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Chapter 1

 


“Murder!” Michael shouted. “He’s accused of murder?” 

	The ranger nodded. “Yup. Mounted police and search teams on ATVs are roaming all over this park looking for him. So you’d better not get in their way or you could find yourself in danger or in trouble. We’re advising visitors to stay out of this area for now.” He chuckled. “Shouldn’t take them long to nab him, though. He’s up there in years and on foot.”

	Michael winced. 

“What’s wrong?” Savannah asked when she and Holly caught up to their husbands.

	Keith took a deep breath and gestured toward the ranger. “This guy tells us there’s a search team out looking for him.”

	“They think he’s killed someone,” Michael added.

	“What?” Holly gasped. “Who? Who’s he supposed to have killed?”

	When the ranger noticed the two couples were waiting for his response, he said, “A fisherman down on the lower fork of the Ridge River. The hiker who found the body saw someone run into the brush and his description matches that of the old hermit.”

	“Tell me,” Michael said, “has the…um…old hermit caused any trouble before? I mean, from what I understand, he’s lived up here for quite a while. Has he ever been accused of anything like this before?”

	The ranger thought for a moment. “Not as far as I know, he hasn’t.” Just then something caught his eye. He pointed. “Hey, there’s a varmint in your car! Did you leave your windows down? You don’t want to do that out here,” he warned. 

	Savannah glanced back at Keith’s Jeep. “No. That’s our cat.”

	The ranger continued to stare.	 “A cat? I don’t see many cats in the park. Is he a good camper? Are you folks camping up here?”

	Keith nodded rather absentmindedly. “We’re staying up at Brody’s Lodge.” He then asked, “So if he’s lived up here for a while and he’s never been in any trouble, why is he being accused now?”

	The ranger scratched his head. “Because of the description, I guess. …gray beard, long hair, grungy clothes, that old bucket hat…”

	“Bucket hat?” Holly questioned.

	“Yeah. You know—what fishermen wear.”	

Keith and Michael exchanged looks and Keith said, “My brother and I’ve been driving and hiking around this area for over a week now, and we’ve seen a dozen or more guys who match that description.”

	“Oh…um…well, I guess that’s probably—you know, something to consider. I’m sure the authorities have a…”

Suddenly, a gunshot rang out. Savannah grabbed Michael’s arm and Holly dashed to Keith’s side. 

“It’s not hunting season, is it?” Keith asked anxiously. “There’s no hunting around here in the spring and summer, right?”

	The ranger shook his head. “No. Listen, I’d better finish putting out these cones and go alert those folks who’re camping up in the pines.” He appeared to be distracted for a moment, then mumbled, “I should check on that—find out who’s shooting.”

	Keith moved back so the ranger could drive off. He looked at Michael. “Do you think…?”

	“…that they shot him?” Michael finished. He lowered his head. “God, I sure hope not. We’re so close to finally knowing him.”

	“What should we do?” Savannah asked, sounding a little panicked.

	When no one spoke Holly suggested, “Let’s go down to the Ridgecrest Café and find out what people are saying.”

	Savannah nodded. “Good idea. If something has happened, someone in there will know about it.”

	Michael grimaced. “Gosh, this has been a roller-coaster ride.”

	“Sure has,” Keith agreed. “We think we’re close to finding him…”

“Then he disappears into thin air,” Michael said.

	Holly chuckled nervously. “Well, you have some help now.” When the others looked at her, she explained, “A whole search team is out there looking for him.”

	“Yeah,” Savannah said, “but that could hinder more than help. They’ll either arrest him or force him deeper into the wilderness.” 

“Or kill him,” Keith said under his breath.

Savannah looked briefly at Holly as they slid into the backseat of the Jeep Wrangler. She thought back to the day before she, Michael, and their children, along with her mother, had left their home in Northern California and begun their trek to Colorado in search of Scott Hanson—the man presumed to be Michael’s and Keith’s father.

						


	****


It was a pretty Sunday morning in June. Savannah and her mother were going over the list of last-minute things they still had to pack. “Toothbrushes, snacks for the road, dog and cat bowls…” Savannah noted.

	“Will there be room for a cooler in the car?” Gladys asked, “…for Lilliana’s juicies, fruit cups, and things like that?” 

	“Maybe the small one.” Savannah chuckled. “We’ll look like the Beverly Hillbillies going down the road.”

	Gladys laughed. “You’re not putting your rocking chair on top of the car for me, are you?” When two-and-a-half-year-old Lily walked into the room, Gladys teased, “Can’t you just see Grammy riding on top of the car in a rocking chair?”

	Lily looked confused, then shook her head. “No, Gammy!” she insisted. “You can’t ride on the car top.” She rushed to her grandmother and leaned across her lap. “You ride in the car with me.”

	Gladys smoothed the toddler’s soft blond curls. “Okay, honey. I’ll ride in the car with you and Teddy.” She looked at the kitchen clock. “It’s almost noon. Vannie, what time are we supposed to be at Colbi’s and Damon’s?”

	“One. Yeah, we’d better get a move on.” She smiled. “This will be the first time we’ve gone to a Sunday friends-and-family lunch without first going to church.”

	“Yes. But I think everyone understands. We are, after all, leaving on an extended vacation first thing in the morning.”

	“An extended vacation?” Michael repeated when he came in from outside with their Afghan-hound-mix dog. “It’s more like an expedition leading us to who knows where.” He looked down at Lexie. “And with her and two cats along, it’s likely to be a fiasco of an expedition.”  

	“Now, let’s not borrow trouble, Michael,” Savannah said.

	He laughed. “Borrow trouble? No need.” He pointed at the large gray-and-white cat that lay sprawled out in a pink canopy cat bed. “We have enough potential for trouble right there.”

	“Rags will do just fine,” Savannah soothed. “He’s a good traveler as long as…”

	“Yeah,” Michael said, “as long as he doesn’t run amok, go on a stealing spree, or otherwise throw a wrench into a perfectly perfect situation.” He looked down at the cat and winced. “What am I getting myself into?” 

	Gladys winked at her son-in-law. “Like your wife said, I wouldn’t invite trouble, Michael.”

	“Invite trouble?” He laughed facetiously. “Just having him along is an invitation to trouble.” He walked out of the room, muttering, “Lordy, lordy, will I ever learn? I could have put my foot down, but oh no, I have to cave.” He shook his head. “That cat will ruin my vacation just as sure as I’m muttering to myself right now.” 

Savannah and Gladys couldn’t contain their laughter.

						


	****


An hour later, the Ivey family and Gladys approached the Jacksons’ front door just as Damon pulled it open and greeted them. “Hi ya’ll. Come in.”

	“Ya’ll?” Michael mimicked. “What is this, a hoedown? Were we supposed to wear Western garb?”

	“Yeah,” Damon joked, “didn’t you get the memo?”

	Wide-eyed, Savannah stepped inside and glanced around the room. She then relaxed, saying, “Oh, he’s kidding. No one’s in costume.”

	“Except for Iris,” Michael said, grinning at the tall redhead as she walked toward them.

	“What?” Iris glanced down at her tangerine cold-shoulder shirt, flower-print capris, and tangerine beaded sandals. “This isn’t a costume,” she cranked.

	Michael took a step back. “Oops, sorry.” When Iris, hands on hips, feigned a disgusted look, he smiled. “You look fabulous, Iris. Really, you do.” 

	“Thanks, I think.” Iris reached for the infant he held. “Let me take this bundle. Oh, he’s growing like a weed, aren’t you, sweet boy?” she cooed as she walked away with Teddy in her arms.

	“Welcome, guys,” Colbi said, joining them. She hugged Savannah, then Michael. She took Gladys’s hand and greeted her warmly, then stooped and addressed Lily. “Hi, cutie.”

	“Where’s baby Mary?” Lily chirped.

	“You want to play with Rosemary?” Colbi pointed. “She’s in her bouncy chair. See her over there with her grandpa Craig and your auntie Bri?”

	“We’re the last ones here, again?” Michael complained.

	Colbi smiled. “Not a problem. I’m just glad you could be here with all that you have going on.” She grabbed Savannah in another hug. “Oh, I’m going to miss you guys.”

	“We’ll be back,” Savannah said. She looked at Michael. “Eventually.”

	Colbi smiled weakly, then invited, “Well, come in! Dinner will be served soon.”

	“What are we having?” Michael asked.

	“Does it matter?” Damon joked.

	Michael grinned impishly. “Um…maybe.”

	“Fajitas,” Colbi said, “tossed green salad, and fruit for dessert.” 

“My favorite,” he said.

She leaned toward Michael. “Some of the greens and fruit are from your garden and your orchard.”

	“Cool.”	

Savannah smiled at her husband, then asked Colbi, “Can I help?”

	“It’s ready. Just put your things in the guest bedroom, if you want, and find a seat. Tables are set up out back.”

	“Oh good. It’s pretty out.” Just then, something caught Savannah’s eye. “Hi, Dolly.” She squinted and asked, “…or is this Molly?”

	“That’s Molly,” Colbi said. “She looks a lot like her older sister, doesn’t she?”

	“Yes. She’s a beauty.” Savannah called to her daughter, who was playing with one of Rosemary’s toys. “Lily. Lily, come see Molly-kitty.”

	The toddler promptly joined Savannah, looked at the light-gray tabby, then glanced around the room. “Where’s baby kitty?” she asked. “Mommy, where’s baby kitty?”

	This is baby kitty,” Savannah said. “This is Molly-kitty all grown up.” 

	Lily stared at Molly, then shook her head. “No, Mommy. No baby kitty.” She jabbed a finger toward the tabby. “That’s not baby kitty!” 

	Just then Dolly sauntered into the room and jumped up onto a nearby cat tree. Molly joined her. Lily stared at the two cats for a moment, then pointed a pudgy finger. “More big kitty, Mommy.”

	“Yes, little Molly is a big kitty now. Aunt Colbi has two big kitties.”

	Lily petted both cats for a few minutes until Dolly leaned toward the child and sniffed her face. Lily giggled. “Kitty tickles,” she squealed. Then sober-faced, she asked, “Mommy, where’s baby kitty?”

	When Savannah heard Colbi laughing behind her, she said, “Oh, you just wait, little mommy. You’d think it would get easier when they get older. But not when they develop that mind of their own.” Savannah picked up the toddler. “Let’s get you a plate of food, shall we? Want to eat, sweet pea?”

	“No,” Lily said, “I want baby kitty.” 

	Once everyone was seated and the food had been served, the chatter among the guests accelerated. Dominating the table-talk was Detective Craig Sledge’s update on the case pending against Brianna’s abductors. Nearly everyone listened as he said, “We’ve located some of the other victims who were kidnapped and held for ransom while traveling with the Goffs’ agency. Most of them have agreed to testify. We’ve also picked up a couple of other participants in the extortion schemes.” He turned to Brianna. “Those knuckleheads will be off the streets and out of the jungles and swamps for a long time to come.”

	Bud squeezed Brianna’s hand and she managed a faint smile. She made eye contact with Colbi and asked quietly, “Did you have counseling after your… um… ordeal—you know, when you were held hostage that time?”

	Colbi shook her head. “No. But I probably should have.” She choked up a little. “There are times when I become more frightened than maybe is normal—like when I’m alone at night somewhere.” Colbi asked, “Will you see someone?”

	Brianna shrugged. “Maybe. I’ve been thinking about taking a martial arts class and perhaps starting a group where women who’ve been victimized can get resources and support. I’ve seen the need through my medical practice.”

“Among geriatric women?” Savannah asked. “I mean, up until recently, you worked with the senior population.”

“Oh yes, Sis. The elderly are often targeted by cowardly predators looking for an easy mark. And it’s important for women of all ages, who’ve been violated in any way, to regain our sense of power.”

	“Absolutely,” Colbi said in a strong voice. 

	From across the table, Margaret raised her hand. “I’ll take your course.”

	Brianna chuckled. “Why, Aunt Maggie? You’ve never been victimized, have you?”

	Margaret became more serious. “Oh, haven’t I?” She glanced at Savannah. “I was attacked in the swamps of San Francisco when your sister and I were out there looking for her naughty cat.” Before the others could speak, she added, “And, Colbi, you and I were tied up and left to starve in the old Fischer building. Remember that?”

	Colbi raised her eyebrows. “I sure do.”

	Margaret continued. “And what about the time Vannie and I were abducted by that crazy Joe Forster?”

	Brianna winced. “Yeah, I’d forgotten about those incidents. I guess you could use an empowerment class.”

	Colbi smiled. “Good idea, Bri. Let me know how I can help you get something started.”

	“Me too,” Savannah offered. She then focused on Iris. “How’re things at the bed-and-breakfast inn? Still having fun? Are you keeping busy?”

	“Yes and yes,” Iris said, smiling. “I’ve thought a couple of times about selling the place, but then what would I do? I have a good staff, I can get away when I want to, and I do enjoy the guests. It’s a happy place, Savannah.” She swooned. “And the cats make it so entertaining.” 

	“So you still have the cuddle cats?”

	“Sure do. Francine has an assistant now to help her take care of them. And guests love them.” She leaned toward Savannah. “We adopted out Crystal—you know, Melody Kaiser-Plumb’s cat. Francine and I thought she’d be happier in a one-family home. She wasn’t adapting very well to all the changes in guests.”

	“What about your decorating business, Iris?” Savannah asked. “Don’t you miss that?”

	“Not as much as I thought I would. No, Savannah, I believe I’m right where I’m supposed to be at the moment. I could change my mind at any time. But for now, I’m happy.” She patted her husband’s arm. “We’re happy—right, babe?”

	“Huh?” Craig asked, after taking a bite of his fajita. He swallowed. “Um, yeah, whatever you say.”

	Savannah and Iris laughed.

	“Hey Bri, when will you become my new doctor?” Margaret asked.

	“I’m already working in the office—my name’s on the door along with Dr. Stevens’s, so you can request me if you want to. He’ll probably retire officially in a month or two.”

	“How do you like it so far?” Damon asked.

	“I think I’ll be happy there. I really love being back in Hammond.” Brianna glanced at her fiancé. “I mean, full time, not just on weekends at Bud’s place.” She smiled. “You can’t believe how many people come into the office that I know—or knew a hundred years ago when we lived here.” She laughed. “My patients are mainly second- and third-generation family members.” Turning to Savannah, she asked, “Hey, Sis, do you remember Eleanor Winslow?”

Savannah nodded. “Our second-grade teacher?”

“Uh-huh. Well, I treated her seventeen-year-old grandson for a minor sports injury this week.”

“Oh my gosh. Her daughter was only about thirteen when I had Mrs. Winslow, wasn’t she? What was her name, Pam?”

“Yes. Pam told me she has four children. The oldest one is actually twenty. Makes me feel old.” Brianna finished the last bite of her fajita, then asked, “Damon, how’s the novel coming?”

	He smiled. “Good. I have a bona fide first draft.”

	Colbi shivered. “I can’t wait to read it.”

	“He hasn’t let you read it yet?” Michael asked. “Savannah hasn’t let me read her cat’s memoir, either.”

	“Michael,” Savannah scolded, “I don’t even have anything written—it’s just notes.”

	“Well, you could let me read the notes,” he complained.

	Damon grinned. “It’s a rare author, Michael, who’ll let anyone read his work before it’s in a near-final stage.”

	“Even a husband or wife?” Colbi grumbled. “I used to let you read my articles before they were ready to turn into the newspaper editor.”

	“Yeah, but that’s a whole different kind of writing,” Damon insisted. “We have to write our news stories on the fly—our first draft is often the final draft. A novel needs a lot of massaging before it’s ready for readers. It can take months.”

	“Or years,” Colbi said. “I read about a woman who’s been working on her memoirs for thirty years and it’s still not finished.”

	Bud chuckled. “Maybe she’s waiting to see how it ends.”

	Savannah smirked playfully at Bud, then asked, “What kind of novel is it, Damon—historical, romance, science fiction…?”

	He took a swig of iced tea and shook his head. “No. It’s a crime story—sort of a mystery crime story.”

	“Hey,” Craig said, smiling broadly, “who’s your star detective?”

	Damon gave Craig a sideways glance and stammered, “Well… um… she’s… ”

	“She?” Craig exclaimed. “A woman?”

	“Yeah, that’s the trend now in crime fiction.”

	“Colbi, you’d better read it before it goes to print,” Margaret said. “You want to make sure he portrays her in the right light.”

	Meanwhile, Craig shook his head in disbelief and muttered, “A woman detective. If that don’t beat all. And here he has a real detective in the family as a perfect model.”

	“Oh, can it, Craig,” Iris nagged good-naturedly. “Let him write his story.”

	“Yeah,” Margaret said, laughing, “no wonder authors don’t like to show their manuscripts to anyone—too many critics out there.” She spoke more sharply. “But, Vannie, if you plan to quote me in Rags’s memoirs, you’d darn well better let me see it before you publish it.”

	Once the laughter and comments had died down, Colbi leaned toward Margaret. “Maggie, I’m afraid we’re all a part of Rags’s story. Get ready to sign some autographs.”

“Yes,” Savannah said, punching the air with her fist, “that’s the spirit.”

Colbi chuckled. She looked at Savannah, then Michael. “So are you ready for your big adventure?”

	“Yup.” Michael said. “By this time next Sunday, while you’re all having lunch together, we’ll be settled in our new temporary home in Colorado.”

“…spending our days in search of Michael’s father,” Savannah added.

	“Alleged father,” Michael corrected.

	“Alleged?” Max questioned. “You still aren’t convinced that he’s your father?”

	“Hey, I wasn’t there at the time. How would I know—I mean, how would I know for sure? First I grow up an only child, being told that Randall Ivey was my father. Then, when I thought I knew everything I needed to know about myself, I learn that I have a brother—a twin brother—who was adopted out to another family at birth over thirty years before.”

Savannah nodded and bounced a bit in her chair. “Then we happen across some random relatives in Connecticut with quite a different story about Michael’s and Keith’s beginnings.”

	“Yeah,” Michael said, “indicating that one of the wealthy Hanson brothers is our father.”

	Savannah threw her hands into the air dramatically. “But which one? Scott was engaged to their mother, but he supposedly died before they could marry. Brandt claimed that he also dated her and that he was the father.”

	“Uh-huh,” Michael agreed, “only to change his mind on his deathbed and tell us that it was actually Scott.” 

“Yeah, Scott,” Savannah added, “who, incidentally, isn’t dead after all!”

When he saw that he still had everyone’s attention, Michael explained, “But there’s no proof and we don’t even know where this guy is.”

	“Which is why you’re going to Colorado in the first place, right?” Margaret asked.

	Michael nodded. “Yeah. So when we get back, we may know something more about my crazy family tree.” He shrugged. “…or not.”

	Savannah put her arm across her husband’s shoulders and squeezed. “Either way, it could be quite an adventure. The notes and letters Brandt Hanson gave the guys before he died indicate that Scott,” she glanced around at the others, “the guy who may be the father, has headed for the hills again to live like some sort of mountain man and may be hard or impossible to track.”

	“Doesn’t he want to meet his sons?” Iris asked quietly.

	Michael raised his eyebrows. “Good question. It doesn’t appear to me that he does. However, Brandt told us, before he died, that Scott said if we can find him, he’ll be glad to see us. But it doesn’t sound like he’s going to make it easy.”

	Craig shook his head. “Seems like a strange way to live.”

	“Yeah,” Michael agreed. “I think the trauma he suffered in the near-drowning, and maybe the fact that he lived with that old recluse for a while, has done some damage to his brain or his way of viewing life.”

	“And the fact that he had amnesia,” Bud said. “That’s gotta cause some disconnects in a person’s brain, wouldn’t you think so?”

	Michael sighed deeply. “Well, we’ll find out, won’t we?”

	“Keep us updated,” Iris said.

	“We will,” Savannah promised. “I’ll text and email all of you when I can. But in case it’s hard to get a signal or something, how about if my aunt is our main pipeline? I’ll keep her apprised of the situation as much as I’m able. Would you spread the word to the others, Auntie?”

	“Sure,” Margaret agreed. She then addressed Bud. “So you’ll be our go-to vet while Michael’s gone?”

	Bud nodded. “Yup. I’m it—me and Pamela.” He looked sideways at her. “So Maggie, tell your cats to stay healthy until Dr. Mike returns, will you? I sure hope we won’t be overwhelmed with any difficult cases or mysterious maladies.”

	When the conversation around the table seemed to slow, Colbi said, “Hey, I made cookies—macaroons and some of those ginger cookies from Maggie’s recipe. Anyone interested?”

“Me!” Lily called out. “I want a cookie!”

“Of course you do, you little cookie monster,” Michael teased.

						


	****


The following morning Savannah opened the door to their longtime housekeeper. After greeting one another, Helena motioned toward the family standing with her. “You remember my niece, Maria, and her husband, Emilio.” 

“Yes,” Savannah said, warmly shaking hands with each of them. 

Helena continued, “These are their children, Gabe and Rita. He’s twelve now and she’s eight.”

“Hey, there they are,” Michael said to their guests, upon entering the room. “Are you ready for a new experience?” When no one responded, he explained, “…a new home—living in a new home?”

The children and their parents all smiled and nodded. Maria said, “We’re grateful for the opportunity and the work.”

“Well, we appreciate you taking care of things while we’re gone,” Michael said. “I hope you’ll enjoy being here as much as we love living here.”

“I’m sure we will,” Maria said. 

Her husband smiled and nodded.

Once the Iveys had given the Ruiz family a tour, instructed them on how to manage things such as the cooling system, and introduced them to Walter, who would remain in the home, they bid them good bye.

“Rest easy,” Helena said. “I’ll be here in case they need help with anything. Your home and your kitty-cat are in good hands.” 

Savannah hugged Helena. “We have no doubts. Thank you so much, dear friend.”

						


	****


“Renting that cargo trailer was a good idea, hon,” Savannah said nearly four hours later as the Ivey family and Gladys rode comfortably along the highway in their large SUV. 

	“Yeah, there’s no way we could have fit all that stuff in the car with us or even in one of those cartop cargo carriers. Plus, I wasn’t sure how Lexie and Buffy would travel,” Michael admitted. “It’s been a while since we’ve taken either of them on a car ride. I wanted the animals to have enough room.”

	Savannah chuckled. “They seem fine. As long as Lexie’s with us, she’s happy. And all Buffy needs to be contented is her cozy bed or someone’s lap.”

	Michael sighed. “And then there’s your cat.”

	“He’s your cat too,” Savannah insisted. “He was part of my dowry, remember?”

	Michael rolled his eyes at his wife and said toward the backseat, “Do you believe that, Gladys?”

	“Huh? What?” she asked. “I was reading.”

	Savannah crooked her neck toward the backseat. “Is that one of your book-club books, Mom?” 

	“Yes. They said I could participate using email and text while we’re out of the state.” She spoke more excitedly. “We did FaceTime with a member who was recuperating from surgery last week.”

	“You haven’t actually attended many of the meetings, have you?”

	“No. They accepted me into their group only two weeks ago.” Gladys smiled. “Good thing I knew one of the leaders. It’s not easy to get into a book club without a sponsor. But I don’t want to lose my place in the group, so I’ll stay in touch by email until we return.” She reached over the front seat and squeezed Savannah’s shoulder. “You ought to be working on Rags’s book as we travel, Vannie.”

“And miss all this lovely scenery?” she said. “…and this fascinating conversation?”

Michael grinned at her.

“Actually,” Savannah added, “I think Rob would like me to finish Rags’s memoir sooner rather than later, but my life’s been just too hectic. I hope to have some time to work on it in Colorado.” Her face lit up. “I’m close to starting the actual writing.”

	“That’s progress,” Gladys said. She then suggested, “Once it’s published, maybe we could review it at the book club. You can be our guest author.” Gladys giggled. “Oh, wouldn’t that be fun, Vannie?”

	Savannah laughed. “Yes. That would be an interesting new experience for me.”

	“What’s funny, Mommy?” Lily asked.

	“What’s funny?” Savannah repeated. “Mommy being an author, that’s what.”

	Lily looked confused, then said, “Gammy, I hungry.”

	“Already?” Gladys said. “Heavens child, where do you put it all?” She handed her a sippy cup. “How about some juice?”

	“So, Michael, your brother has found Scott’s family?” Savannah asked.

	He glanced at her. “Yes, he spoke with a daughter who still lives in the family home there in Colorado. There’s also a son in the military. The girl, Brenda, is a pastry chef who hopes to one day open her own place. She’s married to a mechanic. No children.”

	Savannah smiled. “So she and her brother are your siblings, huh?” 

	“I guess they are—maybe… um… half siblings.” Michael let out a sigh. “Gosh, how can someone go from being an only child to suddenly being a part of a large family of virtual strangers? It’s all rather overwhelming.” He chuckled. “Keith said that he and Brenda exchanged photos and he thinks she looks a little like Aggie’s younger pictures. Brenda told him he looks like her dad… um… our dad.”

	“Have they met?” Savannah asked. “I mean, Brenda and her grandmother, Aggie?” She smiled. “GranGran?”

	“I don’t think so. As I understand it, Aggie’s still in Connecticut with her daughter-in-law. What’s her name?”

“Irene.”

“Yes, Irene and Jess. I guess Jess is having a hard time with his father’s death.” He glanced briefly at Savannah. “Aggie may join us in Colorado later in the week.”

“Good. I like Aggie. She’s a kick.” She shook her head. “She’s an amazing woman—I mean as spry as she is at ninety-two.” She then asked, “So Brenda’s mother’s deceased?”

	Michael nodded.

	Gladys tapped him on the shoulder as he drove. “Michael you could write a book.”

	He laughed. “Yeah, I guess I could—how one man’s simple life exploded into something utterly over-the-top complex and mysterious.”

	“Oh!” Gladys exclaimed.

	When Savannah turned to see what had happened, she smiled. “Awww. Looks like Buffy wants to cuddle.”

“Yes, she jumped out of nowhere and landed on my lap. It startled me.”

	“Buffy-kitty,” Lily said, reaching out to pat the cat as the Himalayan-mix lay down on Gladys’s lap.

	“You’re such a sweet cat,” Gladys cooed while she smoothed Buffy’s silky fur. 

	Savannah smiled. “Yes, she is. We sure do love our Buffy.”

	Meow.

	Everyone laughed when they saw Rags standing in the cargo space with his paws on the seat back.

	“He wants some attention too,” Gladys said. “Sorry, buddy, the backseat’s full.” She waved her hand in the air. “Go up and see your mama. She has an empty lap.”

	Rags meowed once more, then slid down the seat back until he was standing halfway on Gladys’s leg and halfway on the seat. He then awkwardly climbed across the console and eased onto Savannah’s lap.

	“Hi there, buddy,” she crooned. “Were you getting lonely back there?” She patted her lap. “Come on, you can curl up with me.”

	However, rather than settle down, Rags stood on Savannah’s legs with his front paws on the door, watching the world go swiftly past through the window.

	“What are you doing,” Savannah asked the cat, “charting the course so you can make your way back home if you get bored in Colorado?”

	Michael chuckled. “Are you kidding? No way will he leave this family. Even when he roams, he always comes back. He’s a boomerang cat.”

	Another thought occurred to Savannah. “Do you think he’s worried?”

“About what, for heaven’s sake?” Michael asked. “What would Rags have to worry about?”

“Maybe he thinks we’re going to drive him to the boonies and abandon him.” 

“Don’t give me any ideas,” Michael muttered.

“Oh, stop it,” Savannah said, slapping at him. She caressed Rags. “He’s just joking, baby cat. No one’s going to hurt you.” She ran her hand down Rags’s back and he rubbed his head affectionately against her chin.

	Without warning, Michael swerved and the calm in the car turned to chaos. Savannah yelped upon being thrown against the door. At the same time, she tried unsuccessfully to catch Rags, who had lost his footing and fallen to the floor. She reached for him while quickly turning to check on the children. 

Gladys gasped and grabbed Buffy before she slid off her lap. Buffy, feeling momentarily insecure, dug her claws into Gladys’s legs and she yelled, “Ouch!” 

	“My sippy,” Lily wailed, reaching toward the floorboard for her cup. The child then scolded, “Daddy, don’t do that! My sippy.”

	“Sorry, punkin,” Michael said, sounding more than a little flustered.

	“Here’s your sippy cup, sweetie,” Gladys cooed, handing it to the toddler.

	“Teddy!” Savannah called. “Mom, is he okay?”

	Gladys peered into the reverse-riding car seat next to her and smiled. “Sleeping like a baby,” She then asked, while rubbing her thigh, “What happened?”

	Savannah frowned. “Did you get hurt, Mom?” 

	“Buffy clawed me, that’s all.”

	“Oh, Buffy,” Savannah scolded.

	“Don’t blame her. That scared her. What happened, anyway?” Gladys asked again.

	Meanwhile, Michael had pulled off to the side of the road. He stared straight ahead for a moment, obviously shaken, then turned and asked, “Is everyone all right?” 

	“I think so,” Savannah said. She looked back at the children, then called, “Lexie. Where’s Lexie?”

	Gladys strained to see into the cargo space and reported, “She seems okay—she’s huddled down in her bed.” She spoke in calming tones to the dog. “It’s okay, Lexie.”

	“What happened, Michael?” Savannah asked. “Why did you swerve?”

	“Well, some guy ahead of us evidently lost something or tossed it out his window. All I know is, suddenly there’s this black thing coming at me like a large Frisbee and I swerved to keep it from hitting the windshield.” He let out a breath. “Our car may have acquired its first dent. I’ll check when we find a better place to pull over.” He shook his head. “We’re just lucky no one was in the left lane. I don’t even think I looked; I just swerved.”

	“You sure did,” Savannah said, rubbing his arm. “That was quick thinking.”

	“Don’t do that, Daddy,” Lily scolded again. She pouted. “Buffy hurt. My sippy cup hurt.”

	“She’s hurt?” Michael asked, looking back to see Gladys holding the buff-colored cat against her chest and petting her.

	“I think she’s fine; just a little scared. I kept her from falling, and,” she grumbled, “I have the claw marks to prove it.” 

	“But you’re all right, Gladys?”

	“Yeah, except that there’s blood on my beige slacks—otherwise, yeah.” She patted Michael’s shoulder. “How are you? Must have been a frightening moment.”

	“Yeah, it was.” He looked toward the back window. “I wonder what that was and where it went. I hope it didn’t hit someone else’s windshield.”

	Savannah turned in her seat. “I don’t see anyone pulled over.”

	“Well, good. Okay, then shall we continue?”

	“Want me to drive, Michael?” Savannah offered.

	“Naw, I’m okay. As long as all of you are okay, I’m okay.” To lighten the mood, he broke out in song, “On the road again…let’s get on the road again…”  

Savannah smiled at him and sat back in her seat. Just then, something caught her eye in the side mirror. “Wait!” she shouted.

“What?” he asked, pressing quickly on the brake pedal.

“What’s that behind us?”

“Where? What does it look like?”

Savannah squinted into the distance. “Well, it looks like a black briefcase or satchel or something.”

“Hey, that’s probably what hit us,” Michael said. “We’d better check it out. It might be valuable to someone.” He switched on the emergency flashers, carefully exited the car, and retrieved the item. After returning to the SUV, he suggested, “How about we take that off-ramp and get a cup of coffee or something. I wouldn’t mind taking a break.” He handed the case to Savannah. “Maybe we can find a phone number in there or we can drop it off at the local police department for them to check out.”

Savannah nodded. “Sure, we’re in no real hurry, are we?” She glanced into the backseat. “I’ll see if Teddy wants to eat while we’re stopped.”

Michael buckled up and pulled out onto the freeway. “You’re right. We’re in no real hurry. I think Keith and Holly are expecting us late Tuesday, and we should make it by then if the kids and the critters can handle a long drive each day. If not, we’ll take it more slowly.”

“Yup, gotta be flexible when you have little ones,” Gladys said. She glanced down at Buffy. “And, as you said, critters.”

Savannah ran her hand over Rags, who was now sprawled across her lap. “We really ought to check into animal restraints for when we travel like this with them.” She faced Michael. “You know, that little boy’s therapy cat might not have run off when Marci hit their car if he’d been in a restraint.”

Michael nodded. “Good idea.” He glanced in the rearview mirror and asked, “But where would we put them? The seats are all taken up.”

“Hmmm. Something to think about,” Savannah said quietly. “Perhaps we could rig up something for them in the cargo space.”

						


	****


Fifteen minutes later the family sat around a picnic table at a small park with beverages from a fast-food drive-through and Savannah’s homemade granola bars. Rags and Lexie wandered as far as their leashes would allow and Buffy lay contented in a portable pen set up nearby in the shade. “So what do you think this is?” Michael asked as he examined the small satchel. 

“Open it,” Savannah urged.

“Yeah, I could do that.” He looked at her. “Or maybe I should take it to the nearest police station.”

Savannah put her hand on his arm. “Open it, Michael. We want to see what’s in there, don’t we, Mom?”

“I suppose,” Gladys said while helping Lily with her granola bar. She peeled a banana and broke a few pieces onto a napkin for the toddler, checked to make sure Teddy’s infant seat was shaded, then looked at the satchel. “Yeah, I’d like to see what someone threw away—or lost.” She chuckled. “Cases like that are always mysterious. There’s one in the story I’m reading and I’m eager for them to open it so I’ll know what the mystery’s all about.” She grinned across the table at Savannah and Michael. “I think the mistress’s missing diamond bracelet is in there.”

