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“Something ugly looking. Intimidating. Fierce. That's what we need, a very ugly, intimidating watchdog. Or maybe a small, yappy, little suck-up, lap-sitting kind of dog. I could go either way,” Daisy Greene shouted as she trotted after her sister, Rose Forrest. “Slow down. I can't keep up.”

“We’re not getting a dog. And I'm just walking briskly. Isn't that what we're supposed to be doing? I can't help it if you're completely out of shape,” answered Rose.

“I am not completely out of shape. Only a few pounds out of shape. I didn't realize we were in training for the Olympics.”

Rose said, “No, not for the Olympics – for old age. Daisy, seventy-eight is the average age for croaking and you are halfway there.” 

“Well, so are you!”

Rose quickened her pace and smiled as she said, “Not for another year.” 

Daisy put on a burst of speed and caught up with her. “Now, just what do you have against a nice, little dog? You'll love it.” 

Daisy saw a big, sloppy mutt lying next to a dog house. ‘Cuddles’ was painted over the door. “Look at that little guy. What's not to love?”

Growling, the dog jumped to his feet as they passed and tried to lunge at them through a chain link fence.

Daisy shrieked. “Well, maybe not that little guy.”

Rose walked on shaking her head.

Most days, the sisters enjoyed this morning hike along the bike path that ran just a few blocks away from their home. Usually the noisy little creek running alongside it and the rustling noises of the wind and the birds relaxed and invigorated. But this morning, not so much.  

Daisy, her curly blond hair escaping from under the hood of her navy track suit, was walking with frustrated determination, hand weights swinging dangerously at her sides. 

“This is ridiculous!” she continued mumbling to herself. “You're not my mother. And if I want a dog, I'm getting a dog. A big, hairy, shaggy mutt. Or, maybe, a little Pomeranian. Really yappy and annoying.”

Rose, taller than Daisy with long auburn hair pulled into a pony tail, stopped so suddenly that Daisy ran into her and fell on her butt. 

“Would you please not do that?” griped Daisy brushing herself off.  

Rose turned and looked at her sister. “Enough with the dog. I know you Daisy. One small dog! Sure! One will become a menagerie in no time. The dumb chum will need company. A cat? Maybe birds? Chinchillas? Once you start, it never ends. Fleas! We'll have fleas! I'm pretty sure I'm allergic to dogs. And I know I'm allergic to fleas.” 

“Since when?” said Daisy.

“Since I said so,” said Rose.

“Rose, I'm not trying to be difficult. But things around here have gotten a little scary. According to an article in yesterday’s Bulletin, at least five shops have been broken into right here in Old Towne in the last month. And the police have no idea what’s going on. I admit it. I’m frightened. A dog would be company and would make noise at strangers.”

“I'm a little spooked, too. But I think an alarm system makes more sense than some idiot dog. Noise and no fleas. Perfect.” 

Daisy smiled to herself, “We’ll just see about that.” Then she did an about face and headed home.

Daisy sighed with deep content as she usually did when she stepped onto the front porch of The Elms, the beautiful, Victorian home she and Rose had inherited from their beloved Great-Aunt Lucy.

This was the house where they had spent their summers when they were young. With a father in the Foreign Service and moving from country to country every few years, it had been home base for the Forrest family. It sat three stories tall with a wrap-around porch and detached garage in Old Towne, Bostwick, Maryland. 

Lucy had met her maker a few of years earlier at age ninety-five, just about the same time that Daisy's marriage had done likewise. She had no children of her own, so she left her estate to the Forrest girls. 

For Daisy it was a sign. Time to try something new. She quit her job, left her ex in Baltimore with his bimbo, moved into the upper floors of the old house, and started renovations downstairs. A year later, she and her sister, Rose, opened the doors to Champagne Taste.

The original front door of the house, now the shop doorway, sat in the middle of the porch. But the sisters entered through the private entrance to their apartment on the far right end. Daisy picked up the mail on the hall table and ran up the stairs two steps ahead of Rose.

