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Praise for the Dog Walker Mystery Series

Heir of the Dog

 

“McCoy brings back professional dog walker Ellie Engleman and her reincarnated pooch with a witty and fast-paced mystery set in New York’s fashionable East Side. McCoy has a simmering plan of vengeance, peppered with humor, that readers will love.”

—Romantic Times

 

“What a clever, clever series. Rudy is a small dog with a big attitude. . . . Judi McCoy has done an excellent job with her narrative and the story threads, sewing everything together nicely.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Brimming with witty repartee, steamy romance, an intriguing, suspense-filled plot, well-drawn characters, charismatic secondary characters, and dogs.”

—Romance Junkies

 

Hounding the Pavement

 

“McCoy fills this delightful story with humor, quirky characters, and delicious hints of romance.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 

“The crisp writing, humorous dialogue, and delightful characters, both human and canine, all make this book a winner.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Judi McCoy writes with heart and humor. Anyone who loves dogs or books will have a howling good time.”

—Lois Greiman

 

“A delightful dog’s-eye-view romp through the streets of New York. If you’ve ever talked to your dog and wished that he would answer back, this is the book for you. Four paws up!”

—Laurien Berenson, author of  Doggie Day Care Murder

 

“Engaging characters and a cute premise kick off this delightful series. This canine caper will have you begging for more!”

—Nancy J. Cohen, author of the
 Bad Hair Day mystery series

 

“Hounding the Pavement, the first book in the Dog Walker Mystery series, is a treat for everyone, whether a dog lover or not. . . . Ms. McCoy has written a cozy mystery sure to please.”

—Fresh Fiction




Also in the Dog Walker Mystery Series

Heir of the Dog  
Hounding the Pavement
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Ellie pulled the lapels of her black wool blazer close as she crossed West End Avenue and headed for the Javits Convention Center. This was the best place for a dog lover to be on a cold November day, she told herself as she passed people leading canines of all shapes and sizes into the center. Though she’d sat in the viewing area of the Westminster Kennel Club show many times, this was her first visit to the Mid-Atlantic Canine Challenge.

And she was attending as a special guest, which allowed her backstage access for the most exciting part of the competition. Flora Steinman, the owner of Lulu, a Havanese Ellie walked twice a day, had requested she be here to offer moral support for both her and her dog. In fact, since the petite pooch had come to Ellie’s home to share a playdate with her own dog, Rudy, she put Lulu on a par with Mr. T, her best friend’s Jack Russell, and considered the Havanese a full-fledged member of her family.

She entered the crowded conference center and headed for the jammed escalator with a full heart. She was more than happy to spend today and tomorrow at  the second most prestigious of all dog shows. If Lulu won the MACC, she would be well on her way to Westminster in February. And even if she only got as far as Best in Breed or Best in Group, she would still be in a good position to take the big prize at Madison Square Garden.

Juggling her schedule had been daunting. Since Ellie had lost Hilary Blankenship as her assistant a couple of months ago, she had hired and fired several others. But just last week she’d found someone who might actually work out—a Columbia University student named Joy. The girl’s usual chore was simple: Walk five dogs in Paws in Motion’s farthest north building for the next two days. But because of Ellie’s commitment here, Joy now had to walk thirty dogs, some twice a day, in four different buildings. Definitely not an easy task.

It had been even more difficult explaining the rearranged schedule to her charges. Canines thrived on routine and weren’t happy when their regular walk time changed. She’d promised special treats for the rest of the week if they agreed to the time adjustment, which they did, and she told herself again that her dogs were worth every extra penny.

Continuing her upward ride on the escalator, she recalled the information Flora had given her on the ins and outs of the dog show world. First and foremost, competition was fierce and beset by politics. Over the course of a competitive year, judges came to know each handler as well as the owners and their dogs, which brought friendship and a canine’s reputation to every event. Right now, the gossips predicted that tiny furball Lulu would handily take Best in Breed and go on to win Best in Group, but anything could happen to change that belief.

Ellie still wasn’t sure of the reason the Havanese had amassed so many championships, but it was clear that Flora had taken an unusual route on the road to Lulu’s success. Many canines were owned by multimember partnerships and the dogs lived with their handlers. Even the professor, Ellie’s first client, had sent Buddy to his handler several weeks prior to a major outing in order to ensure that the pair would appear as a single unit at the competition.

Instead, Lulu spent her life with Flora, who brought the dog to each conformation showing in which she was entered two days ahead of time. Arnie Harris then worked with Lulu long enough for them to compete as a synchronized team. The unusual practice made getting here expensive and arduous for a woman in her seventies, but Flora had been adamant. Lulu would live with no one but her until forty-eight hours before a show.

