The vanished pooch

The evening breeze swept across the vast sandy shorelines, and
Victoria was riding her horse, Pegasus, back to the stables. It had
soft, short, brown fur and a beautiful black mane. She was wearing
a pair of black skinny trousers, smooth, leather riding boots, and a
tight white cotton t-shirt. On her head, she had a black velvet
helmet. The girl felt her long hair, as straight as an arrow, fluttering
in the warm wind. The trail provided a superb view of the navy blue
sea. Pegosus was not nervous obout the water and breaking
waves, and Victoria felt calm, listening to the ocean sounds and
the beat of the hooves on the tiny pebbles. Her day had been
quite hectic, but now she was enjoying what she liked: riding and
training her horse.

Earlier that day, while running and playing fetch on the beach with
Max, she got a text message on WhatsApp.
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Victoria smiled at the messages, looked at Max and said
cheerfully: "Come, its time for a special date at the caofél". She
picked him up and started walking back to Mrs Willioms's house,
so excited that she couldnt stop smiling and thinking of the texts
she had just read. Max kept wiggling frantically. She had been
dog-sitting that lively nine-month-old puppy for a while. Max was a
Pembroke Welsh Corgi, and, like all the dogs of this breed, he had
short stoture and sturdy build. His low-set body, large erect ears,
and stubby tail made him odorable. He had an offectionate
nature, was friendly, and to his 'mum,” Mrs Williams, he was the
perfect son. Victoria was still heading towards Mrs Willioms's
house, hoping it wouldn't take long. Finally, she unlocked the door,
constantly thinking about her upcoming appointment. She filled
the bowls with food and water and addressed the little dog, "OK,
Max... Now | have to go; please do NOT eat everything before your
mum arrives. Will you be a good doggie? Why am | talking to a
dog? Nevermind." She placed Max's lead on the shelf and ran out.

At sunset, the sea extended like a golden ribbon between the
ocher cliffs and, moved by the current, its colours changed from
pale blue to emerald green, like silk. Victoria stood before the
majestic St Catherines Lighthouse, emerging on rolling cliffs and
Qiving awe-inspiring coastal views. She was genuinely impressed,
like everyone who gazed at the 13-meter-tall white octagonal tower.
From its windows, one could not help but marvel at the fantastic
view of the mighty sea surrounding the Isle of Wight. Constructed
of ashlar stone with dressed quoins, the building rose from a base
plinth as a three-tier octagon, gradually diminishing in size. Ilts 94
steps led to the top, where the gleaming lantern stood. On clear
days, the lighthouse was visible from 17 miles away. In addition to
its striking appearance, it provided vital weather reports detailing
the temperature, humidity, cloud height, formation, wind direction,
and force.



The lighthouse keeper, Sebastian, was a fat man in his sixties with
small grey eyes and short grizzled hair. He was very chatty, and he
had a loud voice. He loved smoking his hickory brown pipe and
always wore a navy blue hat. Sebastian lived only with his son Nick
ofter the car crash in which he had lost his wife.

Victoria proceeded to the stables behind the lighthouse when she
ended her ride with Pegasus. She dismounted from her horse,
greeted Nick at the entrance, moved forward, brushed Pegasus's
fur carefully, and combed his long black mane. Finally, the girl
brought him into his comfortable box and set the stable. While she
was talking to him, as she always did, her phone rang: it was Mrs
Williams. She answered, and after that, she panicked.

"Victoriaq, are you with Max?"

"No, Mrs Williams."

‘Are you serious? I'm home, and Max is not here.”

I am at the lighthouse with my horse. | left Max at your place this
morning.’

“The door wasnt fully closed when | arrived. Did you lock it,
Victoria?"

"Of course | did, Mrs Williams; I'm sure | did." But she wasn't so
positive about it. She knew she only had Peter in mind when she
left Mrs Williams's house, and Peter meant losing her head.

‘I've just come home, and the door was open. | don't know where
Max is.

‘Oh god... l.. | am sorry, but | did close the door!" She knew the
truth was different.

Mrs Willioms took a deep breath and said, "How could you forget
to lock the door? Its the most important thing you must do when
you leavel”

I..1..." stuttered Victoria, but she couldnt tell her the truth. Then
Mrs Williams hung up. Victoria trembled and left the stables.