Walking through the living room to the office she looked around and smiled as she usually did.

“We did a great job in here, didn't we? I still love looking at this room!”

Daisy and Rose had decorated the room together. Mushroom-colored walls and a beautiful Navaho rug, African violets on the windowsills and woven baskets and clay pottery lining the bookshelves reflected Rose’s quietly elegant taste.  

Daisy had softened the room scattering rosy chintz cushions on the green sofa and putting Tiffany lamps on the end tables. The matching chairs she had chosen picked up the subtle colors in the rug and a large crystal vase filled with white and gold mums seemed to pull it all together. 

Daisy said, “We work so well together. This whole life change wouldn’t be half as much fun on my own.”  

Rose said, “It is fun. You know, when you came up with this idea I thought you were nuts. I still can’t believe you talked me into it. No wonder you were salesman of the year so often.” 

She looked around the room. “And we did do a great job in here. I think it looks like a garden in the middle of a desert.”

She checked her watch. “This is good. If we get up early every morning we can get in our walk and open up by 10:00 easily. Those pounds will just melt away!”

“I’ll bet. I’m first for the shower and I'm naming the dog Killer or, maybe, Bubbles,” called Daisy as she ran up the steps to the third floor. 

Rose followed her up the stairs saying, “Not in my lifetime. Hurry up. We've got a delivery coming at 9:30 and we need to make space in the stock room. And I wanted to finish the inventory before the Christmas rush.” 

“Okay, I’ll be quick.” Ten minutes later as Daisy was combing out her damp hair she noticed the light on the answering machine was blinking. She hit the button and heard the voice of their very sexy neighbor, the new owner of Lost Treasures Antiques.

“Hi. Daisy, this is Marc Proctor. Wondered if you might like to come by this morning for coffee. I'll be here all day. Give me a call if you have time.”

Rose said, “Coffee – again? I think you have a sweetie.”

“Oh, my God, that's the last thing I need. All I want is a dog. I don’t want a boyfriend. He’s a really nice guy, but I do not want to have to answer to anyone again - ever.”

“Why would you have to answer to him? He's not your ex. It's just coffee, for crying out loud. We need to get out there, Daisy. It would be too weird if we turn into two old spinster ladies who sit on their front porch sipping bourbon from their teacups.”

“I don't like bourbon. But you're right. I’m jumping to the worst scenario, aren’t I? Why would I think he’d be like that? He's just a nice guy, not a creep of a husband. And he does have the most beautiful blue eyes.” 

Daisy finished swiping on mascara and said, “It’s all yours. You’d better hurry.” 

Rose grabbed her robe and said, “I’ll be down in a few.”

Daisy was halfway through grapefruit and toast when Rose came into the kitchen and asked, “What do you know about Marc? I mean his business. Is he doing well? I notice that he keeps some strange hours. I got up last night at two o'clock and saw his lights on. And that's not the first time.”

“I guess he’s a night owl. He seems to have a lot of money and very nice clothes. And last week when we met at Starbucks he was telling me about running up to New York for sushi at Nobu the way you and I run over to the Tavern for a ham sandwich. Why?” 

“No real reason. I was just wondering.”

They went down the stairs and into Champagne Taste through the connecting door in the hall. This was the best part of their day. Rose turned the lights on and their “baby” woke up. 

Daisy looked up at the Aunt Lucy’s sparkling Waterford chandelier hanging over the circular counter. 

Daisy smiled. “Lucy loved to say that was the biggest splurge of her life and it was worth every penny. It is so beautiful. I hope she’s happy with what we’ve done.” 

Rose looked around the shop and said, “I’m sure she is. It’s a lovely shop.”

Walls had been removed opening up the main shop space. A plant-filled sunroom looking out on the small back garden let in light and color. China, pewter and silver shone brightly. Crystal stemware glittered and the vibrant colors of silk scarves and ties and table linens warmed the large room.  