“In here?” Michael asked. “What mistress?”

“No,” Gladys said, giggling, “in the story I’m reading. Yeah, open it, Michael.”

He grimaced. “But do we really want to get involved?”

When Lily said, “Open Daddy, open,” Michael smiled at her, pushed his iced tea aside, and moved the case closer. “Okay, it’s unanimous.” With exaggerated flourish, he popped open the fasteners and lifted the lid. When the women both leaned forward to see what was inside, he quickly closed it.

“Michael,” Savannah complained.

“Oh, okay.” He opened it wider, saying, “Well, it’s not someone’s life savings.” He winked at Gladys. “Or the mistress’s bracelet. It’s just a bunch of papers.”

“What kind of papers?” Savannah asked, reaching for one. She studied the document, then blurted, “Oh, my gosh, Michael, do you know what this is?”

“No, what?” 

“It’s…” Savannah started, “…I think it’s someone’s identity.”

“Identity?” Gladys questioned.

“Yes.” She took a few more items from the case. “Here’s a passport, and this looks like a birth certificate.”

“Yeah,” Michael agreed, filing through some of the documents. “This is a birth certificate for someone named… ” He frowned. “… Tinker Bell.” He looked at Savannah, then Gladys and repeated, “Tinker Bell?” 

	Savannah raised her eyebrows while reading from another document. “Here’s one for Sir Meows Alot.” As Savannah continued shuffling through the papers, she became aware that Rags had joined her. He rested one paw on her knee and reached toward the documents in her hand. “He smells something,” she said. “Look at his little nose going.” She ran her hand over his head. “What is it, Rags?” Without warning, the cat jumped up onto her legs and quickly moved to Michael’s lap, where he began sniffing inside the open case. He then leaped onto the tabletop and pawed at the documents.

“What are you looking for?” Michael asked. “I don’t think you’ll find any kitty treats in there.”

When Gladys picked up one of the pages Michael had set aside, she looked it over and announced, “This isn’t a birth certificate for a person. It’s for a cat. A Himalayan cat.” She gazed at Buffy. “Isn’t that what she is?”

Michael nodded. He looked more closely at some of the other papers. “Oh, yes, Sir Meows Alot is a Himalayan too.” He grinned at his mother-in-law. “I thought this belonged to some guy from the Himalayas—you know, in Asia.”

	Savannah smirked playfully at his attempt at humor, then said more seriously, “Rags must be catching the scent from the cats, and he’s trying to find a new friend in there.” She looked at Buffy. “You ought to be the one interested in this stuff. It belongs to some of your relatives.” 

	“So, Michael, do cats need passports to travel?” Gladys asked.

	“Well, depending on where they’re going or coming from, they may need a type of passport, yes. There are different requirements for different regions—all related to health issues,” he explained. “Savannah and I carry health documents for our animals when we travel with them across state lines.” He studied the item in Gladys’s hand. “That looks like a people passport to me.”

	Gladys opened it. “Yes, for Desiree Ogilvie, born in Missouri in 1947. I don’t see an address or a phone number.” 

	“Here it is,” Savannah said, holding up another piece of paper she’d found inside the case. “She lives in St. Louis. I’ll call her. Hopefully, this is her cell phone number.”

	“Why?” When Michael saw her staring at him, he asked in more detail, “Why do you hope that’s her cell phone number?”

	“Well this satchel probably came from her car, which means she’s traveling in this area. If I call her before she gets too far away and if this is her cell phone number, she can come back and get it. If it’s a landline phone, I guess we won’t be able to reach her.”

	“Or we can meet her someplace on up the road,” Gladys suggested.

Michael pushed the case aside and picked up his tea. “Oh, let’s just find the local police station and turn it over to them. No fuss, no muss.”

After thinking about it, Savannah said, “I actually think it would be more efficient if we give her a call.” She glanced at her husband, pulled her phone out of her pocket, and punched in the number.  

It didn’t take long for a woman to answer. “Hello?”

	“Hello, you don’t know me, but I think I have something that belongs to you. Are you Desiree Ogilvie?”

	“Um… uh… yes,” the woman said hesitantly.

Savannah smiled. “I presume that you have some Himalayan kitty-cats.” When the woman didn’t respond, she said, “Um… well… I’m calling to let you know that we found…”

 “Why are you tormenting me like this?” the woman spat. “Please, I beg you, bring them back. They’re all I have. Please!”

	Before the woman could continue, Savannah heard another voice. “Hello, Savannah Ivey? Are you Savannah Ivey?”

	“Well, yes,” she said, flashing a puzzled look at Michael and Gladys. “Is something wrong? I’m only trying to return…”

	“I’m well aware of what you’re trying to do, ma’am.” Before Savannah could respond, he said, “The gig’s up, lady.”

	“What gig?” she asked, frowning for her family’s benefit.

	“You know what gig. Now…”

	Confused and rather disgusted, Savannah held her phone out and looked at it, then ended the call.

	“What was that about?” Michael asked.

She quickly reached for Lily, who was attempting to scoot off the picnic bench. “Where are you going, little one?”

“Play,” Lily chirped. “Kick ball.”

“You want your bouncy ball?” Gladys asked. “Grammy will get it for you.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Savannah said, lifting the toddler. “Here, let Mommy help you get down.” She peeked under the blanket that shaded Teddy’s face and smiled at the sleeping cherub, then sat across from Michael and began nibbling on a granola bar.

	Gladys promptly joined them. She smiled while she watched the child try to kick the ball. “That ball doesn’t get much action.”

	Michael chuckled. “No, she hasn’t developed a talent for soccer—at least not yet.”  He frowned across the table at Savannah. “So what happened on the phone? Did that woman hang up on you?”

	“No, I hung up on her and whoever the man was that started yelling at me.”

	“What?” Gladys said. “Why? You were only trying to be a Good Samaritan.”

Suddenly Michael stood up. “Rags,” he called, walking after the cat, who was wandering away dragging his leash. When he returned, he said, “Hon, you moved the bench when you got up and I had his leash hooked under the leg.” He leaned over. “Here, I’ll loop it under the table leg. That ought to hold him.”

“Kick, Daddy,” Lily said.

“You want Daddy to kick the ball?” he asked. “Okay, here goes. Get ready to catch it.”

The women watched as Michael and Lily played a lively game of kickball. After a while, he scooped up the child and held her in the air over his head, laughing as she giggled with delight. He then said, “Let’s take Lexie for a walk, shall we? She probably needs some exercise.” When Michael and Lily returned after a lap around the small park with the dog, he secured Lexie to a tree in the shade near her water bowl. At that moment, he glanced to the right, then to the left. “What the…?” He quickly picked up Lily. 

	“Oh my!” Gladys exclaimed.

	That’s when Savannah noticed two police officers were walking toward them, hands resting on their holstered firearms. The blond female stopped several yards away, while the male approached and asked, “Is one of you ladies Savannah Ivey?” 

Suddenly feeling a strong sense of dread, Savannah said, “I am. Has something happened back home?” She started to stand.

“Stay where you are, ma’am. We just want to talk to you.”

“What about?” she questioned, aware that her heart was pounding wildly in her chest.

When she made a move to stand up again, the officer said more gruffly, “Put your hands where I can see them.”

	“What’s this all about?” Michael asked, moving toward Savannah with Lily in his arms.

	“Who are you?” the officer asked.

	“Michael Ivey. Why are you treating my wife like this and in front of our children, for heaven’s sake?”

	“Well, for starters,” he said, “your wife has been accused of theft and attempted extortion.”

	






Chapter 2

 

“What?” Gladys shrieked. “Oh my heavens!”

	When Michael took a few more steps forward, the female officer warned, “Stay where you are, sir! Hands where we can see them.”

	The first officer glanced at Michael, then focused on Gladys. “What’s your name, ma’am?”

	“Gladys Jordan.” She pointed at Savannah. “I’m her mother.”

	The officer gestured for his partner’s benefit. “Check her.”

	“She’s clean,” the woman responded after quickly patting Gladys down.

	“Give her the child,” the man said to Michael. “Go sit next to your wife with your hands on the table.” He then checked both Savannah and Michael, presumably for weapons.

“Okay, okay,” Michael said, finding it impossible to hide his frustration. “Will you tell us what’s going on?”

The officer pursed his lips. “You heard the charges.” He then asked, “Are you in on the racket too?”

	“No!” Michael ran his hand through his hair. “I mean, there is no racket. We’re just traveling through on our way to Colorado with our children, as you can see.”

	“Coincidence, is that what you’re saying?” 

	Michael looked puzzled. “Coincidence? What are you talking about?” When Lily started to fuss, Michael glared at the officer. “You’re scaring our daughter, not to mention the rest of us.” He then said more calmly, “Listen, I’m Dr. Michael Ivey from Hammond, California. This is my wife and my mother-in-law. We’re on our way to Colorado.” He looked at the officer closest to him. “Can you tell me your name so I know who I’m talking to?”

	“Sergeant Charles Portola.” He nodded to the female. “That’s Officer Candace Clausen.” 

Michael glanced at her, then addressed the sergeant. “Can you tell us how you came to your crazy conclusion that my wife is an extortionist and a thief?”

	“Well, sir, are you aware that she called the victim in St. Louis?”

“Victim? Do you mean Desiree Ogilvie? Yes, as a matter of fact, I am.”

This stopped the sergeant. He took a deep breath and stared at Michael before continuing. “Well, the detective there let us know the situation and he told us exactly where Ms. Ivey was hiding out.” He grinned. “We found her through the GPS app on her phone, you know.”

	Michael grimaced. “Well, that was pretty smart, but you’ve still got it all wrong.”

Suddenly, the sergeant noticed something. “Hey, what’s that under the table there? Check it out, will you, Clausen?”

The officer stooped and looked under the picnic table. When she saw Rags walking toward her, she stood up. “It’s a cat. A cat on a leash.” She did a double take. “Hey, what’s he got in his mouth?” 

“Uh-oh,” Michael murmured, reaching for the cat.

“Uh-oh is right,” the sergeant said, trying to beat him to Rags. “Looks like evidence to me.” When Rags darted back under the table and the sergeant couldn’t get to him, he picked up one end of the table and moved it over slightly, then reached down toward the cat again.

Michael let out a sigh. “Just let me get him, will you?”

“I want to see what that is he has,” Sergeant Portola insisted.

“It’s probably one of those documents belonging to Ms. Ogilvie,” Michael asserted.

The sergeant stood up straight and stared at Michael. “So you do know about the scam.” Michael raised his hands defensively. “Listen, we don’t know about any scam.” He gestured toward the black case. “All we know is that this bag flew either off of or out of someone’s car—I believe it was a white SUV—and it hit our car. I swerved to avoid it coming through the windshield, and it ricocheted off the side. I can show you the dent.” When Michael started to stand, Officer Clausen stopped him. “No you don’t. Just stay where you are.”

	Meanwhile, another police car pulled up. A dark-haired officer stepped out and joined them. Sergeant Portola nodded in his direction. “Officer Moraga, thanks for stopping by. Looks like we’ll need you for transport.” He glanced toward Rags. “Hey, you like animals. See if you can get that piece of paper from the cat there under the table.” He returned his attention to Michael. “So how did you end up with this… um… bag?” 

“After the near accident, we pulled over. I wanted to make sure everyone was all right. That’s when we saw this case lying on the shoulder. We thought it might be something of value to someone, so we picked it up. My wife called Ms. Ogilvie to let her know we’d found it.”

The sergeant appeared to be unmoved by Michael’s story, but he was interested in Officer Moraga’s struggle to retrieve the document from Rags. “What is it?” he asked. 

The officer studied the tattered page before handing it to the sergeant. “Looks like some sort of registration paper.”

“For a Himalayan cat,” Portola said upon perusing the document. He looked down at Rags, then he spotted Lexie under a nearby shade tree. “Is that your dog?”

	“Yes,” Michael said.

	He motioned toward the tabletop. “Is that the case you alleged fell out of a car in front of you?”

Feeling more and more impatient, Michael blurted, “Yes.”

As the sergeant reached for the case and opened it, Rags jumped up next to him. “No!” he said, trying to push him away with one hand. “Moraga,” he called, “can you control this cat?” Before the officer could comply, however, Sergeant Portola shouted, “Hey, he’s contaminating the evidence!” He quickly grabbed the cat, who was preparing to sit down in the open case. “No you don’t,” he growled.

	“What is it you think he’s doing?” Michael demanded.

	“He was going to use this evidence as a litter box, that’s what?” he complained.

	“He wasn’t going to do anything of the kind,” Savannah insisted. “And what my husband said is the truth. We almost had a wreck trying to avoid being hit by that thing. Go look at the dent in our car.”

	“Hey Sarge,” Clausen called. “Look at this. I found another cat hiding out in a pen. It looks like one of the cats that was taken—you know, in those pictures they sent over.”

	The sergeant gazed in the direction Officer Clausen indicated. “Well, I’ll be. It appears that we’ve found—what’s his name, Sir Eats Alot…” He turned to Michael and Savannah and said in a mimicking tone, “Just passing through, huh? On your way to Colorado.” He got in Michael’s face. “To do what, sell this stolen cat?” He turned to Moraga. “Call Animal Control. Have them come pick up these animals.”

	“No!” Savannah shouted. “No! These are our cats and dog.”

	Michael motioned for Savannah to calm down. “Listen,” he said to the sergeant, “you say you’re looking for a male Himalayan? Well, I can tell you, this is a female and she isn’t a true Himalayan—she’s only part Himalayan. And she is our cat.” 

	The sergeant checked something on his cell phone. “Well, then I guess this is Tinker Bell. She’s missing too, you know.”

	“That is not Tinker Bell,” Michael said. “She’s Buffy, she’s our cat, and I have documents to prove it. If you’ll just let me go to the car, I’ll show you health documents for all of our pets.”

	The sergeant scowled. “Yeah, I know your kind. …good at forging things like that.”	

	“Wait,” Savannah said. She picked up her phone off the table. “Look, I have pictures of her on my phone dating back at least four years.”

	The sergeant thought for a moment, then said, “Not our job. You can show your pictures to the judge. Stand up,” he said, removing a pair of handcuffs from his duty belt.

	“Oh my gosh. No,” Savannah protested. “You can’t be serious. Please, check out our story. We’re not making this up. We haven’t done anything wrong.” 

	The sergeant clasped the cuffs around Savannah’s wrists and helped her to sit down on the picnic bench, facing away from Gladys. He motioned for Officer Clausen to cuff Michael.

	“Good Lord,” Michael muttered, as she cuffed him and helped him ease down next to Savannah. He shook his head. “This can’t be happening. 

	After going through some of the papers in the case, the sergeant gazed in the direction of the Ivey’s car. “What’s in the trailer? More cats?” he asked.

	“Certainly not!” Savannah insisted.

	“Hon,” Michael said as calmly as he could manage, “why don’t you let me do the talking.”

	She tightened her lips and glared at the sergeant as he made sure all the papers, including the one Rags had taken earlier, were in the case. He closed it. 

	“Animal control’s on the way,” Moraga announced.

	In the meantime, the sergeant focused on Gladys. “Are you part of this gang of cat thieves?”

	“Good heaven’s no. And they aren’t cat thieves, either!” she shouted. “My daughter was simply trying to return these things to the rightful owner.”

	The sergeant looked at her for a moment, then scratched his head. “So you say this came flying out of a car and you ran into it, then retrieved it from the side of the road?”

	All three of them nodded. 

	“Let me show you the dent it put in our car,” Michael offered, making a move to stand.

	“Sit!” Officer Clausen demanded.

	“That won’t prove anything,” the sergeant said. He stared at Savannah for a moment, then said to Michael, “Stand up.” When Michael complied, the sergeant removed the cuffs from his wrists, saying, “Meet us at the station and I’d suggest you bring your attorney.”

	Michael exchanged looks with Savannah. “Listen to me,” he said to the sergeant, “what can I show you as proof of who we are?”

	“Tell it to the judge,” the sergeant said. He nodded toward Officer Clausen. “Put her in the squad car.” 

	“Wait, where’s the police station?” Michael asked, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

	The sergeant handed him a card. “But don’t expect her to get a bail hearing until sometime tomorrow.”

	“Good lord,” Michael said. He looked at Teddy, who was starting to squirm in his baby seat. “She’s nursing our son, for heaven’s sake. You can’t take her away from our baby.”

	The sergeant stared at him. “Do you want a charge of obstructing justice, sir? Don’t you think we’ve heard it all?”

	As the officer began to lead Savannah away, Lily started crying, “Mommy. Mommy.”

	Savannah looked back with tears in her eyes.

	Michael took their daughter from Gladys and told Savannah, “Don’t worry, honey. It’ll be okay. Don’t worry, now.”

	Once Officer Clausen had helped Savannah ease into the backseat of the police car, she stepped into the passenger seat. The sergeant opened the driver’s door and handed the black case to Officer Clausen. Before being seated, however, he picked up his car radio. “Portola here. Oh. Is that right? Um… well… if you say so, Captain. Okay, but… but… yeah, okay. Got it.” He replaced the radio and looked down at his feet. He then glanced at Officer Clausen. “That was the captain. He said they got the extortionist.” Grimacing, he opened the back door of his police unit and helped Savannah out of the car, promptly removing the cuffs. He called out. “Moraga, you can call off animal control.”

Meanwhile, Savannah rubbed her wrists and joined Michael, who put his free arm around her. When Lily reached out for her, she took the toddler and Michael held both of them close. He glared at the sergeant, obviously waiting for an explanation.

After clearing his throat rather nervously, the sergeant said, “It seems that the cat thieves stopped at a gas station forty miles or so east of here and some woman in there recognized them as troublemakers at these cat shows they have. When she poked around and saw a couple of those Himalayan-type cats in the back of these people’s car… ” Portola glanced down at his shoes. “… well, the citizen did a little spying and overheard the couple arguing about who lost the satchel of paperwork on the Ogilvie’s cats.” He looked at Michael and Savannah. “Sorry, folks. But when the victim reported your call, we thought…”

	“Why would you expect them to call Ms. Ogilvie if they had the cats?” Michael challenged. “Sounds to me as if it was theft, pure and simple.”

	The sergeant’s eyes widened. “Naw. These folks had already contacted Ms. Ogilvie asking for money—you know, ransom for the cats. They would have most likely taken the money and run—probably abroad, where they could show the cats or sell them or whatever cat thieves do.”

	Michael stared at the sergeant, his mind filled with things he would like to say. Instead, he took a deep breath. “Well, if we’re through here, we need to get back on the road. And don’t expect us to stop in your unfriendly town again anytime soon.”

	“Amen,” Savannah said. She approached her mother, who was comforting Teddy. She kissed Lily and placed her on the tabletop next to Gladys, then took Teddy into her arms. “I’ll feed him now,” she said, heading to the car for privacy. 

	Meanwhile, after watching Sergeant Portola and Officer Clausen drive away, Michael lifted Buffy from the portable pen and secured her in a carrier. He folded the pen and slipped it into the car. He motioned for Lexie to hop up into the back of the car. Gladys cleared the table and gathered up the cloth and other items they stored in their picnic basket. She started to lead Lily to the car when she noticed Michael staring across the grassy expanse. She approached him. “What’s wrong, Michael?”

	“Rags,” he said. “Is he in the car?” He turned and headed in that direction. “Savannah, did Rags get in there with you?”

	“Not that I know of.” She craned her neck to look around her, then asked, “Oh no, you can’t find him?”

	Michael ran his hand through his hair, then kneeled to look under the car.

	“Problem, sir?” Officer Moraga asked, before heading toward his squad car.

	With a feeling of dread, Michael said, “One of our cats is missing. Darn it anyway. Rags!” he called.

	The policeman glanced around the area. “Could he have climbed that tree? Or maybe he’s in the shrubbery,” he suggested. “Hopefully, he didn’t head into that tract over there or the woods yonder. Here, let me help you look for him.”

	After the men had spent several minutes searching for Rags, Savannah stepped out of the car and tenderly placed the baby in his car seat.

	“Finished?” Gladys asked.

	“Yeah, he ate pretty well, actually—then he fell asleep. He’s a sleepy little guy today.”

	“He’ll probably be wide awake when you want to sleep tonight,” Gladys quipped.

	Without responding, Savannah asked, “Mom, will you stay with the children? I’ll go help Michael look for the cat. Darned cat,” she said under her breath.

	When she saw Michael checking under the shrubs, she headed toward the wooded area. 	“I’ll take a look out near the tract,” Officer Moraga said. He called out, “He’s mostly gray, right?” 

	“Yes, and he’s dragging a leash.” Michael glanced at the officer. “Thanks, we can use all the help we can get with that cat.”

	“It’s the least I can do after…” he started.

	Fifteen minutes had passed when the searchers returned, defeated. 

	“You didn’t find him?” Gladys asked from the car, where she sat sideways in the front seat with the door open, watching Lily pick dandelions.

	Michael shook his head.

	Savannah stood with her hands on her hips looking around. She asked, “How did he get loose, anyway? I saw you hook his leash under that table leg.”

	“The table must have gotten moved somehow,” Michael suggested. He thinned his lips as he recalled, “Yeah, that sergeant moved it when he was trying to get to Rags.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Dang it!”

	“I guess the sergeant didn’t realize…” Moraga started. 

“No one does,” Savannah lamented.

After a few minutes as they each silently considered a strategy, the officer chuckled. “You know, I heard about a cat west of here in California that actually works with the police department in solving crimes. There was a story about him in our county law-enforcement newsletter.”

Suddenly Savannah lurched forward and shouted. “There he is!” She squinted into the distance. “That’s him, isn’t it? Come on, Rags!” she called.

Michael shaded his eyes. “Yes, that’s him. What’s he got?”

Everyone watched as the cat trotted toward them, his head held high because he was dragging something between his legs. 

Savannah momentarily covered her eyes. “Do I really want to know?” When the wily cat approached her seconds later, however, she noticed, “Hey, he doesn’t have anything, do you, Rags?” She picked him up and looked across the terrain. “Were we just imagining things?”

	Meanwhile, the officer trotted in the direction the cat had come from and returned carrying a woman’s handbag. “He had this,” he said, holding it out for Savannah to see. “Is it yours?” When she shook her head, he turned the purse over a couple of times, then opened it and removed a credit-card case, exclaiming, “Uh-oh! Well, will you look at this?” He immediately spoke into his radio. “Moraga here, I have something belonging to a missing person. Remember that Angela Wilson case? We just found her pocketbook. I’d like to request backup to investigate.” He paused, then continued, “Yes, a woman’s purse with her ID inside. A cat found it. Yes, a cat.” After ending the call, he grinned widely and pointed. “Did I hear you call him Rags?” When Savannah nodded, he said, “Well, I’ll be darned. That’s the cat I read about in that article.” He cocked his head. “So you know Craig Sledge, do you?”

Savannah nodded. “Yeah, he’s a friend of ours.” 

“Well, I’ve met the detective a time or two. They interviewed him in that article.” He grinned at her. “So this is Rags, the cat in that article, right?”

She let out a sigh. “Yes, this is Rags, the celebrated klepto cat.” 

The officer smiled. “Can I get a picture of him? How about if you take a picture of me with him? Would you do that?”

“I guess,” Savannah said. “Just don’t let go of him.”

“What are you doing, Moraga?” a female officer asked as she approached a few minutes later.  

Her partner began to laugh. “I don’t believe it. You’re taking a selfie with a cat?”

“Hey, you guys, this is Rags,” Officer Moraga said. “This cat has solved more crimes than either of you two put together.”

The other officers looked at him suspiciously and the woman asked, “Have you been drinking on the job?”

“I’m telling you, he has a talent. He found this purse. It belongs to the girl who went missing last month.” He lowered Rags to the ground and handed Savannah the leash.

The woman officer glanced at Savannah, then Gladys. “It’s not your purse?”

	Savannah shook her head and walked closer to examine it. “Looks like it’s been in the dirt for a while.”

	“Sure does,” Moraga said.  He stepped back. “Mr. and Mrs. Ivey… um… ” he stammered, 

	“Michael and Savannah Ivey,” Michael said. “And my mother-in-law, Gladys.”

He smiled. “These are officers Jessica Bailey and Hank Grabowski.” 

Everyone nodded politely. In the meantime, Officer Moraga studied Savannah, then looked down at Rags. “Do you think he’ll lead us to where he found this?”

	Michael shook his head in protest. “Hey, we need to get back on the road.”

“It might help us to solve a month-old case,” he pleaded. When it appeared as though the Iveys weren’t interested in participating, he threatened, “We could subpoena the cat.”

	Michael stiffened. Then, seeing the grin on the officer’s face, he relaxed. “Okay. Let’s see what he’ll show us.” Moraga reached for the leash, but Michael stopped him. “You’d better let my wife take him. He might not cooperate for you.”

	The officer looked at Rags, then at Michael and Savannah. “Sure. Let’s see where he’ll lead us.”

Savannah reluctantly agreed. She turned to Gladys, who now held Lily in her arms. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

Gladys nodded. “That’s okay. She’s fading fast. Should be asleep soon.”

	After several minutes, Officer Bailey chuckled. “It appears that we’re just indulging his folly.” When her partner looked confused, she explained, “He’s playing with us—taking us in circles.”

“That’s what a cat does,” Savannah said. “They rarely take a direct route anywhere. Even inside their home, a cat will often veer off course to walk around something or over something rather than walk in a straight line. It could be a throwback from their ancestors in the wilds—a ploy to keep their predators guessing. When Rags has a choice, it’s back and forth, around, up, down, and circles.” Just then she noticed something. “He seems to want to go into that yard.” 

“It looks like the place is abandoned.” Officer Grabowski noted.

Moraga nodded. “Yeah, let him go in there.”

	When Rags started to jump up onto a gate into the backyard of the abandoned home, Savannah said, “No, Rags. How about if we open it?”

	“If it’s not locked,” Grabowski said. He motioned for Savannah to stand back and he opened the gate. “Good God,” he muttered. “Looks like this is some sort of litter box for the neighborhood cats. Hi, kitty,” he cooed to a small black-and white cat crouched under a dead shrub across the yard. He glanced at a pair of tabby cats huddled together on the patio against a sliding-glass door. Two additional cats raced up and over a portion of the fence that had collapsed. “Do you think this is where he found that purse?”

Officer Bailey kneeled and examined the area more closely. She pointed. “There’s a piece of fabric and a hairbrush. This stuff could belong to the missing girl.” She looked up at Officer Moraga. “Did she live in this area?”

“No. But she worked the evening shift at a department store in that mall across the highway there. Co-workers said she left at closing time, and her parents reported her missing the following morning.”  

Grabowski looked around. “Hey, I’ll go get a shovel out of the car.” 

	“Can we go now?” Michael asked.

	“Wait, hon,” Savannah said quietly, “I want to see what they find.”

	He rolled his eyes.

	“Yeah,” Officer Moraga said, “you folks can go. I think this here’s what we’ve been looking for.” He started to turn away, then changed his mind. He offered his hand. “Hey, thanks for your help.” He looked at Michael, then Savannah. “Again, on behalf of the department, I want to apologize for…” Michael waved him off and the officer said, “Well, I hope the rest of your trip is smooth sailing.”

	Michael nodded, then he and Savannah stepped back and waited patiently until the officers had uncovered the secret they all feared was buried at their feet.

						


	****


“Hi Keith,” Michael greeted into his phone the following morning as he leaned against a railing outside a breakfast house somewhere in Nevada. 

“Hey, how’s it going? Where are you guys?”

“I just finished breakfast. The others are still eating. I’m afraid we’re not making very good time. I figure we’re still more than ten hours away. We may not pull in until Wednesday morning.”

	“That’s okay. We’re not going anywhere. What’s the holdup, Michael? Are the kids cranky little travelers? Sometimes it can be challenging.”

	“No, the kids have been good campers. It’s… um… well, you’re not going to believe this, but Savannah almost got arrested yesterday.”

	After a few moments of silence, Keith laughed guardedly. “You’re kidding, right?”

	“No.”

	“What did she do, cut in front of someone in line at a mini-mart?” he asked, laughing in earnest now. “Was it road rage?” 

	“No,” Michael said. “A briefcase flew out of a car or off of a car while we were driving along on the freeway and it hit us. We retrieved the case and Savannah called the phone number on the stuff inside there in an attempt to return it to its rightful owner. You can imagine our surprise when police officers arrived where we were having a picnic and accused her of extortion and theft.”

“Extortion and theft?” Keith repeated.

“Yes. Would you believe they thought she stole a couple of Himalayan cats? When the cops spotted Buffy, she almost got arrested too.”

	Keith thought about what he’d just heard, then said, “Hey, Michael, you don’t have to make up such an outrageous excuse for being late. It really doesn’t matter.”

	“Wait, Keith; there’s more. Before we could leave that town, Rags discovered something that allegedly belonged to a missing person and the officers wouldn’t let us go until Rags showed them where he’d found it. They said if we didn’t stay, they’d subpoena Rags. What could we do?”

	“Huh?”

	“Yeah, all that tomfoolery held us up for a good three hours and, as you can imagine, it drained us. So we didn’t drive as far as we’d hoped yesterday.”

	After partially digesting Michael’s story, Keith said, “Gosh, I’m sorry to hear about all that. Let’s hope the rest of your trip is trouble-free.” He chuckled. “Hey, you might want to send Savannah and Rags ahead by plane. Sounds like you’d have a less eventful trip.”

	“I might consider that,” Michael said, chuckling. “See you soon.”

“Hey wait,” Keith said. “I’m curious; how did Savannah convince the cops that she didn’t steal Buffy?”

“Well, thank goodness someone up the road, where the real catnappers had stopped for gas or something, recognized them. These people evidently overheard what they considered to be a confession and they called it in. The officer who was ready to arrest Savannah heard about it from his superior and he let her go, with an apology.”

“And… um… the missing person?” Keith asked, hesitantly.

“Oh yes,” Michael said, shaking his head, “Rags led us right to her body, which was buried behind an abandoned home.”

“Holy moly,” Keith said. “Unbelievable. Well, be safe on the last leg of your trip. Let’s hope it’s smooth sailing from now on.”

“Yeah, thanks. Hey, see you soon.”

						


	****


When the brothers spoke again that evening, Michael reported, “We made good time today.”

	“Nobody threw anything at your car or tried to arrest your cats, huh?” Keith joked. 

	“Nope. We seem to be home free. We should pull in at your place shortly after noon tomorrow.”

	“Great. And not a minute too soon.”

	“Huh?” Michael said. “Has something happened?”

	“Well, we have a meeting with our… um… sister, Brenda, tomorrow. She’s coming to the house. She has something she thinks might be useful in our search for Scott Hanson—or, as she knows him, Frank Bloom.” He paused. “Michael, she thinks she knows where he is.”

	“Interesting. Okay, we’ll get a good night’s sleep and see you tomorrow for the next step in our who’s-the-father search.”

						


	****


The Iveys arrived at Keith and Holly Pettit’s home just after lunchtime the following day. Michael parked the car and pulled out his phone. “Hey, Keith, we’re in front of your house.”

	“Oh yes, I see you out there.” He waved from a window.

	Michael pointed and said to the women, “There’s Keith. Everyone wave to Keith and Cassie—oh, and there’s Bethany.” He turned to Lily. “Do you see Uncle Keith and the girls?”

	Lily strained to look out the window, then began waving. 

	Michael continued his conversation with Keith. “I thought you could show us to our place and we can unload there.”

	“Sounds good,” Keith said, stepping out the front door. He pocketed his phone and approached the car. 

	Savannah started to lower her window, then turned toward the backseat. “Mom, can you snap Rags’s leash onto his harness?” 

	“Hi there, Rags,” Keith said minutes later when the cat jumped into the front seat and pushed his head out through the open window. 

	“Settle down, Rags,” Savannah said, holding firmly to the leash.

	After petting Rags, Keith squeezed Savannah’s shoulder. “I hear you tried out a new set of bracelets a couple of days ago.” When she looked confused, he held his wrists together in front of himself. “Handcuffs.”

	She gazed disgustedly at her husband. “He told you about that, did he? Yeah, wasn’t that bizarre? Sure didn’t see that coming. Humiliating, that’s what it was.”

	Michael grimaced. “Yes, unfortunate, for sure. And a bit frightening to know that cops can get it so wrong.” He took a deep breath and spoke with more enthusiasm, “So where do we live this week?” 

	Keith pointed. “Straight ahead in the center of the cul-de-sac.”

	“Really?” Savannah said, wide-eyed. “It’s beautiful. Gosh, the Internet videos don’t do it justice.”

	“It’s really nice inside too,” Holly said, joining them.

	“Hi,” Savannah greeted, reaching a hand out to her.

	“It’s great seeing you guys,” Holly said excitedly.

	Just then, Cassie moved from behind her parents and peered into the window at Savannah and the others. She petted Rags.

	“I want to see,” three-year-old Bethany said, whining to be lifted.

	“Hi girls,” Savannah greeted. “Come on over to our house and show us around, will you?”

	“Yay!” Cassie shouted. The six-year-old then looked more seriously at Savannah. “It’s not actually your house. It’s Shannon’s and Stevie’s house. But they went to Utah with their mom and dad to live for the summer, so they said you can stay there while they’re gone.”

	“That’s nice of them. Meet you up there,” Savannah said as Michael drove slowly away from the curb.

	After touring the house and assigning bedrooms, the women gathered in the cozy living room with the children while the men unloaded the car and some of the necessities from the trailer. “I’ll finish unloading the trailer tomorrow so we can return it,” Michael said as he and his brother carried in the last load, “unless you have something scheduled for us in the morning.”

