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BUTTERBEAN WAS IN A FUNK.

She was sprawled on her back on the living room floor, with her ears fanned out around her head and her paws sticking up in the air. Her tongue was lolling out to one side. There may have been some drool involved.

She hadn’t moved for hours.

“Butterbean?” Oscar the mynah bird hopped down his perch and cocked his head.

Butterbean didn’t respond.

“Is she dead?” Marco whispered from the rat cage.

“OF COURSE SHE’S NOT DEAD!” Polo said from the top of the water bottle. “Don’t be ridiculous!” She looked at Oscar. “She’s not, is she?”

“Of course not,” Oscar said. (He was pretty sure he saw her breathing.)

“Then do something!” Polo said.

“Don’t worry. I can fix this,” Oscar said quietly. “Butterbean?” He paused. He needed to choose his words carefully. He had to say exactly the right thing. And he knew just what that was. “Have you considered…”

Walt, the black cat, stopped grooming her leg and raised an eyebrow.

Oscar cleared his throat. “Have you considered… getting a hobby?”

“PFFFT.” Butterbean blew a puff of spitty air out of her mouth in disgust. “Hobbies.”

“Good job, Einstein,” Walt said, rolling her eyes. “Hobbies. That’s what you went with?”

“What? It’s a good idea!” Oscar sputtered. “It’s not like there were any other suggestions.”

“At least she’s alive. That’s something,” Marco said.

“Yeah!” Polo said. “Not that we were worried or anything.”

“Of course not,” Marco said. “That would be silly.”

“I told you watching that documentary was a mistake,” Walt said, shooting Oscar a look.

“Well, yes, I see that NOW,” Oscar huffed.

The documentary had come on a few days earlier and had been about famous dogs in history. Rescue dogs, war hero dogs, police dogs, actor dogs, all kinds of famous and heroic dogs. None of them had been short wiener dogs like Butterbean. None of them had been house pets.

“I don’t need a hobby,” Butterbean grumbled. She still didn’t move.

“Hobbies aren’t bad, Butterbean,” Polo said, fiddling with the sparkly button she always wore around her neck. “Hobbies are fun, right, Marco?” She nudged Marco hard in the side.

“Um, right! Hobbies are great!” Marco agreed. “I have lots of hobbies! Let’s see, there’s seed collecting, and running on the wheel, and, um, well… seed collecting…” He shot an agonized look at Polo.

“Seed collecting is a big one,” Polo said lamely. She made an apologetic face at Oscar.

“I’m not collecting seeds,” Butterbean said.

“No one is suggesting you collect seeds,” Oscar said, looking around the room for ideas. “I see you haven’t chewed the nose off your new sheep toy yet. Why not do that?”

“Pffft!” Butterbean blew air out again. “Nose chewing is for HOUSE PETS. Real dogs don’t chew off noses. Real dogs have JOBS.”

“Oh, here we go,” Walt said, examining her paw.

“Real dogs are HEROES,” Butterbean wailed. “I’m nothing but a HOUSE PET.”

“Oh good, this again,” Walt said with a sniff. The “house pet” rant had started on day two and had been a recurring theme ever since.

“We’re all house pets, Butterbean,” Oscar sighed. He was getting tired of making the same points over and over again.

“Yeah, well, it’s not the same. You’re a BIRD. They don’t do documentaries about famous BIRDS. You’re not supposed to be heroic.” Butterbean snorted softly.

Oscar tried not to take it personally. He was sure there were plenty of heroic-bird documentaries, and he was equally sure that if there were, he was more than qualified for a segment in one. He was a very impressive bird, if he did say so himself.

“But, Butterbean, you’re not just a house pet!” Polo said, jumping down from the water bottle. “You’re a therapist, remember?” Butterbean had recently run a small but successful therapy practice out of the basement of the Strathmore Building. (She specialized in raccoons.)

“Yeah! And we’re secret spies, remember?” Marco chimed in.

“And GHOST HUNTERS!” Polo cheered.