Nick was sitting on the fence, and his green eyes were always
happy to see Victoria. He asked her a straightforward question:
"When are you having your next riding competition?”



‘Mmm... | don't remember..." she replied passively.

"Victoriq, is everything OK? You look a bit absent-minded.’

"Oh, Nick, I've made a mess! I'm in big trouble now.. oh, you cant
understand... I'm very worried,” she explained in a shaky voice.
"What happened? Anything about you or Pegasus?”

"Your aunt, Mrs Williams, has just called me." Then she told him
everything.

Meanwhile, Mrs Williams was in total panic. She didn't know what to
do; Mox would never leave her house, so someone surely
kidnapped him! She knew she had some enemies. She decided to
call her best friend and colleague, Elizabeth, the English teacher.
"Hi, Elizabeth, its me. Mox has disappeared!”

"Oh my! What happened?”

I don't know... when | arrived home, he wasn't there, the door was
open. Victoriq, the dog sitter, swears she locked it. | don't know... |
should have changed that stupid lock after losing my keys.
‘Agathq,” exclaimed Elizabeth, ‘calm down; perhaps Max just ran
away."

"'ve called him a thousand times, | have been to the beach, I've
looked everywhere: he is nowhere. What if Timothy entered my
house? He keeps on spying on me. It feels nasty. He hates Max!
Last year, he stole my bike and sold it to get some money for his
pints. Oh, Betty, should | call the police?" asked Mrs Williams.

"Wait, wait, wait! Is there anyone else who might have taken Max? |
don't want to sound impolite, but... your brother?"

"Sebastian? I'm sure hes still angry about my dad's inheritance, but
would he do that to me? | won't call him! He would hurt me again!”
rejoined Mrs Willioms.

‘I don't know what to say. Shall | come and help you look for Max?"
‘I need to talk to Timothy first,” said Mrs Williams.

"‘Don't do things you are going to regret!” replied Elizabeth, but Mrs
Willioms said bye and hastened outside to confront her neighbour.
Timothy was a simpleton who lived with his elderly mother and had



nasty habits, like drinking too much, smoking a lot, and going out
with his friends instead of working. His mother, Margaret, had
Alzheimer's, and unfortunately, he didn't care about it. In short, he
was not the perfect neighbour nor the perfect son.

Mrs Williams knew he was generally aggressive and gross. Still, she
wanted to see if he had anything to do with Maox's disappearance.
So she rang her neighbour's bell, and waited for Timothy to
answer. Her legs were shaoking; she had already quarreled with him
recently because he had accused her dog of disturbing him. "Make
that bloody dog stop!" he shouted whenever Max barked, which he
rarely did, to be honest.

Timothy popped out. He always wore a dirty shirt, a horrible pair
of seal grey trousers, and filthy old boots. He looked like a farmer,
but he never worked. He just wanted to take his mother's pension
to go to the pub, ond he didnt really like staying with her. He
mistreated everyone; he was lazy and unfriendly.

Mrs Willioms went straight to the point: "Umh, hi Tim, sorry to
bother you, but | have a big problem...”

‘A problem? So what? Everybody has. Do you think | care?”

"Just listen to me: my dog is missing! Have you seen him?". She
olowered at him.

Timothy started laughing: "What the hell are you trying to say?
How dare you accuse me of stealing your insignificant dog?”

I'm not accusing you! | want to find Max.”

"You know what? Thank God he's gonel No more barking, no more
peeing, no more 'Max, come herel Max, get the ball Max, | love
youl'. Is that clear?” he spoke, imitating her awkwardly.

‘God, its impossible to talk to you!l Everyone knows Max gets on
your nerves! You simply cant stand him! Well, you cant staond
anybody. Anyway, forget about it; I'll find him, and if you have
something to do with him, | promise..."

"Enough! Now, go! Look for your dog and leave me alone. | don't
have time for this rubbish.’



Mrs Williams knew talking with Timothy was impossible, so she left.
Timothy's mother was looking at them, her mouth open, behind the
window pane. "Poor Margaret... She'd deserve a better son. And |
deserve to find my Max! My beautiful baby boy. Whe-where are
you?! Max... oh, Max, what happened? Please, come back to mel”

The following morning in the schoolyard the students were
gossiping about Max, their teacher, and Ava.

