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Prudence Armstrong took a deep breath and knocked on the front door. The yellow and cream Victorian duplex looked well cared for, and the street was quiet. That was a positive sign, because peace and quiet was one of her favorite things. Maybe that’s why she became a librarian – technically assistant librarian – because she liked everything to be in order.

And books. She loved books. 

“Ruff! Ruff!” came from inside the house.

“Hold your horses, Teddy.” She heard a woman’s voice. “I’m coming.”

“Ruff!” The door swung inward, and Pru stared at a small white bundle of fluff jiggling on the doorstep, his – or her – tail wagging.

“Can I help you?” A senior with curly gray hair springing around her face peered at her. She gripped the handles of her black rolling walker and looked at Pru enquiringly. 

“Your friend Noreen said you might be looking for a roommate,” Pru blurted out. She’d composed a little speech and had practiced it on the short drive over from the library. But instead, she’d just uttered the first words that had popped into her head.

“Who are you?” The woman frowned. 

“Ruff?”

“I’m Pru Armstrong, the assistant librarian at the Gold Leaf Valley library.”

“I go to the library all the time and I haven’t seen you before.” The woman grabbed the front door, as if she were about to shut it in Pru’s face. 

Buzz. Buzz.

“Drat, that’s my phone.” The woman felt around the pockets in her pink sweatpants. 

“Ruff?” The cute dog reached up a paw and patted the underside of the walker seat.

“Is it in here?” She flipped open the black vinyl padded seat. “Yeah! Good boy, Teddy.”

Teddy sat on his haunches, looking pleased. 

“Noreen?” The woman spoke on the phone. “Is that you? I’ve got someone here right now, a girl who says she wants to be roomies with me – you did? But I haven’t seen her at the library before – she’s brand new?” 

Pru shifted slightly as the woman eyed her thoughtfully, all the while talking to her friend on the phone. 

Teddy looked at her curiously, and apparently decided she was okay. He put out a paw toward her.

“Hi.” Pru squatted and stuck out a tentative hand, noticing his pink collar. “Nice to meet you.”

“Ruff.” Hi, Teddy answered quietly. 

She touched his paw – the fur thick and soft, like cotton.

“Okay, Noreen, I’ll check her out.” The woman ended the call and glanced down at Pru. “Well, it’s a good sign Teddy likes you. Noreen told me I should consider having you as a roommate. But first, do you have any ID?”

“Of course.” She rose and rummaged around in her large blue purse, pulled out her matching wallet, and showed her driver’s license.

“Huh. This says you’re from Colorado. So why’d you move down here?” She peered at Pru. “A nice-looking girl like you burying yourself in a small town like this? If I had your auburn hair and cute face, I wouldn’t be moving in here.”

“This is my first job as assistant librarian,” Pru replied. “I applied to a lot of libraries, and this is the only job offer I received.”

“So you took it.” She nodded in approval. “Smart girl. Okay, you can come in and we can have a chat and see if we get on. But I gotta warn you, I’ve got Lauren, Annie, and Zoe on speed dial, as well as the head detective at the police department. Because he’s married to Lauren,” she added, closing the front door behind Pru. 

“Lauren, Annie, and Zoe?” Pru asked faintly, wondering if she’d done the right thing by knocking on this woman’s door. But her only other housing option was staying at the local motel – and although Paul, the owner, had given her a discounted rate, it was adding up fast. And she missed home cooked food already. Although, he made a pretty tasty breakfast of bacon and eggs, or pancakes, and didn’t charge extra. 

“My pals. I’m Martha, by the way.” Martha turned and stuck out her hand. 

“Pru,” she introduced herself again, noting how strong the handshake was for a woman who she guessed to be in her seventies.

“Let’s talk in the living room.” Martha trundled through the cream painted hall, Teddy running ahead. 

“So why do you want to be roomies with me?” Martha plonked herself down on the comfortable looking yellow sofa, waving a hand at the opposite couch. Teddy clambered up beside her and looked at Pru enquiringly.

“Because there’s nowhere else to live.” She decided to be honest. Sitting down on the opposite two-seater, she clutched her purse on her lap. “Noreen came into the library and heard me asking Barbara, my boss, about housing and came up to us and said her friend Martha might be looking for a roommate because she got a dog.” She furrowed her brow. 

“Noreen was right.” Martha gently stroked Teddy. “See, I’ve only had this little guy for a month – got him from the shelter – and went a bit overboard with my spending. Do you know how much fancy dog beds, toys, food, and collars cost? I thought it would be fun if his collars matched my outfits—” she pointed to her pink sweatshirt and pants, and then at Teddy’s collar “—but didn’t realize until I got my credit card bill how much it ended up costing me.” She turned to Teddy. “But you’re worth it, aren’t you little guy?”

“Ruff!”

