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      Bertha Potts stood in her brand-new kitchen admiring everything she had ever dreamt of in the design of the new boardinghouse. Currently, finger food was cooking in the countertop oven and the two built-in ovens. Square, round, and oblong serving platters and bowls in an array of colors waited to be filled on the countertops. She checked that the coffee and tea bar was ready for guests.

      She had water in her electric teapot, and the single-serving coffee device's reservoir was also ready. Empty coffee pod filters and holders stood at the ready on the counter. Labeled canning jars of different flavors of coffee lined the counter. People could follow the instructions Jimmy wrote to make a single cup of delicious coffee, which were taped to the cabinet door above the coffeemaker.

      
        
        INSTRUCTIONS FOR MAKING COFFEE

      

      

      
        
          	
        Insert the reusable K-cup coffee filter into the holder.
      

      	
        Fill the K-cup coffee filter with your choice of ground coffee.
      

      	
        Close the filter lid.
      

      	
        Insert the holder into the coffeemaker.
      

      	
        Choose your coffee cup.
      

      	
        On the lighted panel on the coffeemaker, choose how many ounces your cup will hold.
      

      	
        Close the coffee maker panel.
      

      	
        Press START.
      

      	
        DO NOT REMOVE CUP UNTIL COFEE FINISHES BREWING.
      

      	
        Remove your cup of coffee.
      

      	
        Remove the used K-cup/holder from the coffeemaker.
      

      	
        Separate the reusable K-cup from the holder.
      

      	
        Open the K-cup onto a coffee filter and use a spoon to tap the K-cup to remove the dregs. Throw the coffee filter/dregs into the trash container.
      

      	
        Rinse the K-cup and holder. Hang them on the skewers in the glass to dry.
      

      

      

      Mrs. Potts mentally went through all the steps and nodded her head.

      Celebrity Masters, followed by her fiancé Jimmy Katz, one of Mrs. Potts’ boarders and who was the heir to the Katz-Diaz billion-dollar global organization. They carried finger foods into the kitchen.

      “Where should we put these, Mrs. Potts?” Celebrity asked.

      Mrs. Potts looked at what they had brought. “Why don’t you place them on the buffet table in the dining room?”

      “Do you need any help in here?” Jimmy asked. He was ready to roll up his sleeves and pitch in for the open-house celebration, even with his minimal kitchen skills. They had moved into the new boarding house two days shy of a month ago and still weren’t sure where everything was.

      Jimmy stopped at the cabinet and read the coffeemaker instructions for the tenth time after mentally going through all the steps. Brian McKinley, Jimmy’s lifelong friend, who had moved to Twinkle from The Big City, was also a boarder in the new house. Brian had tested the instructions this morning and gave them a thumbs up.

      Celebrity slipped out of the kitchen.

      Brian rushed into the kitchen and spoke in a whisper. “That new neighbor is here. She’s not a nice person.”

      Mrs. Potts whispered back to Brian. “What do you mean? I haven’t met her yet.”

      “She seems mean-spirited the way she talks about people she barely knows,” Brian explained.

      They all looked at each other. Katerina Ewaldone was new to Twinkle, and a recent addition to Mrs. Potts’ neighborhood. To ensure she met people and didn't feel left out, Bertha asked Vince, Dorothea's house sitter, to invite her to the party.

      “I guess we’d better keep an eye on her,” Jimmy said. “We don’t want anyone wrongly influenced by her.”

      Susan Price entered the kitchen ahead of her husband, Police Chief Kenton Price.

      “I brought my famous potato salad,” Susan said. “I labeled my bowl on the bottom and brought a throwaway serving spoon.”

      “Oh, that was smart of you,” Celebrity said as she returned to the kitchen. “Want me to put it in the dining room for you?”

      Susan handed over the bowl.

      “The place is filling up,” Chief Price said. “Did you invite the whole town?”

      Mrs. Potts snickered. “Just about.”

      “Where’re the kids?” the chief asked Jimmy.

