That’s why he went to Jeremy’s trailer park, looking for Rebecca. He intended to kill them both, making it look like a break-in and murder. But Rebecca wasn’t at the trailer, and after a scuffle, Jeremy fled. Troy grabbed the phone Jeremy had left behind and saw the warning text Rebecca had sent—Protect Sparky and find the chip.

			“That’s when Troy knew for certain where the incriminating data had been hidden. And he knew he’d have to kill Sparky, or run him over, expecting the dog’s body would be buried or cremated and the evidence destroyed.”

			But that’s not what happened, thanks to us, Jack said.

			“And Jeremy,” I pointed out. “And Jane’s courageous niece, who was hailed as a bold whistleblower. She and Jeremy saved lives—that’s for sure. No matter what happens with the trial, BlueSky is off the market for good.

			“Of course, Rebecca’s corporate career is over. After what she did, no company will ever hire her—not that she cares. Jane tells me her niece was relieved to put all that high-pressure insanity behind her and return to quiet Quindicott, where she now works for her aunt’s expanding business.”

			A good ending for a brave dame, Jack said. What about the golden boy, Jeremy? What happened to the snake handler?

			“You’ll never guess. After the Department of Justice reviewed what he’d done, they recruited him for their cybercrime division.”

			Electronic hat tricks get a whole division now?

			“You bet, and they wanted Jeremy bad.”

			I guess his trailer park rewiring impressed them.

			“Impressed? Jeremy hacked a corporate computer everyone thought was completely secure. Yes, Jack, they were impressed enough to move him to Washington and break Bonnie Franzetti’s heart.”

			Aw, don’t sweat it, doll. That bobby-soxer is tougher than you think, even if she does act dopey from time to time.

			“Everyone acts dopey from time to time, Jack. They usually have their reasons.” I suppressed a laugh. “I’m sure you felt like a dope when you found out it was that awful ex-con Muggsy who hired you to recover that stolen Toto statue—just to impress his gangster cellmate.”

			The worst client I ever had, if not my worst case. It still burns me up. I took a beating and that ex-con got the last laugh, earning a cushy casino job where he could lounge for the rest of his life on a Cuban beach, sipping cocktails and counting his money.

			“Actually, Jack, that’s not what happened.”

			Come again?

			“From what I unearthed in old newspaper clippings, Muggsy did throw in with the crime bosses who were turning Havana into a tourist and gambling destination to rival Las Vegas. But it didn’t last.”

			Lemme guess. The taxman came for them, just like Al Capone.

			“Not even close. There was a revolution in Cuba, and the mob was driven out. Only some didn’t make it. Muggsy wound up in a Cuban prison.”

			What do you know? I guess some jailbirds can’t stay out of a cage.

			“There’s a happier ending for that young couple you helped. Did you know that?”

			Can’t say I did, doll. I got busy with other clients and then I got plugged. Without a pulse, I couldn’t do much investigating—until I met you.

			“Well, I did a little investigating on my own, and those two newlyweds did fulfill their dream. Because of the mystery you solved, and those stock certificates you handed to them, they were able to leave their shabby digs in New York for the greener pastures of central Maine, and they took Toto Two with them. But that’s not the end of the story.”

			Really? Do tell.

			“After chatting with Amber Breen, I discovered Quindicott’s favorite pet-mystery author actually is the granddaughter of Sally Kraft and Bobby Breen. Not only that, but she also told me there are now many generations of Totos wagging their tails in Maine—all descendants of the little terrier you named Toto Two.”

			You don’t say.

			“Wait a minute. Is that sarcasm I hear? Okay, Jack, come clean. When you heard Amber Breen’s last name, were you curious yourself? Is that the reason you told me your dog story?”

			You’re a bright Penny, the ghost said with a laugh. What do you think?

			A child’s happy shout snapped me back to the town green.

			More people were there. Dogs and children were playing, birds were singing, and young couples and seniors were strolling about. On the other side of the park, two art students from the university were making elaborate balloon animals, taking pictures of them, and giving them away.

			Just then I noticed my son waving me over to see one of Sparky’s new tricks.

			“Coming, Spencer!” I called.

			Before I rose from the bench, I heard Jack’s heavy sigh, and a chilling breeze made me shiver despite the brilliant summer sun. I knew what that meant, and I felt my heart tug.

			Well, I see it’s back to small-town life in Cornpone-cott. It’s enough to put a spirit to sleep.

			“So, you’re leaving?”

			Just for a little while. But I’ll always come back to haunt you, Penny. And you know what that means . . .

			Lowering his voice, he promised, I’ll see you in your dreams.

			And with that, the ghost of Jack Shepard retreated to my bookshop, fading back into the fieldstone walls that had become his home.
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