	“No,” Keith said. “You should have time to do that. I’d like to head up to the mountains where the clues seem to be sending us, maybe tomorrow afternoon.” He looked at Michael. “What do you think?”

	“Sure. Sounds good. What time will the daughter… ahem… our sister be here?”

	Keith looked at his watch. “You have a little over an hour to finish getting settled. Want to walk down to our place—say around two?”

	“Sure, buddy,” Michael said. He offered his hand. “Thanks for the help and your patience. Glad we finally made it.”

	“Me too,” Keith said, smiling.

						


	****


“Please come in,” Keith invited an hour later when Brenda Bloom-Fairfield arrived. “I’m Keith. We spoke on the phone.”

	“Yes, hello,” she said, shaking his hand. 

“Brenda,” he said, ushering her into the living room, “this is my wife, Holly, and our daughters, Cassie and Bethany.” 

	“How nice to meet you,” Brenda said, graciously. She looked at Lily, who sat on the sofa between Savannah and Gladys. “Who’s this little cherub?”

	“This is Lily. These are her folks, Michael and Savannah, and Lily’s grandmother, Gladys.” Keith pointed toward a stroller off to the side of the room. “The newest family member is snoozing over there.”

	“Hi, everyone,” Brenda said. She looked from Michael to Keith and exclaimed, “Twins!” 

	The men nodded.

	“Cool. I have twin brothers.” Brenda pondered her declaration, then said, “Presumably.”

	“Yeah, presumably,” Holly said. She motioned toward a loveseat. “Please won’t you sit down?” She looked at Brenda and asked, “Your married name is Fairfield?”

Brenda nodded.

“I know Bessie Fairfield.”

Brenda smiled. “My husband’s mother. Yes, she lives in one of those restored homes in the Stewart tract, not far from here. I plan to stop in and see her before going home this afternoon.” She cocked her head. “How do you know Bessie? Do you go to St. Francis Church or belong to the theater group?”

“No,” Holly said. “We met at the park. She comes there with her grandchildren.” She tilted her head. “Not your children…”

“No, her daughter’s kids—Trace and Autumn.”

“Yes. Small world.” Holly chuckled. “But then, it’s a small town. Hey, can I get you something to drink?”

	Brenda glanced around the room and noticed that some were sipping iced tea and others had water bottles. “Water, please. I forgot to bring some.”

	“How far away are you?” Michael asked. “Was it a long drive?”

	“Just shy of a hundred miles.” Brenda smiled. “But I love the drive. It’s easy and pretty and it gives me a chance to listen to my books on tape—you know, audio books.” She stared at Michael, then Keith. “You guys sure look like Dad—I mean when he was younger.” She pointed at Keith. “I think it was you who told me I look like my grandmother—Aggie, right?”

	Keith nodded. “Uh-huh, GranGran.”

	Michael agreed. “Yes, you do resemble her.” He smiled. “Have you met her yet?”

	“No.” Her face brightened. “Is she here?”

	“She’ll be here sometime next week,” Holly said, handing her a bottle of water. She abruptly turned and reached for a photo album. Opening it, she pointed. “Here are a couple of pictures of Aggie. What do you think?” 

	“Oh!” she said, obviously startled. 

	Savannah moved closer and studied the photos for a moment, saying, “Yes. I can see it.”

Brenda smiled across the room at Keith and Michael. “Gosh, I sure do look like her.” 

	Michael watched as the young woman continued to examine the photos, then he leaned forward in his chair. “So when did you find out…?”

	Brenda finished his sentence. “…that my dad isn’t who we all thought he was?” 

	Michael nodded.

	“About a year ago. I guess it was a year before that when Dad’s amnesia began to lift. After some minor surgery, he started to remember things about his early life and his family. He even looked up his brother in Connecticut. But that was as far as he could go.” She laughed. “Me? I would have dug as deeply as I could to discover more about my roots. I’d want to meet my family. But not Dad. It seemed as though it was upsetting to him, somehow.” 

Brenda glanced around at the others. “I guess you’d consider him an introvert. He never had much of a social life—even the work he did was generally at night, behind the scenes, as if he were hiding.” She thinned her lips. “Thinking back on it, I believe he was hiding from himself. He was so uncomfortable with the fact that he had amnesia.” She took a sip of water. “He explained to me once how lonely it is to be without a personal history—one that you can remember, anyway. When his memory began to come back, he said it was impossible for him to accept it. He got confused. He said once that he felt as though he was caught somewhere between the truth and the lie he’d created.” She lowered her head. “I don’t think he took much pride in the life he’d made for himself. Know what I mean?”

	Savannah was first to speak. Quietly, she said, “But he certainly had things in that life to be proud of—you children, for example.”

	Brenda stared at Savannah for a moment. “I’m sure he was proud of us in his way.” She winced. “I’m afraid my brother isn’t as understanding and forgiving of our father’s… um… memory disorder.” She sighed. “It took some counseling sessions and work for me to come around.”

	“Come around?” Michael asked quietly.

	“Well, yeah,” Brenda said. “Living with Dad was kind of like living with a robot. He seemed to go through the…” she chuckled, “…motions without the E. Know what I mean? There were limited emotions. It could be that, along with the amnesia, there was brain damage. Or it was the trauma and the experience that caused him to crawl so far inside himself.” She thought for a moment, then said, “It was like he was afraid to care or to show that he cared.”

	“What about your mother?” Holly asked.

	Brenda smiled. “Mom was a trouper. She was amazing. I’m not sure what kept her from seeking a more exciting life, but she seemed contented and she did love Dad. They were the proverbial odd couple. But somehow they clicked and they kept clicking until cancer took her.”

	“Is that when your father… um… presumably our father…left again?” Keith asked. “As I understand it, he was there in the home all of your life.”

	“That’s right. It wasn’t until Mom died that Dad left. By then, Drew was in the military and I’d launched out on my own to...” she smiled “…make my fortune.”

	“Have you heard from him at all since he…?” Michael started.

	“Since he went into hiding again?” Brenda nodded. “Yes. As I said, he came to me some time after he’d had the surgery and told me that he thought his memory was coming back and he needed to go where he could think and figure things out. That was about a year ago. I haven’t seen him since and I don’t expect to. He pretty much said his goodbyes before he left that last time.”

	“But you have an idea where he might be?” Keith asked.

	“Maybe.” Brenda dug into her large purse and pulled out a leather-bound book. She held it close and stared down at it for a moment, then handed it to Keith. “This might give you some insight into our father, and he does mention in there some places in our mountains here and in the east that he remembers. It’s a pretty complete journal—almost publishable.” She pointed at the book. “That’s actually what helped to boost my awareness about what’s in Dad’s mind and what makes him tick the odd way that he does. There are hints in that… um… journal indicating that he’s always been somewhat different from most boys and most men.”

	“Brenda, have you tried to find your dad?” Savannah asked. “I mean, since he left this time?”

	She shook her head. “No. I’ve come to terms with the fact that if he wants to see me, he knows where I am. Sure, I’m sad. It’s hard to lose both parents, but I need to respect Dad’s space.”

	“Do you think we’re wrong to go after him?” Keith asked.

	“No. As I understand it, he wants to see you and he hopes you’ll find him. You’ll see it in there. That was one of his last entries, as a matter of fact.” Brenda shook her head. “No, it’s not wrong. You boys need to find him. It could be that you’re the antidote he needs and that he has searched for all of his adult life.”

	“Antidote?” Holly questioned.

	“To help him come to terms with himself so he can finally heal.” She glanced at the others. “Well, I’d better go. Like I said, I want to visit my mother-in-law and I’d like to get on the road home before dark.” She smiled. “I’m eager to listen to the last chapter of that audio book. I’m dying to know who done it.”

	After Brenda left, the others gathered around Keith and peered at the journal.

	“Looks like it’s pretty substantial,” Holly said. “Could take a while to go through.”

	“But it should make our search easier if he actually gives information about some of his mountain haunts,” Keith said.

Michael nodded. “I hope it also provides a peek into the man who could very well be our father.”








Chapter 3

 

“Do you know where we’re going?” Michael asked as Keith drove his four-door Jeep Wrangler along a winding road through a canopy of pine, aspen, and fir trees late the next morning.

	“I hope so,” he said. “Actually, all we really know for sure is the location of some of the places where Scott Hanson has been—where he’s lived and foraged.” 

	“And thought about things,” Michael added. “You know, contemplated.”

Keith nodded. “According to his writings, he’s done a lot of that.” He glanced at Michael as he drove. “It’s anyone’s guess as to where he took off to this time—an old haunt or someplace new?”

	After thinking about it for a while, Michael said, “Since he left the journal and he told Brandt, in so many words, that he wants to meet us, my guess is that he won’t be hiding as much as he’s simply…”

	“Yeah, returning to the womb.”

	“Womb?” Michael questioned.

	Keith nodded. “Where he feels safe.” 

“So you want to visit the… what’s it called… Ridgecrest Inn?” Michael asked.

	“Yup. He mentioned it a lot in his journal. I think it’s a good place for us to start.”

	Michael tightened his lips, then said, “I wonder if he made any friends there. He doesn’t sound like much of a social butterfly.”

	“No, he doesn’t,” Keith agreed. “But, hey, maybe when he’s in his element up here with his—you know, cronies and other misfits, he might open up.”

	Michael laughed. “Did you just call Dad a misfit?”

	“Well?” Keith said, his eyes flashing mischievously as he glanced at Michael a couple of times. He then said, “You know, it could be that we’re chasing a dream and this guy isn’t our father, after all.”

	Michael nodded. “It would be nice to find out.” He turned to Keith. “Do your adoptive parents—the family you grew up with—do they live near you?”

	Keith smiled. “Yes, ten miles east in a small town. It’s actually reminiscent of where you grew up in Connecticut—back-woodsy, quaint, Norman Rockwell-ish.”

	“How do your parents feel about you taking on this project?”

	Keith smiled. “They support and encourage me to seek out my roots if I want to. They’ve pretty much always left it up to me. They think it’s rather interesting, this adventure—this challenge we’ve launched out on to find Scott Hanson.”

	“Did they know the Hansons were possibly related to you…to us?”

	“No. That was a surprise to them. They didn’t actually know many people in Connecticut, although they’d heard of and read about the Hanson family during the time they lived in the area.” He faced Michael briefly. “We’ll get together soon with my folks. I think you’ll like my mom and dad. They’re good people. They saw to it that I had a great, all-American childhood.”

	“Sound like nice folks.” Michael checked his watch. “I hope we come across that eatery pretty quick. I’m getting hungry.”

	“Should be right around the bend,” Keith said. He chuckled. “At least one of these bends.”

						


	****


Keith was right. The Ridgecrest Inn was around one of the bends, and they arrived at the front door an hour later.

	“It’s not much to write home about, is it?” Michael observed as they walked up the wide wooden steps.

	“Yeah, unless you’re hungry and at least eighty miles from another restaurant.”

	Michael slapped his brother on the back playfully. “Good point. Come on, let’s go in.”

	“Sit wherever you want,” a gum-chewing waitress of about sixty said. “Menus are on the tables.”  

	“Washroom?” Michael asked, gesturing as if washing his hands.

	She nodded. “To your left there, next to the jukebox.”

	Once the brothers were seated and had perused the menus, Michael looked around the interior. “Been here before?”

	“Nope. I’ve driven past it on our way to a small town higher in the mountains. Holly and I went skiing up there a couple of times when we were first married.”

	“It didn’t appear that there are any other places to eat between the main road and here,” Michael said. “Are there any on up the road?” 

	Keith shook his head. “No. None to speak of, as I recall.”

“Man, how did you survive such a long drive?”

	“Holly packs food. Wherever we go, she carts food along.” He leaned forward. “Sometimes I’d just like to order a juicy cheeseburger at some dive while we’re traveling. Instead, I get an egg salad, fresh-baked turkey, or ham-and-cheese sandwich, homemade potato salad, fresh fruit, and some sort of baked goods.”

	“You poor guy,” Michael teased. Just then someone caught his eye. “Hey,” he hissed, “look at that guy. He looks like he could be…”

	“Who?” Keith asked. “Where? Which one?”

	“Uh-oh,” Michael said more quietly, “the one that’s walking this way.” He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath.

	“Ain’t seen you two around here before, have I?” the stranger asked.

	“No, probably not,” Keith said. He held out his hand. “I’m Keith Pettit; this is my brother, Michael Ivey.” 

	“Nice ta meet ya,” the man said. “I’m Buck Peters.” He leaned toward them and laughed, “I like ta introduce myself as Buck Rogers for those old enough to remember.” He stood back and peered at the brothers. “Do you know who Buck Rogers was?”

	They nodded.

	The man looked at Keith, then Michael. “Hey, you fellas aren’t just brothers, are ya? You’re twins.” He turned to the waitress and a couple of other men in the place. “Look at this!” he shouted. “They’re twins—grown-up-men twins.”

	“Well, I’ll be,” the waitress said, walking closer. “I didn’t even notice.” She winked. “The fact that you’re handsome, I noticed that. But you’re dressed different, so I didn’t see that you look alike.” 

	“Put yer glasses on, Wanda!” someone in the back of the room yelled.

	Ignoring the comment, Wanda pulled a pencil from her dyed-black hair. “What can I get for you?” She glanced toward the kitchen and said, “We’re outta blueberries—no one’s been picking, lately—and I just served the last slab of ham. So you can have breakfast or lunch, but no blueberries or ham.”

	“I’ll have the juiciest hamburger you’ve got,” Keith said, grinning in anticipation.

	Michael smiled at him.

	“In fact, make it a cheeseburger. Medium-well, okay? With French fries and a soda.”

	“And for you?” the waitress asked.

	Michael replaced the menu in the holder. “A hamburger sounds good. … just like he ordered.”

	After Wanda walked away, Keith acknowledged the man named Buck, who now leaned against a wall cleaning his fingernails with a blade on his Swiss army knife. “Do you happen to know Frank Bloom?”

	“Can’t say as I do,” Buck said, moving closer to their table. “Should I? Does he come up here often?”

	“We think he might live up here, actually. Here’s a picture of him, taken about twenty years ago. He probably has a gray beard now and maybe long hair.” He ran his eyes quickly over Buck’s face and said, “Kind of like you, I imagine.”

	Buck glanced at Keith, then reached for the photo. “I can’t be sure, but…” he motioned for Keith to follow him. Approaching the table where he’d been sitting, he displayed the photo and asked, “Hey, Spike, Merle, do you know this guy?” He turned to Keith. “What did you say his name is?”

	“Frank Bloom. Or maybe Scott Hanson.”

	“Don’t ring a bell,” Spike said. “But I only come up here after the spring thaw to get away from my mother-in-law. She visits every summer.” He laughed an evil laugh. “She thinks I’m away on business.”

	“You are,” Buck said, laughing loudly, “…monkey business.” He handed Keith the photo. “Hey, ask Wanda. She sees more people come and go all year ’round than we do.”

	Overhearing this, Wanda sashayed toward the table and asked, “What do you have there, honey?” 

	“Is this guy familiar?” Keith asked, showing her the picture. “He may go by the name of Frank Bloom or possibly Scott Hanson.”As she studied the photograph, Keith said, “Imagine him maybe twenty years older with a white or gray beard.”

	She held the photo up next to Buck. “Well, he has a gray beard—could be Buck, here.” Everyone laughed, then Wanda shook her head. “Doesn’t look familiar to me.” Before handing the photo back to Keith, she turned and briskly walked away, saying, “Let me go ask Al. He’s in the kitchen.”

Within a couple of minutes, Wanda returned with the cook. “This is Al,” she said. “He wants to show you something.” 

Keith acknowledged the heavyset man and asked, “Do you know him?”

After studying the picture for a few moments, Al said, “I took a body-language course once.” He cringed. “My wife made me do it. Thought it would open my eyes to the world around me.” He flashed a sideways grin. “I guess it did, ’cause now I seem to have this gift, you might say.” He placed the photo on the table in front of Keith. “See the way this guy stands—shoulders rounded, like he’s ashamed of something he’s done, and his arms kinda hang odd. Notice that, boys?” he asked, turning the picture for the others to see. “Who do you know with that sort of posture?”

“The old hermit!” Wanda shouted. She snatched up the photo again and slipped on a pair of eyeglasses she’d pulled from her apron pocket. “Could this be him?” She glanced at the others. “I’ve never seen him shaven. Have any of you?”

“No, never.”

“Not me.”

“That guy don’t own no razor, you can be sure of it.” Buck picked up the photo again. “Naw, I don’t see it. The old hermit’s more stooped and angry. This guy don’t look so angry. He looks kinda calm-like.”

“Well,” Al said, “the old hermit looks more like that guy than anyone I ever seen around here.” Suddenly, he darted toward the kitchen, calling out, “Don’t want to burn your burgers.”

“Do you know where the… um… hermit lives?” Keith asked the men at the table.

By this time, Michael had joined them. “When’s the last time you saw him around here?” he asked. 

“He comes in for supplies once in a blue moon,” Wanda said. “In fact, he’s due. It’s been weeks since he picked up food or matches or anything.” She repeated Keith’s question, “Where does he live?” She made a sweeping motion with her arms. “Out there.” When she noticed the two brothers were waiting for more, she said, “No one knows where he lays his head down at night. Probably never in the same place twice.” She narrowed her eyes and said, “Hey, if you find him, you can remind him that he still owes me ten bucks. He was short on money last time and I let it ride. He said he’d come in and pay me the next time he got to the bank.”

	“Bank?” Michael questioned. “What bank? Does he have transportation?”

	She shrugged. “Maybe he hitches a ride with someone down to the village. There’s a bank down there. There’s also a shuttle bus part of the year that shuttles tourists back and forth. He might take that down to do his banking. Sometimes he trades fish he’s caught or venison for supplies.” She looked at the picture again. “Yeah, that could be your guy. What do you want with him, anyway—did he trespass or steal from you or something?”

	Keith shook his head. “No. We’d just like to talk to him, that’s all.” When the others continued to stare inquisitively, he said, “We think he’s a relative of ours and we’d like to check into that possibility.”

	Merle let out a guffaw. “I doubt you’ll want him to be part of your family tree.”

	The other men and Wanda joined Merle in laughter. 

	“Order’s up!” came the call from the kitchen. 

Keith thought about asking the men more questions, but decided to return to the table with Michael instead. They were both eager to dive into their burgers. 

	After taking several bites of his meal, Michael asked, “Did you learn anything useful from those guys?”

Keith shook his head. “No. But I know a little about this region and I have some ideas about where we might find him.” When he saw Michael waiting for more, he said, “I’m thinking he might seek out areas that are somewhat desirable, in that they have what you’d need to survive, but they’re not easily accessible. I remember places like that from when I was a Boy Scout.” He grinned across the table at his brother. “Did I ever tell you I was an Eagle Scout?”

“No. That’s quite an achievement. So have you spent a lot of time up here?”

Keith nodded and took another bite of his sandwich. He wiped his face with his napkin. “Mmm. This is one juicy burger.” He then said, “Yeah, I spent quite a bit of time up here in my younger years. We had an active troop. Dad was the leader. We came up here as a family too. Dad was an avid outdoorsman—still is, to a degree. So, yeah, I might have some techniques that will help us to find Scott Hanson. What about you? Any scouting background?”

Michael thought for a moment, then said, “Everything I’ve learned about wilderness survival came from watching Westerns on TV. I used to practice some of the tracking techniques I saw in the movies.” He placed his hamburger on his plate and became more animated. “Like the time I wanted to find out who was sneaking into my hideout and stealing my contraband of Mom’s homemade cookies.” He lifted his eyebrows. “I suspected my best friend at the time; he loved Mom’s cookies. We’d made a pact that either both of us went to the hideout or neither of us did. We couldn’t go alone without the other one.” Michael grinned sheepishly. “At least that’s what he thought. It was my hideout, after all—such as it was.”

Keith chuckled. “A hideout, huh? So you were a bad guy?” Before Michael could respond, Keith asked, “What was it like—I mean, your hideout?” 

“Well, it only lasted for one summer, because I’d made it out of a big appliance box I’d found. I stuffed it in among some sort of gnarly, stickery shrubs. I’d always wanted to dig underneath that brushy stuff and create a clubhouse or fort, but it was just too treacherous. So I pushed that box into the brush as far as I could and that became my hideout.” He grimaced. “Well, until the rains came, that is.”

“And you broke your own pact and went there by yourself, did you?”

	“It was mine, wasn’t it?” 

Keith grinned. “So did you catch the culprit? Was it your friend who was taking your cookies?”

Michael shook his head. “No, it wasn’t Jonathan. It was Boomer—a neglected neighborhood dog that spent a lot of time roaming around, looking for handouts.” 

Both men laughed. 

“I also learned some tracking techniques from my grandfather.” Michael looked across the table at Keith, adding, “I mean our grandfather. He and I used to hike in the foothills near his little ranch. I loved finding animal tracks and scat and trying to identify them.”

Keith smiled across the table at his brother. He took his last swig of soda, laid a tip on the table, and stood. 

“Thanks,” Michael called out as they left the café. Once inside the car, he asked, “So, Kemosabe, where to? What’s our plan?”

Keith chuckled. “You did dig old Westerns, didn’t you?”

Michael winked. “Still do.”

						


	****


An hour later, after driving several miles along a dirt road, Keith parked the Jeep. “What do you say we check out this area?” He turned to Michael. “Got your water, hat, binoculars, jacket?” 

	He nodded. “I think I have everything.”

	The men hiked mostly uphill for a couple of hours, stopping only now and then. “Looks like your movie-watching has benefited you,” Keith remarked.

	“How’s that?” Michael asked.

	“I can tell by the way you study the trail for signs of foot traffic and check for campfires.”

	“And creek crossings,” Michael said. 

	“Yes, for recent entry or exit.”

	“Right.”

	“See anything?” Keith asked.

	“Just wild animal tracks and scat. How about you?”

	“Same.” Keith pointed out a large rock overlooking a meadow below. “Want to rest here? We might see something or someone down there with the glasses.”

	“Sure. I guess tracks aren’t going to tell us anything until we know what type of shoes Scott’s wearing,” Michael said.

	The brothers searched the area below with binoculars until they were convinced that Scott Hanson was not going to miraculously appear. Keith looked at his brother. “Well, what do you say we head back down and see what the gals have fixed for supper? I understand Savannah and Gladys are cooking up some lasagna. We can start early and fresh tomorrow…”

	“…and maybe gather more details from that journal this evening to help in our search,” Michael added. 

						


	****


The brothers stayed on task, scouring the mountain roads and trails by day and studying the journal at night. Three days later when they stepped into the Ridgecrest Inn, Wanda called out, “Hi guys. Did you find that dude yet?” 

	“Not yet,” Keith said. “He hasn’t been in here, has he?”

	She walked closer to them and shook her head. “Sure would like to get my ten bucks back.” She smiled and asked, “What do you want for lunch today, the usual?”

	Keith grinned. “We have a usual already?” 

	“Well, yeah. You’ve been in here twice and ordered it twice.”

He winked. “Okay then. Yeah, I’ll have my usual.”

	Wanda addressed Michael. “And you? Do you want a cheeseburger?” 

	“Naw. Your burgers are good, but I’m ready to try something different.” He grabbed a menu from a nearby table and studied it briefly. “I’ll have a steak sandwich with onion rings.”

	“Coming right up.”	

“Hey, Michael,” Keith said after they’d sat down at a table, “I was thinking we might save time by renting a cabin up here. Then we’d have a closer home base. What do you think?”

	“Yeah, that ninety-minute-plus drive up and back every day kind of cuts into our search time. Do you know of anyone who rents cabins?”

	“Yeah, I did some checking; there are some for rent on the other side of the ridge. We haven’t ventured over there yet, but it’s not too far away. We’re still close enough to this area where we think Scott’s hiding out… or… er… um… living. Shall we go check them out?”

	“Sounds good to me.” When Michael noticed Buck, Spike, and Merle playing cards at their usual table, he motioned in their direction. “I want to ask them a couple of questions.” 

Keith pushed his chair away from the table and followed his brother. 

“How’s it going?” Michael asked the men.

	“Well, howdy, fellas,” Buck said. “Have you found the hermit?”

	The fourth man at the table looked up at the brothers and asked, “You’re looking for the hermit?” 

	Michael nodded. “Do you know where he’s hanging out these days?”

	The man adjusted his blue bucket hat and peered at him. “What do you want with the hermit?”

	“Hey, Roy,” Buck said, “this here’s Michael and Keith…” He laughed. “I can’t tell ya which one is which. But they think the hermit’s a long-lost relative.”

	Roy remained unsmiling. “Well, if he wants to be found, you’ll find him. But if not, forget it. No way. He’s too slick—had way too much mountain experience.” He sat back in his chair and looked up at the brothers. “I hear tell he catches game with his bare hands and eats the meat raw like a bear or something.”

	Michael rolled his eyes for Keith’s benefit, then asked, “Can you tell us what the hermit wears? What type of clothes does he generally dress in?”

	Roy looked at his tablemates, and Spike said, “I’ve seen him in this sort of lightweight shirt and khakis.”

	“Yeah,” Buck said, “I think that shirt’s cotton. My wife wears one.” He put his hands against his belly. “It has pockets right here.” He looked beyond Michael and called, “Hey, Wanda. Come here and tell these fellas about that shirt the hermit wears this time of year.”

	She appeared to be confused for a moment, then said, “Oh, that tunic thing? Yeah, it’s kind of like a sweatshirt with pockets across the front, only lightweight. Sometimes he wears a tan windbreaker.”

	“What color is the… um… tunic?” Keith asked.

	Wanda creased her brow and looked at the others. “Mostly white or beige, I guess, with a little design of black or gray going through it.” She leaned toward the brothers. “Frankly, I think it looks pretty stupid on him. And it sure doesn’t seem very practical for his lifestyle, except that it is cool, keeps the sun off him, and it’s easy to pack.”

	“Does he wear a hat?”

	“Yeah,” Wanda said. She nodded toward Roy. “One of those bucket hats. Dark brown, I think.”

	“And his boots…?” Michael asked. “Do any of you know the brand or style?”

	After thinking about it, Buck said, “Wait, I do know that. I noticed once that they’re just like some my cousin bought and my cousin really likes his. I think they’re the Field and Stream brand. I’m seeing my cousin this evening. If ya give me your number, I’ll text that information to ya.”

	“Hey, that would be great. Thank you,” Michael said, jotting down his cell phone number and handing it to Buck. 

	Wanda turned and headed toward the pick-up window. “Your order’s up,” she announced.

	“Thanks,” Keith said, returning to their table.

	When Michael joined him, he said, “Hey, that boot information might be important.”

	“Why?” Keith asked, looking confused.

	Michael smirked playfully at his brother. “And you call yourself an Eagle Scout?”

	Appearing somewhat embarrassed, Keith asked, “What are you thinking?”

	“Well, if we can get a bead on exactly what boot Scott Hanson’s wearing, we might be able to find a website that shows the tread pattern on the sole.”

	“Ohhh,” Keith said, wide-eyed. He put his hand up for a high five. “Good job, Tonto.”

	They were still laughing when Wanda appeared with their sandwiches.

						


	****


Later that afternoon, the brothers walked into a small café known as Brody’s. After glancing around the place, they saw a man sitting in an adjoining room at a table with what looked like a ledger in front of him. He had shoulder-length gray hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and was dressed in camouflage.

	“Hello,” Keith called.

	“Oh,” the man said, standing, “didn’t see you come in. Was just going over the numbers—gotta stay on top of the numbers. The government won’t have it any other way, you know. It’s getting more and more expensive and complicated to be in business.” When the men didn’t respond, he asked, “What can I get for you boys?”

	“Do you have iced tea?” Michael asked.

	“Sure do. It’s brewed daily, as a matter of fact. Large or small?”

	“Large. Thank you.”

	“And for you?” the man asked Keith.

	“The same.”

	The brothers each took a stool at the counter and watched as the man poured their beverages. Once they’d received their tea, Keith asked, “Do you know who runs the lodge up the hill there? We’d like to book a cabin or maybe a room.” 

	He studied the men, then asked, “Are you here for the fishing?”

	Keith glanced at Michael. “You might say that.”

	“How long do you figure to stay?”

	Keith winced. “Could be a few days or a week, maybe. Are you the proprietor?”

	The man wiped his right hand on his slacks, then offered it to Keith. “Sorry about that. Yes, I own this place and the lodge. I’m Brody—Quinton Brody.” 

	“Keith Pettit,” he said, shaking Mr. Brody’s hand.

	Michael also shook his hand. “Michael Ivey.”

	“Just the two of you?” he asked. When the men hesitated, he said, “I’m asking that for a couple of reasons. I don’t want no loud parties going on there. You boys look like you’re beyond the college years, but college students will come up here and even some grown men—you know, trying to get away from the missus. They party hearty, break things, and disturb my other guests.”

	Michael stirred his tea with a straw, then removed it. “What do you have available?”

	Quinton Brody pulled a stool closer and sat down. “Here’s the deal, boys. I’d really like to turn the place over to a responsible party to take care of while I’m away for a few weeks. My chief cook and bottle washer will run this place, but he doesn’t want any part of the lodge.” He leaned forward as if telling a secret. “And I don’t want him involved over there, if you know what I mean.”

	“So you want to rent the whole lodge out? Is that what you’re trying to do?” Keith asked. “You want someone to run it and rent rooms while you’re gone?” He shook his head. “I don’t think we want to do that.”

	Michael put up one hand. “Wait.” He turned to Brody. “How many rooms are in the lodge? Is there a kitchen?”

	“Oh yes. I’ll walk you over and show you around. But yeah, there’s a fully equipped kitchen. I normally employ a cook, but I’m letting her go on vacation too. I planned to close the place up because I haven’t taken any reservations, you see.” He motioned toward the back room. “But as I looked through the books—you know, my business finances…” He slapped a hand against his forehead. “…I realize I need the money.” 

	“How many rooms are there?” Michael asked again.

	Keith frowned at his brother. “We don’t have time to be renting out rooms. What are you thinking?”

	Michael grinned at Keith and looked apprehensively at Brody, who explained, “There are eight rooms in the lodge, then there are seven stand-alone cabins you may have seen scattered across the property. Five are occupied—a couple of them through,” he looked at a calendar that was tacked to the wall, “a week from next Saturday. So that’s almost two weeks.”

	“What do you want to rent the entire lodge for a week?” Michael asked

	Brody shook his head. “No good. It’s gotta be two weeks.”

	“Okay,” Michael said, “for two weeks. How much?”

	Keith continued to gaze sideways at his brother.

	Brody looked Michael in the eye, glanced at Keith, and said, “For the lodge for two weeks, without the cabins, running water, wood for the fireplace, cooking and serving utensils and all, $3,500 plus a $2,000 refundable deposit—refundable when I get back and find everything in order.” He squinted at Michael. “So you want to go into the vacation rental business, do you? I’d advise against it myself. But if you just want to try it out, this is a great opportunity to do that.”

	“Michael,” Keith said quietly, “we don’t have time to play land baron. What do you have in mind?” 

	Michael smiled at his brother. “I think this would be a great place to vacation with our families.”

	Keith’s face lit up. “Oh! Hey, that sounds like a good idea. Yeah, let’s go take a look around and see if it would be suitable.” He punched his brother good-naturedly. “I like your way of thinking, guy.”

						


	****


Savannah, Holly, and Gladys listened intently after dinner that evening at the Pettit home as Michael and Keith told them about the rustic mountain lodge.

	Holly frowned at her husband. “You rented it without consulting us?” 

	“Yeah, how rustic is it?” Savannah asked. “Does it have indoor plumbing?”

	“Good question,” Gladys said.

	“Yes, it has a fully-equipped kitchen, bathrooms, all the modern conveniences…” Michael started.

	Keith jumped in, saying, “Except for a dishwasher and a washing machine.” Before anyone else could speak, he quickly added, “But there’s a small Laundromat in the village.”

“Which isn’t too far away,” Michael said. He moved to the sofa and sat next to Savannah. “Hon, you don’t have to come up there if you don’t want to. I’d understand. But we have the money to spend…”

	“That’s right,” Keith said. “Brandt is, you might say, financing the search.”	Michael continued, “And we thought this would make it more convenient for Keith and me. But it sure would be nice to share this beautiful spot with you gals and the kids.”

	“Oh, you smooth talker,” Holly said, laughing.

	“Isn’t he?” Savannah agreed. “Yeah, I’d like to see the place and maybe we could stay for a couple of nights. Let’s check it out—what, tomorrow?”

	Michael squeezed her hand. “It’ll be fun. You’ll see.”

	Keith looked at Holly, who said, “Yeah, I’m game to take a peek at it.” She addressed Gladys. “What do you think? Is this your type of adventure or not?”

	Gladys swooned. “I love the mountains. I remember going to Yosemite with my folks when I was young. And we came to Colorado once…visited Aspen and Colorado Springs. Yeah, I’m a fan of the mountains. I’d like to go on the look-and-see trip.”

	Keith smiled. “Okay. And if you decide you want to stay for a few days or the whole two weeks, we’ll come home and load up what you need.”

	“Or,” Michael said rather dramatically, “we can pack for a week-or-so-stay and, if you don’t want to stay, you gals can come back home. If you do…” he winked at the women, “… want to stay, that is, we’ll have what we need.”