“And don’t forget our International Crime Syndicate!” Marco added. (It had been a busy few months.) Marco was very proud of being a member of the Strathmore Seven. He thought it added a certain something special to his résumé. “None of those TV dogs were part of a heisting team.”

Butterbean sat up abruptly, a spit string hanging from her lip swinging wildly. “Have I saved anyone who fell down a well? No, I have not. Do I wear a little barrel around my neck? No, I do not. Have I starred in a live-action motion picture? No, I have not.” She harrumphed and flopped back down.

“But, Butterbean—” Oscar started.

“No! No buts,” she sputtered. “There’s nothing to heist anymore! And there are no ghosts to hunt. And nothing to spy on!” Butterbean turned over, the long string of spit swinging as she did. (Oscar averted his eyes. Nobody needed to see that.) “How can I be a secret spy if there’s nothing to spy on?”

“You can spy on me,” Oscar said. “I don’t mind.”

“That’s not the same!” Butterbean felt a howl welling up in her chest. She had no choice. She had to let it loose.

Marco and Polo covered their ears.

“Butterbean, what on earth!” Mrs. Food, their human, hurried into the living room from the office. “What’s all this ruckus about? Are you injured?” She walked over and put her hand on Butterbean’s head.
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“She’s fine,” Walt said, rolling her eyes. “She’s being a drama queen.”

Mrs. Food turned Butterbean’s head from side to side as she examined her. “Hmm, you seem okay. Would a treat make you feel better?” Mrs. Food asked, discreetly wiping the spit string from Butterbean’s mouth.

“Maybe?” Butterbean said softly.

“Oh brother,” Walt muttered.

“WELL IT CAN’T HURT,” Butterbean huffed as Mrs. Food went into the kitchen. “I’m UPSET. I’m having a… What did you call it, Oscar? The other day?”

“An identity crisis,” Oscar said.

“RIGHT. I’m having an IDENTITY CRISIS. That can only be fixed by TREATS.” Butterbean flopped onto her tummy and waited for Mrs. Food to come back.

“Butterbean, you’ve got to snap out of it,” Walt said. “You can’t keep doing this.”

“You do this kind of a lot,” Polo said.

“You get depressed when we’re between cases,” Marco added. “OH!” He looked up at Oscar. “We need a new case!”

Oscar frowned. “I don’t know if I’d say—”

“Here you go,” Mrs. Food interrupted, bustling in from the kitchen. “Now you need to stop whining. I’m planning a top secret surprise for Madison, and I don’t want you spoiling it.”

“A surprise?” Butterbean perked up.

“Top secret?” Polo said.

“A TOP SECRET SURPRISE?” Marco smacked his fist in his hand. “What is it?”

“It’s TOP SECRET.” Polo clasped her hands in front of her. “Did you hear that? Top. Secret.” She shot Oscar a look. “Maybe this is a case for us?”

“And who knows, maybe if you’re a good doggie, I’ll let you know what it is.” Mrs. Food bent down and patted Butterbean on the head.

“BE A GOOD DOGGIE!” Polo shrieked.

“WE NEED TO KNOW!” Marco yelled.

“This sounds like a perfect case for a top-notch investigator like you,” Walt said, shooting a conspiratorial glance at Oscar.

“Exactly.” Oscar shot a conspiratorial glance back at Walt.

“I guess?” Butterbean said doubtfully. “It sounds like she’s going to tell me anyway, though.”

“Even so,” Oscar said. “It’s worth a try.”

Butterbean nodded and looked up at Mrs. Food. She was just putting on her grade A, top-notch, high-powered puppy dog face when the door to the apartment slammed open so hard that Oscar almost fell off his perch.

“I’m home!” Madison yelled. She was the medium-sized girl who lived with Mrs. Food while her aunt was deployed overseas.

“I’m right here, no need to yell,” Mrs. Food said, patting Butterbean on the head one last time as she stood up. “Another time,” she whispered to Butterbean.

“NOOO!” Marco wailed. “We were so close!”

“Close to what?” the white cat asked, appearing from behind the sofa. “Oh, I’m sorry, is it home-from-school-yelling time?”

