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Pru Armstrong drove her silver SUV along the highway, glancing at her companion as she did so. Soft, fluffy white fur, and an adorable face returned her look. Teddy’s doggy lips parted and he smiled, showing gleaming white teeth.

“It won’t be far now,” she told him. “Bernard, the lawyer, said you could come with me.”

“Ruff!” His button brown eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

Pru worked as an assistant librarian in Gold Leaf Valley, northern California. Hailing from the Gold Rush era, the small town boasted an even smaller library, but she enjoyed her job. And lately, her boss, Barbara, had started giving her more responsibility. 

Today, she and Teddy were visiting Rose Leaf House, an old Victorian on the outskirts of town. Such a house wasn’t unusual in these parts, as a lot of the local dwellings either hailed from that era or were newer builds, made to look old. But she was excited – it was a special assignment, and Barbara was trusting her judgement. 

A couple of minutes later, she drove into the small courtyard in front of a picturesque house with peeling cream paint. There were two turrets, a few chimneys, and lots of windows. The front lawn looked like it needed mowing, and there were a few scraggly rose bushes in front of the porch. A fancy navy sedan was already parked in the driveway. 

Pru parked behind the other car. “We’re here.” She unbuckled her seatbelt.

Teddy rose from his special seat and gazed out of the window. 

Helping him out of the car, she lifted him down and held the lead securely. “The attorney said he’d be here to show us around,” she murmured. 

“Ruff!” Let’s go! Teddy started toward the house. 

Teddy’s antics made her smile. He wasn’t her dog, but she did consider herself to be his aunt. Her friend and roommate, Martha, was Teddy’s owner, but right now the senior sleuth was in Hollywood, chasing distribution deals for the TV drama she had made herself, featuring a retired lady detective. 

Martha had written the six episodes, crowdfunded thousands of dollars, hired a film crew, and starred as the main character. Her friends had guest starred in the episodes. Pru had played a yoga instructor, since she taught a small class on Tuesday nights at the church hall. 

The worldwide premiere had been held two weeks ago at the senior center in Gold Leaf Valley. It had been a hit, and now the episodes played during the day at the center, so nobody would miss out on watching them. 

The local newspaper had done a big story on Martha’s show, and it had been picked up by a Los Angeles paper. Martha’s agent Trish suddenly received a couple of inquiries about distribution rights, and Martha had hared off to Hollywood to be front and center for the negotiations. 

Martha and Teddy were devoted to each other, but Martha had been worried that the meetings and general goings on would be too much for the small dog. So Pru and Teddy were looking after each other until Martha returned home. 

She was glad the lawyer had agreed to her request to bring Teddy today. The Coton de Tulear wasn’t meant to be left alone for more than four hours at a time, and he was used to being Martha’s almost constant companion. 

When Pru worked at the library, she had to leave Teddy at home, but rushed home during her lunch hour to spend time with him, taking him for a quick walk around the block. And Jesse, her police detective boyfriend, also stopped by the house in the afternoons when he had time. Although she wished she could spend all day with Teddy, like today, it was the best solution she could come up with right now. 

And Martha had her nightly video call with Teddy, telling him about her progress – or lack of it. 

Pru walked up the five porch steps, and used the knocker, a lion’s head with big black eyes, to rap on the ornate wooden door. 

Footsteps sounded, and the door opened. 

A middle-aged man stood before her, dressed smartly in a gray suit, white shirt, and blue and gray striped tie. He had a broad face with small brown eyes, and his dark hair was slicked back from his forehead. 

“Pru Armstrong?” he asked. 

“Yes. I have my library identification if you’d like to see it.” She reached into her purse and handed him the laminated card. 

“Thanks.” He glanced at her and then back down at the photo, seeming to compare her shoulder-length real life auburn hair and fresh face with the image on the card, then handed it back to her. “I’m Bernard Brantz. I’ll show you around and then I have to return to the office.” 

“Ruff!” Teddy wagged his tail slightly. 

“This is Teddy,” Pru introduced him. “You did say he could come with me—”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. It doesn’t matter if he makes a mess today, the cleaning crew will be here tomorrow.” He laughed, showing graying teeth. “I don’t know how many days this job will take you – my client had a lot of books, but your library might not want them.”

“We’ll be grateful for any donations we can use,” she told him. Her boss Barbara sometimes complained about not receiving as much funding as she’d like, so when Bernard had contacted her about his client’s bequest, Barbara had stated it would be the perfect opportunity for Pru to widen her skills. 

“Come in.” Bernard ushered them through the door. 

A long, threadbare red rug adorned the wooden floorboards in the hall. The walls had dark brown wainscoting. There was a dusty, gloomy smell about the place. 

“The library is in here.” Bernard showed her to a large room, filled from floor to ceiling with bookcases. And books.

Her eyes widened. 