	“How far away is this lodge, anyway?” Savannah asked.

	“It took us nearly two and a half hours to drive home from there this afternoon,” Keith said.

	“Oh, so it would save you guys a lot of driving time if you were staying up there.”

	Keith nodded. 

“Do you think you know where Scott Hanson is?” Holly asked.

“Generally,” Keith said. More meekly, he added, “Maybe.”

	“Okay, let’s go home and start packing,” Savannah suggested. She turned to Michael. “What about food?”

	“You just went shopping, didn’t you? Bring what you can. There’s a village about thirty minutes away and a café within walking distance.”

	“Wow,” Gladys said, “when I offered to come to Hammond and help you with the children, Vannie, I had no idea how much my life would change. It’s one adventure after another.” She grinned. “I’m having such a good time.”

	Savannah smiled at her mother. “I’m glad you’re enjoying our crazy life, Mom. It’s so neat having you be a part of it.”

	Michael pulled his phone out of his pocket. He glanced at Keith and announced, “It’s Buck.” Once he’d finished reading the text, he said, “It’s that information I asked for about the boots. Can we use your computer to see if we can get a look at the soles? I want to find out what sort of pattern we’re looking for.” 

	“Sure,” Keith said, leading the way into his office. He turned to his brother. “You really are Eagle Scout material, you know it?”

	Michael smiled. “You think so? Hey, that’s cool.”

						


	****


By eleven the following morning, the two families had loaded Keith’s utility trailer with some of their belongings and food, then piled into two cars for the trip to the lodge. At Cassie’s persuasive request, she rode in the Iveys’ car while Lily kept Bethany, Holly, and Keith company in the Jeep. 

	How’s it going? Savannah texted, after they’d been on the road for an hour.

	Holly typed back: Aside from the bouncy ride, good.

Savannah laughed and asked Cassie, “Doesn’t your mom like riding in the Jeep?”

“No,” she said. “She says it’s too bouncy.”

Michael chuckled.

Savannah then typed, Is Lily doing okay?

Yes, Holly responded. She’s entertaining us with a song. Where did she learn ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat?’

	Savannah laughed. She squeezed Michael’s arm. “Our punkin is performing up there in the Jeep—singing Row, Row, Row Your Boat.”

	Gladys and Michael laughed and Savannah typed back to Holly, She had a swimming lesson a few weeks ago. While she paddled around on a noodle she started singing that song. I have the cutest video of her singing it in the pool. I’ll show you later, unless you’re already tired of hearing it. She added a winking emoticon.

	Ha-ha, Holly wrote. Is Cassie behaving herself?

	Sure is, Savannah typed. She and Mom are playing that travel game Cassie brought. She has spotted a cow, a red car, and a yellow bus. Mom is way behind with just one thing, which Cassie challenged because she didn’t see the dog in the car. Savannah added a smiley face, then wrote, Let us know if Lily starts crying for us or when you get tired of her song. By the way, she also knows ‘Jesus Loves Me,’ if you’d like to change her channel.”

 	“Hey,” Cassie called out twenty minutes later, “I don’t see my dad’s Jeep. Did we lose them?” she asked, sounding a little panicked.

	“Yeah, I lost them in a clump of traffic a while back,” Michael said.

	“You lost my mom and dad?” the six-year-old screeched.

	Savannah chuckled. “They’re okay. They’re not actually lost,” she soothed. “We’ll all end up at the same place in an hour or so. No problem.”

	Cassie continued straining to look behind them. “I think I see them!” she shouted. She then said, “Nope. That’s not them. Where are they?” 

	“Well, let me see,” Savannah offered, picking up her phone.

	At the same time, Gladys smiled and said, “Well, hello there, little man. Waking up from your beauty sleep, are you?” 

	Savannah glanced into the backseat, saying, “Michael, we’d probably better find a place to pull over. He’s going to be hungry. He didn’t eat much at his last feeding.” She addressed Cassie. “Want to stop and get an apple juice or something?”

	“Will my mom and dad stop, too? I want to see them.”

	“I’ll send your mom a text and ask.” After a few moments, Savannah said, “They want to head on up to the lodge. Your dad says it might take them a little longer to get there because they’re towing a trailer, so he’d like to get a head start. Do you want them to stop and get you or would you like to stay in our car?” When Cassie hesitated, Savannah said, “They’re okay. They just have to drive a little slower than we do.”

	After thinking about it for a moment, Cassie said, “Yeah, I want to stay with you. Can I get a soda when we stop? Mom lets me have a soda as a special treat sometimes.”

	Savannah and Michael exchanged glances, and Savannah said, “Sure, why not? This is a special occasion, right?”

						


	****


“We’re home,” Michael said as he drove into the driveway at Brody’s Lodge and parked behind Keith’s car later that day. When he saw Holly leading Lily and Bethany out onto the large porch he opened the car door and called out, “Holly, how was the bumpy Jeep ride?”

	“Fun,” Bethany said. “Bounce, bounce, bounce.”

	Lily jumped up and down and repeated, “Bounce, bounce, bounce.”

	Holly smiled. “Yeah, I prefer my limousine, but you guys needed this four-wheel baby up here.” She looked at the Iveys’ SUV. “At least we’ll have a decent car for our treks to the village.”

	“Decent?” Keith said, as he joined them. “The Jeep’s newer and shinier than your… um… limousine.”

	“Not for long, if you bring it up here very often,” Holly said.

	Savannah chuckled. She stepped out of the car and reached for Lily. “Hi, punkin. Did you have fun riding with your cousin, Bethany?”

	Lily continued to jump. “Bounce, bounce.”

	“Well, bounce over here and give Mommy a hug, will you?”

	At that, Lily rushed to her mom and fell into her arms, and Savannah twirled around with the toddler, who squealed with delight.

	Meanwhile, Cassie skipped excitedly toward Holly, who wrapped her arms around the child. “Were you a good girl?” Holly asked.

	Cassie nodded. She looked up at Holly, her eyes wide. “Mommy, you should have seen Rags!” She frowned. “He got a time-out, didn’t he, Aunt Savannah?”

	Savannah tightened her jaw. “He sure did.”

	Keith chuckled. “What did he do this time, moon someone?”

	“No,” Cassie said. She tilted her head. “What does that mean, Daddy?”

	He grinned at the child, then asked, “Did he throw kitty litter out the window at passing cars?”

	“No, Daddy,” Cassie said, impatiently. “He took an ice cream cone from a little boy and made him cry.”

	“Ohhh,” Holly said. “Poor kid. He did that when you stopped to feed Teddy?”

	Cassie nodded. “Grammy and I took him for a walk so he could—you know, go potty.”

	“But, as usual,” Gladys said, while stepping out of the car, “he wanted to run amok.”

	“Yeah,” Cassie continued, “Rags saw this boy eating a strawberry ice cream cone and he jumped up on him and made him fall and drop the cone.”

	“Was the boy hurt?” Keith asked.

	Gladys shook her head. “No, just startled. The cat probably weighed more than he did. Rags must have looked like a lion or a tiger coming at him.”

	“Uncle Michael bought Randy—the kid’s name was Randy—a new ice cream cone.”

	“And Rags got the one he dropped?” Holly asked.

	Cassie shook her head. “He wouldn’t eat it after all. I guess he doesn’t like strawberry.”

	Holly relaxed. “Well, I’m glad no one was hurt and Randy got his ice cream cone.”

	“But that’s not all, Mom,” Cassie said.

	“Huh?”

	“When Grammy and I were trying to walk Rags back to the car so we could leave, he jumped into the wrong car and wouldn’t come out.”

	“And not just any car,” Michael said, joining the others. “Tell them what kind of car it was, Cassie.”

	She grimaced rather dramatically and said, “A police car.”

	“What?” Holly said, laughing loudly.

	“With a prisoner in the back seat,” Savannah added.

	“Yeah, a prisoner,” Cassie repeated. She frowned. “I don’t think he liked cats. He looked pretty mad at Rags.”

	Gladys shuddered. “I don’t think that criminal likes anyone. He was one scary-looking guy. I had to go face-to-face with him when I went in after Rags. I’m just glad they had him cuffed and behind that wire shield.”

	“You had to go in the car after Rags?” Keith asked.

	“Yes,” Gladys said wide-eyed. “I don’t know where the police officer was, but he left the car door open and in Rags went. The leash had looped around something in there and I couldn’t get him to come out.” She narrowed her eyes in Rags’s direction. “For all I know, the wily cat orchestrated the whole thing.” When the others looked confused, she said, “He probably tangled himself up on purpose.”

	“It was rather a comedy of errors,” Michael said, resting his arm across Gladys’s shoulders. He looked down at her. “Although, you didn’t seem to see the humor in it at the time, did you?”

	“I still don’t,” Gladys insisted. 

	“So how did you get him out of the cop car?” Holly asked.

	Gladys put her hands up to her mouth and started to chuckle. “Now here’s where it got funny.”

	Michael smirked playfully at her. “Yeah, maybe for you, it did.”

	“What happened, Michael?” Keith asked eagerly.

	“Well, I’d just finished apologizing to the little boy and his oversized, muscle-bound father and got the boy settled with a new ice cream cone, when I look over and I see my mother-in-law and your daughter about to crawl into the police car. After getting a few chuckles out of it, I decided maybe I’d better intervene before the two gals and the cat were given a free ride to the nearest police station. But as it turned out, I got there just in time to keep Gladys from falling on her behind.”

	“Oh?” Holly exclaimed, wincing.

	“Yeah,” Gladys said, “we finally got Rags to come out of the car, but he caught us off guard and Cassie and I got tangled in his leash. Michael’s right. I was going down and he grabbed hold of me and steadied me just in the nick of time.”

	Before Gladys could finish telling her story, Cassie began giggling uncontrollably. 

“It wasn’t funny,” Gladys insisted good-naturedly.

	“I’m not laughing about you almost falling down, Grammy,” the child said between chortles, “it’s what happened next.”

	“Oh no,” Keith said, shaking his head and wiping tears of laughter from his eyes, “what happened?” When Keith glanced at Savannah and saw the look of apprehension on her face, he asked, “There’s more?”

	“Yeah,” Savannah said, sounding weary. “I’m afraid he took something from the police car.”

	“This is just too much,” Holly said, easing into a chair because she was laughing so hard.

	This made Savannah double over laughing.

	“What’s funny, Mommy?” Lily asked.

	Bethany looked at her mother. “Don’t laugh, Mommy. No laughing.”

	“So what was it?” Holly asked, failing miserably at her attempt to control her laughter.

	“The officer’s notepad,” Savannah managed.

	“You mean his ticket book?” Keith asked. “I’ll bet Rags could get five years for confiscating that sort of evidence—especially if it interfered with the cop’s ticket quota.”

	“No, I think it was a notebook,” Michael said, “where the officer logs information he collects from witnesses and so forth throughout his day.” He grinned at Keith. “Stealing that’s gotta be a capital offense.”

	“So how long will Rags have to serve?” Keith teased. When he saw the confused look on Cassie’s face, he said to her, “…in jail. They arrested him, didn’t they?”  

	“No, Dad,” Cassie insisted. “He’s not in jail.” She pointed toward the Iveys’ car. “He’s right there.”

	“Oh good,” Keith said. He grimaced. “So this is the cat who’ll be sharing our vacation home? Should one of us stand guard at night to keep Rags from going astray or awry?” he joked.

Michael, pretending to ignore his brother’s remarks, addressed the others, “Hey, let’s go see where we’ll be living for at least the next few days, shall we?” When he started to lift Teddy from the car seat, Savannah suggested, “Just bring the whole thing in, Michael. He should sleep for a while. Don’t want to disturb his sweet dreams.” 

“What about Rags and Lexie?” Cassie asked, hanging back a little.  

Savannah glanced at their car. “I’ll come back and get them in a few minutes. It’s cool out there under those trees.” Once the group had stepped inside, she said, “This is big.” She gazed at the fireplace. “Probably hard to heat.”

	“But look at the size of that fireplace,” Holly said. “You could burn a couple of those tall pines in there all at once. That would make one hot fire.” She motioned with her hands. “So this is the area guests would enjoy if the rooms were rented to individuals? It’s sort of the lobby, right?”

	“Yes,” Keith said. “There’s the check-in desk—such as it is. Informal, isn’t it?”

	“Rustic,” Holly noticed. She turned around taking in the expanse of the room. “This can be our withdrawing room.”

	“Withdrawing room?” Savannah questioned.

	“Yeah, the wealthy used to have a drawing room for entertaining and a withdrawing room for more casual family activities,” Holly explained. When she saw the others looking at her, she admitted, “I love historical novels—especially those set in England.”

	“Okay, the withdrawing room it is!” Savannah agreed. She glanced around, then pointed. 

“Let’s go check out the kitchen.”

	“There’s room for a whole crew of chefs in here,” Gladys remarked.

	“Well, we have a whole crew,” Savannah reminded her. “We can all work in here without getting in each other’s way.” She opened a couple of cupboards and asked, “Can we use the flour, spices, and things? Is that part of the deal?”	

	Michael looked at Keith. “Why didn’t we think to ask that?” 

	Just then they heard another voice. “Well, you can ask now.”

	Everyone turned and Michael said, “Oh, hello, Mr. Brody.”

“Getting the lay of the land, are you?” he asked, smiling.

“Yes.” When Michael saw the man gazing at the women, he said, “Oh, Quinton Brody, this is my wife, Savannah; my mother-in-law, Gladys; and Keith’s wife, Holly.” He motioned toward the little girls, who were all running around the room together. “These are our children.”

	Brody nodded politely. “Nice to meet you all.” He then focused on Gladys, walked up to her, and took her hand. “I once had a girlfriend named Gladys. You didn’t happen to attend Colorado State back in the seventies, did you?” 

	She shook her head. “I’m afraid not.” 

	“Oh that’s a shame,” he lamented. “I thought maybe we could get reacquainted.”

	“Aren’t you going out of town?” Michael reminded him.

	Brody grinned widely at Gladys. “Well, I might cancel my plans for the right reasons.”

	Obviously a little flustered, Gladys pulled her hand from Brody’s grip, looked down, and smiled shyly. 	

“Mom, you’re blushing,” Savannah whispered.	

	Brody winked at Gladys, then said in a more boisterous voice, “About your question. Yes, use whatever you want. If you empty a container, just replace it, that’s all.”

	“Great,” Savannah said. “Thank you.”

	“So you’ll be staying here with the fellas?” Brody asked, glancing from one to the other of the women.

	“Maybe,” Savannah said. “We haven’t seen the sleeping quarters yet.”

	“Well, follow me,” Brody invited. He stepped into a short hallway, then entered a fairly large room. “Here’s the downstairs suite. You have two connecting rooms and a restroom.”

“Nice,” Holly said, turning in place to take it all in.

“Yes, it is,” Brody said. After a few moments, he headed out the door toward the staircase, saying, “Let’s visit the rooms above, shall we?” He turned and suggested, “Hold the little ones’ hands up the stairs.” When they approached the staircase, he dropped back and took Gladys’s elbow. “I’ll make sure you get to the top safely.”

	“Well, thank you. How gallant,” she murmured.

	Michael and Savannah grinned at each other.

	“How pretty,” Holly said upon entering the first room at the top of the stairs. “Nicely decorated.” She asked Brody. “Did you do this or do you leave the decorating to your wife?”

	“No wife,” he insisted. “I haven’t been married for a long time. Tried it, didn’t like it. Gave it up before I turned fifty.” He softened. “But I did have help of the feminine kind. You’re right there. A local woman needed a place to stay and had no money to pay. She’s an artist. She suggested that I’d attract a better class of people if I’d pretty things up a bit.” He confided. “I was getting a little tired of seeing ugly, smelly fishermen all the time. Now I pretty much rent out the cabins to the sportsmen and reserve the lodge for the more refined, cultured people who come up here to ski or to impress a mistress.” When he saw the startled look on Gladys’s face, he cleared his throat and said to Holly, “I’m glad you like the… um… décor.” He motioned with one arm. “Come see the rest of the rooms; they’re all different. That was Natalia’s suggestion—to make each room different.”

	“Well, Natalia did a lovely job,” Gladys said after seeing all six rooms upstairs.

	“Now for the disclosure,” Brody said. “There are only three bathrooms upstairs, like a bed-and-breakfast.”

	As if she hadn’t heard him, Holly said, “I love the view from the windows up here. It’s like a bird’s-eye view into the treetops. Come see, girls,” she invited. “From here, you can watch little birds make their nests and take care of their babies.”	

	“I see baby birdies,” Lily whined.

	Savannah picked her up. “Sure, you can see the baby birdies. Come on, let’s look for some birdies, shall we?” 

At the same time, something caught Michael’s eye. He leaned closer to the window. “Hey, who’s that guy?”

	“Who?” Keith and Brody asked, both straining to see below.

	“He just disappeared around the side of the building.”

	“What was he doing?” Keith asked.

	“Well, it looked like he was interested in something in the trailer behind your Jeep. But I guess he couldn’t see what was in there with that tarp tied over it. I don’t think he took anything.” Michael removed his ball cap and scratched his head. “Actually, it appeared that he was looking at the back of the car—at the trailer hitch, maybe.”

Brody shook his head. “Dang city slickers. Some of them come up here to cause trouble and trouble is what we don’t need. Help is dang hard to get, most ’specially when you direly need it. What few rangers we have are spread out all over kingdom come.” He patted Michael on the back. “Boys, you’d better unload your stuff and put it out of temptation’s way.”

Savannah frowned. “Mr. Brody, do you get much theft up here?” 

“Some,” he said. “Just make sure you keep your stuff locked up and out of sight. You’ll be fine.”

	Keith took a deep breath. “Well, let’s get unloaded.” He turned to Brody. “Is there someplace I can park the trailer and leave it while we’re here—you know, out of the way?”

	“Sure.” He pointed. “Right there next to the woodpile.” He glanced at the others, then took a deep breath. “Well, I’d better leave you folks to your chores. I hope you enjoy your stay. I’ll be leaving first thing in the morning. Here’s my cell number if you absolutely have to bother me. But you can call on Mark at the café if you have any questions about something I forgot to cover.”

	Michael shook Brody’s hand, then Keith did so. Once the proprietor had left, Michael put his arm around Savannah and asked, “So which room’s ours?” 

	“Well, I was thinking maybe we’d better stay upstairs with Mom and the small children. We can take that larger room up front for us, Teddy, and his stuff. Lily and Mom can have one or two of the rooms across the hall.”

	“I’ll take one close to a powder room,” Gladys said.

	Savannah chuckled. “I thought so. And we’re next to one of the other bathrooms.” She looked at Holly and Keith. “Will you and the girls be comfortable in the suite?”

	“What about the stairs?” Holly asked. “Is Lily okay with stairs?”

	“Oh, I brought a baby gate, just in case. I don’t leave home without a baby gate for Lily and a pen for Rags. Two absolutes.”

	“Okay, then. I love the downstairs suite,” Holly said. “It’s perfect for us.”

	“Good,” Savannah said, patting her arm. “Let’s start moving in, shall we? And I’d better go release Rags and Lexie so they can start getting accustomed to our new digs.”








Chapter 4

 

The following morning as Holly and Savannah prepared a pancake breakfast, Gladys set the large oak table in the main room, with a little help from the three girls. Keith and Michael sat at one end of the table discussing their plans for the day.

	“I’d like to go back down to the Ridgecrest and ask a few questions,” Keith said. “Maybe Scott has stopped in since our last visit. Do you think the gals would like to go there for lunch?”

	“Yeah, we could meet them there.” Michael grinned and added, “Then Holly won’t have to ride in your bouncy Jeep.” 

	Keith nodded. “And we’ll have time to do some scouting north of there. I have a hunch about that area.” He winced. “Plus, I’d like to give Wanda that $10 Scott owes her.”

	“But we don’t know for sure that’s Scott’s debt,” Michael reminded him. “We could actually be chasing after some other society dropout.” He grinned. “In case it is Scott, though, we could catch a fish and take it to her instead.”

	The men were still enjoying the humor in Michael’s comment when the women walked into the room with a platter of pancakes and trays of beverages and condiments.

	“You two sure do a lot of laughing,” Holly noticed.

	“Yeah, the honeymoon phase isn’t over yet,” Savannah said. “They’re still laughing at each other’s jokes.”

	“Funny,” Keith snarked playfully.

	While setting a glass of orange juice at each place, Holly asked, “Have you noticed how they even finish each other’s sentences?”

	Savannah laughed. “I sure have. That cracks me up. They’re like an old married couple.”

	“Yeah, that’s it,” Holly agreed, “an old married couple.”

	Savannah glanced at the men while she prepared a plate of food for Lily. “I’ll bet if those two had grown up together they would have played some of those typical twin tricks on people.”

	“Like what?” Michael challenged.

	“Like, Michael, you might take a test for Keith or…”

	Holly interrupted, “Or Keith might show up on a date when the girl’s expecting Michael.”

	Michael pointed a finger at the two women. “Talk about finishing other people’s sentences. You gals just did it.”

	Holly and Savannah looked at each other and Savannah grinned. “Well, we can’t help it; we’re married to twins,”

	“Yeah,” Holly interjected, “what can we tell you? It rubs off.”

	Everyone laughed and Michael stabbed three pancakes with his fork and put them on his plate, handing the platter to Keith. 

	After taking a few bites of his breakfast, Keith asked, “How’d the animals do last night?”

	Savannah glanced at Michael, then responded. “Pretty good.”

	Michael pulled back and looked at her curiously. “Pretty good?” he challenged.

	“What?” she asked. “I’m not aware of any problems with them, are you?”

	“I guess you must have passed out last night in this high altitude.”

	Savannah looked alarmed. “Why? What happened?”

	Michael turned to Gladys. “You heard the stampede last night, didn’t you?”

	She grinned. “Yeah, I heard something. I thought it was one of those rolling mountain storms.” She giggled. “Or maybe a bear family frolicking in the hallway.”

	“Yes!” Michael said, pointing at Gladys. He looked at the others. “Did anyone else hear it?”

	“A bear frolicking upstairs?” Keith repeated. He laughed. “No. I missed that. What about you, Holly?”

	“Well, I didn’t want to say anything, but yeah, I heard something.” She peered impishly at Michael. “I thought you and Savannah…”

	“No,” Michael insisted, “it wasn’t us.” He pointed at Rags as he lay sprawled across one of Buffy’s pink canopy cat beds. “It was him and maybe Lexie too. They might have invited all the neighborhood raccoons and squirrels in, for all I know.”

	Still laughing, Savannah said, “He was probably just getting his exercise like he does most nights. Guess I’m used to it.” She tightened her lips and gazed at Holly and Keith. “I’m glad we left Buffy at your place. I don’t think she would have done well here. She’s such a delicate thing.”

	Holly smiled. “Aunt Fay will take good care of her. She used to raise Himalayans.”

	“No kidding?” Savannah said. “I really appreciate that your two kitties were so cordial to our Buffy.”

	“Yes, I’m sure they’ll all get along nicely.”

	“Wish we’d left Rags there,” Michael said under his breath. “A guy should be able to get a good night’s sleep on his vacation.”

	Savannah patted his arm. “Oh, he’ll settle down. We’ll just have to make sure he’s active during the day.” 

Once almost everyone had finished eating, Keith stood. He looked at Savannah, then Holly. “Would you ladies and the children like to meet us for lunch back down the road today?”

	“Sure, how about a late lunch?” Savannah suggested. “This was a big breakfast.”

	Holly agreed. “Good idea. Tell us where and we’ll be there around one or one thirty?”

	Keith picked up a pen and paper from the large coffee table and made a few notes, explaining, “It should take you about forty minutes to get there.” He looked at Holly, then Savannah. “Be sure to veer right at the fork, otherwise you’ll wind up where even the buffalo don’t roam.” He grabbed his windbreaker. “Okay.  See you later, then. We’re going out hunting.” He kissed Holly.

	“Good luck, babe,” she said. “I hope you learn something today.”

	“Do you feel like you’re getting any closer?” Gladys asked quietly.

	“It’s hard to tell,” Keith said. “I guess I’d have to say no. We’ve certainly had no solid clues. So far, we haven’t actually hit on anything you could hang a hat on, have we, Michael?”

	“Nope. It doesn’t seem as though the journal has helped much. We’re following the leads, but getting no results.” He ran his hand through his hair. “But we have some new information that might help us track him.”

	“Yeah,” Keith added, “if only we can find evidence showing where, in this vast forest, he’s been recently—you know, narrow it down some.”

	Michael nodded. “That would definitely make our job easier.”

	Holly tilted her head. “Like what kind of new information do you have?”

	Michael raised his eyebrows. “Well, we think we know what he’s wearing and the sole pattern of his boots. At least now we sort of, kind of, know what we’re looking for.” 

	Savannah stood up, put her arms around Michael, and kissed him. “Well, maybe today’s the day you’ll find him. Think positive.”

						


	****


An hour later, Savannah stepped into the space they’d designated as the withdrawing room, where the other women and the children had gathered. She smiled at Teddy, who was propped up on Holly’s lap watching the little girls as they played around him. “Is anyone up for a nature walk?” she asked.

	Cassie raised her hand and shouted, “Me!”  

	“Me too,” Bethany said.

	Savannah looked at Lily. “Want to go for a walk, punkin?”

	The toddler nodded and headed toward the front door.

	“Wait for Mommy. Let’s get Teddy ready.” She wheeled the stroller into the room. “Holly, want to hold onto him while I wrestle this stroller down those steps?”

“There’s a ramp off the porch, over near the woodpile,” Gladys said.

“Oh, great. Thanks, Mom.” She reached for the baby. “Then let’s get him settled in here and we’ll take him down the ramp.” 

	Meanwhile, Lily approached Gladys. “Gammy walk?”

	“Grammy would love to walk with you girls. Let me get my walking shoes,” she said, heading toward the staircase.

	“Oh, Rags is going with us?” Holly asked when she saw Savannah snap the leash onto his harness.

	“Yeah, he needs his exercise too. Otherwise…” she giggled, “… well, you heard him last night. He can be kind of naughty and noisy.”

	“Yay!” Cassie cheered. “Can I hold the leash?”

	“Sure,” Savannah said, handing it to her. “Just don’t let go. We don’t want a runaway cat.”

	“Yeah,” the child said, wide-eyed, “then we’d have to put up pictures of him on the trees so someone will find him and bring him back.” 

	“Uh-huh, we don’t want that to happen.” Savannah eased the stroller toward the front door, then picked up Lexie’s leash. “Mom, do you want Lexie or Teddy?”

	“Oh, let me start out with the dog. Looks like it might be kind of hard pushing the stroller on those paths.”

	“Which way?” Holly asked, as they walked down off the porch.

	“How about right?” Savannah suggested. She nodded to the left. “We came in that way, so we’ve seen what’s back there. Let’s explore up the road.”

	“Uphill?” Gladys whined.

	“Yeah, but no worries,” Savannah said.

	“Why?” Gladys asked. “Are you going to wheel me up in the stroller?”

	“No, because what goes up must come down.”

	Gladys rolled her eyes at her daughter before taking Lily’s hand and trudging after the others with Lexie trotting alongside.

	Suddenly they heard a male voice. “Excuse me.” 

	The women turned and saw a fit man of about fifty approaching them. He briefly studied each of the little girls and asked, “Did one of your children happen to find a little brush?”

	“A brush?” Savannah questioned.

	“Yes, it’s a gear-cleaning brush.” When Savannah looked puzzled, the man explained, “I use it after a day’s ride on my bike—you know, bicycle.” He pointed. “My friend and I are staying over there in cabin three. I keep it in that bucket on the porch. This morning I noticed it was missing and…well, I just thought maybe one of your children had found it.”

	Holly shook her head. “Not our children. They don’t go outside unsupervised.”

	“Well, thanks, anyway. If you happen to see it, will you drop it back in my bucket over there?”

	“Sure will,” Holly said. “Have a good ride.”

	The women and the children walked only as far as the younger girls were willing to go. When Lily and Bethany began to complain and ask to be carried or to ride in the stroller with Teddy, the group turned around and headed back to the lodge.

	“Detour,” Savannah said, veering off to the left.

	“Detour?” Holly questioned.

	“Yeah, Rags wants to explore in this direction, right Cassie?”

“Yes. He about pulled my arm off,” she complained. “Aunt Savannah, would you hold him? I’m tired.”

“Sure.”

“I’ll push Teddy,” Holly offered.

“Thanks,” Savannah said, following Rags along a pathway toward a stand of trees. “Come on, you guys. There might be some pine cones under those trees we can use to make something during craft time.”

	“We’re having craft time?” Cassie asked excitedly.

	“I think we should,” Savannah said. “I was looking at Pinterest a couple of days ago and found some fun things to do with cones, pods, shells...”

	Holly laughed. “I don’t think we’ll find many shells up here.” She pointed. “Hey, where’s he taking you?”

	“With Rags it’s always an adventure,” Savannah said, hurrying to keep up with him. She reeled in the cat a little, then turned to the others. “I don’t think the stroller will go through these pine needles very easily.”

“I’ll take Teddy back down to the road,” Gladys offered. She handed Lexie’s leash to Holly. “Here, you girls go see what you can find.”

“Okay, we’ll meet you back at the lodge,” Savannah called. She focused on the cat. “Now, what is it you want to investigate, Rags?”

	Holly laughed. “He is an adventurer, isn’t he?”

	“Yup. Oops!” Savannah yelped. She looped the end of the long leash around one wrist and reached for the toddler. “Did Lily fall down? Here, let Mommy brush off your knees. Are you okay?”

	Lily nodded, then pointed and shouted, “No-no, Rags!”

	“What’s he doing?” Savannah asked, looking in his direction.

	Holly laughed. “He has something in his mouth.”

	“Of course, he does,” Savannah said, under her breath. She moved toward the cat, caught up with him, and eventually got him to release the item. “It’s a picture,” she said. “An old picture. Pretty woman.”

	“A picture of Julia Roberts?” Holly asked.

	Savannah chuckled. “No. Not that pretty woman.” When Rags began pulling Savannah off balance in an attempt to chase a squirrel, she shoved the photograph into her pocket, grabbed the cat, and walked with him away from the area.

	Holly laughed. “I thought walking with small children was an adventure. But that cat of yours—he’s a kick. Look, even the dog is better-behaved.”

	Savannah glanced at Lexie and sighed. “Yes, she is. She’d make a model cat. I guess I should be glad Rags isn’t a dog.” She looked into his eyes. “At least cats are easier to carry.” When Rags began to wriggle in her arms, she chuckled. “Except when they’re trying to avoid being carried.” She released him to the ground and sighed. “Yeah, he’s a handful.” When the energetic cat caught Savannah off guard and darted to the end of his leash, she followed and found herself approaching the porch of cabin number five. “Darn it, Rags,” she scolded. Before she could control him, she heard a voice.

	“Hey, that’s a cool cat.”

	Savannah looked up and saw a young couple sitting on the porch enjoying breakfast. “Oh hi. Sorry about that.” Before she could gain control of Rags, she heard a low growl. What now? she thought. A ferocious cat-hating dog? That’s all I need. 

	“No, Brutus,” the man scolded. He laughed. “You’re not having a cat for breakfast.” 

Her heart in her throat, Savannah quickly scoured the area in search of the dog belonging to the growl and finally spotted him. She let out a sigh and smiled. “A Chihuahua-mix, huh?”

	The man chuckled. “Yeah, Brutus is part Chihuahua and part pom; a Pomchi.”

	“Cute.” Savannah said, holding Rags close by the leash.

	“What’s his name?” the young woman asked.  

	“Rags… um… Ragsdale, actually.”

	“Why? I mean, if you don’t mind my asking. I happen to be interested in why people choose certain names for their animals and kids. Like me—my name’s Waylynn—for Waylon Jennings and Loretta Lynn.” She shrugged. “Yeah, my dad’s a country-music buff. He played for a local group for a while. So why’s your cat named Rags—or Ragsdale?”

	“Well, he’s part Ragdoll…”

	Waylynn made a face. “What’s that?”

	“A type of cat. So I wanted to call him Rags, but I thought he should have a more substantial name, so I made it Ragsdale.”

	Waylynn giggled. “Why would a cat need a… what did you say… substantial name? He’s just a cat.”

	By then, Holly and the children had caught up to Savannah. Holly smiled. “Oh, Rags isn’t just a cat. He stars in a documentary. He’s featured in some children’s books. He has even rescued people, right?”

	Savannah nodded.

	Holly added. “And he solves crimes.”

	Aghast, Waylynn stood and approached Rags. She started petting him. “I’ve never met such a cat.” She turned to her partner. “Did you hear that, Sawyer? He’s famous.” Before Sawyer could respond, Waylynn looked wide-eyed at Savannah. “Hey, I have a crime he can solve. My earbuds are missing.”

	“Earbuds?” Holly repeated. “Oh, you mean like earphones—for listening to music or an audio book?”

	Waylynn nodded. “I left them on the chair when I went inside to get a soda last night and when I came back out, they were gone.”

	When Rags began pulling against the leash again, Savannah said, “Hey, good luck finding them. I think Rags is ready to go home. Nice meeting you, Waylynn.” She waved toward the young man. “And you, Sawyer.”

	“Have a nice stay,” Holly said, turning to follow Savannah. “I hope you find your earbuds.” 

	“Can I pet the doggie?” Bethany asked.