      “Upstairs. I didn’t want Maddy to be underfoot, or Guppy to be flying all over the place.” He led them from the kitchen to stand at the foot of the stairs, where they saw their favorite cat and parrot peeking through the railing from the second floor. Jimmy had attached a red rope across the bottom of the stairs to keep people downstairs.

      “How’s her foot?” the chief asked.

      “She’s not limping anymore, so I think it’s healed.” Jimmy sighed. “She seems to take her time these days, where before the accident and kidnapping she never thought twice about it. She just jumped into whatever she wanted to do.”

      “Can she go up and down the stairs, okay?” Susan asked.

      “Maddy can’t race like she used to, but given time, she’ll beat the Indy 500 again,” Jimmy joked.

      Jimmy’s pets were recovering from Maddy’s abduction. The kidnapper’s car crashed, and Maddy sustained serious injuries. Guppy was so stressed after seeing his best friend so banged up at the vet’s office, he molted his feathers all over his sleeping cage and the floor.

      Anyone who thought animals didn’t have feelings needed to take time to understand them. They expressed their emotions on their faces and through unusual behavior.

      Jimmy let his eyes drift across the room. He caught sight of Vince Babelton’s wide eyes begging for rescue from the new neighbor.

      “Uh oh,” Jimmy muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” Chief Price asked.

      “Need to rescue Vince.” Jimmy nodded toward his neighbor, who looked like he was going to go into a coma standing up.

      Susan studied the woman who had been monopolizing Vince. “Kenton, let’s go see what that woman’s all about.” She led her husband across the crowded floor to where Vince audibly sighed in relief.

      “Hi, Vince. Why don’t you introduce us to your new neighbor?” Susan suggested.

      “Uh, sure,” Vince stuttered. “Susan, Chief Price, this is Katerina Ewaldone.”

      The woman looked them over with judging eyes. “Call me Rina.”

      Susan held her hand out. “Hello Rina. I’m Susan Price, and this is my husband, the Chief of Police, Kenton Price.”

      Rina limply shook Susan’s hand. “Pleasure meeting you, I’m sure.”

      Chief Price kept his ruffled attitude toward the newcomer squelched. The chief felt a background check through Meaty, the Twinkle expert in all things requiring checks and balances, coming on. There was something way off about this new person.

      “Where did you move from, Rina?” the chief inquired.

      A Twinkle High School student approached with a tray of drinks. They all partook of a glass of iced tea.

      “Oh, here and there. I like to explore different places,” Rina explained. She sipped her tea.

      Susan squeezed her husband’s hand. She knew when Kenton was heading down a certain road. The security expert saved them by joining the conversation.

      “Hey, chief, Mrs. Chief,” Meaty joked. He nudged Jimmy in greeting and stared at the new woman standing beside Vince. “Great party, Jimmy. Who’s this?” Meaty always jumped in, not wanting to waste a lot of time on small talk.

      Chief Price stared at Meaty in such a way that the security expert read something into it. “This is Katerina Ewaldone, who goes by Rina. She’s just moved here from unknown places.”

      Meaty sized up the woman and the situation. By the time he left this conversation, he would be on his super-duper phone getting all the dirt on the new neighbor. He would engage the chief to grab her glass when empty and slip it into a plastic bag for safekeeping. “So, Rina, how did you land in Twinkle? It’s not like people flock to a town that isn’t even on a Google map.”

      Rina pasted on a fake smile. “I’ve been exploring West Texas, and here I am.”

      “Where are you staying?” Meaty asked.

      “In the old Hampstead place.” Rina did not provide one ounce more of information than was required.

      “The Hampstead place? It’s been boarded up for at least a decade. How’d you manage that?” Susan asked, which saved her husband and Meaty from launching into a full-scale interrogation.

      “If you must know, I contacted a realtor and asked if there was anything available where I could live rent-free in exchange for some beautification.” Rina didn’t exactly spit out the explanation, but it was practically a snarl.