Ellie still wasn’t sure if the Havanese owed her success to continuous coddling or to her stellar pedigree, but it didn’t matter. Lulu had amassed enough points to be allowed entry here, and since today was one of the little dog’s biggest appearances, she couldn’t say no when Flora asked her, Lulu’s secondary caregiver, to share the momentous experience.

She was determined to give Flora and Lulu the support they needed, and she looked upon her attendance more like a mini-vacation, with the right to be near some of the most well- known and prestigious purebreds in the country.

After stepping off the escalator, Ellie flashed her pass at the guard and received directions to the backstage area where the contestants waited for their event. It was there the dogs in the morning rounds were made ready  to compete. Inside the packed holding zone, filled with owners, groomers, handlers, hundreds of canines, show sponsors, and a variety of news reporters, she realized it was the most exhilarating place she’d ever been that had to do with her favorite four-legged friends.

Sidling past Malteses, Chihuahuas, Yorkies, and dozens of other miniature breeds, she took note of one oddity. The area was filled with the racket of human chatter, snipping scissors, and busy blow dryers, but not a single sound came from the canines. At the very least, she’d expected to hear some of their excitement, but nothing penetrated her brain. These had to be the most focused hounds in the world.

Ellie almost sighed in ecstasy. She’d never been this close to so much pooch perfection. Rudy was a pound puppy, which was fine with her, but she’d never spoken to a professional judge or handler, and she was looking forward to doing both.

Fighting her way through the crowd, she kept her tote bag under her arm and her eyes peeled for a sign that marked the holding area for the Havaneses. After several minutes of swimming through a mass of bodies, she decided this event was a pickpocket’s dream. People had to walk sideways to get through the throng, brushing against each other like lovers sharing a group dance. If Lulu won today, Ellie planned to tuck her keys in an inside pocket and stuff cash in her bra for tomorrow’s more important competition, instead of carrying her jumbo bag.

Rising on tiptoe, she saw Flora speaking to a man she thought might be Arnie, and she headed in their direction.

“My darling girl, you made it,” said the older woman  when Ellie reached her. Dressed in a lilac suit and matching pumps, Mrs. Steinman wore a double strand of pearls that Ellie guessed had cost more than her yearly income.

“I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.”

“Good, good. And here’s someone you should meet.” Flora smiled at her companion, a tall, burly man of about fifty wearing navy blue Armani. “This is Edward Nelson. He used to be Lulu’s handler.”

Used to be? Ellie held out her hand and she and Edward shook. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Same here. Flora tells me we have something in common,” Edward said in a deep voice thick with a New York accent. “I walk dogs, too, some in the very building where Lulu, Flora, and I live.”

Flora had fired Mr. Nelson, and he lived in the Beaumont? She raised a brow at Lulu. Ensconced on a pillow, the snobby Havanese pointed her muzzle in the air.

“Don’t look at me,” the Havanese announced. “Firing him was Flora’s idea, but he always wore too much aftershave, so I approved. He made me sneeze up a storm.”

Ellie waggled her fingers at Lulu and returned her gaze to the handler. She’d never seen Edward Nelson before, and she’d thought she knew every dog walker on the Upper East Side. “In the Beaumont? I can’t believe we haven’t met before now.”

“Oh, but I’ve seen you and your charges marching up and down the avenue like a marine platoon. Natter speaks very highly of you,” he said, mentioning the Beaumont’s doorman. “As does Flora.”

She filed the information away, planning to bend Natter’s ear about the handler/dog walker as soon as she saw him again. “We should compare notes sometime.”

“Sounds good,” said Edward, glancing over his shoulder. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to find my boy.” A grin that seemed more of a smirk graced his ruddy face. “Flora, nothing against you and Lulu, but I look forward to bringing Fidel to the winner’s circle today. No hard feelings, I hope.”

“Of course not,” Flora chimed as the man shouldered his way through the mob.

“Fidel?” Ellie asked, quirking her lips.

“The other Havanese I told you about, the one that gives Lulu so much competition,” said the older woman. “If Edward hadn’t found a dog in the toy group to handle today, I would have paid him a compensation fee for taking Lulu away. I only hired Arnie a few months ago, you see, and most handlers are booked well in advance for a show as prestigious as this one. I wasn’t sure Edward would find another client in this group in such a short amount of time, but he managed, though it did surprise me that he found a second Havanese.”