	Holly glanced at the little dog, then noticed that Lily was running to catch up with Cassie, who held Lexie’s leash. She picked up Bethany. “Not today, sweetie. We need to take the kitty home. Shall we go back to our house?”

	“No!” Bethany cried. “I don’t want to go home.”

	“We’re going home?” Cassie wailed.

	“No. We’re going back to the lodge. Our temporary home—where we’re living this week. Want to go back there?” Holly asked.

	Bethany dried her eyes and nodded while Cassie shouted, “Yay!” and ran ahead with Lexie to catch up with Savannah. 

						


	****

The women and children arrived at the Ridgecrest Inn at one thirty that afternoon. “So how did it go this morning?” Holly asked the men as they all gathered around a large table.

	Michael smiled. “We saw a lot of beautiful country and a few wild animals.”

	Holly chuckled. “Unless you were sired by a wolf, I guess that wasn’t much help in your search, right?”

	“Ha-ha,” Keith snarked. He leaned toward her and glanced at Savannah. “We did meet up with one odd fellow.”

	Michael nodded. “Yeah, just outside the lodge—you know, where we’re staying.”

	“Really?” Savannah said. “How odd? What kind of fellow?”

	“I don’t know,” Keith said, glancing at his brother. “He didn’t have much to say.”

	“Yeah, he was looking for a picture he’d lost,” Michael explained. “We never did figure out if he took the picture or dropped a picture or what the picture was of.”

	“Right,” Keith agreed. “He wasn’t very communicative.”

	“A picture?” Savannah repeated. “We found a picture this morning near the lodge. She pushed her hand into her pocket. “Oh, I guess I left it in my sweats pocket.”

	“Where’d you find it?” Keith asked.

	“Close to where our cars were parked.”

	Michael nodded. “It probably was that guy’s picture, then. He sure seemed anxious to get it back.”

	Holly grinned at Savannah. “You can’t take the credit for finding that picture.” 

	“That’s right; Rags found it.”

	“Of course, he did,” Michael said, rolling his eyes.

	“Well, if you see that guy again,” Savannah said, “tell him we have it.” 

	“Oh, I don’t care to see him again,” Keith said. He turned to Michael. “Do you? Let’s just lay it out there where he thinks he lost it. He’ll find it.”

	“Why don’t you want to see him again, Daddy?” Cassie asked, wide-eyed. “Was he mean?”

	Keith looked at Michael, then said, “Well, I don’t think he was mean…”

	Michael grimaced. “Just kind of gruff and scruffy.”

	“Scruffy?” Cassie repeated. “I know a dog named Scruffy.” She wrinkled her nose. “He has messy, messy fur. No one wants to pet that dog ’cause he looks greasy and dirty.”

	Keith nodded. “Yeah, that pretty much describes this guy, wouldn’t you say so, Michael?”

	He agreed, then said, “Hey, there’s Merle. Let’s ask him about that series of trails, shall we?”

	Before the men could leave the table, Wanda approached. “Hi twins.” She smiled at the others. “This must be your family.”

	“Yes,” Keith said. “Family, meet Wanda. She’s the best waitress in this place.”

	“Yeah, I’m the only waitress,” she complained. “What can I get you?” She looked at Keith. “The usual for you, handsome?”

	“The usual?” Holly questioned. “And what would that be, pray tell? Oh, let me guess, a greasy cheeseburger with fries.”

	“Hey, you know your man, don’t ya?” Wanda said, grinning.

	Holly nodded. “Yes, I do.” She gazed at Keith for a moment, then said, “Well, Wanda, I’d like the beet salad.” She leaned forward. “Now is everything on there fresh?”

	“Yeah, except we use canned beets. But the greens are fresh—brought in yesterday. We buy organic eggs from a farmer near the village, so they’re fresh. And we bake our own bread and rolls.”

	Holly smiled. “Sounds wonderful. And iced tea.” She glanced at the children. “Can I get a grilled cheese or quesadilla for these two? And a bowl of fruit or some sort of vegetable.”

	“Do they eat vegetable soup?” Wanda asked. “We make a good one here.”

	“Yes, how about a cup of soup and a small bowl of fruit. They can share.”

	“Got it.” Wanda looked at Savannah. “And for you?” Before she could respond, Wanda tilted her head and pointed, asking, “Are you two sisters? Sisters married to twins?”

	Savannah and Holly looked at each other and Savannah said, “No. We’re sisters-in-law.”

	Wanda squinted. “Well, you sure look like you could be sisters—you’re both tall, you have blond hair, and similar features.” 

The women smiled at one another and Holly said, “We’ve been accused of that before.” She addressed Gladys. “You didn’t put me up for adoption at birth, did you?”

“Absolutely not,” Gladys said indignantly. “I’d never do that.”

Wanda grinned at Gladys, then asked Savannah, “So what can I get you, hon?”

	“The salad sounds good. Can I have mine with grilled chicken? And iced tea, please.” She stopped and asked, “Can you make ginger iced tea?” She reached into her tote bag with one hand. “I brought a few bags of ginger tea.” When Wanda looked at her inquisitively, she nodded toward Teddy who she held in her arms. “It’s safer for the baby when you’re nursing.”

	Wanda grinned knowingly.” Sure, I’ll make that for you.” 

Savannah smoothed Lily’s curls. “And for this little one, the grilled cheese and fruit sounds good. And milk.”

	“Hey, did you see him?” Merle asked, rushing up to the table as Wanda was taking Gladys’s order.

	The waitress huffed. “Merle, I’m working here. What do you want?”

	“I’m not talking to you, Wanda.” Merle faced Michael and glanced at Keith. “That guy you’ve been looking for, he just came in through the back door, took one look around and left again.”

	The brothers pushed away from the table and moved quickly toward the back of the building.

	“Hey!” Wanda shouted. “I didn’t get your order.”

“It’s okay,” Savannah said. She flashed a grin at Holly. “We can order for them.”

The waitress relaxed, smiled at Gladys, and asked, “What would you like with your salad, dear?”

“Hot tea.”

“You got it.” Wanda faced Savannah again. “And what are you ordering for your husband?” 

“He’ll have the barbecued beef on a roll, potato salad, and iced tea.” When Holly looked at her inquisitively, Savannah explained, “He needs his energy.” 

Holly started to order Keith a salad or soup, but finally decided on a turkey sandwich with coleslaw. 

The men returned just as Wanda walked away.

“Did you see him?” Savannah asked.

	Keith shook his head. “No. Not a trace. It’s like chasing a ghost. Hey, Michael, are we ghost hunters?”

	He laughed. “I guess so.”

	“You seem rather complacent about the concept, Michael,” Holly said in a teasing manner. “Have you hunted ghosts before?”

	Michael looked at Savannah, who said, “Well, actually…”

	“Wow! You have ghost stories?” Holly asked, wide-eyed.

	“Yeah, we do, as a matter of fact.”

	“I’d love to hear them. Hey, that could be our entertainment for tonight. A marshmallow roast and ghost stories.”

	Michael and Savannah exchanged looks.

						


	****


“But I want to hear the ghost stories,” Cassie whined when Holly told her it was bedtime later that evening.

	“I have something better than that,” Savannah said. 

	“What?” Cassie asked.

	“Adam’s coming to stay with us day after tomorrow.”

	“Really?” she shouted. “Awesome!”

	“Now, will you go to bed?” Holly asked.

	“I still want to hear a ghost story,” the six-year-old complained.

	Savannah glanced at the others. “Okay, Cassie, I have one I can tell you. It’ll be your bedtime story, okay?”

	“Me too, Mommy?” Lily chirped.

	Savannah sighed. “What you’re still doing up, I don’t know. Bethany’s in bed. Teddy’s in bed.” She picked up the toddler and snuggled with her. “What are you still doing up, huh?”

	Suddenly, they heard a loud, dull thump.

	Holly leaped up from the sofa and ran toward the middle of the room. “What was that? Sounded like someone threw something at the lodge or dropped a log on the porch.”

	“A log or a body,” Savannah said, holding tightly to Lily.

	Holly looked at her. “Maybe it was Michael trying to get us in the mood for the ghost stories.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “It’s working.”

	“Oh, yeah,” Savannah said, relaxing a bit. “I’ll bet it was the guys messing with us.” When she saw the two men walking down the stairs deep in conversation, however, she looked at Holly and said weakly, “I guess it wasn’t them.” 

	“Unless they dropped something out the window.” Holly pointed. “Hey, what’s your cat doing? He must have heard it too.”

	“What’s going on?” Michael asked when he and Keith entered the room and saw the women staring suspiciously toward the front window.

	“Oh, we heard something out on the porch,” Savannah explained, “…a thump.”

	“Or a thud,” Holly added.

	“Definitely a thud,” Gladys agreed.

	The two men walked toward the front door. When Keith reached for the doorknob, Michael shouted, “Wait!”  But it was too late; Rags had already burst out through the open door.

	“Oh, sorry. Man he’s fast,” Keith said. “I had no idea.”

	Michael grimaced. “Well, let’s see what we can see.”

	“What are they doing?” Holly asked, as she, Savannah, and Cassie watched the men through the window.

	“I think they’re chasing Rags,” Cassie said. She giggled. “He isn’t letting them catch him.”

	“Who’s that?” Savannah whispered.

	“Where?” Holly asked.

	“Oh, I don’t see him now. I guess just some old fisherman guy out for a stroll. Oh no, Rags is taking them away from the lodge and into those trees. Darn it!”

	“Yeah, it’s dark,” Holly said. “Maybe we should take them a flashlight.” She shook her head and decided, “Oh, they’ll come and get one if they need it.”

	The women laughed when they saw Keith run to his Jeep and grab a light from inside.

	“Now we can see—sorta,” Holly said. She pointed. “Hey, Rags is taking them up the knoll there.” 

Suddenly Savannah’s phone rang. “Hi, Michael,” she answered, flinching a little, for Holly’s and Gladys’s benefit. “Yeah, okay.” She ended the call and explained to the others, “He wants me to bring him some treats.”

Gladys laughed. “Michael’s hungry? Didn’t he get enough for supper?”

“No,” Savannah insisted. “Treats for Rags. …something to lure him with.”

Several minutes later, when the trio returned with Rags, they found Holly, Gladys, and Cassie all waiting to hear what had happened. Lily stood nearby, trying to groom Lexie with her toy hairbrush.

	Michael glanced at Rags as Savannah eased him to the floor. He said, “We don’t know what that noise was, but the cat was bent on snooping out there around those cabins. Mr. Brody showed us those that are being rented. Well, Rags led us to one that’s supposed to be vacant, but it appears to be occupied.”

“We have a squatter?” Holly asked.

“Yes.” Savannah said. “And not a very tidy one.”

“You went inside?” Gladys asked.

“She had to,” Keith said.

Holly looked at Savannah, who nodded. “Rags pushed the door open and he wouldn’t come out.”

“Was anyone in there?” Cassie asked.

“No,” Savannah said. “So I ran in real fast to get Rags, scooped him up, and ran out with him.” She made a face. “Unbeknownst to me at the time, the cat had taken something.”

“Oh no—what, Vannie?” Gladys asked.

“Another picture.” She patted her pocket. I’ll take it back tomorrow. Maybe that’s where the first one came from.” When Lily reached for Savannah, she picked up the child and held her close.

	“Okay,” Keith said, “bedtime, Cassie.”

	“But Dad,” she whined, “Aunt Savannah’s going to tell me a ghost story.”

	He looked at Savannah, then Holly, who nodded. “I told her she could hear one of Savannah’s stories.”

	Keith let out a sigh. “Okay. Just one. Then off to bed.”

	Savannah tapped Lily on the nose. “You, too. One story and off to bed.”

	“If she’ll stay awake for a story,” Michael said, reaching for the child.

	Savannah kissed Lily on the cheek and released her to Michael. She then invited, “Cassie, come sit by me.” Once everyone was seated, she thought for a moment, then said, “This story is about a ghost cat. Ever hear a story about a ghost cat?”

	Cassie shook her head. 

	“Well, the cat’s name was Florence. She didn’t know she was a ghost—she thought she was just an ordinary white cat. But she was white because she was a ghost. Now, Cassie, not all white cats are ghosts, just those with a very special characteristic. When they meow, the word comes out backwards. Ever try to say meow backwards?”

	Cassie frowned and said, “Woem. Woem,” she repeated.

	“That doesn’t sound much like cat talk, does it?”

	The child wrinkled her nose. “No, it sounds like someone trying to say worm.”

	“Exactly,” Savannah said, “which is why the other cats in the neighborhood didn’t want anything to do with Florence. They knew she was different. She looked different and she sounded different, so the other cats didn’t want to play with her. In fact, they called her the worm. And that hurt Florence’s feelings.”

	Just then they heard wake-up sounds coming from the portable crib. Savannah made eye contact with Michael. When she noticed that Lily was asleep in his arms, she said, “Want to put her to bed? I’ll change Teddy.” When she returned with the baby, she looked at Cassie, who waited eagerly to hear the rest of the story. “How about this, Cassie, let’s go to your room. I’ll feed Teddy in there and tell you the story.”

	When Savannah returned with Teddy, she was smiling. “Cassie fell asleep before the end.”	

“Well, I want to hear the rest of the story,” Holly complained.

	“Oh, Michael and I have better ghost stories—real ones we’ve encountered over the years. Interested?”

	“Absolutely,” Holly said, shivering with anticipation.

	Gladys yawned. “Well, I think I’ll go up to bed. Night, all.”

						


	****


The following morning after breakfast the two men were prepared to leave the house when Michael called out, “Hey, where’d these come from?”

	“What?” Holly asked from a sofa near the fireplace, where she helped Bethany put on her shoes.

	“These pictures,” Michael said, holding them up.

	When Keith joined him, he looked at what Michael had in his hands and creased his brow. “Isn’t that…?”

	“Yes,” Michael said, “it is. Savannah!” he shouted.

	“What?” she asked from right behind him.

	He jumped. “I wish you wouldn’t sneak up on me like that.” He held out the photos. “Where’d these come from, hon?”

	“Well, those are the pictures Rags found. I’m going to take them back to that cabin he broke into last night. Why?” When neither Keith nor Michael responded, she asked quietly, “What’s wrong, do you know someone in those photos?”

	Michael nodded. “Yes. These are pictures of our mother.”

Savannah gasped.

 	Holly stared at the men, disbelieving. “Are you sure?” She moved closer.

	“Yes, I’m sure,” Michael said. He pointed. “That’s our grandfather holding a rabbit and that’s Mom on the horse.” He showed them the second photo. “I think this is Mom’s high school graduation picture.” 

“Wait,” Holly said, “isn’t that the picture we saw in that old newspaper when we were in Connecticut? That’s her engagement portrait. Remember? It accompanied the announcement of her engagement to Scott Hanson.”

Michael looked at Keith. “It appears that the man we’re looking for is right under our noses.”

	“Let’s go!” Keith said, quickly leading the way to the front door. 

Michael followed.








Chapter 5

 

It wasn’t long before the men returned, photos in hand. When their wives approached them, eager to hear what had happened, Keith said, “Gone. Whatever you saw in that cabin last night, Savannah, it’s all gone.” He dropped into the nearest chair. “Darn it! He must have been here all this time. We probably actually saw him.” He stood up and faced his brother. “Do you think that old guy we talked to…”

Michael jumped in. “The one looking for the photo? Yeah, that could have been him.” His voice strained, he asked, “Do you think he knows who we are?”

	Keith shook his head. “It’s hard to tell.” He began to pace. “Now what? I mean, we didn’t have any leads before, and now the trail’s probably colder than ever.”

	“Not necessarily,” Holly said brightly. When the others looked at her, she explained, “The fact that he has disappeared must mean he’s going into hiding. And, if he’s going into hiding, he’ll need supplies. How about checking with local retailers; see if he’s shopped in their stores lately.”

	“And find out if he’s mentioned where he’s going,” Savannah added. “You’re probably not too far behind him. I can’t imagine he left last night. He must have waited until at least daylight or when the stores opened.”

	Michael gazed at the two women, saying to Keith, “They’re probably right. Let’s get a move on.” He started to place the photos back on the table, then decided differently. He handed one to Keith and he looked at the other for a moment before slipping it into his pocket.

When Savannah noticed that Michael seemed to be staring at her and Holly, she asked, “What?” 

	“Well, I was just thinking about something Brandt said when he sent us on this journey.”

	“What was that?” Holly asked.

	“That we should listen to you women, because you know stuff.”

	Keith nodded. “Yeah, he did say that.”

	Savannah glanced at Holly. “Then maybe we should go with you today.”

	“Oh, hon, we can’t…” Michael started.

	“But you said we know stuff. And Mom has offered to watch after the children.”

“Yeah,” Holly said, “we want to go with you. We’re ready, aren’t we, Savannah?”

 “Yes.”

	Michael nodded. “Okay, then.” 

	Keith thinned his lips. “I guess we could use some of your women’s intuition.”

	Savannah wriggled a bit with excitement, saying, “All right, just let me use the powder room.”

	At the same time, Holly headed toward their suite. “I’ll go get my purse.” She stopped. “Oh, I’d better just take my lipstick and cash out and put that stuff in my pockets. And my nail file just in case…”

	Savannah called from the top of the stairs, “Be there in a sec, honey. I need to grab a hat and change into my hiking shoes.”

	“Oh yes, hiking shoes,” Holly said. “Sandals won’t cut it out there, will they?”

	Michael and Keith looked at each other and Michael muttered, “All ready to go, huh?”

	“Yeah,” Keith said, easing into a chair, “after a complete wardrobe change and maybe a shower and…”

	Michael smiled at Gladys. “So what do you and the kids have planned today?”

	“I think we’ll work on a craft. We have pine cones galore and Holly brought some paints and glue.”

	“Oh, so you’re going to make a mess, huh?” Keith said, chuckling.

	Gladys laughed. “Pretty much.” 

	“Bye, Mom,” Savannah said when she returned to the main room. She picked up Lily. “Bye, doodlebug. Love you.”

	“Where’s Holly?” Keith asked.

	“Coming,” she said, entering the room. “Couldn’t find my red baseball cap, so I had to change my shirt. All ready now.”

	Keith shook his head, then approached Cassie. “See you later, alligator.”

	She hugged him. “After while, crocodile.”

	“Bye, Daddy,” Bethany called out as she struggled to dress her toy bear.

“Bye, Beth-Beth,” he said, waving.

Michael lifted Lily into the air and kissed her cheeks. “Have fun, punkin.” He then joined Savannah, who stood smiling down at their six-week-old son.

Once the two couples had stepped out onto the porch, Keith suggested, “Let’s start at Brody’s Café.” 

	“In case he ordered breakfast to go?” Savannah asked.

	“Well, maybe. These little restaurants up here sometimes sell packaged food to hunters and fishermen. This would have been a good place for him to pick up a few things before heading into the wilderness.” 

“Hi,” Michael said as they entered the café. “Mark, right?”

The man nodded.

“We’re the ones who took over the lodge this week. Listen, we’re trying to locate someone. We think he crashed in the cabin on the knoll… um… number four, until maybe last night or early this morning.”

	The thirty-something man, who had a full head of black hair and a bushy moustache, said, “I doubt it. That cabin hasn’t been rented in a while. Needs repairs that the boss doesn’t want to do.” 

	When Mark turned away and walked toward the pantry, Michael spoke more loudly. “Last night our cat ran into that cabin. We had to go in after him because no one was there.”

	“I know no one was there. That cabin’s not rented,” Mark said, returning to the kitchen carrying a large bag and a couple of gallon-size cans. He looked at Michael. “And it’s locked, as far as I know. So how’d you get in?”

	“The same way the cat did, through the open door. My wife went inside to get the cat and she saw someone’s things in there.”

	“Impossible,” Mark said. “I told you, it’s not rented, and it’s locked.”

	“Someone must have a key or they went in through a window,” Keith suggested.

	“Nope,” Mark insisted.

	Michael glanced at Keith, then said, “Well, tell me this, did anyone come in either late last night or this morning wanting supplies?”

	Mark faced him with a confused look on his face. “Yeah. How’d you know?”

	“Now, we’re getting someplace,” Keith said, under his breath. With more enthusiasm, he asked, “Did he tell you where he was going?”

	“Well, it was a coupla guys and they’re going fishing down near the big fork. They bought beans and jerky. We sell a lot of jerky. They also took a pan of my biscuits.”

	“Anyone else?” Michael asked. “Any individuals?”

	“Yeah, a young guy wanting candy bars—some strange brand I don’t carry, and an old guy…”

	Michael’s face lit up. “Yeah, what about the old guy? He’s the one we’re interested in.”

	“Well, he just arrived from Canada. Plans to go climbing. Says he’s climbed some of the highest mountains that’ll allow ya on their backs and he has a few more on his list he wants to tackle.”

	“You say this was an old guy?”

	“Well, yeah, about fifty-five, I’d say. But in good shape; I could tell that.”

	“That’s all?” Keith asked. “What about…”

	“Hey,” Mark spat, “I don’t have time to stand here and answer your questions all day.”

	Keith put up his hands and said, “Okay, okay, how about this…” He showed a picture to the man. “Imagine him older, gray, maybe with long hair and a beard. Did he come in recently to buy supplies?”

	“Hey, if you’re talking about the hermit—which I imagine you are, because you’re not the first or even the second to inquire about him—no. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him in months, but that don’t mean he hasn’t been here—not in the daylight, anyhow.” 

“What do you mean?”

“He’s a thief, that’s what. Steals what’s left out overnight. At first we thought it was animals—we have a sly fox that’s been known to drag a ham hock to his den when we leave food out in the winter months. But when there are no drag marks, we’re pretty sure we’re dealing with a human thief, and the hermit has a reputation for that sort of thing.” Mark looked across the room for a moment as if he were in thought, then said, “But when the hermit strikes, he generally takes a can or two of something and leaves behind a fish.” He grinned at the brothers. “He likes nuts. We order extra packages of peanuts in the shell for him. And he generally pays for those.”

	“Who else has been looking for the… um… hermit?” Michael asked.

	Mark shook his head. “I don’t know who they are—probably bill collectors or something.” He grinned mischievously. “For all I know, it could be those people from that publishing house—the ones who bring around those giant checks with balloons and all that fanfare.” He looked Michael in the eye. “So if you’re not going to buy something, let me get back to work. I have a business to run here.”

	“Okay,” Michael said, sounding somewhat defeated. The two men turned and left with their wives. Once they were out in front of the café, Michael said, “Savannah, let’s take your cat.”

	“Really?” she questioned. “Why? Are you cruisin’ for a bruisin’ or something?”

	He scrunched up his face. “Huh? No. It’s just that he was in that place among Scott Hanson’s things, and maybe he can pick him out of a crowd or sniff him out of hiding. You know how he does.”

	Savannah nodded. “Yeah, I know how he does, only…”

	“Only what?” Holly asked.

	“Only, as Michael well knows, he certainly doesn’t perform on command or in any way, shape, or form how you might expect him to.”

	“Unpredictable, huh?” Keith said, chuckling.

	“Over-the-top unpredictable,” Savannah said.

“Just go get him,” Michael persisted. “He’ll be okay.”

						


	****


“Next stop; the gas station,” Keith announced, once everyone was seated in the Jeep with the cat and they’d driven out of the driveway.

	“I’ll ask around about Scott in the store while you fill her up,” Michael offered.

	“There’s a store at the gas station?” Savannah asked. “I didn’t know that.”

	“A very tiny one,” Keith said. 

	“Yeah, with what—a couple packages of gum, a lollipop or two, stale donuts, and cold coffee,” Michael recited.

	“I saw some aspirin in there last time,” Keith said.

	Holly laughed. “Big wow!” She then looked suspiciously at the men. “Hey, are you just telling us that so we won’t go shopping in there?”

	“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Savannah agreed. She grinned. “Holly, I’d say we’d better go check it out.”

	Holly gave Savannah a high five. “Absolutely!” 

	The brothers simply smiled at one another and Keith shook his head. After a few moments, he glanced back at Rags, who lay across Savannah’s lap in the backseat. “I had a patient once like your cat.”

	“Like Rags?” Savannah asked. “Like him in what way?”

	“Well, unpredictable—kind of impulsive and fickle, you might say.” Keith chuckled. “They brought Cleopatra in probably every few months with a problem and a wild story to go with it. I swear that cat ran out of her nine lives before she was even two years old.”

	“A female Rags, huh?” Michael said.

	Keith nodded. “On steroids. She had the energy and curiosity of eight cats, and she must have had a whole flock of angels watching over her because she survived some of the most spine-chilling situations.” 

	“Dare we ask,” Savannah said meekly, “like what?”

	“Oh, she literally got a close shave once when she climbed up into the engine of an old truck on the farm the day Grandpa decided to fire it up. How she escaped that without a scratch, I’ll never know.”

	“But they brought her in to see you, anyway?” Savannah asked.

	“Oh no. By the time I saw her, the fur was growing back in. She just looked like she had a reverse Mohawk.” He grimaced. “No, that time they brought her in to have me remove a nail from her nail.”

	Michael frowned. “What?”

	“Yeah, Cleopatra had joined Grandpa on the barn roof presumably to watch him replace some shingles and I guess he accidently nailed her claw to the roof. He freed her, but was afraid to try removing the nail from her claw and he brought her to me.” When he heard the women whimper at the thought, he said, “Oh, she wasn’t in any pain. The nail missed the quick; it was just awkward for her to walk, is all.” He laughed. “That was the thing with Cleopatra—she was always running into sticky situations that could have been downright serious, and walking away pretty much unscathed—like the time she hung herself with the drapery cord.”

“Good lord,” Michael said. “And she survived?”

Keith nodded. “Yes. Mrs. Perry had taken in enough kittens over the years that she knew how to kitten-proof her home. She had Grandpa rig up a system whereby they could pull the drapes open and closed, but the cords were hidden away safely from the cats—all except for Cleopatra. She evidently found Grandpa’s rigging quite fascinating and spent a day or…” he chuckled. “...knowing Cleopatra, maybe it took her only a few hours of messing with it until it came loose and she hung herself.” He grimaced. “Her heavenly angel must have been on her shoulder that day, because the noose was low enough that her feet touched the floor—just barely, and she was still alive when they found her—exhausted, but alive.”  

	“Holy cow,” Michael said. “So was her trachea damaged? Is that why they brought her to you?”

	“Oh no,” Keith said. “She didn’t need treatment after that accident. They told me about it when they brought her in the next time, which was to have a tooth removed from her throat.”

	“What?” Savannah said. “An animal bit her throat?”

	“Uh-uh,” he said calmly, “it was her own tooth. It had come out, probably while she was eating some boiled chicken. We think that when she swallowed the piece of chicken—maybe a piece that was actually large and difficult to swallow—the tooth went with it and, because it was a tight fit, was forced into the side of her throat.”

	“Gosh, Rags is a dream compared to poor Cleopatra,” Savannah said.

	Keith glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “It’s all in the perspective.”

	“Why?” she asked.

	“Well, along with being prone to accidents, you might say, she has to be one of the most charming cats around. Everyone in the office loves her. Neighbors all take care of her when she roams into their yards. She has charisma galore.”

	“So she’s still living?” Savannah asked.

	“Oh yes,” Keith said. “In fact, my assistant sent me an email update this week and she said that Cleopatra, now fifteen years old, has slowed down some. She only visited the clinic once in the last few weeks.”

	Savannah shuddered. “I’m afraid to ask…” More quietly she said, “Why?” 

	“Why?” he repeated.

	“Why was she brought in? What happened this time?”

	“Oh,” he chuckled, “hypothermia.” When he noticed the others were waiting for more, he said, “Well, Mrs. Perry took her grandchildren out on their pond in their rubber boat and she didn’t notice that Cleopatra had followed them. Evidently, the cat wanted to go for a ride in the boat, so she swam out to where they were floating around. By the time they noticed her trying to climb aboard, she was pretty worn out and cold.” He shook his head. “The cat seems to have no filters or sense of fear; she just reacts.”

	Savannah ran her hand over Rags’s fur, murmuring, “Gosh, you’re easy peasy compared to Cleopatra.”

	As Keith pulled into the mountain gas station and parked, the women eagerly stepped out, and Savannah said, “I’m leaving Rags here. I fastened his leash to the seat belt.” In only a few minutes, though, she and Holly returned.

	“You guys tricked us,” Holly complained. 

	“What do you mean?” Michael asked.

	“That gas station store is lame.”

	Keith grinned. “Of course, it is. That’s what we told you. Didn’t you believe us?”

	“No,” Holly said. “We thought you were making it up.”

	“Yeah,” Savannah agreed, “that was trickery pure and simple.”

	Michael burst out laughing. “That’ll teach you to believe what we say.”

						


	****


After riding quietly for several miles, Holly asked, “Where to now?”

	Keith teased, “If we tell you, you won’t believe us.”

	“Yes, we will,” Holly said. “Where?”

	“To the Ridgecrest. I want to find out if Wanda has seen the hermit.”

	“Are you sure this person they’ve labeled ‘the hermit’ is the same guy you’re looking for?” Savannah asked. “That might not even be Scott Hanson.”

	Keith glanced briefly at Michael. “Yeah, we’ve considered that. The guy who had pictures of our mother might not actually be the one they call the hermit.”

	Michael turned to look at the women. “But hey, if he doesn’t fit the description of the hermit, I don’t know who does.” 

“Right,” Keith agreed.

	“Too bad you didn’t get a picture,” Holly said. 

Keith nodded. “Yeah, no one thinks that fast. It didn’t even occur to us that it could be him until we thought about it later.”

	Savannah took out her phone and began sliding her finger across the screen.

	“What are you looking for?” Holly asked. “You seem to be on a mission.”

	“Well, it occurred to me that I took quite a few pictures while we were outside with the kids yesterday. I thought maybe…” She paused. “Hey, wait,” she said, staring at her phone. She tapped on it a couple of times, then handed it into the front seat. “Michael, is this him?” 

	“Who?” he asked.

	“The man who was looking for the photo?”

	Michael took her phone and stared for a moment. “Do you mean that guy standing next to the woodpile behind where your mom and the kids are picking up…what are they picking up?”

	“Pine cones. Is that him, Michael?”

	“I can’t be sure. It’s not very clear.”

	“But is that what he was wearing?”

	“Could be.”

	Just then, Keith pulled off the road into a turnout. “Let me see that.” After studying the picture for a moment, he said, “I think Savannah’s right. I think that’s him.” He glanced back at her. “Do you have any other pictures of this guy?”

	“I don’t know.” She reached for her phone. 

	“Let me see,” Holly said. After looking at the photo, she handed the phone back to Savannah, then pulled out her own. “Maybe I got a picture of him too. There were several people milling around. I didn’t pay much attention to them.” Then excitedly, she said, “Hey, here he is. Look, you can see his face—well, sort of. He does have a lot of hair and whiskers.” She passed her phone up to the front seat. 

	“Yeah, that’s the guy who was looking for the picture,” Michael said. “That has to be Scott Hanson.” He made eye contact with his brother. “Gosh, to think…”

	“Yeah,” Keith said. “I still wonder if he knows who we are.”

	“Twin guys who look so much like he did when he was younger…” Holly said. “Sure, he knows who you are. And the way he seems to be watching the children in this picture, I think he knows who they are.”

	“I’m not so sure about that,” Savannah said. When Holly looked at her, she explained, “He doesn’t seem all that interested in family. He went off and left Brenda and her brother…”

	“Yeah, Drew,” Holly said. “But remember, Carol was his first love. They planned to be married.” She looked squarely at Savannah. “I’ll bet those photographs mean the world to him.” She tilted her head. “I wonder where he got them.”

	“Brandt must have given them to Scott when he visited a couple of years ago,” Michael said. “Yeah, they must be awfully important to him.”

	Savannah nodded. “So he’s hiding out and living away from society partly because of the pain he feels from the loss of Carol and his sons. I mean, according to Brandt, Scott just recently began to remember Carol. Can you just imagine the pain of loss he must feel? He never had the opportunity to grieve before because he didn’t remember her, so he’s grieving now. Don’t you think so?”  

	Holly nodded and said quietly, “I imagine he could use the support of his family about now.”

	Keith pulled the Jeep back onto the road. Nearly an hour later, he parked the car in front of the Ridgecrest Inn. “Hi Wanda,” he greeted as the two couples walked into the café with Rags.

	“Hi there. You folks are becoming regulars aren’t you?” Wanda stepped back a few paces and looked down at Savannah’s feet. “Is that a cat—on a leash?”

“Yeah,” Savannah said meekly. “Okay if I keep him with me? I don’t want to leave him in the car.” When Wanda didn’t respond, she offered, “We can sit outside. It’s a nice morning.”

The waitress smiled. “No. No, it’s okay. We’ve had raccoons wander in and chipmunks.” She lowered her voice, adding, “Probably a rat or two.” She laughed. “Why not a cat? Yeah, he’s okay. It’s just that I’ve never seen a cat on a leash before. How’d you train him to do that? The cats I’ve seen are flighty and all—you know, kinda wild.”

Keith held his hand out to Holly. “Let me see that picture again, will you?” When she handed him the phone, he showed it to Wanda. “Do you recognize this guy?”

	Keith and Michael waited for her response. Finally, she nodded. “I believe that’s the hermit. Looks like he’s wearing a clean shirt there, but otherwise, yeah, that’s him.” She called to a couple of men who were drinking coffee at a table across the room. “Hey, come look at this,” she invited. “Is this the hermit?”

	“Bring it over here, Wanda,” Buck said. He scowled at Rags. “I’m allergic to damn cats.”