“So I was talking to Noreen about how I might have to get a roomie for a while to help make ends meet, since I’m on a fixed income, and she said it was a good idea. And now you’re suddenly here on the doorstep!” Martha grinned. “I only spoke to her about it two days ago.”

“And Noreen told me this morning. I came over as soon as my shift finished.” 

“I guess we can give it a go.” Martha looked at her consideringly. “I’ve got a guest bedroom you can use and a bathroom down the hall. I have my own bathroom, so we won’t disturb each other that way.”

“Thank you.” She inhaled a small breath of relief.

“Now, how much should I charge you?” Martha wrinkled her brow. “Hmm. I think six hundred would be fair, don’t you? That’s per month, and one month in advance.” 

“I can afford that.” She pulled out her wallet, and counted out the cash. She wouldn’t have much left after she paid her motel bill until she received her first paycheck, but it would be worth it.

“Thanks.” Martha recounted the wad of notes. “Not that I don’t trust you, but my mom always taught me to count everything myself.”

“So did mine.” She smiled at Martha, who beamed back. 

“Well, let’s get you settled in.”

“Ruff!” Teddy jumped off the couch and ran over to Pru, planting his paws on her knees. 

“He’s saying welcome.” Martha chuckled. 

“I’ll drive over to the motel and grab my things.” She patted the dog, then rose. 

“We’ll be here,” Martha said cheerfully.

“Ruff!” Yes!
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“You haven’t got much.” Martha eyed the two tan suitcases in the hallway. 

“It’s pretty much all I need,” Pru replied a little defensively. Apart from books. Most of her treasures were still in her bedroom at home – her childhood home, she supposed she should call it now. This was her new home. 

“I’ll give you the tour.” Martha wheeled her and Teddy toward the living room. “You’ve already been in here, but the kitchen’s through there—” she waved a hand toward the rear of the room, “—and you can get to the backyard through it. But be careful if you go on the lawn because I haven’t picked up all of Teddy’s business yet.”

“I can do that,” she replied, wanting to be helpful.

“Goody!” Martha’s face lit up.

“Ruff!” Teddy looked at Pru in approval. 

“Your bedroom is here.” Martha wheeled herself around and trundled toward the hall. And the bathroom is here. My bedroom is over there.”

Martha opened the door to the guest bedroom decorated in tones of cream and beige. “It’s a bit boring – sorry. Oops–” she whizzed over to the bed and swept a couple of sweatpants onto her walker seat. “I forgot I left them in here. I was sorting out some of my clothes – a while ago.”

Pru placed her suitcases on the double bed, covered with a slightly garish orange bedspread.

“I thought that color would cheer things up in here, but I don’t think it worked.” 

“I don’t mind,” she replied. And right now, she didn’t. She was just glad she had a comfortable place to live. And company – although she wasn’t quite sure what to make of Martha yet. 

“Lemme check the closet.” Martha opened the cream closet door, a slight creak emitting. “Oh yeah, I forgot about this stuff, too.” She pulled two jogger suits off the hangers and tossed them onto the walker. “So that’s where my blanket went to!” She brandished a tatty red rug. 

“Ruff!” Teddy stretched up on his hind legs, patting the woolen throw with his front paws.

“Do you want it?” Martha played peek-a-boo for a moment, hiding her face behind the blanket, then popping out at Teddy.

“Ruff!” Yes!

“This will keep him nice and warm,” Martha declared, “although I’ve already bought him lots of blankets.”

“Where does he sleep?” Pru asked, placing her pajamas under her pillow. 

“With me. Or in the living room. Wherever he wants. But mostly with me.”

“That’s nice.” Pru nodded. 

“You’ll be okay if he wants to visit you during the night, won’t you?”

“Yes. I had a dog growing up. He used to sleep on my feet.”

“I hope he wasn’t too heavy,” Martha joked. 

“He was sometimes, but I didn’t have the heart to move him. He looked so peaceful.”

“I knew there was a reason Teddy took a liking to you.” Martha grinned. 

Pru finished unpacking her clothes. 

“You’re neat.” Martha sounded approving, sitting on the seat of her walker and watching. “That’s good. Because I can be messy.”

“Ruff!”

“But you’re not messy, little guy.” Martha beamed at Teddy. “Want to go to the café tomorrow and visit Annie?” 

“Ruff!” Yes!

“Want to come?” Martha asked her. “Or are you working tomorrow?”

“My shift starts at nine and I finish at five,” Pru answered.

“That’s a long day.” Martha wrinkled her nose. “I’m glad I’m retired now.”

“What did you do?” she asked. 

“I was a secretary years ago,” Martha replied, “but I prefer being retired. I go to the senior center a lot and catch up on all the gossip, and I visit Annie and the girls at the café. Lauren makes the best cupcakes, and Zoe is a hoot! And Annie, who’s a Norwegian Forest Cat, seats the customers.”