“Hey, Mrs. Steinman.” A young man dressed in a navy suit and matching tie called as he pushed his way through the crowd. When he neared, Ellie saw that he was accompanied by a twentysomething man wearing the same type of suit and tie in dark brown. The first man, short and stocky, with a pleasant expression, spoke. “Jim Hiller.” He took Mrs. Steinman’s hand and shook it lightly. “We met at that open show in Connecticut last spring. Are you still using Edward Nelson to handle your prize bitch?”

“Why, no,” Flora answered, not offering Arnie’s name or Ellie’s. She turned her gaze to the other man. “And who is this fine fellow?”

“My pal Josh. I’ve been telling him about Lulu ever  since she won Winner’s Bitch at that competition. We heard a rumor about Edward being out of the picture and hoped you’d ask one of us to show her today. I sent you several e-mails, but you never answered them, so I called and left a few phone messages. Guess I should have known you weren’t interested when you didn’t respond.”

“I’m afraid I’m a total novice on a computer, and I’ll have to speak to my housekeeper about those phone messages.”

“Yeah, well, I still want you to know how much I admire your bitch. I don’t have a dog in the toy group and . . .”

Ellie ignored the rest of their conversation, thinking instead of the terminology dog people used. She had a difficult time referring to female dogs as bitches, though it wasn’t a slur but proper canine classification. Still, this kid’s pushy attitude was hard to swallow. She’d been told that handlers had a lot of confidence, but as far as she was concerned, his comments were just short of rude.

Flora didn’t seem a bit flustered and spoke politely to the young men. They left a moment later, and she gave a loud harrumph. “Sorry I didn’t introduce you, but those boys are brazen upstarts, too eager to push the pros out of the way. Inexperienced handlers looking to break into the big time often campaign for new customers, but not in such an unprofessional manner.”

Then the older woman’s eyes sparkled, and she nodded toward the crowd. “I think Arnie has arrived, and he’s stopped to greet Edward. That means he’ll be here any moment.” She touched her head of silver hair. “How do I look?”

“Like you own the place,” Ellie assured her.

Flora stopped fussing. “I hope the two of you get along.”

Ellie peered through the crowd. Mrs. Steinman had to have radar or X-ray vision, because it was easy to spot Edward’s tall figure but almost impossible to see who he was talking to. Then a short, dapper man, somewhere between Edward’s age and Flora’s, wearing an impeccable gray suit and matching tie, plowed through the human traffic jam, stopped in front of them, and grasped both of the woman’s hands.

“Flora, my dear. Ready to celebrate Miss Lulu’s big moment?”

“I’m all atwitter, Arnie,” answered Flora, a blush gracing her papery cheeks. “At the very least, my little girl deserves to win Best in Breed, and I’m hoping you’ll make that happen.”

“I deserve Best in Breed no matter who the handler is,” rang a voice in Ellie’s ear.

She turned to Lulu, who watched from her pillowed throne, and sidled backward. “I wouldn’t be so cocky if I were you. Fidel and the other seven Havaneses here have each won major competitions. They have the right to Best in Breed just as much as you do.”

“Ha! I’ve beaten every one of them already. Any judge with a brain will see that I’m the most typey of my breed.”

“Only time will tell, missy.” Ellie noted that Flora Steinman and Arnie were involved in a discussion, so she asked Lulu the big question. “Besides too much aftershave, why did your mistress fire Edward Nelson?”

“You mean you can’t tell?”

“Afraid not,” she said, still staring at the senior couple.

“Ellie, Ellie, Ellie. Rudy is right. You are a babe in the woods when it comes to male/female relationships.”

When Lulu’s explanation sank in, Ellie blinked. “You mean Flora and Arnie are—are—”

“Not yet, but she hopes they will be. The moment she met Arnie it was bye-bye Edward.”

“Wow,” Ellie muttered. “Who would have thunk it.” Her attention returned to Flora and Arnie, who were now grinning at her as if they had heard both sides of her conversation with the Havanese.

“I assume this is the young woman you’ve been telling me about, my dear,” Arnie said to Flora as he reached to shake Ellie’s hand. “You’re Ellie Engleman, right? Flora’s done nothing but sing your praises from the moment she and I met.”

“Mrs. Steinman is a very kind lady,” said Ellie. “It’s nice meeting you, too.”

“I see Flora was right about your ability to communicate with canines. It appeared that you and Lulu were holding quite a discussion a few seconds ago.”

“I know it’s eccentric, but chatting with my charges is a habit I’ve developed over the course of my dog-walking career,” she confessed.

“Good for you,” said Arnie. “You can never tell how much a dog understands, and Lulu is bright. I’ll bet she’s aware of everything you say to her.”

You don’t know the half of it, Ellie almost blurted, but she knew her unusual ability was unexplainable, even to the most fanatical dog lover. “Please forgive me if I stare like a Chihuahua milling with a pack of St. Bernards, but this is my first time behind the scenes at any kind of canine competition. I’m still trying to absorb it all.”