	Once they’d studied Holly’s photograph, the men both agreed that it was the hermit. 

	“Have you seen him around here, lately?” Michael asked. “In the last few days? In particular, overnight?”

	Suddenly, a shout came from the back of the restaurant. “Wanda!”

	The waitress rolled her eyes. “Now what?” she muttered. She turned toward the kitchen. “Coming, Al.”

	Keith glanced around the room, then asked his companions, “Want a cup of coffee or something?”

	“Sure,” Michael said. “Might as well stay and see what else we can find out before we head for the hills.”

	Once the two couples were seated, Savannah leaned forward and said, “Actually, Scott Hanson knows where we are. He’s obviously interested in us. Why don’t we just hang out at the lodge and see if he’ll come to us?”

	Michael and Keith thought about that for a moment, then Michael said, “But he left, didn’t he? I mean, he took all his stuff and he left, when he had the perfect opportunity to reveal his identity.”

	“Yeah, he did,” Keith agreed. “And, it seems that he ran scared.”

	“I think he wants to know you,” Savannah said quietly. “But, as you said, Keith, he’s scared. Something about the truth scares him.”

	Keith sat back in his chair brooding for a moment. “Honestly, I don’t think this pursuit means as much to me as it does to Michael.” When the others looked at him, he said, “I had a great upbringing. I couldn’t ask for better parents. I found my brother, which is really all I’m interested in. Sure, it would be nice to know my real dad. But I think it means more to Michael.” He looked at his brother. “Doesn’t it?”

	Michael cleared his throat. “Yeah. I guess I am eager to have a good father-son relationship. But I’m not sure it’s going to happen even if we find Scott Hanson. He doesn’t seem to be reliable or warm father material.”

	The others chuckled.

	“Well, boys,” Wanda said when she returned, “looks like your friend was here after all.”

	“Our friend?” Keith questioned.

	“Mr. Hanson or Mr. Bloom—you know—the hermit.”

	“He was?” Savannah asked.

	“Yeah, it was probably him who made a grab-and-run visit maybe early this morning off the back porch. Al had some canned goods out there and he’d stashed a bottle of liquor behind the garbage bin. Gone—most of it gone.” She chuckled. “And a large bag of peanuts in the shell.”

	“You’re sure it was him?” Michael asked. “Is he the only one you know of who steals around here?”

	“Oh, he didn’t steal it. He left money. That’s how we know it was the hermit. Most of the time he leaves money. Or he comes back and brings money or some sort of fresh game. Yeah, he was here, all right, but who knows where he’s headed.” She nodded toward the men at the other table. “If you’re really bent on finding him, you might talk to Merle there. He knows where someone like the hermit might go this time of year.”

	“Thanks Wanda,” Keith said. He then asked, “Hey, has there been anyone else looking for the hermit lately, that you know of?”

Wanda furrowed her brow, considering the question. “Yeah, I guess it was about a month or so ago someone came in asking about a man matching his description.” She started to laugh. “He said he was the hermit’s financial advisor. Did you ever hear of anything so crazy?” She looked back at the pick-up window. “Order’s up.” Before stepping away, she asked, “Hey, what can I get you people?”

“We just want some beverages to go,” Keith said.

	“To go?” Holly questioned.

	“Don’t want to get too far behind him. He’s on foot, remember?”

	“Sure. What can I get you?” Wanda asked.

	While they waited for their beverages, Keith pulled a map from his jeans pocket. “Michael, let’s go talk to Merle, shall we?”

	Meanwhile, Savannah said, “I’ll take Rags out for a break and see if he wants some water.” She moved toward the front door and Holly followed.

	The men were deep in conversation when they joined their wives at the Jeep several minutes later carrying four cold drinks.

“Well?” Holly inquired.

	Keith handed her an iced coffee. “We think we know where to find him. Now that we know who he is, maybe he won’t give us the slip again.”

	“Where?” Savannah asked, taking an iced ginger tea from Michael.

	Keith pulled out the map again and spread it across the hood of the car. “We’re here,” he said, pointing. “Merle believes Scott may have taken this trail up to the bluff, where he can hide out for a few days and get some good fishing in before he hikes deeper into the mountains. He thinks he’s probably headed for this valley. He said he’s bragged a time or two about hiking to the top of these peaks, but Merle and the other guys don’t think he’s up to that anymore. Merle believes he stays lower now—which could make it easier for us to find him. He suggests following the less-traveled trails because that’s what he believes Scott will be doing.”

	“Looks vast,” Savannah remarked. “I mean this area. Someone could be in plain sight and still be invisible.”

	“Yeah,” Holly said, “like he was at the lodge. I sure didn’t see him, did you?”

	Savannah shook her head. “Not until I looked at the pictures.”

	“Are you girls up for a hike today?” Keith asked.

	“Let’s go,” Savannah said. She then balked. “What about Rags?”

	Michael let out a sigh. “Well, we’re too far from the lodge to take him back. We can take turns carrying him if he gets tired of walking.” 

Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “Too bad we don’t have a pony or a goat.”

“What?” Holly said.

“Well, he can ride a horse. We found that out.” Savannah let out a sigh. “Gosh, maybe we shouldn’t have brought him today.”

Michael shook his head. “No, I still think he might lead us to Scott Hanson. He’s familiar with the man’s scent and Rags doesn’t forget a scent he’s met.”

“Especially if the encounter was particularly positive or negative for him.” Savannah chuckled. “He certainly remembers anyone who has hurt or threatened him or us. But he also has a good memory for people when there was food involved.” The others looked at her and she explained, “When I found him in Scott’s cabin last night, he was on the counter checking out a package of dried meat.” 

						


	****


“So, how did it go?” Gladys asked, when the couples and the cat returned to the lodge late that afternoon.

	Before they could respond, Cassie ran to Holly and grabbed her arm. “Come look at what we made, Mommy.”

	“I made pine cone,” three-year-old Bethany announced loudly. “I made pine cone.” She turned to Keith. “Daddy, come see my pine cone. I made pine cone.”

	“Did you make a pine cone too, Lily?” Savannah asked, picking up the toddler. 

The child wrapped her arms tightly around Savannah’s neck and buried her face. 

“Let’s go see your pine cone,” Savannah urged, following behind the other children and their parents. 

“Which one’s yours, punkin?” Michael asked.

Lily pointed, then wriggled to get down. She rushed to the table and grabbed her pine cone, carefully pulling out the feathers and peeling off the felt pieces.

“You’re breaking your pine cone,” Michael said. “Don’t break it.”

Lily looked at him, then said, “Gammy can glue it.”

Gladys rolled her eyes. “We have re-attached every part of her pine cone at least three times, right girls?”

	“Yes,” Cassie said. “Three times. She keeps taking it apart, then wants to glue it back.”

Savannah hugged her daughter. “Well, it’s beautiful. Good job, Lily.”

“Aunt Savannah, look at mine,” Cassie invited. “It’s an owl. See the eyes, the beak, and the feathers. We found the feathers outside.” She looked sad for a moment. “We think an owl caught a bird and we took his feathers to make my owl.”

Savannah examined the pine-cone owl. “Very creative.” 

“Well, you people look tired,” Gladys said. “Are you hungry? The girls and I made a big pot of beans.”

Michael put his arm across his mother-in-law’s shoulders. “Sounds good. Yeah, we worked up an appetite.”

“Sure did,” Savannah said. She walked to the crib and looked down at Teddy. “Has he been a good boy?” she asked, picking him up.

 Gladys nodded. “Perfect.” She looked suspiciously at the children. “But while I was feeding him, the girls found a little mischief to get into.”

“What?” Holly asked.

“Well, they found someone’s lipstick and decided to give Lilliana a makeover. I got most of it off her.”

Savannah sat down next to Lily with the baby in her arms and she rubbed the toddler’s chin with her thumb. “Oh, I thought that was Jell-O or juice.” She grinned at Cassie and Bethany. “Makeup, huh?”

	Cassie looked away.

“So did you find him?” Gladys asked.

“Not quite,” Michael said.

“Not quite?” Gladys questioned.

“They think they know where he’s headed,” Holly said. “We may go in on horseback.”

“Yeah, once Adam gets here,” Savannah said, handing Teddy to Michael as she began clearing the craft project from the table so they could set it for dinner. 

“He’s coming in tomorrow, right?” Gladys asked.

Michael smiled. “Yes. The Pettits have offered to pick him up at the airport and bring him up here.”

Gladys looked at Keith. “Oh, your folks? How generous of them.”

Keith nodded. “They’re eager to meet all of you and they want to see where we’re staying this week. They’ve spent quite a bit of time up here over the years and they’re kind of excited to return.” 

The two families had been eating for several minutes, when Gladys asked, “So what time will they be here tomorrow?” 

“Around three or four,” Michael said.

“And they’re bringing up some groceries,” Holly added. “I thought we could grill tomorrow evening. We still have a lot of potatoes. I’ll make a potato salad.”

“Great,” Gladys said. “Looks like we’ll have some beans left too.”

Keith laughed. “Don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched, Gladys. I’ve only had two bowls so far.” He winked at her. “Those are some good beans.”

She smiled. “Thank you.” She then asked, “So you think you know where Scott Hanson has gone to?”

Keith took a swig of water. “Well, maybe. It’s hard to tell. We’re sort of going on logic and intuition—both of which could be dead wrong.”

Suddenly Rags tore into the room and stood with his feet on the windowsill looking out into the near darkness. 

“What’s got him so riled up?” Keith asked.

“Who knows?” Michael said. “Maybe a wild animal.”

Cassie leaped from her chair. “A wild animal? I want to see.”

“Me too,” Holly said, trotting with her daughter toward the window. “What is it, Rags?” she asked.

“A bear!” Cassie screeched.

Just then Rags raced to another window and stood on the back of a sofa staring out.

“A bear?” Savannah screeched, joining Rags. “I don’t see anything,” she complained. “Wait. There’s something among the trees.”

“A bird?” Gladys asked.

“No, bigger than a bird.”

“A bear,” Cassie insisted.

“It’s too light-colored to be a bear,” Savannah said. She looked at Cassie, who stared back at her and they both exclaimed, “A ghost bear!” 

“Well, whatever it was, it seems to have run off,” Keith said. “Come on girls, let’s finish our dinner.”

“Can we roast marshmallows tonight?” Cassie asked.

“Oh, well, I guess we could.” Keith looked at the fireplace. “I’ll go out and get more wood after we eat.”

When a tune chimed, Michael sheepishly slipped his phone out of his pocket. “Oops, forgot the rule—turn off the phone at dinnertime.” He looked at the screen and announced, “It’s Aggie. Hi Aggie, how are you?” he asked, walking away from the table. “How’re things in Connecticut?” After a brief pause, he said, “We’re good. This is a beautiful state and we’re all enjoying the mountains this week here at a lodge.” He chuckled. “We’ve taken over the entire lodge. Hey, there’s room for you. Are you joining us anytime soon? What are your plans?”

When Michael returned to the table several minutes later, everyone stopped talking and looked at him. It took him a few moments to notice, then he said, “Oh, that was Aggie. She sends hugs to you all. She’s doing okay. Says she’d like to join us here before we leave. Jess is going to help her make reservations. I told her if she could get a flight into that municipal airport down the hill, someone would pick her up. It’s about an hour drive, isn’t it, Keith?”

	“Yeah, about that,” he said, standing and slipping on his jacket. “Sure, we’ll pick her up. It’ll be fun having her with us.” He headed for the door. “Be back in a minute, I’m going to get us some marshmallow-roasting wood.”

When Savannah noticed that Michael was sitting quietly with his thoughts, she asked, “Something wrong, hon?”

“Oh no,” he said, sitting up straighter. “I was just thinking that if Scott Hanson knows his mother’s here, maybe he’ll come out in the open.” Before Savannah could respond, Michael noticed that his brother had returned. “Hey, what do you have there? Did you forget the wood?” He laughed. “You went out for wood, didn’t you?”

	Keith handed a piece of paper to Michael. “Look at this.”

	“What is it?”

	Keith looked Michael in the eyes and said quietly, “I think it’s a message from…from Scott Hanson.”

	“Really?” Michael reached for the paper.

	The women promptly joined him. “What does it say?” Holly asked.

	Michael stared down at the note for a few moments, then read out loud. “I want my pictures. Leave them in the mouth of the Old Witch Tree along the north fork of Blair Creek.” He looked at the others. “Wow! He hasn’t left the area, has he? It appears that he’s still here.” 

Keith glanced at the windows. “That must have been him out there a few minutes ago—the bear Cassie saw.”

	Michael ran his hand through his hair. “Good Lord. He is a wily one and he sure gets around. I wonder how he covers so much ground in such a short time. I mean, it’s obvious that he was at the Ridgecrest sometime overnight or early this morning and now he’s back here again…”

After thinking about it, Keith said, “He could be hitching rides. He might even have a vehicle stashed someplace.”

“He’s probably in pretty good shape,” Savannah said. “I mean, it appears he’s been hoofing it all over these mountain trails for a long time.”

“But walk from here to the Ridgecrest and back again in a twelve- or even twenty-four-hour period?” Holly questioned.

Keith thinned his lips. “You have to remember, the trail distance is different than the road distance.”

Savannah nodded. “I noticed that when we were looking at the map earlier.”

Michael let out a deep sigh. “Well, however he’s doing it, he does seem to be covering a lot of ground in record time.” He chuckled. “Keith, can you just imagine what it would be like to hike with our old man?” 

“Yeah, we’d be left in the dust. If he’s on foot, he seems to have incredible endurance.”

“Or he’s a twin,” Holly said.

Michael looked confused. “Huh?”

Holly smiled. “I’m just saying, maybe there are two of him and that’s why it seems that he’s appearing everywhere.”

Michael grinned at Holly and rolled his eyes. He looked at Keith. “Now what? Do you know where that Old Witch Tree is?”

	“Yes. Actually, I do.” He looked into space. “And I wonder why Scott knows that I know.”

	“Do you think he does?”

	“Maybe not. It’s kind of well-known actually, but not something you’d see unless you did some serious hiking and knew what you were looking for.”

	“Serious hiking? How serious?” Michael asked, frowning.

	Keith raised his eyebrows. “Well, it’s probably a two-hour hike.”

	“Do we drive to the trailhead?”

	“No. You take that trail right outside here.”

	“Why would he take us so far away?” Michael asked, not expecting an answer. “I mean, we could just leave the pictures near a tree on this property or on the porch.”

	Keith thought before saying, “Well, either he wants to talk to us or he wants the option to talk to us or he wants a fast escape. There are virtually plenty of good places in the area of the Old Witch Tree where he could hole up without being detected.” He shook his head. “I’m sure he knows that mountain like… well, like the back of his hand.”

	Michael spoke hesitantly, “And he knows who we are.”

	Keith nodded. “So shall we venture out tomorrow with the pictures and see what happens?”

	“Yeah, I guess we could.”

	“Let’s take the cat,” Keith suggested.

	“On a two-hour hike? Well it’s four hours up and back.” Michael shook his head. “I don’t know, man.”

	“Will he ride in a backpack?”

“Yeah. Actually, I’ve been thinking about it—we may be able to use one of our backpacks without making too many adjustments.” Michael tilted his head. “Have you seen some of the packs they make these days for cat-hikers?”

“Yes, at a pet supply show once. They have some pretty cleverly designed packs for small dogs and cats.” He punched Michael playfully. “Hey, you’re a carpenter. I’m sure you’re clever enough to rig up something for Rags.”

Michael laughed. “Yeah, I could build him a wagon or a cart.” After giving it some thought, he said, “If I fold a blanket in the bottom of Savannah’s pack, he can sit in there and see out. Or with my pack—which is like yours—when it’s full, there’s a platform across the top where he can ride. I can tie his leash off or hold onto it to help secure him.”

	“Actually, we should have both options available to him,” Keith suggested. “We can take turns carrying the loaded pack, since the one for Rags will be lighter weight.”

	Michael laughed. “Yeah, although more of a hassle. But I agree; if Rags catches Scott’s scent,” he chuckled, “or the scent of the meat he carries, he may lead us to him. I’d sure like to confront that man.”

	“Yeah, it’s almost become an obsession, hasn’t it? I don’t want to give up now.”








Chapter 6

 

Early the following morning as the brothers prepared for their hike, Savannah approached Michael privately. “You’re quiet this morning, hon. Is something wrong?”

	He looked at her for a moment. “I don’t really want to go out there today. I’m just not eager to jump through Scott Hanson’s hoops. Even if he is mentally ill or emotionally unstable, I’m not fond of his games. I’m feeling...um… well, kind of resentful. Does he want to know us or not? It sure seems more not to me.”

	“So what are you thinking, hon?”

	“That I’d like to spend some time with my family. I want to be here when Adam arrives. Savannah, I don’t want to chase all over the trails just so I can finally have a father. What kind of a father is he, anyway? What man, who’s interested in his sons, would put them through this?”

	She wrapped her arms around him. 

	“Am I an ungrateful son?” he asked.

	“Absolutely not, Michael. I think you make an excellent point. You guys can hike out there tomorrow or the next day. If that man wants his pictures back, he won’t leave the area until you’ve made the drop-off.” She hugged him. “Yeah, why don’t you and Keith enjoy a fun day with us today and we can prepare for Adam’s arrival… and Keith’s parents’.”

	“But Keith…” Michael started.

	“Don’t second-guess him, honey. Tell him how you feel and see what he thinks.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I should do.”

	She kissed him, then took his hand. “Come on. Let’s go find Keith.”

	“Ready to go, Michael?” Keith asked when he saw his brother descend the stairs with Savannah.

	“Well, Keith,” Michael said, approaching him, “actually, I…”

“Yeah?”

	When his brother looked at him, Michael blurted, “Why don’t we take a day off? If Scott Hanson wants those pictures, he’s not going anywhere. He’ll wait until we’ve left them for him. Keith, I don’t really feel like…”

Keith smiled broadly and interrupted. “Gosh, I’m glad to hear you say that.”

	“You are?” Michael asked. “I thought you’d be disappointed.”

	“Hey, buddy, you’re the one who’s most interested in this. I have a dad, remember? Sure, I’m curious. But knowing Scott Hanson is probably not something that will impact my life as much as it might yours. Yeah, I’d like nothing more than to stay here today. Let’s take it easy and consider heading out tomorrow.” He smiled. “Maybe Dad and Adam will go with us. What do you say?”

	Michael visibly relaxed. “I say, where are my flip-flops?” 

						


	****


It was close to four that afternoon when the Ivey and Pettit families converged on the front porch of the lodge to greet Keith’s parents and Adam. The conversations became lively as introductions were made and hugs were shared. One of the most touching moments was when Dorothy Pettit met Michael. “Hello, Michael,” she said warmly. She took his hand and looked up into his face. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. I’ve known about you all your life, and I always regretted not taking you with Keith that day when we left the hospital.”

	Michael looked surprised. “My mother would have…?” 

	“Oh, I doubt that she would have given you up,” she said. “It was hard enough for her to say goodbye to one of her babies. It’s just that… well, I couldn’t stand the thought of you boys being separated. It does my heart good knowing that you’ve found each other and that you’re sharing so much.” She looked him in the eyes. “Michael, did you have a good life?”

	He nodded. “Yeah, I did. At least as far as I knew. I didn’t know anything different.” He smiled. “Keith speaks so well of you and your husband. I feel I know you.” He grinned. “Yeah, I think I would have loved growing up in your house.”

	She grabbed Michael in another hug. 

	When he pulled back, he rubbed one of his eyes and said, “Thank you for picking up Adam. We really appreciate it.”

	Dorothy’s smile broadened. “Oh, now, did he ever take us back!” She put her hand on Michael’s arm. “He is Keith and probably you through and through. We thoroughly enjoyed spending the afternoon with your fine son, Michael. Thank you for the privilege.”

	When Adam walked up and leaned against his dad, Michael put his arm around him and smiled down at the boy. “He’s something special, all right.”

	“So where do you want the steaks?” Clay Pettit called out, once he’d started unloading his car.

	“How about on the grill, Dad?” Holly said. “Come on, let’s get those babies seasoned. We have a hungry crowd here.”

	Once the steaks were on and the men all had a beer in their hand, Clay asked, “So, are you boys making any progress in your search for Scott Hanson?”

	“It’s hard to tell,” Keith said. “He seems to be staying just one step ahead of us.”

	“Yeah, we actually know where he is or where he’ll be at some point,” Michael explained, “and we’ve been trying to figure out what to do next.”

	“I’d like to camp out near the Old Witch Tree.” Keith looked at Michael. “What do you think?”

“I was thinking the same thing, actually.”

	Clay looked at one of the brothers, then the other. “You sure do think alike. You finish each other’s sentences. You have the same mannerisms. It’s uncanny.”

	Michael joked, “Could be we’re spending too much time together, bro.”

	“Never,” Keith said. “We’re still making up for the time we lost out on, remember?”

	Michael nodded, then cleared his throat and asked, “So you think we should camp out there and make him show his hand?”

	“Let’s do,” Clay said.

	Keith looked surprised. “You want to go with us, Dad?”

	“Sure do. If you have room here, we can stay maybe a couple of nights. How about we spend tomorrow night in the area of… you said the Old Witch Tree?” He cocked his head. “Yeah, I remember that place. There’s some good fishing out there.” He looked at Michael. “Did anyone ever teach you to tie a fly?”

	Michael grinned. “No. But I can braid a reata and shoe a horse.” 

	“Also worthwhile skills,” Clay said. He winked, “…that is, if you have a horse.”

	Just then, Rags raced into the room and pushed his head between the drape panels.

“Now what?” Savannah asked, joining him.

Adam and Cassie also ran to the window to look out.

“Someone’s out there,” Adam whispered loudly.

“Who?” Michael asked, standing.

“Some man.”

When they heard a knock, Michael and Keith both hurried to the door and opened it. Cassie and Adam joined them and Savannah grabbed Rags. “Hello,” Michael greeted. “Can we help you?”

	“Howdy,” a man of about sixty, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt, replied. “Say, sorry to bother you folks; I was just looking for my pouch of flies… um… fishing flies.” When the brothers didn’t respond, he continued, “It’s a heavy canvas pouch where I keep my best flies for fishing. I left it with my tackle on the porch last night.” He motioned to the left. “I’m staying in cabin two, up yonder. When I gathered my tackle this morning to go out to my favorite fishing hole, it was gone. Oh, the other stuff was there; just the pouch was gone. I looked all around. Can’t find it nowhere. Thought maybe someone picked it up by mistake.”

	“Adam, go get the flashlight off the kitchen counter and see if you can help him find it,” Michael suggested. He stepped out and glanced around. 

	“I was out here earlier getting wood,” Keith said. “I didn’t see anything like that.”

	The man pointed at the stroller. “You folks better not leave that out here on the porch, not if you want to keep it. There’s quite a bit of theft in this area. Never heard of it happening before, but this week it’s been bad.”

	“Really?” Keith said, frowning. “What kind of things are missing?”

	“Oh, well, one of my fishing buddies, he lost a candy bar—you know, one of those Abba-Zabas.” He gestured to his left. “I heard of a couple who’re honeymooning in that cabin between the two pines—she left a brassiere out to dry—well, it went missing. And she lost some sort of headset. Yeah, I’ve been up here every summer for the past ten years and I’ve never seen nothing like it.”

	“Well, we’ll sure look around,” Keith said. “If we find anything, we’ll let you know. Cabin two, you say?”

	He nodded. “Thank you.” He pointed at the stroller again. “Better take that inside, I’m telling you.”

	Michael stepped out and reached for the stroller. “Thanks for the tip.”  Suddenly, he heard Savannah shout, “Watch it!” Before he could react, a gray streak ran past him and down the porch steps.

	“What was that?” the man asked, recoiling a bit.

	“Oh, our delinquent cat,” Michael grumbled. He ran his hand through his hair and walked quickly in the direction he’d seen Rags go. Before he could catch up to him, however, the cat had doubled back and returned almost obediently to the porch. As if he were a member of the welcoming committee, he sat down next to the man and looked up at him.

	“Well, hi there kitty-cat,” the man crooned. He squatted and began petting Rags, who leaped into a head-butt against his hand. Rags then rubbed his entire body length against the man’s leg, turned, and head-butted his hand again.

	“Man, he’s friendly, isn’t he?” the fisherman said, obviously enjoying the attention Rags bestowed on him. He looked up at Keith and then Michael, who had rejoined them. “Is he a fisher cat? I’ve heard of a fisher cat or a fishing cat that’s an expert at catching fish.”

	Michael shook his head. “No, he’s just a cat. Part Ragdoll and part scoundrel.” From behind him, he heard Savannah chuckle. He moved aside and she stepped closer to the man.

	“Actually, he did catch a fish once,” she said. “When I adopted Rags, I had a goldfish. In the middle of that first night in my apartment, the cat managed to tip the bowl and all I found in the morning was a huge puddle on the floor. Never did find Bubbles. I guess Rags helped himself to a midnight snack.”

	Michael shook his head. “And you kept him even after he murdered and cannibalized your pet fish?” 

	When Savannah reached down and picked up Rags, the man asked, “Do you always travel with him? I’ve never seen anyone bring a cat up here before and, like I said, I’ve been coming up here for ten years.”

	“He’s going hiking with us tomorrow,” Adam said. “And camping.”

	The man tilted his head. “No kidding?” He took his phone out of his pants pocket. “Can I get a picture? My wife loves cats. Heck, if we had a cat that would travel like that, she’d probably go more places with me.”

	“Sure, you can take a picture, if you want,” Savannah said. 

	“How about if you get a picture of me holding him?” he asked.

	Savannah grimaced, then said, “Okay,” as she handed the cat over to the fisherman and took his phone. 

	“Evvie will love this,” the man said, after releasing the cat to Savannah and taking his phone back. Suddenly he frowned and asked, “What’s he got?” 

	“It’s a card,” Adam said, laughing. “He took it out of your pocket.”

	The man patted his shirt pockets. “Huh? A card?” When he looked more closely at what Adam now held in his hand, he shouted, “My credit card! How’d he get that?” He looked at his phone screen again and started to laugh. “Look here; you got a shot of him reaching into my pocket. Well, isn’t he quite the little pickpocket. Oh, Evvie is going to get the biggest kick out of this.”

	When he started to walk away, Savannah said, “Wait. Do you and your wife have grandchildren or young nieces or nephews?”

	“Um, well, yes, we have a grandson and a granddaughter,” he responded hesitantly, “Grayson and Emily.”

	Savannah handed Rags to Michael and instructed the man. “Wait here.” When she returned, she handed him a couple of books. “Rags, this cat here, he’s featured in these children’s books. You and your wife might enjoy reading them to your grandkids.”

	The fisherman was stunned. “What?” He took the books and looked them over. “Well, how do you like that? I never…” He smiled at Savannah. “Thank you. She and the kids will love these.” He walked away shaking his head. Once he’d descended the few porch steps, he turned and said, “Thank you again.”

	Keith waved. “We’ll keep an eye out for your fishing flies. Let’s hope they turn up.”

						


	****


“Do you have everything?” Savannah asked the following morning as the three men and Adam prepared to leave for their overnight stay in the mountains.

	“I hope so,” Keith said. “If not, we’ll just have to do without.” He grinned at the women. “That’s the way of the mountain man—right, Michael?”

	Michael nodded, then said to Savannah, “We’d better take some of Rags’s treats in case we need to lure him out of trouble along the way.”

	“What sort of trouble are you anticipating?” Clay asked. 

	Michael grinned. “With this cat, you never know.” When Clay looked bewildered, he added, “And I hope you don’t have the chance to find out.”

	“Why are you taking him, anyway?” Dorothy asked.

	Savannah rested one hand affectionately on Dorothy’s arm. “He’s their guide. They think he’ll lead them to Scott Hanson.”

	Clay cocked his head, then turned to his wife. “Ma, this might be one of those adventures I’ll want to add to my memoirs.”

	“Could be,” Michael said, winking. He then asked Savannah, “So you girls are going to pick up Aggie this afternoon?”

	“Yup,” she said. “Can’t wait to see her.”

	“And what are you doing today, dear?” Clay asked Dorothy.

	“I’ll stay here with Gladys and help with these darling children.”

	Clay kissed her on the cheek. “Well, have fun.” 

	“Bye, Grandpa,” Cassie said, rushing into his arms.

	He hugged her. “Good-bye, peanut.” He reached out for Bethany, saying, “Bye, cupcake.”

	“Bye, Grandpa,” Bethany said. 

	Savannah poked the three-year-old in the tummy and teased, “So you’re a cupcake, are you?”

	“I’m not a cupcake, I’m Bethany.”

	“I punkin,” Lily said shyly.

	Savannah and Michael started to laugh and Savannah said, “Yeah, I guess we do use that term a lot with her.” She looked at Lily. “What else do we call you?”

	Lily thought, then said shyly, “Sweet pea.”

	“That’s right,” Savannah said, laughing. 

	Clay patted Lily’s cheek. “Okay, you’re sweet pea punkin.” He then waved into the room. “Good-bye ya’ll. I hope to see you sometime tomorrow.” He rolled his eyes and added, “…unscathed.”

	Keith slapped his father on the back playfully. “You’ll do just fine, Dad. Come on. Let’s get on the road—I mean, the trail.”

	The men, the boy, and the cat had traveled for an hour when Clay said, “I can’t stand it any longer.”

	Michael and Keith stopped abruptly. Alarmed, Keith asked, “What, Dad? Is something wrong?” 

	“Yeah, as a matter of fact. We’ve passed at least a half-dozen prime fishing holes and my line’s still dry.”

	Keith chuckled. 

Michael looked at his fitness watch. “Well according to my pedometer, we’re making pretty good time; wouldn’t you say so, Keith?”

	He nodded. “Want to stop and rest here at this fishing hole, Dad?”

	Clay removed his pack. “Don’t mind if I do. Come on, Adam, I’ll show you how it’s done.”

	As Clay outfitted the boy with a fishing rod and prepared one for himself, Michael pulled out bottles of water and passed them around. When he noticed that Rags wasn’t helping himself to the river water, he filled the cat’s collapsible water bowl and placed it near him. After securing the end of the cat’s leash, he sat down in the shade and lay back on his pack to rest. He smiled at Adam’s enthusiasm for Clay’s lessons on some of the intricacies of stream fishing. Michael had just closed his eyes for a moment, when he heard Adam shout.

	“No! No! Rags, you go get your own fish! This is my fish!”

	Michael looked up in time to see Adam trying to hold a freshly caught fish up out of Rags’s long reach. Finally, Clay stopped laughing long enough to take the fish from Adam. 

	“Hey,” Michael said, “did you catch that?”

	Adam smiled from ear to ear. “Yeah. All by myself.” He looked at Clay. “Well, Mr. Pettit threw the bug in the water, but I got to wind him in. Look Dad, isn’t he huge? See my fish, Uncle Keith?”

	Keith laughed. “It’s gigantic. Hey, we’d better get a picture of it to show your mom and your aunt and Cassie.”

	“And Grammy and GranGran,” Adam added. He became more serious. “But can’t I take it with us to show them?”

	Michael frowned. “Son, we don’t have any way to preserve the fish.”

	Keith prepared to take the picture. “Now, Adam, hold it out in front of you as far as you can,” he prompted. After snapping the picture, he looked at it and said, “Yeah, that’s a good one.” He showed it to Adam.

	“Whoa!” the boy exclaimed. “It looks like a really big fish there.” He studied the fish he held for a moment, then asked, “How’d you get it to look so big, Uncle Keith?”

	Keith smiled. “A trick of the trade.” He then said, “Why don’t we let him go? You know how to catch a fish now, so maybe you can snag his older brother or his grandfather up near where we’re camping and we’ll have him for dinner.”

	“Oh, okay, I guess,” Adam said. “Should I just throw him back in?”

	Clay chuckled. “Why don’t you ease him in? You don’t want to conk his head on a rock. Then he won’t be able to swim away.”

	Adam frowned. “Oh, no. I guess I don’t.” 

After Clay removed the hook, he handed the fish to Adam. Michael secured Rags and the boy gently placed the fish at the water’s edge.

	Clay laughed. “I think he needs deeper water to swim in.”

	“Oh, okay,” Adam said, stepping on a rock and placing the fish in a spot where the water was running more swiftly. “There he goes!” he shouted. “Look, he can still swim real good.” Adam watched as the fish swam out of sight. By then, Clay had packed the fishing gear and they were ready to continue their trek. 

						


	****


It was more than an hour later when Adam began dragging his feet and complaining. “Where’s that witch tree, anyway?” 

	“We should be close. Don’t you think so, Dad?” Keith asked.

	Clay looked around. “Yes. As I recall, the old tree is up near that tree line. Isn’t that how you remember it, Keith?”

	He nodded. “Yeah. So, Adam, can you hang on for another mile?”

	“A mile?” Adam grumbled. 

	Michael asked the boy. “Need to rest, Son?”

	He thought about it, then said, “Naw. I’m okay.”

	“Don’t forget to hydrate,” Michael said, tapping on the boy’s water bottle.

	After another fifteen minutes or so, Keith dropped back and began walking with Adam. “Hey, do you see that ahead there?”

	“What?” he asked.

	“That tree. What does it look like to you?”

	Adam peered into the distance. “A tree, I guess.”

	“Look closer, boy,” Clay suggested.