‘Apparently, Dylan, no maths test today" announced Nick "Mrs
Willioms might be absent!”

‘No way, Nick! Mrs Willioms always comes to class. Unfortunately”
replied Dylan.

"Yeah, right. But maybe not today. Yesterday, while | was at the
lighthouse, | met Victoria®" said Nick.

"OK, and so what..?? Did you kiss her?"

‘Come on! She usually takes Max for a walk in the afternoon, but
yesterday, she didn't have him with her. She was with Pegasus.”
"Wait! You saw Victorio, who is supposed to take your aunts dog for
a walk, and she wasn't with him?"

"Yep, youre right.”

I can tell you its not Victorias first time doing something else. |
often meet her at the lighthouse. And she is often with Peter.”
‘Come on, Nickl Don't be jealous! She's too old for you!" Dylan
started laughing.

‘Quit it!" Then he told Dylan about the conversation he had with
Victoria.

At school, everyone was talking about the maths teacher's missing
puppy. Some were sad, some were happy. Avq, for instance.

Ava wasn't a good student and never studied for a test. She didn't
like school. A few days before, she had an oral test, and, as usual,
she wasnt ready. She was never prepared, to be honest. The girl
prayed not to be called, but as she used to say, luck was not her
friend, so a new cataclysm happened. When Mrs Williams



pronounced her name, Ava said, "Sorry, Mrs Willliams, but
yesterday | couldn't study.’

The teacher replied: "Of course, you have other things on your
mind and don't make any effort!" Then she added angrily, "You
NEVER study. | guess youll fail this year.”

When she heard this, Ava was enraged and felt humiliated. *| hate
Mrs Williams! She is so mean. . She is always angry, especially with
mel" shouted Ava ot the end of that frustrating lesson. ‘I hope
something bad will happen to her.. She will have what she
deserves!'. Her friends were shocked: she was exaggerating. Yes,
Mrs Williams was very strict, and she made her students work hard,
which didnt make her very popular. Yet she was not mean.

Before school gate 3, Giselle, the gossip of the 11th grade, was
telling Janet she felt sorry for Mrs Williams. Then she showed her
some text messages Ava had sent her after the unfortunate oral

test.
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I'm sure it was her; who would write something like that? And just
by chance, Max disappeared yesterday. YES-TER-DAY. Do you see
what | mean?" she added.

It was just then Ava reached them, and Giselle quickly put her
phone back into her pocket. "What were you doing with the
phone?" Ava asked suspiciously. Giselle and Janet replied:
"Erm...Nothing!". Ava tried to grab her friends phone like fury: "Let
me seel | said, LET-ME-SEE! NOW!" she shouted. Giselle had just
time to say, "Sorry, Ava,” when some more students arrived. They
addressed Ava very abruptly: "Hey, arent you ashamed? Why did
you come to school? How could you take revenge on a dog! You
are disgusting.”

‘It wasn't mel” replied Ava, and she ran away crying.

A couple of hours later, Mrs Willioms entered the class with the
most worried face. She had been a teacher in that school for 15
years, and she loved her job, most of all because she could stay
with the younger generation. She was a beautiful woman, and even
though she was almost 60, deep inside, she felt like she was still in
her thirties. Her hair shone in the sunlight, golden as the sun itself.
It was as fluffy as cotton candy and full of waves, like the sea when
it was stormy. She had small doe eyes, and looking into them made
people feel comfortable. She usually wore professional attire at
school: she generally chose nice and cozy blazers, primarily white
or beige, and trousers that were juniper green or brown or black.
Her style was what people call ‘'old money." As for her shoes, she
mostly loved wearing loafers, but sometimes, she opted for sandals
at the beginning of summer or heels, which werent usually very
high. They were ecru, white, baby pink, and even more elegant
black.

She loved dogs, especially hers, Max. Soon after Max, on the top of
her list, came all her students. She didnt want any of them to feel
invisible or left out, so she always tried to include everyone during
her lessons. She entered the classroom, and her little eyes checked



everybody severely. Not even time to reach her desk, one of the
students asked straightforwardly: "Mrs Willioms, we've heard about
your dog. Is that true?”