      The woman gulped the rest of the tea and plunked her glass on a tray by a passing teenager, then left the group without another word.

      Chief Price rushed after the teen and carefully grabbed the glass with a paper napkin so as not to disturb the fingerprints that Meaty would run through his various systems. Susan followed her husband and snuck an evidence bag out of her purse and held it open. The glass dropped into the bag. Susan zipped it closed and slipped it into her purse with no one being the wiser. Mrs. Chief kept a supply of bags and gloves in her purse for instances just like this.

      Jimmy patted Vince on the back. “Maybe we shouldn’t have invited her.”

      “She doesn’t even know her neighbors, or anyone in this town, yet she talks so poisonously about them,” Vince shared. He felt riled up and breathed slowly to calm down.

      Meaty’s fingers tapped continuously on his phone. He grunted with satisfaction as he shared his phone screen with Chief Price. “Found her using Rina. In the past year, she’s lived in four different places. Community message boards suggest that shy of being run out of those towns, she made no friends there or left anyone saying anything other than negative stuff about her. Community boards suggest she made no friends and left negative impressions. I’ll dig deeper. There’s a story there, and I’ll trace her all the way back to where she grew up.”

      Jimmy and Vince joined them.
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      Danny Stonerich, a reporter for the Twinkle Independent News, otherwise known as the TIN, caught up with Brian, his coworker. They piled food onto their plates while perusing the offerings in the dining room.

      “Man, this party rocks,” Danny said between bites of a finger sandwich. The entire staff of the TIN was present at the party.

      Kingston Bainbridge, the sportswriter who went by the nickname Deuce, rushed past them to the kitchen. Danny looked around and spotted one of Deuce’s exes who didn’t go away quietly. He and Jimmy followed the freaked-out sportswriter into the kitchen, where they found him cowering on the side of the refrigerator.

      “You can’t hide forever, Deuce,” Jimmy said. “You’re going to have to face this woman and settle things.”

      Danny nodded. “Like Jimmy said.” Danny munched a chocolate chip caramel cookie. “Man up. Get out there and take the talk outside, unless you plan to keep ducking and hiding for the rest of your life.”

      Deuce shook his head. “I know you’re right. I don’t know why I get myself into these messes with women.” He straightened up and left the kitchen.

      “He just can’t face the truth,” Jimmy said. “Womanizing catches up to you after a while.”

      Danny nodded as he stuffed half a deviled egg into his mouth.
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      Maddy and Guppy talked among themselves in animal speak.

      Who was that nasty woman talking to Daddy and Vince? Guppy asked.

      I’ve never seen her before, but no one likes her, Maddy observed. If Mrs. Chief doesn’t like someone, they must be bad.

      I’ll bet she doesn’t have any pets, Guppy declared. Who’d want to live with her?

      Want to Google her? Maddy asked.

      Guppy took off. Yeah! He flew through the door of their apartment.

      Maddy did an awkward romp. She could not get up to even half her speed with her shoulder still stiff, and her foot, while healed, still needed soft steps. They finally met up in their living room. Maddy carefully flopped down on her cushion in front of the iPad and the big TV up on the wall. She gripped the number two yellow pencil in her powerful jaw and whacked the on/off button.

      The iPad came alive.

      What’s the bad woman’s name? Guppy asked.

      Let’s ask someone. Maddy and Guppy thought about who to ask. Maddy whacked the green message icon, and a list of people appeared.

      Ask Daddy, Guppy squawked.

      Between the two of them, they typed the words, then Guppy pecked the Return key to send the message. Shortly thereafter, a ding sounded a reply.

      How do you say that? Maddy asked.

      Mrs. Jones in our TV class told us to sound out words, Guppy recalled.

      Katerina Ewaldone showed up in Jimmy’s text.

      K makes a cuh sound. Cuh… cuh… at… er… reen… nuh. Maddy looked over at her pal. Do you think that’s it?

      Guppy thought about what he heard, of the broken-down pieces of the name, then compared that to the text. He put it all together and flung out, Katerina.