The white cat was a fellow resident of the Strathmore Building who lived on the fifth floor. She was also a frequent visitor to Mrs. Food’s apartment, not that Mrs. Food or Madison knew that.

“Hide! You can’t let them see you!” Polo hissed.

The white cat rolled her eyes. “Relax. It’s not like they’d notice I was here. These are the most unobservant humans I’ve ever met.” But she stepped back behind the couch anyway. “So. What’s the scoop? Any new tasty morsels of drama?” The white cat’s eyes gleamed in the darkness.

“Butterbean’s depressed, and Mrs. Food has a secret surprise for Madison. That’s all.” Polo shrugged.

“So, you know, the usual,” Marco said.

“How was school?” Mrs. Food asked, taking Madison’s jacket and hanging it up in the closet. “Anything exciting happen?”

“Not really,” Madison said, heading to the kitchen and peering into the refrigerator. “That girl Cindy got braces. She has tiny rubber bands on them, in a bunch of different colors. That’s about it.”

“Sounds festive,” Mrs. Food said.

“Yeah, they look pretty cool.” Madison put a carton of milk out on the counter.

“Well, maybe something exciting will happen when you least expect it,” Mrs. Food said, her eyes gleaming.

Oscar and Walt exchanged glances. Something was definitely up.

Madison didn’t seem to notice, though. “Yeah, I guess. Ugh, and that Animal Control guy is back! I hate how he’s always hanging around. What the heck is that about?”

Mrs. Food frowned. “I don’t know. It is strange.”

The Animal Control Man had been hanging around outside the Strathmore Building for the past week or so, shooting suspicious looks at Butterbean and all the other dogs who passed by. It had been the talk of the building. He was making all the animals nervous, even the ones who didn’t go outside.

“Well, I don’t like it,” Madison said, setting down her glass with a thud.

“Just make sure Butterbean’s wearing her collar when she goes out, and he shouldn’t give you any trouble,” Mrs. Food said. “She’s licensed and up to date on her shots.”

“I know, I’m just saying,” Madison said, taking a swig of her milk. “It’s creepy.”

“We’ll just avoid him,” Mrs. Food said, patting Madison on the hand. “No more talk of the Animal Control Man.”

“Oh good, you know about him?” A rat face poked out from behind the white cat. “The Animal Control Man?”

“Wallace? Stay there!” Oscar said, one eye on Mrs. Food and Madison. They were still in the kitchen, but they could move at any time. “It’s not safe to come out.”

“Mrs. Food and Madison are right there!” Polo said, waving her arms.

Wallace was a wild rat who had lived in various apartments in the Strathmore Building. (Current residence, Mrs. Power Walker’s apartment on seven.) He was over at Mrs. Food’s apartment almost every day, though.

“Sorry, but it’s an emergency!” Wallace panted, bending over to catch his breath. “There’s trouble. Outside.”

“Is it the loading dock rats?” Polo asked.

“No, it’s—”

“Are the raccoons back?” Marco interrupted.

Wallace shook his head. “No. It’s… there’s a dog. Outside. A puppy? Anyway, that Animal Control guy is there. He’s got that puppy CORNERED.”

“WHAT?” Butterbean sat bolt upright. She shot a look at Oscar. “CORNERED?”

“Cornered’s not good.” Walt narrowed her eyes. She’d been in the shelter as a kitten, and there was still bad blood between her and the Animal Control guys.

“Oscar, we have to do something! We have to!” Butterbean yelped.

“I don’t know what we can do, Bean.” Oscar shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not sure we can help.”

“But a PUPPY!” Butterbean insisted.

“Uh-oh, I think somebody might need a walk,” Mrs. Food said, watching Butterbean from the kitchen.

Madison looked up at the clock. “Is it time already?”

“YES!” Butterbean jumped to her feet. “A WALK! I can go outside! I can help! I can go for a WALK!”

“No, Bean—” Oscar started.

“Oscar, I’ll be like those documentary dogs!” Butterbean raced to the door and back. “Rescuing a puppy!”