Rose checked the time, “Appalachian Artists promised they’d be here early with my order.” She opened the door to the storeroom nestled under the stairs and looked around. “We need to get some of this old stuff moved to the garage.” 

It was after ten o’clock when they finished toting the last box out and the Appalachian van pulled up.

Daisy said, “Have you got this? I’m going to open up.”

The bell over the door rang and an older, well-dressed man walked in. Daisy was on the phone behind the counter and Rose was taking a second inventory of the new shipment.

She looked up and said, “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. I’d like to find something special for my wife.”

Rose said, “Did you have something in mind?”

“Not really. I just wanted something out of the ordinary. I was hoping you could suggest something.”

Rose put down her clipboard and looked around, “I’ll certainly try. We do have some lovely things. Are you from around here?”

“No. I’m down from Philadelphia. A friend told me about you. Actually, he said to ask for Daisy.”

“That’s my sister and she is so much better at ideas than I am. Could you possibly wait until she’s off the phone?”

Daisy hung up and walked over quickly. She gave Rose a look, and then said, “I’m Daisy. Can I help you?”

Rose smiled absently and said, “I’ll be in the office.”

Daisy said, “I’m sorry, she’s got the inventory on her mind. What were you looking for? Did I hear you say you’re from Philly?”

“Yes. A friend told me about your shop.”

“I love Philadelphia.  And you’re looking for something special?”

“I am. Something for my wife. Our twentieth anniversary.” 

“How lovely. Twenty, let’s see. That could be china or platinum. Tell me about your wife.”

“Well, she loves gardening.” 

They talked for a long while. Then Daisy said, “I think you might like this. It’s one of a kind.” She reached under the counter and took out a beautiful pendant of bone china set in white gold graced with delicate hand-painted wildflowers.

He smiled. “Paul was right.”

“Paul?”

“A friend. He recommended this shop. He said I’d find something special. This is perfect!”

After the man left Rose came out of the office and asked, “Good sale?”

“Very. Rose, you really need to work on your people skills.”

“I know. I’ll try. But dealing with numbers is just easier. I’ll be in the garage counting if you need me.”

Fall was in the air and the sunlight was glorious. Daisy was sweeping leaves off the front porch when she looked across the street and was startled to see an old man wearing a shabby grey coat and red high top tennis shoes huddled in the doorway of Marc Proctor's shop. 

Then she saw Marc coming across the bridge and waved. She sighed. He looked really good this morning, tall and slim in a tweed sports coat and turtleneck sweater. His salt and pepper hair curling over his collar gave him what she thought was an elegantly sophisticated look.  

“Beautiful day, isn’t it?” she called.

“It is. Come for coffee. I want to show you the desk that I found last week,” Marc called back.

“Is one okay?”

“Sure. See you then.”

Before Marc got to his door, the old man got up and shambled away down the alley next to the shop.

By one o’clock the new merchandise had been unpacked and cataloged and Daisy and Rose were working on the display when Marc stuck his head in the door. “Anyone at home?” 

Daisy looked up and said, “Come on in. Just finishing up.” She put the last wooden bowl in its place and said, “What do you think?”

“It looks good. Have you two got time for lunch? I haven’t tried the Tavern yet.”

Daisy said, “Sounds good to me. I’m getting hungry.”

Rose said, “You go on. I've got some paperwork to catch up on and I'm waiting for a call.”

As they were walking across the street Daisy asked, “Did you notice that old guy in your doorway this morning? I saw him just after we opened up. He got up and moved down the street when you showed up.”

“No, I didn't see him today. But he's been around before. He's just an old drunk, I think, looking for a place to sleep.”

The Clover Tavern had been built in the 1930s. Frank, Jr. and Mattie Clover had taken over when his dad retired. Frank senior had built the place himself. Knotty pine booths surrounded an old dance floor which was now filled with tables. Daisy and Marc slid into one of the booths. 

Daisy pointed to one of the old photographs that lined the wall and said, “That’s my house!”