Mrs Williams's eyes filled with tears, but she answered: "Yes, my
amazing Max is missing.”

"It's a terrible thing, Mrs Williams," said Janet.

"Wed better carry on with our lesson now. You have a written test.
Get ready!" Then Mrs Willioms sow aon empty desk and asked:
"Where is Ava?’, noticing that she was absent. The students just
shrugged their shoulders.

At the end of the lesson, the boys gathered around Nick: “If you
want, we can help your aunt. Come on, everybody, lets put up
missing dog posters after class,” said Dylan.

"We can meet at 4.00 p.m." suggested Giselle.

“Thank you, guys,” replied Nick.

"Where are you meeting?" asked Charlotte.

Dylan, Nick, Giselle, and Janet looked at Charlotte and Giselle said:
"Well, | think 4 of us is enough. Don't worry, Charlotte.”

‘But | can join you; the more, the better;,” Charlotte continued.

"Well, as we said, we don't need help. We mean it, Charlotte,” said
Giselle firmly. Charlotte lowered her eyes and walked away.

"I don't want Charlotte to come with us this afternoon; she is so
depressing,” Giselle said to her classmates.

"Me neither; she is so strange,” Janet replied.

Charlotte was always kind and helpful, which made her different
from the other vain girls at that school. She never spread rumors,
and her eyes always looked downwards because she was afraid of
the judgment of her peers, as she was very shy and introverted.
She never raised her hand in class when a teacher asked a
question, although she knew the answer. Her classmates kept her
at a distance, and this fact made her very sad and depressed. So
she preferred talking to adults or reading, especially detective
stories.



That day was no exception: Charlotte accepted that she would
have to do things on her own as usual to help Mrs Willioms, so she
decided to investigate, find clues, and finally take Max back to her
favourite teacher!

After school, she didnt go home. She headed to Mrs Williams's
house, which was a beautiful coastal home on the Isle of Wight,
located ot the end of a private lane close to the beach. She could
not forget the words her "friends" had told her and how they had
put her aside. "They dont want me. How rude. But why worry about
2 or 3 fake friends who dont deserve me? I'm strong enough to
handle it," said Charlotte to herself.

On her way there, Charlotte met old Mrs Johnson. Everybody knew
her. She used to work at the primary school and cook meals for the
children there. She always gave Charlotte some extra treats while
she was in grade 1 and she knew every single name of the students
in that school. Soon after retiring, things changed, and her mind
gradually left her. "Hello, Margaret, how are you?" but Charlotte got
no reply. "'Why are you here alone?" No answer. So Charlotte
backed up: "Margaret, are you OK? You shouldn't be walking alone.”
"Yes, | ate pastao; it was delicious.”

"Oh..., no, pasta. Why are you here alone?"

‘I've been to the supermarket. | om going home. | wanted to buy
some food for my new baby"'. Charlotte knew there was no baby:
Margaret's son Timothy was an adult and was always busy with
dodgy activities. Mrs Johnson was carrying a small Tesco reusable
bag.

‘Come with me, Margaret. Your 'baby’ can provide food and drinks
by himself. I'll walk you home'. Charlotte knew Margaret was Mrs
Williams's neighbour, so she killed two birds with a stone.

"Yes, b-beautiful...? What's your name? Mary?"

‘No, | om Charlotte, Mrs Fitzpatrick's granddaughter.”

'Oh, yes, | see. Sorry, Charlotte. Thank you. Anyway, you are very
kind to me... Lets... lets go!”



They went past various shops, Charlotte’s favourite bakery, and
the cafe. Finally they were in front of Mrs Johnson's house.

‘Thank you, s-sweetie, h-have o good day!" said Margaret.
‘Goodbye, Margaret.”

Then Timothy appeared.

"What the freak are you doing with my mom!?" he asked.

‘Nothing! | was just helping her!”

"Oh, yeah, yeah, of course you werel”

"Wasn't that OK?"

"NO! Just go away and leave her alone. Shell be better with mel”

"If you think she's better with you, why was she out alone?!”

"That's none of your business, little monkey! Now go away and leave
us alone!”