Oscar shook his head. “But it’s probably too late, Bean. The Animal Control Man is already there.” He looked at the other animals. “Right?” The last thing he wanted was for Butterbean to end up feeling worse than she already did.

“Yeah, but… but she can try, right?” Polo said slowly. “I mean, it’s a PUPPY.”

“A little bitty thing,” Marco said. “And it needs help!”

“I could try SOMETHING.” Butterbean raced to the door again and danced in place.

“Better take her out, Madison,” Mrs. Food said with a grin. “She looks pretty desperate.”

“I haven’t even finished my milk!” Madison groaned.

“You’re right, Oscar. It’s probably hopeless,” Walt said, her face dark. “But I think she has to try.” She flexed her claws. “Go for the eyes, at least.” (Going for the eyes was Walt’s signature move.)

“She’ll be like a SUPERHERO,” Polo said.

“EXACTLY, a SUPERHERO!” Marco cheered.

Oscar sighed. He hoped they weren’t making a mistake. “Okay. But be careful. Don’t leave Madison’s side. Animal Control is nothing to mess around with.”

“I’ll be careful,” Butterbean said, pawing at the door. “Madison, LET’S GO!”

“Do you have a plan?” Polo asked.

“I do NOT!” Butterbean said happily. “I will have to FIGURE IT OUT!”

“Fine! Sheesh!” Madison dragged herself over to the door and clipped on Butterbean’s leash. “You better really need to go, though.”

“Oh, I do!” Butterbean barked. “I have got some RESCUING to do!
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WALLACE WAS HIDING BEHIND THE potted plant in the Strathmore Lobby when Butterbean got off the elevator. (The elevators in the Strathmore Building are notoriously slow.)

“PSSST!” Wallace hissed. “BEAN! OVER HERE!”

Butterbean nodded to Wallace and then quickly scanned the lobby. Mr. Doorman was standing next to the front window, glaring at something outside. Teacher Man was over by the mailboxes. Mechanic Guy squeezed past them to get into the elevator.

No one else was there.

Putting on her best innocent face, Butterbean sidled over to the plant and plunked down on the floor. Then she pretended to scratch her ear. (Okay, she didn’t just pretend. Her ear was a little itchy.)

Madison groaned. “Butterbean!” She wrapped the leash around her hand and waited for Butterbean to finish.

“So. What’s the scoop?” Butterbean whispered at the plant in between scratches.

Wallace scooted a little closer. “Oscar sent me. He wanted to meet you outside, but he can’t. Mrs. Food won’t go back to her office. She’s on the phone ‘chatting.’ ” Wallace made air quotes in a way that made the phone call seem super sketchy. “So I’m here if there’s, um, anything you need a rat for.”

“Got it. I’ll let you know.” Butterbean wasn’t sure what that would be, but it was always good to have a backup rat if you needed one. She gave her ear one last big scratch and stood up.

“Roger that,” Wallace said. He thought that was the right term. It sounded good to him, anyway.

Madison looked down. “FINALLY,” she said, tugging at the leash. Butterbean scrambled after her. It was a pretty sad situation when there wasn’t time for a good ear scratch.

“Hey there!” Madison waved at the doorman, who was still glaring at whatever was outside. Madison walked over and peeked over his shoulder. “Oh, ugh, is that guy going to be here all day?”

The Animal Control van was still parked right out front. The Animal Control Man was bent over, alternately peering under the bushes and whacking them with a pole.

Mr. Doorman did not look happy.

“Not if I can help it,” Mr. Doorman said, his face set grimly. “He’s blocking our driveway. And disturbing our landscaping.” He glanced down at Butterbean, and his face softened a little. “But don’t you worry, little stinker. He’s not going to catch you.”

Butterbean gave a half-hearted wag of her tail. It was hard not to take the “stinker” comment personally, but she knew Mr. Doorman didn’t mean anything by it. He’d called her that plenty of times before, and she’d had Walt do a sniff test every time. She knew she wasn’t really a stinker. (If she was, Walt would definitely have told her.)