	Adam’s eyes grew large. “Oh. I see it. That’s the witch tree, isn’t it? Boy, it sure does look like a witch! Look at that big mouth and those arms and fingers.” He stopped and thought for a moment. “I’ll bet that looks scary at night.”

	“Yes, it does,” Clay said, chuckling. He motioned toward Keith. “You should have seen your uncle’s reaction the first time he saw that. It was dusk, wasn’t it, Son?”

	Keith nodded. “Yes, I was about your age, Adam, and it was my first overnight hike with my dad—just me and Dad. When we came around the bend and I saw that thing, it about scared the pee out of me.”

	“The pee?” Adam repeated, laughing.

	Just then, Keith noticed that Rags was becoming restless. “I think he wants down from there,” he said, quickly approaching Michael. He untethered the cat and Michael lowered himself toward the ground so Rags could jump off the pack.

	“Grab the leash,” Michael said.

	Keith was just quick enough to step on the end of it before the cat could get too far away.

	“Good move,” Michael said, chuckling. He took the leash from Keith and looked around. “Where shall we make camp?”

	“Follow me, boys,” Clay said, leading them up a trail on the other side of the Old Witch Tree and among a gathering of large boulders. “How about this? We’re out of sight, but we can keep an eye on the tree between these two rocks.”

	“Perfect,” Keith said. He scrutinized the area. “Yeah, this looks familiar.”

	“It should. This is where you spent your first night under the stars.” When Keith tilted his head as if in thought, Clay said, “Well, we camped out in the backyard sometimes, but this was the first place you camped in the wilderness.”

	“Yeah, I remember spending a lot of time that night looking at the stars.”

	“Why?” Michael asked. “Were you eager for morning so you could do more hiking and fishing?”

	“No,” he said, shame-faced. “I was afraid to go to sleep for fear I’d be eaten or dragged away by a rogue bear or something. It can be a scary place.” He glanced at Adam and changed his tune. “But, Adam, I found out there was nothing to fear. I’ve been here lots of times since and no bear has even tried to taste me.”

	Adam looked suspiciously around the area, then back at Keith. “What about snakes and things like that?”

	“Yeah, they live out here, they sure do. But generally, they don’t want to hang out with us any more than we want to hang out with them. So they aren’t usually a threat.” Keith took a deep breath. “Well, let’s make camp, shall we?”

	“Wait, what’s this?” Michael asked, after dropping the pack from his back.

	“What?” Keith asked.

	Michael pointed. “Peanut shells.” He looked at Keith. “Remember, Mark and Wanda both told us about Scott’s craving for peanuts.”

	Adam examined the shells. “Hey, I saw some of those yesterday.”

	“Where?” 

	“Back at our hotel—you know, the lodge. Out by the wood pile.”

	Michael and Keith looked at each other knowingly. After a few moments, Michael pointed. “Well looky here. That could be his boot print, or part of one. Remember the pattern on that boot sole?”

“Sure do,” Keith said, “… sort of. Yeah, we kind of messed up any tracks that might have been here already.” He chuckled. “But we know he’s probably been here and he will be coming here again.”

Michael nodded. He looked around at the hillside surrounding them and said quietly, “Or he’s here now.”

After several minutes, the men and the boy began making camp. Once they’d fed and watered the cat and established where they’d bed down for the night, Clay patted Adam on the back. “Shall we go see if we can catch a fish for our supper?”

	“Yeah!” Adam said, excitedly. He looked around. “Where’s the water? I didn’t see any water—you know, a river.”

	Clay winked at him. “I know a spot just up the trail a ways.” Once he had the poles ready, he asked, “Want to join us, Michael?”

	He smiled. “Sure do. Coming, Keith?”

	“I think I’ll just chill,” Keith said, “with the cat. I’ll make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble. Besides, I’d like to keep an eye on that tree in case you-know-who shows up.”

	“Okay.” Michael turned to Clay and Adam. “Let’s go catch us some supper, then.”

	When the fishermen returned, they found Keith asleep and Rags having a standoff with a horned lizard. The lizard skittered off when the others traipsed into camp and Rags spent the next several minutes trying to follow him into a tiny crevice.

	“Well?” Keith questioned, when he woke up. When no one spoke, he frowned. “Oh, no luck, huh?”

	The men looked at Adam, who kept a straight face for a few moments before blurting, “Yeah, we had luck.” He held up a string of four fish. “Look at this, Uncle Keith!”

	Keith sat up, his eyes wide. “Wow!” He looked at his father, then Michael. “You caught those here?”

	Clay smirked playfully. “No, we ran down to the nearest fish market and bought them.” He then asserted, “Yes, we caught them here. Why are you so surprised?”

	“Because I don’t ever remember catching anything in this stream.”

	“Well, you didn’t have a lucky charm.”

	“What lucky charm?” Keith asked.

	“Adam,” Clay said, smiling. “He’s a fish magnet.”

	Adam smiled from ear to ear. “Are we going to cook these for dinner?” he asked.

	Clay nodded. “We sure are. Want to gather some wood for a fire? Then we need to clean them.”

	Adam looked at Clay. “They’re dirty? They just came out of the water. They look clean to me.”

	The others chuckled.

	“He means we have to take out their innards,” Michael explained.

	Adam looked confused. “Cut them open?”

	“Yes, Son.”

	The boy frowned. “Ewww.” 

	Keith laughed. “So, I take it you don’t aspire to be a veterinarian, huh, Adam?”

	“Uh…” he looked at his dad. “I like animals a lot—but, probably not sick and hurt ones. I was thinking more about being a jockey or maybe a pilot or a scientist.”

	The others tried to conceal their amusement.

	“Well, Adam,” Michael said, “I think it would be a good idea for you to learn how to clean a fish, in case you ever have a chance to go fishing again. You enjoyed catching them, didn’t you? I mean, you caught half of those.”

	Adam nodded.

	“And you like eating fish, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, sometimes.”

	“Well, I think you need to at least watch while Mr. Pettit gives you a lesson in cleaning fish.”

	“Okay, Dad.” When he saw Clay pull out a knife, he asked, “Can I cut the fish up?”

	Clay looked at Michael, who said to his son, “After Mr. Pettit shows you how. Then you can try it, if it’s okay with him.”

	“Well, first of all, since we’re good fishing buddies now and related and all, Adam, why don’t you call me Uncle Clay?”

	“Oh, okay,” Adam said. He pointed at Keith, then Clay. “Uncle Keith and Uncle Clay.”

						


	****


The campers had been asleep for several hours that evening, all except for Michael, who stood watch for Scott Hanson to arrive. After a while, he felt his eyes become heavy. He fought it, but had finally succumbed to a deep slumber when he heard a frantic shout. It took him a few seconds to get his bearings, and then he saw it—a figure ambling from their camp and out of sight.

	“Dad!” Adam called.

	“I’m here,” Michael said, running to where the boy lay. “What happened?”

	Adam grasped his dad’s arm and said, his voice shaky, “I woke up and something was standing right there where you are, looking at me.”

	“What was it?” Keith asked, joining them.

	“I don’t know—it looked like some kind of ape or something.” Adam shuddered. “He was all hairy. All I could see was his eyes.” He grabbed Michael around the neck and held on tightly for a few minutes as Michael eased him onto his lap. “What do you think it was, Dad?” He looked at Keith. “Are there monsters up here? Big Foot, maybe—you know, that monster people see in the forests. It could have been him or an escaped gorilla.” 

By then, Clay was also awake and the three men chuckled.

Adam looked around before asking, “You saw it, didn’t you, Dad? Do you know what it was?”

	“Yes, I saw him disappear into the brush.”

	“Good God, Michael. What was it—a bear?” Clay asked.

	Michael stared into the darkness. “No, I believe we had a visit from the elusive Scott Hanson.”

						


	****


The following morning as the men ate turkey jerky, granola bars, and dried fruit, Clay asked, “Which way did he go, Michael? I mean, the dude who invaded our camp last night.”  

	He pointed. “Up that trail, there.”

	Clay stared in that direction, then asked, “Do you want to hike up that way and see if we can find him?”

	Keith pulled out a map and laid it over a boulder. “I don’t know. Let’s see if we can figure out what to do next.” He pointed. “This is where we are now.” Running a finger across a section of the map, he asked, “You think he went this direction? Let’s see where that leads.”

	Clay frowned. “It appears to circle back around to the area above the Ridgecrest.”

	“I think you’re right, Dad.”

	“Can I see?” Adam asked.

	Keith made room for the boy. “Sure. The lodge where we’re staying is here. And this is where we are now.”

	His eyes wide, Adam said, “Wow! We walked a far ways, huh, Dad?”

	“We sure did,” Michael agreed. “Uncle Keith says the trail we think Scott Hanson took last night could lead him back to a restaurant that’s right about here.” He turned to Keith. “How treacherous is that trail? Is it reasonable that he would use it or would he be more likely to camp right here in this area somewhere?” 

	Keith looked at his dad. “As I recall, it’s not a bad trail, just not well-traveled.”

	Clay nodded. “But that was a long time ago when we were coming up here, Son. Things change, you know—even the accessibility of trails because of fallen trees, flooding, slides…”

	“So we don’t actually know anything more than we knew yesterday, right, gang?” Michael asked.

	“Hey, Dad,” Adam said, “can I go see if he took the pictures from the Old Witch Tree?”

	“Okay. I guess so. Take Rags with you. He might like to move around a little this morning.” Michael watched the boy and the cat disappear around a boulder, then asked, “Okay, what will it be—shall we take the same route back, or do you want to follow where we think Scott Hanson went?”

	Keith shook his head. “I think that would be futile. He’s so familiar with these mountains and he’s used to hiding out. I just don’t know how we’d find him unless…”

	“Unless what?” Michael asked.

	“Well, we could hire guides who know this area much better than we do…” 

	“Hey Dad, Uncle Keith, look what I found,” Adam called as he returned to their camp with Rags. “He didn’t even take the pictures. These pictures were still there.”

	Keith looked puzzled. “Do you suppose we put them in the wrong spot?”

	“Or Adam frightened him off before he could take them,” Michael suggested.

	“So what are you boys going to do?” Clay asked.

	The brothers looked at each other and Michael said, “I don’t know—leave them there in the tree?”

	Keith stood up. “Wait. Maybe he left something. Adam, did you find anything else in there?”

	He shook his head and looked down at Rags. “No. But I didn’t really look around ’cause Rags was trying to pull me.”

	Michael squinted toward the cat. “Pull you? Was he interested in something near the tree?”

	“I don’t know,” Adam said. “I was just trying to get him to come with me to show you the pictures.”

	Michael glanced at the others. “Well, let’s take him back down to the tree, shall we? Let’s see if we can figure out what had Rags so interested.”

	“Yup,” Adam said, once he and the others approached the tree with the cat, “that’s where he wanted to go when I brought him here before.”

	“What do you smell, boy?” Keith asked, watching the cat sniff around an area under the tree.

	“I think it’s those pine needles,” Adam said. “Yeah look, he’s trying to dig around in that pile of pine needles.”

	“What’s under there, Rags?” Michael asked, moving some of the needles aside.

	“Probably a lizard or a rat,” Keith suggested.

	Just then Michael exclaimed, “Wait! There is something here.”

	Keith moved closer. “What is it?”

	“Well, it looks like someone buried a pot.” Michael brushed aside the debris and opened it. “It’s provisions,” he announced. “Dried meat and canned food, some dehydrated food, and water.”

	“Oh, that sort of provisions,” Clay said.

	Keith looked around. “Do you think Scott left this stuff here? If so, he’s surely coming back.”

	Clay nodded. “If he lives up here, he probably has provisions buried all over the place.”

	“Could be,” Keith said. “Well, let’s put this stuff back.”

	“Then what?” Michael asked. “I mean, he didn’t take the pictures—why do you suppose that was?”

	Keith shook his head. “You got me. Maybe, as you said, Adam scared him away when he hollered. I say we put the pictures back in the hollow, then pack up and head for home base.”

	“Or…” Michael said, an impish look on his face, “we could take the pictures and make him come to us.”

	Keith grinned. “You mean try to beat him at his own little game?”

	“Why not?”	

						


	****


“So how’d it go?” Holly asked when the men returned to the lodge.

	“Yeah, did you see him?” Savannah wanted to know.

	Keith glanced at the others. “Well, sort of, almost, I guess.”

	“What does that mean?” Dorothy asked, chuckling.

	“Adam and Michael saw him.”

	“Yeah, he about scared Adam to death,” Michael said.

	“But he didn’t talk to you?” Savannah asked, her eyes wide.

	“No. He just visited our camp in the middle of the night to… um… I guess stare at Adam. Then he left.”

	“He didn’t even take the pictures,” Adam said. “You know, from the Old Witch Tree. So we brought them back here.”

	Just then Aggie walked into the room with Gladys. Michael and Keith both approached her. “Hi, Aggie,” Keith said, hugging her. He frowned. “How are you doing? I imagine it’s been a rough few weeks for you.”

	She pulled back, took one of Keith’s hands, and squeezed it. “Yes, it has. It’s wonderful to see you boys.” She patted Michael on the cheek and smiled. “…and your lovely families.” 

	“We’re glad to see you,” Michael said, hugging her. “How was your trip?”

	Aggie smiled. “Very nice. The travel experience is only as good or as bad as the reason for the trip, don’t you think so?” The brothers glanced at each other, then looked at Aggie expectantly as she continued, “I’ve been very much looking forward to being with you all again.” She took Michael’s arm and looked into his eyes, then Keith’s. “Did you find Scotty?”

	“No,” Keith said. “Well, not so we could communicate with him or anything.”

	Michael winced. “Yeah, we’ve crossed paths with him a time or two, but there seems to be no interest on his part—you know, to talk to us or anything.”

	“How does he look?” she asked hesitantly.

	Keith tightened his lips. “It’s hard to tell.”

	“Yeah, he’s pretty hairy,” Michael explained. 

“Mountain-mannish,” Keith added. “And we only see him in passing and usually it’s dark.”

	Michael agreed. “It isn’t until he’s gone that we realize it must have been him.” He winced. “So no, we haven’t caught up with him. But we’re getting some clues that might help us make contact with him.”

	As they spoke, Adam approached Aggie. “Hi GranGran.” 

	“Adam, there you are,” Aggie said smiling. “It’s so good to see you, young man. So you went on the overnighter with your dad and your uncle, did you?”

	“Yeah, it was fun. I caught some fish and we ate them for dinner.”

	“Really?” Savannah said, tousling the boy’s hair. “That was special.”

	“Here, let’s sit down so we can talk,” Michael suggested, leading Aggie to a chair.

	Just then, Dorothy walked up to the elderly woman with Clay at her side. “Aggie, this is my husband, Keith’s father, Clay. Clay, this is Agatha Hanson. It’s her son you went out after yesterday.”

	Clay leaned over and took Aggie’s hand. “So nice to meet you. I’m sorry for your recent loss. I certainly hope the boys can locate your missing son and reunite the family.”

	The elderly woman dabbed at her eyes. “That’s my hope too, Clay. Wonderful to meet you.” She took Dorothy’s hand and looked at her admiringly. “I already told your wife this, but I also want you to know how grateful I am to the both of you for taking in William… ahem… Keith William… and loving him. He tells me that he had a wonderful childhood and that the two of you are devoted parents. Such a blessing.”

	Clay glanced at Keith. “He’s the blessing. It’s been a pure pleasure.” He winked and flashed Aggie a mischievous smile. “… except for the time he…”

	“Oh, Clay,” Dorothy interrupted. “He was a wonderful child and you know it.”

	Everyone laughed.

	“So when do you have to go back, Dad?” Keith asked.

	“In the morning. We thought we’d get on the road after breakfast.” He gazed at Savannah, Holly, and Gladys while patting his stomach. “We are going to have one of those delicious breakfasts you gals make around here, aren’t we?”

	“Absolutely, Dad,” Holly said.

	Just then Cassie ran up to Clay. “Grandpa, come play dominos with us. We have two whole boxes of dominos.”

	Clay’s face lit up. “Really? Yeah, I want to play dominos.” He looked at Adam. “Come on, son, let’s show the girls how it’s done.” 

	“Sure,” he said, following Clay into the dining area.

	Aggie smiled after them, then she asked the brothers, “So, do we have a plan?” 

Keith glanced at Michael. “Plan?”

“For finding my Scotty and bringing him back here.”

“Well, I have a few ideas,” Keith said.

“Like what?” Michael asked.

“I’d like to take the trail behind the Ridgecrest again.” Keith addressed Aggie. “We found a stash this morning that could be Scott’s. I’d like to search for more of those. I think if we can locate them, it’ll give us an idea of where he’s hanging out and where he’s liable to go next.” He looked at Michael. “What do you think?”

	He shrugged. “Could be.

	“What kind of a stash?” Savannah asked.

	“Oh, you know, provisions—food, water…”	

“Why don’t you remove them?” Holly suggested quietly. When the others looked at her, she explained, “Take all but maybe one or two.”

Michael’s eyes lit up. “Well, that might work, provided we can find more of them.”

	“Yeah, that could be a good strategy,” Keith agreed. “But there’s an awful lot of country out there.”

	“I doubt that he’s using much of it these days,” Michael said. “From what I saw of him last night, he’s not moving as agilely as he probably was in his earlier years.”

	Aggie started to choke up and Michael patted her hand, saying, “If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to convince him to return to civilization, where he can get the food and medical treatment he needs.”

	“Do you think he’s ill?” Aggie asked.

	Michael winced. “Well, he can’t be all that healthy living this sort of lifestyle.”

	“Yeah,” Keith said. He shook his head. “But I still can’t get over the amount of terrain he seems to cover in a day.”

	“Can we go with you tomorrow?” Savannah asked.

	Michael smiled. “Getting cabin fever, are you, hon?”

	She grinned. “Maybe a little.”

	“Yeah, I’m up for another hike too,” Holly said. She glanced across the room. “Gladys has plans with the children for tomorrow.”

	Aggie perked up. “Yes, we’re going to make fruit-and-veggie bugs and have a picnic.”

	“Okay, then, you gals be ready to go by eight,” Keith instructed.

						


	****


The two couples, along with Rags, had been traveling the mountain roads for a couple of hours the following morning when Michael said, “That looks like a ranger up ahead. Let’s stop and see if he can tell us anything.”

	“Good idea,” Keith agreed. As he drove closer, he asked, “What’s he doing, directing traffic?”

“What traffic?” Savannah quipped. “We haven’t seen a car since we made the turn onto this dirt road.”

“Hi there,” Keith called as he and Michael stepped out of the Jeep.

	“Morning,” the ranger said. “Where are you headed?”

	Keith glanced at his brother and said, “We’re looking for someone.”

	“Are they camping up yonder?” the ranger asked.

	“We’re not sure.”

	“Well, if they are, they won’t be for long. We’re evacuating those we can find and not letting anyone else in. That’s what I’m doing here; keeping people from going into that area.”

	Michael thought for a moment, then asked, “What about that old guy who lives up here somewhere—the one they call the hermit?”

	“Yeah, did you flush him out of there?” Keith asked.

	The ranger grimaced. “He’s the reason for the evacuations. You see, he murdered someone and…”	

	Keith stared at the ranger, then cried, “What?”

	 Michael was equally shocked. “Murder? He’s accused of murder?”

	The ranger nodded. “Yup. Mounted police and search teams on ATVs are roaming all over this park looking for him. So you’d better not get in their way or you could find yourself in danger or trouble. We’re advising visitors to stay out of this area for now.” He chuckled. “Shouldn’t take them long to nab him, though. He’s up there in years and on foot.”

	Michael winced. 

“What’s wrong?” Savannah asked when she and Holly caught up to their husbands.

	Keith took a deep breath and gestured toward the ranger. “This guy tells us there’s a search team out looking for him.”

	“They think he killed someone,” Michael added.

	“What?” Holly gasped. “Who? Who’s he supposed to have killed?”

	When the ranger realized that the two couples were waiting for his response, he said, “A fisherman down on the lower fork of the Ridge River. The hiker who found the body saw someone run into the brush and the description matched that of the old hermit.”

	“Tell me,” Michael said, “has the… um… old hermit ever caused any trouble before? I mean, from what I understand, he’s lived up here for quite a while. Has he been accused of anything like this before?”

	The ranger thought for a moment. “Not as far as I know, he hasn’t.” Just then something caught his eye. He pointed. “Hey, there’s a varmint in your car! Did you leave your windows down? You don’t want to do that out here.”

	Savannah glanced back at Keith’s Jeep. “No. That’s our cat.”

	The ranger continued to stare.	 “A cat? I don’t see many cats in the park. Is he a good camper? Are you folks camping here?”

	Keith nodded rather absentmindedly. “We’re staying at Brody’s Lodge.” He then asked, “So if he’s lived up here for a while and he’s never been in any trouble, why is he being accused now?”

	The ranger scratched his head. “Because of the description, I guess… gray beard, long hair, grungy clothes, that old bucket hat…”

	“Bucket hat?” Holly questioned.

	“Yeah. You know—what fishermen wear.”	

Keith and Michael exchanged looks and Keith said, “My brother and I’ve been driving and hiking around this area for over a week now, and I’ve seen a dozen or more guys who match that description.”

	“Oh… um… well, I guess that’s probably—you know, something to consider. I’m sure the authorities have a…”

Suddenly, a gunshot rang out. Savannah grabbed Michael’s arm and Holly rushed to Keith’s side. 

“It’s not hunting season, is it?” Keith asked anxiously. “There’s no hunting around here in the spring and summer, right?”

	The ranger shook his head. “No. Listen, I’d better finish putting out these cones and go alert those folks who’re camping up in the pines.” He appeared to be distracted for a moment, then mumbled, “I should check on that—find out who’s shooting.”

	Keith moved back so the ranger could drive off. He looked at Michael. “Do you think…?”

	“…that they shot him?” Michael finished. He lowered his head. “God, I sure hope not. We’re so close to finally knowing him.”

	“What should we do?” Savannah asked, sounding somewhat panicked.

	When no one spoke, Holly suggested, “Let’s go back down to the Ridgecrest and find out what people are saying.”

	Savannah nodded. “Good idea. If anything has happened, someone in there will know about it.”

	Michael grimaced. “Gosh, this has been a roller-coaster ride.”

	“Sure has,” Keith agreed. “We think we’re close to finding him…”

“Then he disappears into thin air,” Michael said.

	Holly chuckled nervously. “Well, you have some help now.” When the others looked at her, she explained, “A whole search team is out there looking for him.”

	“Yeah,” Savannah said, “but that could hinder more than help. They’ll either arrest him or force him deeper into the wilderness.” 

“Or kill him,” Keith said under his breath.








Chapter 7

 

When the Pettits and the Iveys arrived at the café with the cat, they found it bustling with people and activity. 

	“Yeah, honey,” one man shouted out to Wanda, “just keep the beers coming and it won’t matter that I can’t get to my favorite fishing spot.”

	Another man slapped him on the back. “Any ole excuse to drink, right, buddy?”

	The group at the bar laughed heartily.

	“Hi guys,” Wanda greeted rather hastily. “Sit wherever you can find a spot. There are no private tables today, so don’t feel shy about joining strangers.” She stood up on her toes. “I think there’s room for four at that table across the way.”

	Keith leaned toward Wanda, who stood just five foot four, and asked, “What’s going on, do you know?”

	She looked him in the eye, glanced at Michael, then said, as if telling a secret, “You know that guy you’ve been looking for—the old hermit? Well, I guess he’s gone and killed someone and they won’t let folks back into where the fish are biting—you know, the best fishing spots. So they’re all partying here today, waiting for a possible all-clear.”

	Keith grinned. “Are you sure this isn’t a rumor that Al started in order to get more business?”

	Wanda appeared stunned for a moment, then said, “Oh, you’re joking, right? Yeah, that’s a good one.” She glanced briefly toward the kitchen, then headed in that direction, calling out, “Hey, my order’s up. Go ahead and sit down.”

	“Might as well join in,” Michael suggested.

	“Yeah,” Keith said. “We came for information, didn’t we?” He looked around. “Let’s see… who looks like they might know something?”

	“That one,” Savannah said nodding to her right. “See those two guys sitting at that large table against the wall?”

	“There are only three chairs,” Keith noticed.

	Holly pointed. “I see an extra chair at that table.”

“Mind if we join you?” Savannah asked, as they approached the strangers.

	The older of the two men briefly scrutinized them, looked down at Rags, and said, “Yeah, I guess.”

	Keith chuckled. “Hey, sorry about that. Wanda said there are no private tables today.” He winked. “Guess she doesn’t want to miss out on any tips.”

	A bald-headed man with a chin puff, dressed in jeans and a tight-fitting long-sleeved t-shirt, looked up briefly, then went back to staring into his coffee cup. 

The first man stood and adjusted his baseball cap. “Here, you can have my seat. I think I’ll head back down the mountain. Not going to get any fishing in with what’s going on out there today.”

“Yeah, if they let you through,” his tablemate grumbled. “I hear the road’s closed in both directions.”

“Well, I’ll take my chances.” Before walking away, he said, “Hey, I hope they locate your truck.”

	Keith nodded toward the man who was leaving. “Thanks for the seat.” He moved closer to the table and motioned for the others to sit down. After studying a menu for a moment, he addressed the stranger. “I’m Keith, this is my brother, Michael, and our wives, Holly and Savannah.”

	The man gazed at each of them with little interest and muttered, “Brad.”

	Keith could see that the man wasn’t interested in conversation, but he wanted some information. “So your truck is missing? Do they think the theft is related to the murder?” When Brad shrugged, Keith asked, “Are you here for the fishing? What did you do—leave the keys in your vehicle?”

	Brad nodded. “Yeah, now I’m hoofing it and there’s a killer loose—probably in my truck.”	

“The ranger told us he got away on foot,” Michael said. “They’re looking for someone on foot.”

	“Yeah, that’s what they thought at first, until I found out my truck was gone. I called it in, then hitched a ride down here.” He glanced at the others. “Don’t know how I’m going to get home.” He looked at Keith, then Michael. “Are you, by any chance, heading down the hill—I mean, once they open the road?”

	Keith winced. “No. But I hear there’s a shuttle that takes passengers to the village, if that would help.”

	“Thanks.”

	After sitting silently for a few moments, Michael said, “Tell me something, Brad; are you the one who identified the… um… suspect?”

	He looked nervously around the room. “No. I don’t know who that was. I heard a guy say someone saw him disappear into the brush…” He glanced around the room again and said, “I’d better see about getting on that shuttle you told me about. Do you know where I can catch it?”

	Keith pointed. “Wanda should be able to give you a schedule—oh, here she comes.” When she drew near, he asked, “Wanda, do you have a shuttle schedule?”

	“Yeah, but it won’t do you no good today. Sheriff shut it down. They put up roadblocks. They don’t want anyone coming up here or leaving this area.”

	“Until when?” Brad cranked. 

	She shrugged. “Until they reverse the order, I guess. I don’t know.”

	“But they know who did it—I mean, who killed that guy,” Brad said. “They’re after someone called the hermit.”

	A man who’d just walked in and sat down at a nearby table leaned toward Brad. “Hey, you heard they shot the old hermit didn’t you?”

	Savannah gasped. 

Michael and Keith looked at each other. 

	The man removed his hat and slapped it against his leg before putting it back on his head. “Yeah, they think he’s hurt pretty bad.” 

	“Are you sure about that?” Keith asked.

	“Yeah, heard it from a ranger up the road a ways. He said they’re pretty sure they hit him and they expect to catch up to him soon.” He glanced out the window. “They’ll probably bring him right past here anytime now, on their way to the mountain infirmary just up the road there.”

	Another man said, “Yeah, or on down the road to the morgue.”

	“Then the roadblock must be cleared, right?” Brad asked. He called out into the room, “Is there anyone who’ll give me a ride down the hill?” He pulled a wad of twenties from his pocket. “I’ll pay.”

	“Heck yeah,” replied a college-age man who’d been standing nearby. “I’ll take you down. What’s it worth to you?”

	“Twenty?” Brad suggested. When he saw the look on the younger man’s face, he said, “Okay, forty.”

	“Yeah, sure. Forty bucks. Come on, let’s go.”

	The two couples watched as Brad slid out from behind the table and followed two young men into the parking lot.

	“There’s something odd about that guy,” Savannah said.

	“Yes, isn’t there?” Holly agreed.

	“Why would you say that?” Keith asked, frowning.

	“Well, he just seems nervous or something,” Savannah explained.

	Keith chuckled. “Yeah, he lost an opportunity to do some fishing. That’s a critical loss.” He gave the women a sideways glance. “Right up there with losing a wife.” 

Michael grinned at his brother’s attempt at humor, then became more serious. “So what shall we do?” 

	Keith grimaced. “I’d like to know if they have him in custody, or is he…?” He shook his head and sighed deeply. “But I guess the authorities won’t give out that kind of information yet.”

Michael nodded. “You’re probably right. We might as well go make vegetable insects with the kids.” 

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Keith agreed. “We can regroup—make some calls and find out where they’ve taken him and all. Do you girls want something to eat or drink while we’re here?”

	“Yes,” Savannah said. “I’d love a tall glass of ginger iced tea.”

	“Make mine lemonade,” Holly said. “Lots of ice.”

	“Oh, that sounds good. Yeah, lemonade for me too,” Savannah said.

	Just then, a couple of rangers stepped into the café and greeted Wanda. 

“Hey,” she said, “what are you guys doing up here? Sounds like the fun’s all over.”

	“Huh?”

	She gestured toward the back of the restaurant. “Yeah, those guys over there said the road’s open and the guy’s been shot and probably apprehended.”

	The rangers looked at each other. “Nope. They think they winged him, all right, but he’s still on the run. They’ve called for reinforcements. That’s what we’re doing here. Can we get some bottles of water to take on up with us?”

	“So the road’s not open?” someone at the counter asked.

	One ranger responded. “Yeah, as far as I know the road’s open. There’s a couple-a places where they’ve set up roadblocks. But that’s on the other side. This side’s open.”

	Keith approached the rangers. “Sorry to bother you, but I’d like to ask—I heard the… um… suspect may have stolen a vehicle. Do you know if it has been recovered?” 

	The ranger said, “Yeah. Evidently they found a truck in a ditch with no one around it. But it doesn’t check out to be the victim’s vehicle. They don’t know what happened to his transportation—maybe he rode up here with someone else.” 

	Just then someone shouted, “Hey, when can we get back to fishing?”

	“Yeah, we came up here to fish,” someone else called out, “not hang out in this tavern all day.”

	When the din in the room became louder, the ranger put up a hand to silence the crowd. “We’ll make a call to Wanda or Al letting you know when you’re free to move about the park again. It shouldn’t be long, now. Just enjoy the food and drink while you’re here.” 

	Before the ranger could walk away, Keith asked, “So did they find the accused man’s prints in the truck or any other indication that he stole it?” 

The ranger stared at Keith for a moment. “Oh, well, I don’t know all the details and, with an active case like this, things can change by the minute. We haven’t actually been formally briefed on the situation.”	

	Keith looked him in the eye. “Well, be sure to ask that question when you meet up with the other authorities. It could be that they’re going after the wrong man.”

	“Yeah, we’ll do that,” the ranger said, quickly taking a cup of coffee and a bag full of water bottles from Wanda and leaving with the second ranger.

	“Let’s order our drinks to go,” Keith suggested, when he joined Michael and the women at the table. “I’d like to do some sleuthing.”

	“How?” Michael asked. “What do you have in mind?”

	“I think we ought to look around the crime scene.”

	“Oh come on; they won’t let us anywhere near there.”

	“Maybe they will,” Keith said. “Maybe they aren’t searching for the right things in the right places.”

	Michael thought for a moment, then said, “Well okay; let’s go, Sherlock. I’ll pick up the drinks at the counter.” But before he could step away from the table, he frowned. “Hon, looks like your cat found something to entertain himself.”

	Savannah reached for the object Michael indicated. “Where did this come from?”

	“I don’t know, what is it?” Michael asked.

	Savannah turned it over a couple of times before saying, “A book of matches.”

	“Now that’s just what he needs,” Michael said. “One chomp on that with his teeth or a scratch with his claws and he could start that whole thing on fire.”

	Savannah shuddered. She stuffed the matchbook into her pocket and picked up Rags, who’d been hanging out under the table.	

“Where to?” Michael asked as he joined the others in the Jeep with their beverages.

	“How about we go back to the area we were kicked out of this morning?” Keith said. “They may have moved on out of there.” 

	“Let’s go,” Michael said. After thinking about it, he asked, “But don’t you think Scott would want to get out of there as fast as he could?”

	“He knows these hills, and I imagine he knows a little about evading people. I’d say he figures as we do, that the authorities have moved on, thinking he’s moved on.” He turned to the women in the backseat. “Ready to hike?”

	“I am,” Savannah said.

	Holly nodded.

	“Michael, did you bring some way to carry Rags?” Savannah asked.

“Sure did.” After they’d traveled several miles by car, Michael asked, “Hon, do you still have that matchbook you took away from Rags? I want to take a look at it.”

She pulled it out of her pocket. Before handing it to Michael, she read. “La Linda Realty in Denver.”  

	From the driver’s seat, Keith said, “Hey everyone, watch for that guy’s truck, would you?” 

	Michael handed the matchbook back to Savannah and sat forward in his seat. “The one the ranger told you is in a ditch?”

Keith nodded. “It’s probably along this road someplace, wouldn’t you think so? I believe this is the only way into this area.” 