“Really? And who is that sitting on the porch?” asked Mark.

“My aunt Lucy. She left the house to Rose and me when she died a couple of years ago. It was fortunate timing for me. I needed a change. My husband had just come to the conclusion that what our marriage needed was less of me and more of someone else.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No. It was good, really. I’d always wanted to have my own shop and now I do! Well, Rose and I do.”

“What did Rose do? Is she divorced, too?”

“She was an overworked CPA. And not divorced, just unlucky. So the shop’s been good for both of us. Although I have to say these break-ins have really got us spooked. They’re weird. Nothing damaged, only little things taken. They make no sense.”

“You haven’t had a problem, have you?”

“No, not yet. But we need to do something. I want a watch dog. Something that will make noise and be company when we're there alone. 

“Evidently, Rose has a problem with that. She claims she’s allergic. First I’ve heard of it.”

“Why don't you get an alarm system?” asked Marc. “Works just as well, and no dander.” He put his hand over Daisy’s. “I worry about you.”

Daisy gently moved her hand and said, “That’s sweet, but I’m fine.” 

Marc continued, “I don’t know. Hazel Monroe almost walked in on someone. Apparently, he ran out the back door of the Book Renew as she came in the front.”

“I know. Actually, she told Rose that she thought the man was leaving the back of your place or Mary Newhart's and just cut across her porch,” said Daisy. “You haven’t had a problem, have you? I saw you burning the midnight oil the other night.”

“Did you? Just catching up on paperwork.” Marc picked up the menu. “What’s good?” 

Daisy asked, “So how did you end up here in Old Towne?”

“Well, I’m from Maryland near Oakland. After college I was trying to decide what to do when I realized I really liked antiques. I had a knack for discovering rare finds in out of the way places. I worked for a couple of dealers in Washington and New York for about ten years, but I wanted to go out on my own. So I moved back to Maryland about five years ago. I bought a house near Annapolis and started building my clientele.

“When I needed a bigger space I thought of Old Towne. The rents are still reasonable and it has a reputation as a first-class antiques center.”

“Any family?”

“Not really. Some distant cousins up in Oakland, but that's it. No one close. I never seem to make time for relationships. How about you?”

Daisy looked toward the ceiling and sighed. “Lots of family. Well, Rose, of course, my mother and our baby sister, Mari and her husband, Matt. Aunts, uncles, cousins, the whole shootin' match. Most live within an hour or two, but Mari and Matt live in England.”

“Mary? Not a flower?”

“Marigold. We lived in apartments growing up. My mother loves flowers, but for most of her life never had much more than a window box. She called us her garden.”

Their food came and Daisy sighed with contentment. 

“I needed a break. We're gearing up for Christmas and it's been really busy.  Looks like we may see some black ink if the season goes well.” She sipped her tea. “You mentioned a desk. What kind?”

“An Italian roll top.”

“Is it a big one with lots of little hiding places? I love them. So many places to stash secret notes and love letters and clues!”

“Clues? Clues to what?” asked Marc.

“Oh, clues to anything really. Murder, blackmail, stolen pearls. I'm a mystery addict. I grew up reading Sherlock Holmes, Miss Marple, and Hercule Poirot.”

“Really? Me too. Lord Peter Wimsey’s my favorite.”  

Daisy smiled. “I can see you as Lord Peter.  Anyway, I'm always trying to come up with wonderful hiding places to stash things that might stump the great ones. My best idea yet is the inside of a door!”

“Huh? I don't get you,” said Marc as he finished the last of his fish. 

“Well, it would have to be something light weight like a piece of paper. You know, a will or an incriminating photograph or the number of a secret bank account in the Caymans. Just take the door off its hinges and cut a hole in the bottom. You could stash the goods and then glue the bottom piece back in. Who'd think to take a door off its hinges to look?”

Marc said, “You’d need a hollow door.”