Mr. Doorman patted Butterbean on the head absentmindedly and then turned to the door. He opened it and bowed slightly to Madison. “After you.”

Madison grinned and walked in her fanciest way through the door (or at least she tried to—Butterbean may have gotten a little tangled up in Madison’s feet). Mr. Doorman followed her out, squaring his shoulders and tugging his uniform jacket down slightly, like he was getting ready for a fight.

He clapped his hands and pointed at the Animal Control Man. “Hey! You there! You’re going to have to move your vehicle.”

The Animal Control Man ignored him and whacked the bush.

Mr. Doorman’s face turned red. “You there. You can’t park here,” he said, marching over to the bush where the Animal Control Man was poking around. “You’re blocking our driveway.” Butterbean didn’t hesitate. Using all of her strength, she barreled after Mr. Doorman, dragging Madison behind her.

“No! Bean…” Madison started, but Butterbean meant business. She leaned forward like she was walking into a strong wind and pulled with all her might. There wasn’t time to waste. The Animal Control Man had to be stopped.

Butterbean was about three feet away from the bushes when she saw the eyes watching her from under the branches. They narrowed warily as she approached. Butterbean tried to look as reassuring as she could.

The Animal Control Man stood up, shooting a cool look at Mr. Doorman. “What now? I can’t do what?” He didn’t seem the least bit concerned that he was blocking the driveway.

“This is Strathmore property. You can’t park there.” Mr. Doorman drew himself up to his full height. (Which was huge to Butterbean, but didn’t seem to be that tall compared to the Animal Control Man.)
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The Animal Control Man sniffed. “Oh yeah? Well, this is city business.” He folded his arms and smirked at Mr. Doorman.

“Come on, Bean,” Madison said in a low voice. She didn’t really want to be in the middle of this. She tugged at the leash a little, but Butterbean didn’t budge.

The eyes under the bush narrowed even more. And then without warning, something small burst out of the bush and raced down the sidewalk and into the alley.

“HEY!” the Animal Control Man bellowed angrily.

Butterbean knew what she had to do. She couldn’t let it get away. In one swift move, she yanked the leash out of Madison’s grip. And raced off after it.



“How long is she going to talk on the phone?” Polo said, her face smushed up against the glass wall of the rat aquarium. “She’s been talking FOREVER.”

As soon as Butterbean left, the other animals sprang into action and came up with a plan. Since Butterbean couldn’t handle the Animal Control Man on her own (obviously), she was going to need backup. And that backup was going to be Oscar (obviously).

It would be easy—Walt would open the window, and Oscar would fly down to the loading dock, where he could assist as needed. He was hoping he’d have a chance to fly into the Animal Control Man’s face and flap his wings around a little. He was sure that would be an extremely effective move, since he’d tried something like that once before (accidentally).

There was just one problem. Mrs. Food.

Instead of going back to her office like they all expected, she decided to hang around the living room. And talk on the phone for ages about NOTHING IMPORTANT AT ALL. And even worse, she was taking particular interest in Oscar’s cage.

First she flicked some empty seed casings out of Oscar’s dish. Then she adjusted the cuttlebone fastened to the side. She even added some new seeds to the dish (which he appreciated, but not right then).

“I know! It sounds so good. What do you think?” Mrs. Food said into the phone as she picked a stray feather off the bars of Oscar’s cage.

“What is she even TALKING ABOUT?” Marco wailed. “And why is she doing it NOW?”

“I’m ready any time,” Walt said from the window ledge. She rested one paw on the latch to the window. “Annnny time.” She patted the latch. “Just waiting for the all clear.”

“It’s not like I can do anything,” Oscar said, hopping down his perch. Mrs. Food didn’t even seem to be paying that much attention to him. But she would definitely notice if he opened up his cage and left for a few minutes.

“We can’t even watch the surveillance cameras! Anything could be happening!” Polo moaned.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Oscar said, jumping onto the bars on the other side of the cage. (Cage maintenance was not one of his favorite things.)