Timothy was particularly nervous. Why? She just wanted to be kind,
ond seeing Margaret alone walking in the street seemed strange,
anyway. He simply ruined her plon, anyway. How could she
possibly look for clues in Mrs Willioms's garden, with that man
shouting at her? Charlotte knew she couldnt do anything more

that day.

Dylan called Charlotte that night to apologize to her.

"Hi, Charlotte! Can | talk to you for a sec?”

"Well, yes... but | don't have much time. I've got to study.”

"Oh, come on. Listen, I... | was rude this morning! | am sorry."
‘Apology accepted.” Charlotte didn't feel any resentment towards
him. "Do you know what?" she carried on A couple of hours ago, |
was walking in town when | noticed Mrs Johnson alone in the
street. She was coming from the supermarket with a Tesco bag,
and | thought it was a little strange... Don't you think so?”

"Why did it look so strange? She might be daft but she can walk,
you know that, right?"

'Of course, | know that, but she only goes out when there is
someone with her, so | thought it was weird. You know she forgets



things. And also, when | took her back home, her son shouted at
me because | was trying to help her!”

"You know that hes always at the pub.. maybe he was a little high,
as usual, and he shouted at you ‘cause he thought you were about
to harass him, hahall”

‘Ah ah ah, so funny! Thank you, though.”

"Oh, don't mention it, bye. | need to go now. Bye, Charlotte’

‘Al right then, see you tomorrow. Anyway, Timothy was really
nervous. Bye.

Dylon wasn't right. Timothy was not a little high: he was drunk.
Earlier that day, when he was at the pub, Sebastian told him to
stop ordering beer, but he wasnt happy about it.

“Timothy, stop drinking! Find a job!"

"Go away! Leave me alonel” shouted Timothy to him.

"You are always drunk! Go homel" said Sebastian, and then the
lighthouse keeper finished his pint, and left. Timothy instead
ordered another brew.

"Sebastiaon said the right thing! You should listen to him!" said the
bartender, giving Timothy his beer. "Shut up! He should mind his
own business! He stole his sister's money and now her dog" said
Timothy angrily, and then he went away furiously.

Two days passed, and nothing happened. Max had disappeared
and become invisible. How was it possible? On an island? That
morning while Mrs Willioms was going to school aofter a sleepless
night, she saw something on her driveway. She spotted a piece of
paper with something written on it: it looked like a letter.

She immediately grabbed it, looked around, opened it, and started
reading.



"Dear Mrs Williams,

I've heard your beautiful dog got kidnapped. Im so sorry about that. | saw
someone with him yesterday. | don't know who that was, but it looked like a girl...
You may need to reconsider some of your FEMALE students. | don't know if you
understand me... You know her pretty well and you told her something that
po0ssibly made her do that.

Byel”

There was no signature.

While reading it, the teacher couldnt believe her eyes. A student?
Were they referring to Ava? Yes, she had been very strict with her,
but would Ava take such revenge? Maybe not Ava, but the boy she
was dating. That 12th-grade bully had some problems with drugs.
She needed to talk to the police.

Three more days passed. Still nothing. The invisible dog, thought
Charlotte thinking about her favourite short story. What she liked
about The Invisible Man by G.K. Chesterton was that Father Brown
appeared clumsy and naive, yet clever. She felt that way, too. The
girl was on the beach, not far from Mrs Williams's house. Charlotte
loved that place, especially at sunset, when the sun disappeared
into the seq, with all those colors ranging from red to orange and
yellow. She also liked it there because it was so quiet, and it was
perfect when she needed to concentrate. She had o lot of
thoughts about her friends, her life, and the disappearance of
Max, of course. Some people were walking on the shore, a sweet
couple kissing, and then she heard a female voice call "Chloel
Chlo-elll”

Charlotte turned her head. A woman was advancing and waving
towards her. "Oh gosh, it's Margaret!” said Charlotte loudly.

‘Chloe, dinner is ready. Come home with mel

"Hello, Margaret. 'm not Chloe". Margaret didn't listen to her, took
her hand, and started walking towards her house, not far from the
beach.