“Not necessarily. Anyone who can use a saw could probably hollow out a small space. That would probably be better because no one would think to check a solid door. What do you think about dessert?”

“Ingenious,” said Marc.

“Dessert?”

“Hmm? No, the door thing. Ingenious. I like it!” The waitress came over to take their dishes. Marc said, “I'll have coffee and the lady would like a dessert menu.”

––––––––
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“LUNCH WAS GOOD. HE'S a really nice guy. Apparently, he's got no close family. Seems to be all on his own. He thinks we should get an alarm system,” said Daisy as she hung up her coat after lunch.

“I knew I liked him,” Rose said with a smile. “We won't need a Fido, Butch or Rover. We'll have an alarm. I'll even let you name it!”

“He also showed me the most beautiful roll top desk he got at auction last week. It's Italian from the 1870s with gorgeous inlaid marquetry. And it's got lots of little hidden holes and drawers. Just beautiful. I would love to buy it, but I'd have to sell Mother to afford it.”

“Speaking of Mother, she called and she's dropping by shortly. She said she has a surprise,” 

“This could be bad. Mother's surprises aren't always as delightful as she thinks they are. It took me a week to get the gum out of my hair from her last little surprise!” 

The shop was quiet, so Daisy took a few minutes to sit in the sunroom and admire the last golden chrysanthemums of the season. She sighed contentedly.

And then the shop door opened and a black bolt of lightning seemed to shoot across the room and land at Rose's feet. 

“Malcolm, I told you not to do that. It gives the wrong impression. Malcolm, really, come back here now.” Angela Forrest stood in the doorway looking like she just stepped out of a wind tunnel, tendrils escaping from her blond chignon.  

Smiling fondly she pronounced, “I got you a dog! A watchdog! Isn't he wonderful? I was out and thinking about these break-ins and it dawned on me. A dog. 'They need a dog,' I said to myself. 

“And there was a sign on the side of the road - 'Free to Good Home'. So I pulled in and said I knew of a good home and there was Malcolm and he clearly was a most amazing dog. Why he hopped right into the car without even looking back. We waved good-bye and here we are. It was just meant to be.”

“Oh my God in heaven, this creature is the surprise,” said Rose as she tried to disengage Malcolm from humping her leg. “Get down, you idiot.” 

Turning to her mother she said, “We can't have a dog. Certainly, not this dog! He hasn't been neutered, has he? He hasn't had shots? Mother what were you thinking? A dog! He probably has fleas. I really don't want a dog.” 

Daisy walked around and picked the little mutt up. “But I do. Look at him. He's obviously happy to be here. We'll get him a dog house. We'll take him to the vet. They have fantastic stuff now for fleas. It'll be great.”

“Right, it'll be wonderful. A watchdog that jumps into a complete stranger's car. Doesn't exactly inspire confidence. 

“And he is not sleeping on my bed. But it doesn't matter because he has to go back. Mother, what were you thinking?!”

Calmly, Angela replied, “As I said, I was thinking about these break-ins. You can't be too careful. And you don't want a mean dog. This little guy will just make some noise and let you know if anybody shows up.”

Angela stopped for a breath and looked around the shop. Then she peered at Daisy. “Something’s different. You’re seeing someone, aren’t you? Who is he? What's the 9-1-1?”

“That would be the 4-1-1, Mom, if anyone actually said that. And no, I am not seeing anyone. I just had lunch with our neighbor,” said Daisy as she fondled Malcolm's head, then put him down to let him explore his new home.

“Are you sure?” asked Angela. “I'm pretty sure I'm right.”

“Well, yes Mom, I would know if I'm seeing someone.”

“No, 911. I'm sure I've heard it's the 911.”

“No, no, Mother” said Rose. “911 - emergency. 411 - information. Just the way you dial on the phone. Malcolm, oh, my great googlie-mooglie!  He's humping the doorstop.”

Sure enough Malcolm was having quite the love fest with the stone bunny sitting by the door. 