“Guess we’ll just have to hope nothing goes wrong with poor Butterbean all alone,” the white cat said from behind the couch. “I mean, anything could happen to her.”

“Don’t be silly,” Oscar snapped. “We sent Wallace. She’ll be fine.”

The white cat shrugged. “If you say so.”

“I say so,” Oscar said confidently. “She’s fine.”

He just wished he could be sure.



“Butterbean! NO!”

Butterbean heard Madison yell as she raced toward the alley. A car horn blared somewhere next to her as she dodged a random trash can and scrambled to make the turn. She didn’t have time to waste.

“Look what you did! I had him!” The Animal Control Man’s voice came from somewhere behind her, but Butterbean kept going.

Butterbean skidded to a stop just inside the alley. She looked around.

Nothing. No puppy, no anything. Not even any loading dock rats.

Butterbean stood panting, trying to get her bearings. The alley looked just like it usually did—empty, with gravel scattered by the dumpster next to the loading dock. The only things that were new were a couple of cardboard boxes piled by the wall and a fast food wrapper that someone had dropped. (It smelled like hamburger, but Butterbean restrained herself.)

The puppy had to be in the cardboard boxes.

Butterbean rushed over and nosed them, her leash dragging along behind her. But they didn’t smell like anything—just cardboard and damp. No puppy smells at all.

“Where are you?” Butterbean hissed at the empty alley. “I’m here to help!”

It wasn’t going to be much of a rescue if she couldn’t even find the puppy. Butterbean hunched down and peered under the dumpster.

A pair of eyes looked out of the shadows back at her.

“There you are! I’ve been looking EVERYWHERE!” Butterbean barked in relief. “Boy is that Animal Control Man mad, and he’ll be here any second.” Butterbean looked around, but there wasn’t a better hiding place. The cardboard boxes looked pretty flimsy now that she’d inspected them. “Stay there—I’ll get you inside. Just scooch into the shadow a little more? I’ll stop him from finding you. I’m a rescue dog, you know.” Butterbean looked back over her shoulder just in time to see Madison racing toward her. She didn’t have a happy face.

“Quick, here they come. And close your eyes!” That was a top-notch hiding trick she’d learned from Walt. “I have a friend, Wallace. He’s a rat. Just wait here for him. It’ll be all right. I’ll handle this,” Butterbean said, puffing herself up. It was time to be heroic.

“Butterbean, what are you DOING?” Madison said, rushing up and stomping on Butterbean’s leash to keep her from running away. She bent down and grabbed it just as the Animal Control Man appeared at the entrance to the alley. Butterbean shot one last look under the dumpster. She didn’t see anything. The puppy seemed to have taken Walt’s tip seriously.

The Animal Control Man walked slowly toward them, holding a long stick with a loop on the end. “Where’s the dog, kid?”

Mr. Doorman came rushing around the corner, but the Animal Control Man didn’t even look at him. “This is outrageous. Move your van NOW, sir.”

“I’m not moving it until I get that dog,” the Animal Control Man said coldly. He kicked the cardboard boxes as he walked past, crushing one under his foot. Butterbean swallowed hard. She was glad the puppy hadn’t decided to hide there.

“I will have you towed, sir.” Mr. Doorman puffed as he hurried to keep up. “I’m not joking.”

The Animal Control Man didn’t even respond, he just kicked another cardboard box and glared at Madison.

“Where did it go? That dog is mine.” He stopped, looming over her.

Madison’s face hardened as she stared back up at him.

Then she smiled.

“She’s right here,” Madison said, holding up Butterbean’s leash. “I caught her. But she’s got a license.”

The Animal Control Man rolled his eyes. “Not THAT DOG, the dog that ran down the alley. Where is it?”

Madison shrugged. “What do you mean? This is the dog that ran down the alley,” she said. “Just now. She pulled the leash out of my hand.”

“Don’t get cute with me,” the Animal Control Man snorted. “That’s not the dog.” He pushed past her and walked around the dumpster in a slow loop. Then he bent down to look underneath.

Butterbean held her breath.