Soon they got there. Outside Margaret's house was a small garden
with several plaonts, withered flowers, weeds, and garbage,
especially broken beer bottles. The grass was as dry as the Sahara
desert. It looked really untidy and nasty. Margaret and Charlotte
entered, and the smell inside was terrible: in the kitchen, there
were a lot of dirty dishes, and on the shelves, there were many
spiderwebs. The table was stained, and Charlotte sow oodles of
beer cans. But the worst thing was the smell. It was like being in a
landfill.

Margaret told Charlotte to sit on the sofa in the living room. It was
worn out, but she decided to obey. "Chloe, don't movel I'll be right
back!" said Mrs Johnson and went downstairs.

Charlotte had understood something just 10 minutes before being
there, on the shore. Now everything was clear to her. So far as this
went, everything fitted in finally and rationally enough.

Then Margaret appeared with Max, on a leash.

Charlotte exclaimed: "Max!"

"No, no... This is not Max. This is Mike! Mike, sit. Meet Chloe."

"Wait, what do you... Oh my god!”

"What, Chloe? It's your birthday, we have to celebrate! Don't you like
my surprise present for you?"

Charlotte thought about what to say, and finally, she decided to
play along.

"Wow... This is literally what I've always wanted for so long! Where
did you keep Mike?"

"See? | knew you'd love him. Shhh, your brother mustn’'t know about
him. Don't tell him!"

"Of course, but... For real, where did you keep Mike? How didn't
Timothy find him?"

"I locked Mike in the basement, your brother never goes there, so
he couldnt find him and tell you."

"Well ... OK, but-"

"Just take the present, Chloe!



Max looked at Charlotte: he was enjoying the light he hadn't seen
for a long time, and the fresh drafts that passed through the
windows. Charlotte insisted on seeing the basement, but when
Margaret took her there, she completely regretted it. There were
feces and pee stains everywhere, and the smell was absolutely
nauseating. The basement was humid and hot. She felt sorry for
Max, who looked really feeble, but also for Margaret. Poor lady, she
never overcame the shock of losing her beloved Chloe 20 years
earlier. Charlotte knew the dog was in that housel She suspected
Margaret since she saw her in town with the Tesco bag. That day in
town she was not buying food for her baby Timothy. Her new baby
was Max-Mike. Charlotte had seen the tinned dog food in the
Tesco bag that afternoon. And also the dog tag in Margaret’s
garden while Timothy was shouting at her. But now had to bring
Max back to Mrs Willioms, and that was what she would do!

'So, thank you for Mike. Thank you for keeping him safe’. Charlotte
figured out why Max was there. He simply ran away and Margaret
called him, like she called anyone.

She convinced Margaret to go out, simply saying, ‘I absolutely
need to show this puppy to my best friend! Lets go and show her”
Margaret exclaimed: "Of course, Chloe. Isn't he adorable?".
Charlotte nodded. Maox on the leash and Margaret by her side,
linked arms, they left the basement. Margaret stopped and said:
‘Don't tell your brother, Timothy!"

"Yes, no worries." Obviously, they werent going to Charlotte's best
friend. They were heading towards Mrs Williams's house. "How will
she react?" wondered Charlotte. The girl rang the bell. Mrs Williams
opened the door, and she seemed totally shocked. All she could
say was: "M-max.. Charlotte, where did you find him? How?
Charlotte, please answerl!”

"‘Dont worry, Mrs Willioms, everything is OK... Take Max back and
enjoy some time with him. I'll explain it to you later.” she said calmly.



Mrs Williams hugged Max, who wiggled his tail and kissed her.
Margaret said: "Do you like Mike? It's my present for my beautiful
Chloe on her birthday.’

So Mrs Willioms understood. There was nothing criminal. There
was no kidnap! Poor Margaret had mistaken Mox for Mike, her
dog, who had died several years before. The ‘crime’ seemed clear
enough now: Mrs Willioms pitied Margaret, and of course, she
wasnt angry.

"Poochie, mum is so happy!".

"‘Who are you?" asked Margaret, "Are you Chloe?" and the old
woman burst into tears. No one had considered that invisible,
neglected lady: no one but Charlotte. The people Mrs Willioms had
doubted -Timothy, Sebastion, Avo, and her boyfriend- were
innocent. Mrs Willioms realized that her judgment had been
shaped by prejudice and hatred.

But now, the only thing that mattered to her was Max.