“But I thought you said Annie was a cat.” Pru stared at Martha.

“Annie shows customers to a table she picks out for them herself,” Martha said proudly. “If you’re real lucky, she’ll sit with you for a while and talk to you.”

“But cats can’t talk – unless they meow.” She sank down onto the bed.

“Annie can – can’t she, Teddy?” She winked at him.

“Ruff!” Yes!

“Norwegian Forest Cats have a special way of talking. I thought you’d know that, since you’re a librarian.” Martha tsked. “Aren’t you supposed to know practically everything?”

“I do know a lot of things,” Pru replied. “But there are many different cat – and dog – breeds out there. I don’t know how each particular breed of cat actually speaks.”

“Hmm – fair enough,” Martha conceded. “And I didn’t know that about Norwegian Forest Cats until I met Annie, anyway.” She stood and gripped the handles of her walker. “Want to have dinner together? I guess we should work out what we’re going to do grocery-wise. I think when Lauren and Zoe were roomies they split everything half and half.”

“That sounds fine to me,” she replied. 

“I made some chicken soup. There should be enough for both of us.”

“Thanks.” She smiled. 

“You haven’t tasted it yet.” Martha chuckled. “But it’s pretty good, if I do say so myself. Hey, on another night we could get pizza delivered. That’s what Lauren and Zoe do, but a big pizza is too much for me and it just doesn’t taste the same if you reheat it the next day.”

“I like pizza,” Pru told her.

“Goody.” Martha beamed at her.

She felt like she’d just passed some kind of test. 

“Okay, let’s heat up the soup.” Martha led the way to the kitchen. 

Pru offered to help, but she was waved away. 

“I can do it.” Martha puttered about the small kitchen. “You can sit over there—” she pointed to a four-seater dining table nearby “—and tell me more about yourself.”

“Well, there’s not much to tell,” Pru replied cautiously. “I got my library degree in Colorado, and sent out my resume and applied to every library job I found, and I have two older brothers.”

“I don’t know why you didn’t get more job offers,” Martha mused, stirring the soup. A savory chicken aroma wafted from the saucepan. “But it’s lucky for me you didn’t.” She turned and beamed at Pru. 

Pru found herself smiling back. 

Over the delicious chicken soup, which Martha said was her secret recipe and she would never tell what was in it, Pru mentioned having to organize a book club at the library. 

“My boss asked me to set it up.” She spooned up some more broth.

“That sounds like fun!”

“Ruff!” Teddy sat at the table with them, on a chair next to Martha. When Pru had glanced at him in surprise, Martha told her that Annie had taught him how to do it.  

“Would you like to come?” Pru asked. “I’m worried I won’t get enough people and the patron who’s been asking my boss about it will be upset at the small turnout.”

“Who wants a book club?”

“A woman called Candy. My boss said she’s too busy to deal with it but she’s tired of Candy bugging her about it. Those were her exact words.” 

“Huh. Okay, I’ll come,” Martha decided. “Because I think roomies should help each other out. But I hope it’s not a boring book because then I probably won’t read it. It’s not a gritty western, is it?”

“No.” Pru looked at her in puzzlement. “It’s a women’s fiction novel.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s ... it’s about a woman, or sometimes more than one, and something happens in their lives which makes them discover something about themselves. I think,” she added cautiously. “I’ve only read a couple.”

“Does it have romance in it? I like a little romance. Hey, have you seen those princess movies on TV?”

“I’ve heard of them, but I don’t think I’ve—”

“You’ve gotta watch them. Doesn’t she, Teddy?”

“Ruff!” Yes!

“Teddy’s watched all three,” Martha said proudly. “And I’m working on a fourth. But there might be a problem with that, because now my agent says she can’t sell it.”

“You’ve got an agent? You’re a screenwriter?” Pru stared at her in astonishment.

“It’s like this ...” Martha launched into a long and slightly convoluted tale, but by the end of it Pru understood that Zoe from the café had written the third princess movie and introduced her agent to Martha, and now Martha was working on a TV script as well. 

“Maybe you can help me.” Martha’s eyes lit up. “See, I’ve got this retired lady detective who’s outsmarting these two detective hotshots. I was stuck for a while when she was stranded on a deserted road, but I’ve got her out of there finally, but now she needs to put those two not-so-hot shot detectives in their place.”

“You’re not a retired detective in real life, are you?” Pru joked, wondering just who her new roommate was.

“I wish I was!” Martha chuckled. “It would be a hoot to put away the bad guys – although I nearly have a few times now. Lauren, Annie, and Zoe do it all the time.”

“They do? I thought Gold Leaf Valley was a safe place to live.”

“It is – apart from the occasional bad guy – or girl.”

“Oh,” she replied faintly. 

“You’ll see,” Martha said in a comforting way, although it didn’t sound very comforting to Pru.
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