The Animal Control Man peered under the dumpster for a long minute before standing up and opening the top with a clang. He looked inside and then whirled back around, turning on Madison again.

He pointed at Butterbean. “You’re telling me this is the dog that I saw?”
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Madison looked at Mr. Doorman, who gave the slightest nod. Madison set her jaw. “Yup. Over by the bush. She got loose and ran down here. See? Look.” She pointed at Butterbean’s collar. “She’s got a license and everything.”

The Animal Control Man examined the tag like he thought it was counterfeit.

Mr. Doorman cleared his throat and held up a cell phone. “Sir, that dog is a resident of this building. You need to leave. I’m calling your supervisors.”

He took a pair of reading glasses out of his pocket and put them on. Then he peered at the phone, punching in numbers. He looked over the top of his glasses at the Animal Control Man, one finger poised above the call button. “Last chance.”

“Fine.” The Animal Control Man scanned the alley one final time and then stormed off, his stick over his shoulder.

Madison and Mr. Doorman watched him go. Butterbean flopped over onto the pavement. Being a rescue dog was pretty stressful.

“You know there was another dog,” Mr. Doorman said, raising his eyebrows.

“Yeah, but I don’t know where it is,” Madison said. “I’d hate for that guy to catch it, though.”

Mr. Doorman grinned. “Me too. Now you take your little stinker for a walk. I’ll make sure he’s gone.”

Madison nodded and set off down the alley. “Come on, Butterbean. We’re done here.”

Butterbean scrambled to her feet and hurried after her.

But Madison was wrong. They weren’t done. Not really. Not yet.
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“WELL, LOOK WHO’S BACK!” WALT abandoned her position at the window as Butterbean marched through the door. (Apparently she wasn’t going to be needed for any window opening in the near future.) “Did they get him?”

“They did NOT!” Butterbean said, bouncing happily into the middle of the room. “I was a great rescue dog. Madison even HELPED!”

“What? How?” Marco climbed onto the water bottle next to Polo. (Awkwardly, because there wasn’t really enough room for both of them.) “I want to help! Do they have rescue rats? I can be a rescue rat.”

Polo shrugged, almost toppling off of the water bottle. “We could be the first ones, maybe?”
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“And guess what? MR. DOORMAN helped too!” Butterbean said. “It was a team effort!”

“BUT HOW?” Polo said, nudging Marco to scoot over. “We need details!”

“Good walk?” Mrs. Food said, hanging up the phone and hurrying over to the door.

“NOW she hangs up?” Oscar said, jumping down his perch. “It doesn’t matter if she hangs up NOW. It’s too late!” He’d never imagined a phone call could be so long and so boring (and stressful—he really didn’t appreciate all the messing with his seeds). The call had gone on so long that even the white cat had left halfway through. (Apparently she had “better places to be.”)

“It was pretty good,” Madison said, unclipping Butterbean’s leash. “Butterbean did her business. Oh, and that Animal Control guy is gone,” she said with a smirk.

“Boy is he!” Butterbean said.

“Oh really?” Mrs. Food said, raising an eyebrow.

Madison just stood there, watching her expectantly. She was bobbing up and down on the balls of her feet and looked like she was about to burst.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” Mrs. Food said, smiling. “Did something happen?”

“You could say that.” Madison grinned and started to take her jacket off. “It was so cool!”

“Well, good.” Mrs. Food patted her on the shoulder. “You can tell me all about it on the way to the movies.” She picked up her purse.

Madison stopped with her jacket half off. “Wait, movies? We’re going to the movies?”

Polo nudged Marco in the side. “Do you think the movie is the top secret surprise?” she said in a loud whisper.

Marco frowned and considered. “It doesn’t seem top secret enough.”

“Also not much of a surprise,” Polo agreed.

“Right. I mean, she just blurted it out,” Marco said.

Polo nodded. You don’t just blurt out top secret surprises.

Madison didn’t seem to mind that it wasn’t top secret enough. “Awesome!” she cheered. “Are we seeing that new one? With the cool trailer?”
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