“You’ll get the hang of things soon enough. Once that  little lady is in the ring, everything will come together like gin and vermouth, a fine cocktail and a fine win for our perfect Havanese.”

“Uh, okay,” she agreed, not certain that the analogy fit.

A buzzer sounded and the mob grew quiet. “Attention group twenty-seven. All Havaneses and their handlers, please report to ring number one.”

Ellie checked her watch. “Oh my gosh. It’s almost time for the magic moment. We’d better get out there.”

“I am so nervous,” said Flora, stepping in front of Lulu with a brush raised.

“Now, Flora, that’s my job.” Arnie eased the grooming tool from her hand and stuffed it in his pocket, then gazed at Lulu. “How’s my pretty baby today? Ready to knock the judge’s socks off?”

Lulu answered him with a sneeze, and Flora giggled. “Isn’t she something, acting as if this is an everyday occurrence instead of the biggest moment in her competitive career?”

Since Ellie was privy to Lulu’s bossy outbursts and sometimes snotty innuendos, she said nothing. They would never believe her if she told them she knew exactly what the Havanese was thinking. Instead, she made an honest observation. “There are only nine dogs in her breed. I’d say she has a good shot at winning.”

“Remember what I told you about the breed. Because they’re one of the newest recognized by the American Kennel Club, there are only about thirty breeders in this country. Hence the small number,” offered Flora. “We’ve already met each of the competitors at other venues, and we’ve come in first several times. At each  competition, Fidel has been the one who challenged my girl the most.”

“Enough talk, ladies. It’s time we got in line. We’re next on the judging block.” Arnie slipped an armband, covered with a variety of statistics and the number nine on it, over his jacket sleeve and moved it to his upper arm. Then he picked up Lulu and walked through the teeming mass with Flora and Ellie following.

 

At the edge of the competition floor, the two women held hands as the nine pairs lined up in number order. It was then that Ellie saw one of the handlers pull a treat from his pocket and put it in his mouth. A moment later, he removed it and fed it to his dog.

She wrinkled her nose. She’d tried Rudy’s gourmet biscuits from Bread and Bones, and they were tasty, but the gummy-looking blob of brown that guy had just stuck in his mouth resembled cooked liver. Yech!

“I’ve seen some handlers putting dog treats in their mouths at the shows I’ve watched on television, and I know it’s called ‘baiting’ but why, exactly, do they do it?” she asked Flora.

“Baiting is used to keep a dog’s attention on the handler and encourage them to get into the proper ‘stack’ position. Many canines are more well behaved in the ring if it’s done, while others simply like the fact that their handler thinks enough of them to share a treat.”

Arnie, who was the last handler in line, stood just a few feet away. When he heard their conversation, he took a step nearer, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a plastic bag holding blobs that looked very much like the one the other handler had used. “Ellie, here.  You have a dog.” He handed her a brown lump. “Try giving him one of these, and see how he reacts. I make them in my own kitchen . . . a special recipe and all that. If your boy likes it, I’ll give you instructions on how to prepare them.”

Ellie pulled a tissue from her bag and held it out so Arnie could set the sticky blob inside. No way was she going to let that mess touch her hands. After wrapping the tissue, she tucked it in the side pocket of her blazer. She had no idea if her fuzzy buddy would enjoy the gummy bit of goo, but champions did and Rudy was a champion to her. He deserved the best.

“Though I always carry treats for the dogs I handle, I’ve never used this technique in a competition with Lulu before, but she and I have practiced for the past two days and she’s taken to it quite well. It should help with her presentation today,” Arnie added.

“Contestants in group twenty-seven, prepare to head into the ring,” the announcer called.

The handler cocked an eyebrow and gave a cheeky grin, then stood at attention and followed Edward and Fidel, the number eight pair, onto the floor.

Flora squeezed Ellie’s fingers hard. “This is so exciting. If Lulu wins, I’ll collapse with sheer happiness. I don’t know how I’ll get through the Best in Group and Best in Show events.”

Admiring the older woman’s confidence, Ellie said, “Hang on to me, and whatever you do, don’t faint. You’d probably never hit the ground in this mob.”

Craning her neck, she checked out the competition area. The convention floor was divided into four rings, with each section holding a specific breed of dog, spectators who were probably owners, MACC stewards, and  a judge. Since the Havaneses were a small group, they stayed directly in front of Flora and Ellie. It was obvious that the judge, a middle-aged woman with a stern expression, planned to make quick work of these tiny canines.