“Ruff!” Wow! Teddy turned his head this way and that to gaze at all the books. 

“Yeah, it’s a lot.” Bernard chuckled. “You might be here for a week, just going through them all to start off with. Let me know how long you think the job will take. I need to get this house put on the market ASAP.”

“Oh?” Pru asked. 

“My client left his estate to charity. He didn’t have any family. I know he’d appreciate me doing my job promptly, so the charities he nominated will get their money quickly. Probate’s just been granted.” 

“I see.” Pru’s gaze strayed to the bookcases again. She couldn’t wait to start looking through the titles. 

A loud, old-fashioned ringtone filled the air. 

“Excuse me.” He patted his jacket pocket and pulled out a fancy looking gold phone. “I’ll take this outside.”

“Okay.” She stepped further into the room, Teddy by her side. 

“We have to look through all these books and see if any are suitable for the library,” she told him. 

They walked over to one oak bookcase, glass doors keeping the tomes dust free. She gently opened the door, noting it wasn’t locked. That would make her job easier. A lot of the spines looked very old, and she had to squint to read some of the titles. She knew Barbara wouldn’t be interested in any of these older books for their patrons to borrow, although she would definitely be interested in them from a historical standpoint. 

What would happen to the books the library didn’t need?

The question was on the tip of her tongue when Bernard’s footsteps alerted her to his presence. 

“I have to go back to the office. My ten o’clock client has arrived early and is insisting I meet with them now. What do I have a secretary for?” Annoyance flickered across his face.

“Of course,” she replied. “What happens to the books the library doesn’t take?”

“They’ll be sold, and the proceeds will go to charity,” Bernard replied. “If you find any that you think are valuable and you don’t want them, leave me a note. It will save me time. The will stated that any books your library takes must be put into circulation for your borrowers.”

She nodded, thinking she’d have to call Barbara in a few minutes to let her know the job would take a lot longer than they’d anticipated. 

“I’ll have to come back tomorrow for sure.” She gestured to the laden bookcases.

“Come back as many times as you need until the job is done.” He reached into his jacket pocket and handed her an old-fashioned brass key. “I don’t have time to be here every day.”

“What about the cleaning crew tomorrow?”

“They’ll stop by my office and grab a key. I’ve made a list of all the furniture in here, and the valuables have already been moved into secure storage. I’ll be selling the furniture as well – probably in an estate auction, if you’re interested.”

“There are some nice pieces.” She glanced at a comfortable looking brown leather arm chair, and an old-fashioned chaise longue, its red upholstery needing replacing. But the lines were elegant and she could just imagine it being the centerpiece of this room when it had been new.

“What about this globe?” He pointed to a large sphere on an old rosewood coffee table. 

“It’s beautiful.” She walked over to it. There was the US, and Canada, and—

“I can give you a special deal if you want to take it.”

She blinked. “I hadn’t thought—” Although she admired it, what would she do with it? How much would it cost?

“Maybe the library would like to buy it,” he said.

“Maybe.” She’d have to check with Barbara. It would look good on a display shelf, but she didn’t know if Barbara would want to spend the money. Not when she constantly had patrons requesting that the library stock the latest bestseller they’d heard about, or a popular TV show now available on DVD.

“Once I get it appraised, I’ll let you know,” he added.

“Okay.” She’d mention it to Barbara when she returned to the library.

“I have to go back to the office now. Make sure you lock up when you leave.”

“I will,” she promised. 

“Ruff!”

Pru spent the rest of the day at the house, putting books aside that she thought Barbara would want, like a complete collection of Dick Francis novels. She didn’t think Barbara would mind receiving older books, as long as they were in good condition. 

Luckily, she’d brought her and Teddy’s lunch, and they’d eaten it in the old-fashioned kitchen, with cast-iron frying pans hanging from hooks, along with old saucepans, all jumbled together.

By the time it was four o’clock, she decided to go home. Teddy was stretched out on the old blue rug in the library, napping. 

As soon as Pru started gathering her things, Teddy woke up.

“Ruff?”

“We’re going home now. Martha is going to video call you tonight.”

“Ruff!” Yeah!

After locking up, she stood on the porch for a moment. Perhaps she could call Barbara now. 

After giving her boss a quick update, as well as a rundown on some of the titles she thought would be suitable for the library, she ended the call, her boss’s praise echoing in her ears.

“Good work, Pru,” Barbara had said. “Please give me another update tomorrow.”

***
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The next day, Pru and Teddy arrived at the old Victorian on the dot of nine o’clock. There were no other vehicles. 

“Bernard didn’t say what time the cleaning crew would arrive,” she said to Teddy. If his office opened at nine, and the cleaners had to request a key, it made sense that they wouldn’t be here yet. 

“Ruff,” Teddy replied agreeably. 

They trooped up to the front door, Pru inserting the old brass key and unlocking the door easily. The door creaked slightly as it opened. 