“Mom, did the former owners of this little charmer say why he was free to a good home?” asked Rose.

“Nothing specific. Just that he didn't get along with their other animals. But I figured that since you don't have any other animals, it wouldn't matter. 

“And I will have you know that he has been neutered and had his shots. Here are the papers proving it. And now I must fly. I found a lovely little lady who reads palms and gives manicures at the same time.” Angela whisked herself out the door. 

“And out flies Hurricane Angela! She is a wonder. You sidestepped the dating issue pretty well,” said Rose as she picked up the bunny and put it on a shelf. “Do something with that dog. He can't stay in here.”

“How could she tell I had a lunch date? Maybe her palmist told her. Or else Mother is the psychic. Okay Malcolm, how about walkies?” Daisy said as she got her coat and the leash Angela had left. Malcolm saw it and ran up to her wagging his little tail. 

“I'm taking him for a short walk and then I think I'll run up to the pet store and stock up on doggie supplies. I'm so excited! And you know you love him already.” 

“Hmm. I wouldn't go that far. But at least he's small and I haven't detected any fleas.”

Daisy came back from the pet store loaded down with food, toys, and a doggie igloo sticking out of the trunk. As she got out of the car she saw a tramp shambling down the street toward Marc's shop. The same guy that had been in his doorway earlier. When he saw Daisy watching him, he just kept on going.
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Daisy had showered and dressed and was tying her shoes when she heard Rose shout, “Daisy! What is this dog doing in my bed? He’s licking my toes! I told you, he’s not allowed in my bed! I thought you paid some ungodly amount for that silly looking igloo so that he could sleep outside. Why is he in here?” Rose leaped out of bed and stomped to the bathroom.

“Because he loves you. You've really got to calm down. He's a little dog, not a python. I thought he should sleep inside on his first night with us, so he'd recognize home. Besides, it's really cold out,” answered Daisy.

“Cold? It's fifty degrees. We could have slept outside quite cozily. I've agreed we can keep the dumb chum, but I will not have him sharing my bed. It would be just too sad if my only bedmate turns out to be a humping pedicurist named Malcolm!”

“Oh, come on, Malcolm. Out of there. Let's get ready for walkies. Come on, Rose. You too. Our schedule's going to be shot to hell if we don't get a move on.”

Their morning walk was unusually peaceful. The air was crisp and Malcolm was energetic and entertaining. Surprisingly, he heeled automatically, staying close, sniffing and chasing insects along the path.

The phone was ringing when they got home. Rose ran up the stairs just as the answering machine was hanging up. She played the message.

“Hello, Rose? Daisy? Can you come to the store right now? I need help. Please, right away. Hurry, please hurry. I don't know what to do and I'm scared.”

“That was Hazel,” said Daisy. “We'd better get over there. I've never heard her upset like that before.”

They hurried down the block, turned onto Market and up the steps of the Book Renew. The door was open. Daisy tied Malcolm to the front porch rail and walked in to find Hazel standing in the middle of the store holding the phone in one hand and her cat in the other. The shop had been ransacked. Books were flung everywhere. One of the shelves lay on its side, the cat's bed underneath.

“Roscoe won’t wake up. I think someone killed him.” Hazel held out the ball of fur and started to sob. Daisy took Roscoe and Rose hugged Hazel.

“Oh honey, I'm so sorry. Have you called the police?” asked Rose. She looked over at Daisy and silently asked her about the cat. Daisy shook her head as a tear glided down her face. She took off her coat and gently wrapped the cat in it. She carried the little bundle over to the door and set him down. Hazel saw this and burst out crying all over again. 

Rose led Hazel to the back of the shop where she had a small kitchen. This room was untouched. She made tea adding a huge spoonful of sugar. “Here drink this and tell us what happened.”

Hazel sat there clutching the neck of her sweater in a tight fist. “Oh lord, I must look a mess.” 