“We’re in luck. Alleyne Dickens is judging,” Flora whispered. “The last time she and Lulu met, she awarded my girl Winner’s Bitch in the toy group.”

It amazed Ellie how much there was to learn about dog competitions. Understanding the correct terminology was almost like absorbing a new language. “I realize you’ve been to hundreds of shows, but how did you get comfortable with all the terms? My head is spinning, and I’ve only just begun to get in the swing of things. Seems to me they should hand out dictionaries so the audience can figure out what’s going on.”

“Why, Ellie, don’t tell me you have aspirations of becoming a handler.”

“Who, me? Uh-uh. Besides, since I walk twenty- five dogs a day, I’m already a handler of sorts. But it’s nothing like coercing them into giving their best in front of a judge.” With some of her charges, it was all she could do to have them walk in an orderly manner with the pack. And the grousing they did was enough to send her screaming. “I admire the professionals, but I doubt I could be one. It’s enough that I spoil my brood rotten and let them get away with more than I should.”

“That’s the reason I fired Bibi and hired you, well before they caught the girl working with that despicable dognapper. You’re very sweet with your canines, and all pets deserve a little TLC. A real handler takes no nonsense, which is the reason I don’t want my baby living with one. Besides, once the animals get used to the ring,  they find their rhythm and act just as they should. With some of them, it’s almost instinctual.”

Instinctual? She couldn’t imagine her yorkiepoo having the competitive instincts to perform in a show ring. Not that it mattered, because Rudy was perfect for her in every way. “I still don’t think I could do a proper job.”

“Nonsense. You’re intelligent, and I bet you’re a quick study. Besides, I’ve always thought you had some sort of special rapport with the dogs you walk. I sensed it from the first day I saw you herding them up Fifth Avenue, if you want the truth.”

Ellie and her charges did have a “special rapport,” but if she told Mrs. Steinman what it was, the woman would laugh out loud, call her crazy, and probably fire her. “That’s a very nice thing to say. I do try to bond with them. It usually works, but not always.”

“Which only proves that dogs are just like people. They hit it off with some, merely accept others, and simply ignore the ones they don’t like.” She glanced in the ring and gave Ellie’s fingers another squeeze. “Fidel and Edward are at the table. Let’s see how they do.”

Edward Nelson stood on one side of the platform while the judge stood at center stage with Fidel. The judge ran her hands head to tail over his black furry body as if checking his bone structure, then looked in his mouth. After that, she put her hands under the rear of his belly to make certain, Ellie imagined, that all his “important” parts were in good order. Finally, Ms. Dickens gazed into Fidel’s eyes and the pooch gazed back, as if he knew exactly what she was doing and why.

When finished, the judge nodded at Edward and said, “Up and back, if you please, then return to the line.”

Placing one hand under Fidel’s neck and the other  under his tail, Edward picked up the dog and set him carefully on the floor. Fidel stood in the stack position, something an experienced canine knows how to do without encouragement, and the crowd cheered. Ellie had to admit that, Fidel, with such an outgoing personality, was quite a showman. Edward and his charge paced to the end of the oval and back again, then returned to their place in line while Alleyne Dickens observed them with a glint in her eyes.

“Oh, dear,” said Flora. “I can tell by Alleyne’s interested expression that Fidel made quite an impression. That doesn’t bode well for Lulu.”

Ellie gave the older woman’s shoulders a hug. “Don’t be discouraged. Lulu has a unique personality, too. Judge Dickens will recognize that and treat her accordingly.”

“I can’t watch,” Flora muttered, putting her hands over her eyes when Arnie and Lulu made their move. “I think I might be ill.”

“You have to watch,” Ellie said. “Lulu will do her best, and it would be a shame for you to miss her big moment.” Lulu was a grade A ham. No way would she waste her opportunity to shine. “Just keep your eyes open and remember to breathe.”

Alleyne Dickens inspected Lulu as she had the other canines. When she told Arnie to take his dog “up and back” he pulled the brush from his pocket and gave his charge’s coat a quick groom while Lulu raised her head like a movie star. The display got the crowd laughing, and Arnie lifted his dog and set her on the ground. There the Havanese pranced in a circle, giving the spectators a reason to applaud.

Hearing the applause, Lulu did something none of the other competitors had done. She executed a quick back  flip. The throng roared in approval, and Arnie grinned. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out one of his “special” treats, stuck it in his mouth, and started their parade around the ring.

But he didn’t make it more than a few steps before he began to totter as if in the throes of a dizzy spell. Then he held his hand over his chest and gasped for breath. He never offered the treat to Lulu. Instead, his muscles seemed to collapse and he fell to the floor in a heap.
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