“We’d better get to work.” She needed to tell Barbara about Bernard’s offer to sell them the globe. She’d forgotten in yesterday’s phone call when her mind had been full of books. 

They entered the library. The box she’d started filling yesterday was still on one of the antique coffee tables. 

Teddy walked over to a corner and started sniffing. He followed the scent all around the baseboards, then started over. 

“Is it something interesting?” she asked curiously. 

“Wuff,” Teddy mumbled, his nose right in a corner. 

She smiled as she perused the titles in another bookcase – mysteries and thrillers published years ago, but she thought their patrons would like to read them. Her eyes widened as she came across the Cat Who series by Lilian Jackson Braun. She knew Barbara would be interested in snapping those up for the library. After putting all the books in another box, she stilled. The hum of an engine came closer. 

“Ruff! Ruff!” Teddy bounded from the room, his paws pounding down the hall. 

“Teddy!” She ran after him. 

“Stay,” she commanded when they reached the front door. She’d taken his lead off when they’d entered the house and she didn’t want him dashing outside, possibly into the path of an approaching car. 

He sighed, but obeyed, sitting on his haunches. 

Cautiously opening the front door, she smiled when she saw the car parked next to hers. 

“Pip!” She waved to the sandy-blonde girl getting out of the cute red convertible. She wore denim shorts, a white T-shirt, and old sneakers. 

“Pru?” Pip’s eyes widened. “I thought that might be your SUV, but what are you doing here?”

“The man who owned this house offered his books to the library,” she began. “I’m going through them to see which ones would be best and Bernard, the estate lawyer, is going to sell the rest and give the proceeds to charity.”

“Ruff!” Teddy wagged his tail hard, and stood. 

“Teddy!” Pip came over and reached down to pet him. “How are you?”

Teddy and Pip had met each other when Martha and Teddy volunteered at the local thrift store, teaming up with the cheerleader and having fun sorting out clothes and serving customers.

“Ruff!” Good!

“But what are you doing here?” Pru asked. 

“I’m the cleaning crew!” Pip giggled. “I need to make some extra money during the summer, and signed with a company. Another girl was supposed to join me today but she called in sick early this morning. So it’s just me.”

“I hope you’ll be able to get everything done.”

“I’ll do my best. The company said they’ll send someone else out here tomorrow to help me. They don’t have anyone to spare today. That reminds me – I have to get the cleaning supplies out of my trunk.”

“I can help.” Pru and Teddy walked over to Pip’s car, Teddy sniffing the tires while Pru took a box containing cloths and several different cleaning agents. 

“Hopefully there’s a vacuum inside the house,” Pip said. 

“Have you done this before?” 

“Nope,” Pip answered cheerfully. “But there’s a first time for everything!”

“Ruff!” Teddy scampered up the porch steps, his paws echoing down the hall. 

“How’s Teddy coping without Martha being around?” Pip carried a box of sprays and rubber gloves. 

“Pretty well,” Pru said. “I just wish I could spend all day with him like Martha did, but Barbara said she can’t make an exception for Teddy to join me at the library. Otherwise, everyone else would want to bring their dog and the library is not dog daycare.”

“I can guess that those were her exact words.” Pip giggled.

“Yes.”

“Is Martha making progress in Hollywood?”

“Good question.” Pru entered the hallway, Pip close behind. “She spoke to me last night – Teddy, too. Making deals, even with interested parties, isn’t as easy as she thought it would be. But now she’s there, she’s going to try and find more executives interested in her retired lady detective drama.”

“I bet she can do it,” Pip enthused. “I don’t think she’ll let anything stop her!”

“You’re right.” She smiled. 

Pru showed Pip where the kitchen was. “I’ll be in the library if you need me.”

“Okay.” Pip nodded. “Don’t worry, I used to help my mom clean house when I was in high school. I know what I’m doing.” She glanced around the old-fashioned kitchen, the frying pans and saucepans on display. “I think.”

“Did Bernard give you a list of where to start first?”

“No. His secretary gave me the key this morning and said to follow the instructions from the cleaning agency. And they just said to give everything a good clean.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Pru encouraged. Pip was in college, so a few years younger than herself. 

“Yeah.” Pip nodded. “I mean, it’s cleaning. It’s not math homework.”

“I know what you mean.” She smiled.

She and Teddy headed to the library while Pip unpacked one of her boxes. Soon, she heard Pip humming a cheer in the hallway. Maybe she was dusting the wainscoting. 

After Pru filled another box with science fiction novels, Pip suddenly entered the library. 

“Hey Pru, do you know where the vacuum cleaner is?”

“No.” She turned to look at her friend. “Didn’t the agency supply one?” 

“They said there would probably be one here,” Pip said. “I think this was a last-minute job for them.”

“Bernard told me yesterday that probate had just been granted. Maybe he didn’t want to list the
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