Rose had to smile. Hazel was one of those women who was always completely pulled together. The woman never wrinkled or dripped food down the front of her brand new white cashmere sweater that she had not gotten on sale. You could drop in on her at two in the morning and her nightgown, slippers and robe would all match. Her face would be freshly scrubbed, and she would somehow manage to swipe on some lip gloss and run a comb through her dark curls. 

“You look fine Hazel. Really. Just tell us what happened.”

“Well, I don't know. I got here at eight as usual. I like to get here early to feed the cat and tidy up before opening. The front door was ajar and when I pushed it open I saw all the mess. I started to leave, but I saw Roscoe on the floor. I ran over and picked him up. 

“Then I called 911 and would you believe they put me on blasted hold!!! So I called you.” She glanced at the Daisy’s coat by the door and burst into tears again. “Oh, my poor Roscoe! He was such a sweet cat. It's not fair. Who would do that to a cat?”

“Were you able to look around? Did they take anything?” asked Daisy trying to distract her from poor Roscoe.

“I don't know,” she said shakily. “I guess I should look.” They went back into the shop. Hazel went through each corner of the room. In the back was a small alcove where she kept unpacked books. These had been emptied, too, and the boxes were torn apart. Otherwise nothing was damaged except the book shelf and cat bed.

“This is just odd. I don't think anything is missing. I mean, I can't be positive, of course. I keep my valuable books locked in the cupboard behind the register and that hasn't been touched.”

“What was in the boxes in the alcove?” asked Rose.

“Some books I got at an estate sale in Baltimore the other day. I haven't had a chance to go through them yet.”

Just as they were looking through the piles of books, there was a commotion on the porch. Malcolm was barking like a dog possessed and a young policeman from the Bostwick force was standing at the bottom of the steps. 

Daisy ran out and said, “Malcolm, quiet!” and Malcolm immediately shut up and sat down. Daisy ruffled his head and undid the leash. She looked at the man and said, “Sorry. He’s excitable. Thank God you're here.” 

“I’m Officer Willis and I’m checking out a 911 call from this address. Are you the person who called?”

“No, I'm Daisy Greene. My sister and I own a shop around the corner.  Hazel Monroe called. She's the owner here and her shop's been broken into. Someone ransacked the place and killed her cat! Please come in.”

Officer Willis and Daisy walked in and found Rose and Hazel sorting books. Rose said, “Hazel’s trying to see if anything is missing.”

Hazel looked at the young man and said, “Hold! I was put on hold! What if someone had still been in here? What then? It could be me, not my little Roscoe, lying in that coat.”

They all turned toward the coat to see Malcolm humping poor little Roscoe. Hazel let out an anguished howl, Rose uttered a stream of words referring to Malcolm's parentage in an unfavorable light, and Daisy was about to grab Malcolm's leash when a flash of orange fur leaped out of the coat and onto the highest shelf in the room. Hazel gasped, then drooped ever so gracefully onto a chair.

“You said he was dead,” hissed Rose to Daisy as she helped Hazel up.

“He looked dead. He was all floppy. What? I'm a vet? Besides I think Malcolm brought him back. He must have the gift,” said Daisy.

“The gift? What gift would that be? Sex maniac gift? Necrophiliac gift? Malcolm's a humper. That is exactly what he is. No wonder they told Mother that he didn't get along with the other animals!”

“Ladies, could someone just tell me what's going on here?” asked Officer Willis.

“Yes. I can,” said a very shaky Hazel. “I got here this morning as usual at eight o'clock. The door was open and I saw Roscoe on the floor next to his bed. I called 911 and, as I said, was put on hold! Then I called Rose and Daisy because they live right above their shop and I stood right there until they got here.”

“Do you know if anything’s missing?”

“Well, I don't think so.”

“What's upstairs? Has anyone been up there?”

Daisy, Rose and Hazel all looked shocked as they realized that someone could still be in the building. Daisy said, “No, we checked all the rooms down here. The kitchen wasn't touched. Or the bathroom. But we didn't think to check upstairs.”
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