      That must be it! Maddy's pal impressed her. Let’s try the second word. Do you think it’s eh or ee?

      I don’t know, Guppy admitted. Just try one of those.

      Okay, here goes. Eh… wall… dough… knee. She thought about it. Maddy licked her chest in indecision. Maybe Ee… wall… done?

      Guppy said the two words inside his head. I think it’s the last one. Let’s just Google her name. Who cares if we say it the right way? No one can hear us. He pecked the Google icon.

      They worked in tandem using Meaty’s nifty copy and paste button he had created for them after he witnessed their struggles. They got the name Jimmy sent into the Google search bar. Maddy let Guppy do the work. He pecked Search, and they waited patiently while the search engine scooped info from across the web.

      Huh. Let’s go to YouTube and find out what Boris says about not finding someone online. He had a lot of information about this, Maddy said.

      Working together, they entered YouTube and found their saved link to Boris Ivanov’s page, where they learned so many things. With nose and beak to the screen, they silently read the names of the links.

      Here’s one. I think this is it, Guppy said. Fake names.

      Maddy whacked the link with her pencil. After seven minutes of reading, they determined that the bad woman was using a fake name.

      Should we tell Daddy what we found, or Meaty? Maddy asked her feathered pal.

      Guppy fluttered his wings. Meaty and Chief Price.

      They worked together to type out their message. They explained what Boris Ivanov’s page said about fake names, then how they found nothing online through Google for Katerina Ewaldone.

      Okay, we need to send this to Meaty and the Chief. Guppy was excited to be contributing to catching a bad person. He and Maddy felt certain there was something fishy going on with Katerina Ewaldone.

      Guppy and Maddy used the copy and paste button Meaty had programmed for them and sent the message to both of their contacts.

      Whew! I’m beat, Maddy said. She curled up on her pillow and settled in for a nap.

      Guppy flew back to his fake tree and took up squirrel vigilance. There was no such thing as being too safe.
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      The party broke up, and Chief Price and Meaty stood outside by their cars chatting when their phones dinged a message.

      Susan had stayed behind inside, helping with the cleanup. She learned long ago it was to her advantage to drive her own car and meet Kenton somewhere. She had found herself stranded more than once when they rode together, and he was called to duty.

      Meaty and Chief Price read their new text.

      “Huh. Those animal detectives are at it again,” Chief Price stated.

      “Boris Ivanov has a lot of good information on his YouTube page. Maddy and Guppy figure things out from reading through his links, like doing a Google search. I’ll dig into what they found when I get back to my desk,” Meaty said.

      “Looks like that woman may be here to scam someone,” Chief Price thought out loud.

      Meaty nodded. “She most likely thought Twinkle had a bunch of country bumpkins, but with our unofficial detective force, your people, and me, she will find out she chose the wrong town. I’ll let you know what I discover.” He got into his souped-up Camaro and headed back to the Dime Water Food store.

      The grocery store where his uncle, Brink Hellman, was the manager, was fondly known as the Foo because the letter d had burned out a decade earlier, and no one changed the burned-out bulb.
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      Meaty climbed the stairs to his domain at the Foo. He settled in, checked the cameras for shoplifters, then turned to his personal laptop where all his snooping programs waited to hunt someone or something down. While he had stepped away to the housewarming party, one of his programs had been performing a task for one of the branches of the federal government. Meaty checked to see how that fared and let the program continue with its hunt.

      He joined his fingers together and stretched them, then focused on the monitor and keyboard. Meaty had created a program specifically to hunt down aliases. Those fake names that many crooks created while trying to hide their true identities were a waste of time with the security genius’ programming. This was one thing the various branches of the US government became giddy about.

      Meaty’s expertise shortened the time of those searches and handed over the information so that the various departments could act immediately and apprehend the bad guys.

      He dropped Katerina Ewaldone’s name into his slick program and pressed the GO button. “Those animals,” he muttered to himself with a shake of his head. He was determined to beat them at their detective game this time. How could he hold his head up when two super-intelligent animals beat him at solving a crime? Meaty shook off the scenario from Chief Price’s office when he had to be practically led by the nose to what those critters had unearthed.

      The tiny cameras he had installed at the new boarding house in Jimmy’s apartment on the second floor caught Maddy and Guppy’s unbelievable actions. Unless someone watched these two animals in action with their own two eyes, they’d never understand how these things came to be.

      Meaty was part of The Pact, a group of people who protected the two animals from ever being discovered by the government. Mrs. Potts, Jimmy, Brian, and Chief Price made up the original Pact.

      Betty Katz-Diaz, Jimmy's billionaire aunt and matriarch of Twinkle and Starlight County, hosted them at the mansion after the boarding house burned to the ground. It seemed logical to add her butler, JB Jenkins, and Toombs, her security person, since they were the first line of defense at the mansion.

      Chief Price heckled Jimmy about adding Celebrity since she was his fiancée. How could Jimmy even think about keeping Maddy and Guppy’s extraordinary talents a secret from the woman he was going to marry, who also was one of Chief Price’s detectives, and Betty’s great niece?

      They had all watched dozens of videos captured from the cameras at the original boarding house. They had installed temporary cameras at Jimmy’s second-floor apartment at the mansion and here at the brand-new boarding house.

      A sound caught his attention. Meaty glanced at the monitor as his search produced some info. Katherine Ennings created the name Katerina Ewaldone only three years ago. Same initials. He stared into space for a moment, then his fingers clacked over the keyboard.

      Lickety split moments later, Meaty discovered a dossier on the woman. Katherine Ennings wasn’t even her real name. According to court records, Aronda Churnings, with more aliases than Crayola had colors, had been in and out of jail, then prison, several times. Churnings ran scams where she bilked aging people out of their life savings or retirement accounts. He could not imagine the sour woman he met at the party ever changing into a trustworthy person with whom anyone would ever do business with.

      He forwarded the information to Chief Price, who would build a dossier while waiting for the Churnings woman to take criminal action. While Meaty was at it, he thought about the unofficial detectives. He forwarded the message to Maddy and Guppy. His message to the chief dinged a response. He picked up his phone and called the chief.

      “Hey, that’s just the forefront of my search. When I dig deeper, I’ll pull up exactly what scams she used so we can be on the lookout.” Meaty typed while talking.

      I don’t think we would benefit from sending out a community-wide warning message, Chief Price said.

      “One of the old-timers may not keep the secret, then that woman would beat it out of town. I'd like to catch her in the act so the DA can give her the maximum sentence.” Meaty hoped their district attorney would not go easy on this repeat offender. When he looked at the criminal records on file, none of them were for longer than three years. If Aronda Churnings had a fifteen-year sentence in a roasting Texas prison, maybe she’d change her ways.

      Okay. No warning message. Do you think we should include Vince as another pair of eyes since he could spy on her comings and goings? The old Hampstead place is diagonal to his place. Chief Price knew they could trust Vince.

      “That’s a good idea. How about I drive over there? It would not be a good idea for that Churnings woman to see your police car in Vince’s driveway.” Meaty grabbed his car keys.

      Head on out. I’ll pull Celebrity and Ramirez in for a briefing. Chief Price said.

      “Don’t you have a new deputy starting this week?” Meaty asked.

      Tomorrow. Chief Price went through a mental list of everything he needed to swear in Gilbert Mendoza.
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      Meaty’s Camaro parked in Vince’s driveway. He approached the door and put his ear against it. As expected, he heard Vince’s Maine Coon cat, Expresso, announce his arrival with his throaty howl. Meaty tapped lightly on the door, which brought another howl from the gigantic cat. He heard Vince shooing his cat away so he could answer the door.

      “I think you do that on purpose just to hear my watch-cat,” Vince said as he opened the door.

      Meaty belly laughed. “Expresso is so
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