						


	****


Thirty minutes later, Holly sat up straight and pointed. “What’s that?”

	“What?” Keith asked, looking at her in the rearview mirror.

	“Looks like a stalled truck up ahead. See, it’s all catawampus.” 

	As they approached the silver pickup, Savannah said, “That’s probably not the victim’s truck.” When the others looked at her, she explained, “Well, you wouldn’t expect the rangers to abandon it if they thought it belonged to the victim—or the killer, either one.”

	“Maybe they haven’t found it,” Holly suggested.

	Keith nodded. “They’re aware of it… at least, according to those rangers I talked to at the Ridgecrest.” He stopped the car near where the vehicle sat stranded and looked around, eventually suggesting, “Let’s check it out.”

	“It’s stuck, all right,” Michael said, “and perched right on the edge of the cliff there, ready to roll. I wouldn’t want to try driving it out of there. It just might topple over the edge.” He looked into the distance. “But why they didn’t leave someone here to watch the truck is a puzzle to me.”

	“Yeah,” Keith said, “they probably don’t think it’s an important clue.”

	“Do you think it is?” Savannah asked.

	He shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t know.” He let out a sigh. “Well, shall we keep a move on?”

	Michael turned away. “Sure.”

	Before they could return to the Jeep with the cat on the leash, Savannah let out a yelp. “Rags! What are you doing? Come on, buddy. Time to go.” She trotted in the direction he had darted, picked him up, and started to walk away, when she heard something in the brush. Savannah listened for a moment. Before she could stop him, Rags jumped from her arms and disappeared into the brush. “Rags!” she shouted. She turned toward the others and frantically called out, “Michael, something’s over here. Rags went after it.”

	The brothers trotted in the direction Savannah had indicated and Holly hung back a little. When she saw the men disappear over the side of the road and into an overgrowth of brush, she rushed to catch up to Savannah and the two of them stood all but paralyzed with fear. Finally Savannah called out, “Michael, what is it? What’s going on? Is Rags with you?”

“Yes. Savannah, bring some water, will you?”  

	“And my first aid kit!” Keith shouted. “You know where that is, Holly.”

Savannah covered her mouth with her hands. “Michael, is he hurt?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“The cat’s fine. We need that water,” he called, “and the first aid kit.”

	When Savannah and Holly reached the men with the supplies, the women were shocked to see the brothers crouched next to a human body, almost hidden by the shrubbery. Keith turned to face them. “Holly, would you get my machete out of the back of the car, please? I’m reluctant to move him until we can evaluate the situation, and this brush is in the way.”

	“I agree, doctor,” Michael said, tongue in cheek. He addressed Savannah. “Come get your cat, would you?”

	“What’s going on, Michael?” Savannah asked, as she moved toward Rags. “Is he…?”

	“He’s awake. Probably dehydrated and kind of scratched up. We’re about to find out if he has any broken bones.”

	Once Holly had retrieved the machete and given it to Keith, he took off his shirt, laid it across the victim, and instructed, “Here, hold this over your face while I cut away the brush.”

	Michael moved closer to the injured man to help deflect the brush. Once Keith had cleared the thickest of the undergrowth, Michael removed the shirt, shook it, and gave it back to his brother. He addressed the man. “So what happened? How’d you get out here like this?”

	By then, Savannah had a secure hold on Rags’s leash and a clear view of the victim. 

	Holly moved up next to her and whispered, “Hey, I thought they’d found…”

	“I know,” Savannah said.

“Who is that?” Holly asked.

	Savannah shrugged. She noticed that he was young—probably in his early twenties and slight, with dark-blond hair cut in a shaggy surfer style. 

	Michael helped the young man take a couple of sips of water, then asked, “How long have you been out here like this?”

	“A couple hours, I guess. Maybe more.”

	“What happened?” Keith asked. When the kid hesitated, Keith said, “Listen, we need to know what your injuries might be before we decide the best way to help you.” He looked back at the disabled vehicle. “Is that your truck?”

	The young man started to answer, but stopped. He squinted intently at Keith, then at Michael. “Hey, am I seeing double or…?”

	Michael winked. “Glad to see that you’re alert. Yeah, we’re twins. I’m Michael and this is my brother, Keith.” When he saw the young man looking behind Michael, he glanced back and said, “Oh, these are our wives—Savannah, in the visor and ponytail, and Holly, wearing the red baseball cap.” 

	The young man nodded. “I’m Evan.”

“So, Evan,” Michael said, “can you tell us what happened?”

“Yeah,” Keith said, “is that your truck there?”

	Evan shook his head. “Not mine.” He hesitated, then said, “My buddy and I came up to fish. We hear two men arguing—man, were they mad about something. We didn’t want to get involved, so we just went on past them, upstream, to our favorite fishing hole.” He frowned. “Never did see the two guys, just heard them—that’s all.” He took another sip of the water. “Next thing we know, we hear a shot—you know, a gunshot. Ryan and I agreed that it sounded like it went off right about where we’d heard those guys arguing.” He took another sip of water. 

	Keith asked, “So what did you do?”

	“We got ready to drop our lines.”

	Keith looked at Michael. “You mean, you just went on fishing? You didn’t go back to find out who fired the shot?”

	“No. But later when the helicopter began hovering and rangers were all over the place, we decided to leave.” He coughed. “Well, a couple of rangers came along and asked us to leave. So we walked out to where we’d left our truck. That’s when we first saw that truck right there.”

	Bewildered, Michael asked, “In that ditch?”

	“Oh, it wasn’t in the ditch then. It was parked not too far from where we were parked—about a quarter-mile upstream from where those guys were, I’d say.”

	“So it was parked? Do you know how it got here, in this predicament?” Keith asked.

	Evan nodded, his eyes wide. “Yeah. Ryan and I walked on past it to where my truck was parked—just around a couple of bends. But before we reached it, some guy came along driving that pickup. He stopped and said, ‘Hey, didn’t I see you two walking along the river earlier?’ We told him that yeah, we were down at the river. He asked us what we saw. We told him we didn’t see anything—that we didn’t know what he was talking about. But I guess he didn’t believe us.” Evan took a breath and coughed before continuing. “The creep tried to run us down with that truck.” He looked up at Michael and Keith. “Well, I guess he did hit me. I don’t remember much about that. Next thing I knew, Ryan’s trying to help me stand up. He’d gone over the side and played dead until that guy left—without his truck. I guess he got it all stuck like that trying to run us over.” He closed his eyes for a minute before saying, “I was too dizzy to try walking, so Ryan left me here and went for help.”

	“What happened to the guy who was driving this pickup?”

	“I’m not sure. I guess I was knocked out for a while. When I woke up, he was gone. It was after that that Ryan found me and he took off to go get my truck. I don’t know what’s taking him so long.” He grabbed Michael’s arm. “Do you suppose that guy did something to him? Otherwise he would have been back before this. My truck was parked just up the road a little ways.”

	Keith winced. “So you think you’ve been here for a couple of hours?”

“Maybe. I’ve lost track of the time.”

“Do you know what time it was when you left the riverbank?”

“Oh, that must have been around nine, I’d say.”

Michael looked at his watch. “That was nearly three hours ago.”

Keith grimaced, then asked, “Well, Evan, do you think you can stand up now? You seem to check out okay. I don’t feel any broken bones. Do you have any pain?”

	“My head hurts. As I told you, I was dizzy. I can try to stand up.” He looked at Keith. “Are you a doctor?”

	Keith grinned. “A veterinarian.”

	“Say, what did the guy look like who tried to run you down? Did you get a look at him?” Michael asked.

	“Yeah. A quick look. As I recall, he had an… um… a shaved head. He looked like a kind of big guy. He had one of those chin beards—sort of a small one. I’d say he was around forty-five or so.”

	Holly and Savannah looked at each other and Holly said, “Sounds like our tablemate, Brad.” 

						


	****


 “Got a customer for you,” Keith said as he and Michael helped Evan walk into the mountain infirmary nearly an hour later. 

	“What happened?” a pert blond wearing scrubs asked.

	“Says he was hit by a truck,” Michael said. “… a hit-and-run.”

	She tilted her head. “Oh, that’s odd. We have another victim here who says he was hit by a truck, then pushed down a hillside. His name’s, Ryan.”

	Evan’s face lit up. “That’s my friend. Can I see him?”

	“Sure.” She motioned to Michael and Keith. “Bring him in here.” She looked at Evan. “Were you hit by the same truck?”

	When Evan hesitated, Michael said, “Maybe not the same truck, but most likely the same driver.”

	The young woman frowned, then led them into a room full of cots. 

When Evan saw his friend lying on a cot against the wall, he called out, “Ryan!”

The young man turned and his face contorted into a pained smile. “Evan. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t get back there. That crazy dude…” 

When the boy seemed to become upset, the technician soothed, “It’s okay, Ryan. Evan’s here now. You’re both safe, okay?” 

“What happened to your face?” Evan asked.

Before Ryan could answer, the young woman helped Evan to lie down on a cot near his friend. “The doctor will be here in just a few minutes. You rest, now.” She ushered Michael and Keith toward the exit, saying, “Thank you for helping the boy. I hope they catch the guy who hurt them.”

	Michael nodded and said under his breath, “Yeah, I think he’s guilty of more than just using vehicles as assault weapons.”

	Just then the men heard Evan call out, his voice still weak. “Excuse me.” When Michael turned, he said, “Do you think you could check on my truck? I mean, don’t go to a whole lot of trouble, but if you’re driving around in the area where we were fishing, could you check on my truck—make sure it’s still there and all?” He coughed a couple of times. “I can give you my keys and maybe you could bring it down here so we’ll have transportation when we’re released.” He turned to his friend. “Ry, do you have the keys?”

	He shook his head. “No, bro. That slime bag took off in your truck. I was just about to drive over and get you when he caught up to me, shoved me down an embankment, and took off. I told the ranger who found me staggering along the road, so they’re on the lookout for it.”

	“Dang,” Evan said. “Talk about insult to injury.”

	“Yeah, that dude said his car went over the side and caught on fire.” Ryan smirked. “He sure has a problem with vehicles.”

	“It went over the side?” Keith asked. “Do you know where? Have they retrieved it? I didn’t see any smoke—did you guys?”

	Ryan shook his head. “I don’t know, man. But I told that to the ranger so they’d know to watch for it.” He thought for a moment, then said, “Actually, the ranger said they were aware of a small fire that was extinguished fairly quickly by that squall that came through here earlier this morning. That might be where they’ll find the guy’s car.”

	“Squall?” Michael repeated to Keith as they walked out of the infirmary.

	“Yeah, they come and go up here,” Keith explained. “We probably missed it by minutes. I did notice that the ground was a little wet around the Ridgecrest when we arrived this morning.” When they joined the women and the cat at the Jeep, he asked, “So, what do you think? Shall we head back up to the lodge?”

	“I’m ready,” Savannah said.

	“Me too,” Holly agreed. She turned to Rags. “What do you say, boy?”

	“Oh, he doesn’t care one way or another,” Michael said. “He can sleep under any conditions.”

	“And he seems to love a good adventure,” Keith remarked.

	Savannah smiled and petted Rags. “That he does. That he does.” She then leaned forward and pointed. “Looks like someone missed one of those gnarly curves.”

	“I’d say so,” Keith said when he saw the wrecked car on a flatbed tow truck parked alongside the road. “Wait!” he shouted as he stepped on the brakes.

	“What?” Holly said, turning to look out through the back window.

	“Let’s go back and check it out. It could be—you know, Brad’s car—the one that went over the side this morning.”

	“His car went over the side?” Savannah asked, frowning. “Yeah,” she said, “let’s go snoop.”

	“Where do you suppose he’s taking it, anyway?” Michael asked, after they’d climbed out of the Jeep and approached the scorched vehicle. “Is there a junkyard up here somewhere? Looks like he’s heading up the mountain with it.”

	“That does seem odd,” Keith agreed. 

“Not if they believe it was involved in a crime,” Savannah suggested. When the others looked at her, she said, “Maybe they’re taking it to the ranger station.”

 “Not much left of it, is there?” Holly said.

	Savannah shook her head. “I wonder what kind of car it is.”

	“Yeah,” Holly said, “you can’t even tell what color it was.”

	“It’s black now—charcoal black.”

	“Seen enough?” Keith asked. 

	Holly nodded. 

	“Sure,” Savannah said. She then shouted, “Wait! Rags, what are you doing?”

	“What, for God’s sake?” Michael asked.

	Keith chuckled when he saw the cat standing on the bed of the tow truck. “Looks like he wants a ride.”

	Savannah grinned and reached for the cat, but before she could put her hands on him, she exclaimed, “Oh my gosh! Look, you guys.”

	“What?” Holly asked, moving closer.

	“Rags is trying to show us the license plate.” When no one responded, she pointed. “Look at the frame. It looks to me like it says La Linda Realty, Denver, Colorado.”

	“Oh!” Holly said, knowingly. “Yes, it does. I can make out the first L and another L and part of the word Realty.” She brought her hands up to her mouth, her eyes wide. “Wow, that is too weird.”

	“Not so weird,” Keith said. “Brad had the matchbook advertising that real estate company and this is most likely his car—the one he told Ryan went over the cliff and burned.”

“No,” Savannah said. “That can’t be right. He told everyone in the Ridgecrest that his truck was missing. This is definitely a car, not a truck.”

Michael thought for a moment, then said, “Oh, we probably misunderstood. This has got to be his car. How many vehicles up here go over the side, anyway? Yeah, he must work there at that real estate office.”

	“He looked more like a bouncer to me, or a construction worker,” Savannah said chuckling.

	Just then, they saw a man walking toward the tow truck. “Must be the driver,” Keith said under his breath. He addressed the man. “Hey, you’ve got quite a mess there. Was anyone hurt?”

	The driver looked Keith over and said, “Nope, not that I heard. But I’m pretty sure the fire was intentional. It ain’t all that common to have a car roll down a hillside like that and catch fire. See, it really isn’t damaged all that much—just burnt to a crisp. But no; there was no bodies in there, thank heavens. I hate those cases.”

	“Do you know who the car belonged to?”

	“What’s your interest, mister?” the driver asked. “Is it your car?”

	“No. It’s just that we helped to rescue a young man earlier and we think this car might belong to the person who hurt him.”

	He looked intently at Michael, then at the others. He pulled a clipboard out of the cab of the tow truck and looked at it. “It’s registered to a Mr. Clarence Pratt of Denver.” He tossed the clipboard back on the seat and stepped up into the cab. “Gotta go. Time is money in this business.”

	“Thanks. Good luck.”

	“Well?” Savannah said once everyone was seat-belted into the Jeep. 

	“Well, what?” he teased.

	“Who’s Clarence Pratt?” 

						


	****


 “Ahhh, it’s nice to be home,” Keith said once he’d sat down in the withdrawing room with a bottle of water and had removed his boots.

Savannah unfastened Rags’s harness and asked her mother. “How’d it go today?”

“Yeah,” Holly said, picking up Bethany, “we didn’t expect to be gone for so long.” She shook her head. “It’s been a long day.”

	Gladys frowned. “You all sure look tired.” Then she smiled. “The kids were great. Teddy had a little fussy spell, but Aggie used her magic to make him comfortable.”

“Her magic, huh?” Savannah smiled at Aggie. “You’ll have to share that with us.”

Gladys ran her hand over Adam’s hair. “This guy was a big help with the girls.”

“Thanks, buddy,” Michael said, squeezing the boy’s shoulder. 

	“Any news?” Aggie asked, eagerly.

	The men glanced at each other. “Well, yes,” Michael said. When he saw that the children were busy showing something to Holly and Savannah, he moved closer to Aggie and said, “There’s a posse out after Scott because they think he killed someone.” 

	The elderly woman gasped and clutched her chest. 

	Michael kneeled next to her. “We’re pretty sure we know who did it. If we can find out who that guy is, we think we can clear Scott.”

	“What do you mean, you know who did it?” she asked.

	“We think it was a guy who tried to run over two young men. Hopefully, authorities will set their sights on him after they’ve talked to the two injured boys, Evan and Ryan.” 

	Keith jumped in. “That burned-out car might have been his, Michael. If so, they should be able to trace him pretty quickly.”

	“But whose truck do you think that was—the one that he assaulted the boys with initially?”

	“He ran over some boys?” Gladys gasped.

	“They’ll be okay,” Keith said.

	Just then Cassie ran up to the men. “We’re having candles tonight. Grammy and GranGran said we can eat with candles.”

	Keith chuckled. “Gonna be kind of hard to spoon the food into your mouth with a candle, isn’t it?”

	“Daaad,” Cassie said, leaning across his lap. “We’re not going to eat with them, we’re going to use them for light.”

	“Ohhh,” he said, giving her a hug. “Why use candles when we have perfectly good electric lights?”

	“They found these candles in a cupboard,” Gladys explained, “and thought it would be fun to light them while we have dinner tonight, unless you folks object.”

	“No,” Keith said. “It’s fine with me. I’m ready for a little ambiance, aren’t you ladies?”

“Sure am,” Savannah said, picking up the infant, who had been lying in his baby swing, watching all the activity. “Does Teddy need to eat?” she asked, smiling into his face.

Gladys looked at her watch. “Yeah, he might. Go ahead and feed him. We can eat after his tummy’s full.”

A little while later, as the others were being seated around the large table, Holly said, 

“Okay, shall we light all these lovely candles?” She looked around. “Anyone have a match?”

Michael thinned his lips. “You know, I imagine they have these candles for a reason—in case of a power outage. I don’t think we should use them all.”

Keith nodded. “I agree. How about if each of you kids pick one to light?”

	“Okay. I want the big red one!” Cassie shouted.

	“Pink,” Bethany said. “Can I have pink?”

	“Me pink,” Lily said.

	“Okay, a red and two pink. Adam?” Holly said.

	“Oh, I guess that tall white one.”

	“All right, then, let’s put the rest of these back,” Gladys said. “Does anyone have a match?”

	When no one responded, Savannah remembered. “I do.” She dug into her pocket for the matchbook Rags had found and opened the book to remove a match.

“Wait,” Holly said, “there’s writing in there.”

“What?” Savannah opened the matchbook again. “There sure is.” 

“Can I turn off the lights?” Cassie asked.

Savannah shook her head. “Not yet. Wait until after we light the candles.” She then read what was written on the inside of the matchbook. “Lower fork, Ridge River, silver Mazda pickup. Love forever, Marlene. And then there’s a heart that says M.S plus C.P.” She chuckled. “Looks like Brad planned a rendezvous with Marlene.”

“At the lower fork of the Ridge River?” Keith repeated. He frowned. “That’s where… um…” He glanced at the children before saying, “…the evil deed took place.”

Holly shivered. “Ohhh. Creepy. But I didn’t hear about a woman being in the mix of things today.” She tilted her head. “Wait! That’s not Brad’s initials. I mean, where’s the B?”

Savannah looked at her wide-eyed. “No, there is no B. Hey, I wonder whose initials these are.”

Holly raised her eyebrows and the two women said in unison, “The victim.”

“Well, that’s kind of far-fetched, don’t you think so?” Keith asked. “How do you rationalize initials in a random matchbook belonging to the victim?”

When Savannah started to respond, Michael interrupted. “Hey there, you two female PIs, let’s light the candles so we can eat, shall we?”

	“Yes, please,” Keith agreed. “I’m starving.”

After a few minutes, Michael asked, “Can you kids see your food? Do you have enough light? I don’t want you to accidently eat a fly.”

“Oh, Dad,” Adam said, laughing.

“So what do you suppose that means?” Savannah asked.

“What what means?” Michael asked.

“The note inside the matchbook.”

Michael chuckled. “Oh, well, maybe Marlene has a pickup for sale.”

Keith said, “Yeah, or she wants one for her birthday.”

“Wait!” Holly said, setting down her fork. “Wasn’t the truck that hit Evan… it was a silver pickup… Keith, was that a Mazda?”

Keith looked at her. “Do you know how many silver pickups there are in Colorado?”

Savannah peered at him. “But how many of them were being driven by the guy who lost this matchbook, do you think?”

Playing devil’s advocate, Michael asked, “But are we sure he’s the one who dropped it?”

Keith picked up the matchbook off the table, examined it, and muttered, “La Linda Realty, Denver.” 

 “Hey,” Savannah said, pulling her phone out of her pocket. She began a search. “Here it is—La Linda Realty—and it lists the names of the agents.” She looked up and grinned at the others. “Hey, I think I found M.S.: Marlene Spencer. Pretty gal. Looks like a model.”

Holly leaned over to take a look. “Or a stripper.”

“Yeah, she doesn’t look like the type who’d be interested in a truck—especially a Mazda,” Savannah snarked.

“Now how can you tell that by her picture?” Keith asked, laughing.

“Ever hear of women’s intuition?”

“So who do you suppose the… um… victim is?” Savannah jumped a little in her chair and said, “Hey, I wonder if they’ve released his name. I’ll check and see.”

“How are you going to find that out?” Gladys asked.

“I’ll call Craig. He might be able to get that information for us.”

 Holly put her fork down and faced Savannah. “Well, I think either the victim or the one we met at the café has the initials C.P.”

Keith massaged her shoulder briefly. “Oh you do, do you? You little investigator.”

After she received a response from her text to Craig, Savannah reported, “No word on the name of the victim yet. Probably because they haven’t notified next of kin.” She narrowed her eyes for a moment and grinned. “But maybe I can convince Craig to get it for us nosey Rosies.”

“Nosey Rosie,” Adam repeated, laughing.

						


	****


By nine thirty that night, Gladys and Aggie had retired to their rooms and the children were asleep, all except for Teddy, who lay cuddled in Michael’s arms, kicking his feet and smiling at his mom and dad. After a while, Savannah said, “How about if I feed you, little Mr. Teddy Bear, and put you to bed?” Before she could take him from Michael, her phone chimed. “A text from Craig.” She called out to Michael and the Pettits as they sat around the large room chatting, “Hey, dig this: he says the victim’s name was Clarence Edmond Pratt.” She raised her eyebrows.

	“C.P.,” Holly said hesitantly. “So someone killed Marlene’s lover?”

	“How do you know he wasn’t her husband?” Keith asked.

	“Duh,” Holly said, jokingly, “different last names.”

	“Professional women keep their maiden name all the time,” Keith insisted.

	“Yeah, no,” Savannah said. “She may have kept her maiden name, but this C.P. wasn’t her husband. It’s obvious that he was her lover—unless they were newly married.”

	Holly laughed. “Yeah, like last week.”

	Michael shook his head, smirking. “You women sure think you have this gal figured out, don’t you?”

	“Sure do,” Holly said.

	“So who killed Clarence?” Savannah asked. She looked at Holly and the two of them said, “The jealous husband.” Savannah added, “And that’s probably who we met at the Ridgecrest.”

	“No doubt,” Holly agreed. “Brad. And where do you suppose he’s hiding out? Do you think he went home to his devoted little wifey?”

Savannah jumped in her seat. “To flaunt the fact that he survived her evil scheme.” She giggled. “Wouldn’t you love to see her face when he walks through the door tonight and says, ‘Hi dear, what’s for supper?’”

Holly giggled. “And there she is, dressed in her sexiest negligee, expecting Clarence.”

	Just then they heard a couple of hard raps on the door.

	“What in the heck?” Michael said, handing the baby to Savannah. He stood.

	Keith stood up too, and they both headed for the front door. Michael opened it slowly, then swung it wide open. He gasped, “Good Lord. It’s Scott Hanson. He’s hurt. Keith, help me get him inside.”








Chapter 8

 

“Let’s put him on the larger sofa,” Keith suggested, as they struggled to walk the man into the room. 

	Once they’d helped him to lie down on the sofa, the brothers stared down at him, unable to speak. When Michael saw him open his eyes, he asked, “You’re Scott Hanson, aren’t you?”

	The man nodded. He closed his eyes again, then opened them. He attempted to sit up while glancing anxiously around the room.  

	“Just relax,” Michael said.

	“There aren’t any rangers in here, are there?” Scott asked.

	Michael put his hands gently on Scott’s shoulders and urged him to lie back against the pillows. “No. You’re safe here.”

	“Are you hurt?” Keith asked. “We heard that you were hurt.”

	Scott stared at Keith for a moment, then at Michael. “Who told you that?” he demanded.

	Keith grinned. “Word gets around in these mountain villages, you know.”

	Scott let out a sigh. “Yeah, I know. He rolled his head from side to side against the pillows for a moment, then focused on Keith and Michael again. He took a deep breath and nodded toward his left arm. “They shot me. I took one in the arm, but I think the bullet went on through. I don’t know why they shot me or why they’re after me, but I’ve had a devil of a time trying to stay ahead of those dang rangers.” He looked at the brothers and asked weakly, “Do you know why they’re chasing me?”

	Keith nodded.

	Michael said, “A fisherman was killed and someone gave them a description that matches yours. They put two and two together…”

	“And came up with five,” Scott said disgustedly. He looked the men in the eyes. “I didn’t hurt anyone. I don’t even carry a weapon.” He frowned. “I have a knife, and I keep a gun hidden in one of my stockpiles for when I need to do some hunting. But I don’t carry it and I didn’t hurt anyone.”

	Keith nodded. “We know you didn’t.”

	Savannah stepped forward and smiled down at Scott. “Hello,” she said.

	Scott looked up into her face, his eyes wide. “An angel.” Panicked, he grabbed Michael’s arm. “Am I dying?” 

	Michael chuckled. “No, Scott. You’re not dying. This is my wife, Savannah.”

	“Yeah,” she said, “I just wondered if you’d like me to get Aggie up.”

	“Aggie?” he asked. “My mother?” He became agitated. “No. No. I don’t want her to see me like this. Please, no.”

	Keith put his hand on Scott’s shoulder and spoke quietly. “It’s okay. We won’t bother her this evening. You just relax.”

	“Let me take a look at your arm, will you?” Michael asked.

	Scott hesitated, then said, “Okay.” He began rolling up his sleeve.

	“Can you sit up and take your shirt off?” Michael asked.

	Scott looked at him and grinned. “Aren’t you a horse doctor? A veterinarian?”

	“That’s right,” Michael said.

	Scott stared at Keith. “Both of you are.”

	Keith nodded.

	“Yeah,” Michael said, grinning. “So give me your hoof there, will you?”

	All three men chuckled, although Scott’s laughter was guarded.

	Michael turned to Savannah. “Hon, would you get me some alcohol, pads, and tape?”

	“What are you going to do?” Scott asked suspiciously.

	“Your wound looks pretty good, actually, but I want to clean it out and dress it.” He stepped back and looked down at the man. “Do you have any clean clothes?”

	Scott shook his head. “Not with me. No.”

	Keith said, “Holly…”

	“I’m on it,” Holly said, hurrying toward their bedroom. When she returned, she laid a pair of Keith’s undershorts, jeans, a t-shirt, and a long-sleeved flannel shirt across the coffee table.

	“Great. Now are you up to a shower?”

	“I’d love a shower.” Scott looked at the others. “You might think people like me prefer to be dirty, but it’s not true. We appreciate a shower as much as the next guy.”

	Savannah left the room again and returned with a razor and a pair of scissors, which she held out toward Scott. He smiled up at her. “I get the hint. Okay. Snip-snip.”

	“Do you need help?” Michael asked.

	“Maybe to the bathroom. Thanks.”

						


	****


“So do you have him all settled in?” Savannah asked Michael as they prepared for bed about an hour later.

	He nodded. “He’s in the room across the hall from Aggie.”

	Her tone more reverent, she said, “I wonder if she can sense it.”

	“What?”

	Savannah smiled. “You know how intuitive and perceptive Aggie is; she might feel him close by.” She clasped her hands under her chin. “Oh, I can’t wait to see the look on her face when he joins us for breakfast tomorrow.” She frowned. “He won’t bolt in the night, will he, Michael?”

	“I sure hope not. We have a lot to discuss with that man. I wouldn’t want to be this close and lose the opportunity to do that… and for Aggie to be reunited with her son.” He shook his head. “No, he’d better not let us down.” He chuckled and spoke more quietly, “Actually, it’s something we thought of, so Keith decided to sleep on the sofa in the living room, just in case he tries to leave.”

	Savannah laughed and whispered, “So he’s our prisoner, is he?”

	Michael winked. “Pretty much.”

	“Oh, I got another text from Craig. He’s been in touch with the authorities here and he gave them the information we discovered this afternoon. He thinks they’re going to send someone to Denver to check out the folks at the real estate agency. He agrees with Holly and me that this could be a love-triangle murder, only it sure sounds like the wrong guy got killed.”

	“The wrong guy?” Michael asked. “Are you saying there was a right guy who should have been killed?”

	“No, but I mean it appears that the one who planned the killing is the one who got killed.”

	“It was probably the woman who planned it, don’t you think?”

						


	****


“So is he still here?” Savannah whispered to Holly as they prepared breakfast the next morning.

	Holly glanced toward the door to the withdrawing room. “As far as I know.” She giggled. “I can’t wait to see what he looks like all cleaned up.”

	“I know,” Savannah said giddily. 

	“Good morning girls,” Aggie greeted when she walked into the kitchen. “How can I help?”

	“Good morning,” Holly said. “Come sit down and chat with us while we make biscuits.”

	Aggie moaned, “Oh, you just made me homesick for my kitties.”	

“How’s that?” Savannah asked, gently.

	Aggie laughed. “When they sit on my lap in the morning and knead my knees, I say they’re making biscuits. I love it when they make biscuits.” She looked intently at the women. “That’s why I keep those claws trimmed.” She laughed again, then said, “I also enjoy eating biscuits, especially with peach jam.” She tilted her head. “Is it a special occasion?”

	“Um… special occasion?” Savannah repeated. “Isn’t every day of a vacation a special occasion?”

Holly opened the refrigerator and pulled out a jar, announcing, “We still have some peach jam, and orange marmalade. What else is left?”

“Plum,” Savannah said.

	“From that lovely orchard of yours?” Aggie asked.

	“Yes. Want some tea?” Savannah offered.

	Aggie nodded. 

	“Mommy!” Lily shouted when she came into the kitchen with Gladys. 

	Savannah scooped up the toddler and held her tightly. “How’s my snuggle bug?”

	“Rags snoozy,” she said, laughing.

	“That’s right,” Gladys said, “Rags is still snoozing. He must have been up late last night. Did you all stay up late and play pinochle or something?”

	Savannah looked at Holly. “Yeah, we were up a little late and Rags stayed up with us. He was in here earlier, eating, though. I guess he went back to bed.” She looked beyond Gladys and greeted Michael’s son. “Hi Adam. Have a good night’s sleep?”

	“Yeah. I heard people in the hallway, though, while I was trying to sleep. What were they doing?”

	“I don’t know,” Savannah said. “What did it sound like they were doing?”

	“Just walking and talking, I guess.”

	“Ghosts,” Cassie said. “Maybe they were ghosts from Aunt Savannah’s stories.”

	“Do you girls want to set the table?” Holly asked, handing silverware and napkins to Cassie and Bethany.

	“Me set table,” Lily said, squirming to get down. “Me help.”

	“Sure, you can help, sweetie,” Holly said, handing her a fistful of spoons.	

	Just then they heard a man’s voice. “Is everyone here?” Keith called.

	“Yeah,” Holly said, glancing rather excitedly at Savannah.

	“We’re all here,” Aggie added.

	“Are you sitting down?” Keith asked.

	Holly looked at the others. “Some of us are. Aggie’s sitting down,” she reported.

	“Okay,” Keith said, walking into the room. He was followed by Michael.

	“Good morning, boys,” Aggie said cheerily. “What are all the smiles about? Did someone swallow the Cheshire cat?” Suddenly, her eyes wide, she clutched her chest. “Scotty,” she whispered. She spoke more loudly, “Scotty.” When she started to lift herself from the chair, Scott walked toward her and helped her to stand. She stared into her son’s eyes, put her hands on his face, then leaned against his chest and wept.

	“Yeah, it’s me,” he said. “Here, let’s sit down, shall we?” He helped her ease back down into a chair and pulled another one close for himself. 

“You know who I am?” Aggie asked. “Do you remember me?”

	Scott nodded. “Little by little my memory has come back. It wasn’t until I saw the boy that my memory of you and dad became stronger.”

	“The boy?” she asked.

	Scott looked around, then pointed at Adam. “Michael’s boy. I saw him out there at the Old Witch Tree. He made me remember myself when I was his age.” He held his hand out to Adam. “Come here boy, will you?”

	Adam glanced at Michael, who nodded and he slowly joined Scott and Aggie. 

	“Do you know who I am?” Scott asked.

	Adam stared down at his feet, then raised is eyes and said, “No.”

Michael suggested, “Look more closely son. Like he said, he visited our camp the other night.”

Adam frowned. “Are you the one who scared me?” 

	Scott chuckled. “Yeah, that was me.”

	Adam looked him over. “You look way different now. You look kinda like my dad and Uncle Keith.”

	“I’m your grandpa, son.”

	“You are?” Adam asked.

	Scott nodded. He pointed at Cassie, then the two younger girls, saying, “And yours and yours and yours.”

	“And Teddy?” Cassie asked. “Teddy’s grandpa?”

	Scott looked confused. “Who’s Teddy?” 

	“Dad, can I go get him?” Adam asked.

	Michael nodded. “Sure, Son.”

	“This is Teddy,” Adam said, returning slowly and carefully with the infant cradled in his arms.

	“Oh, isn’t he a miracle?” Scott smiled down at the infant. “Teddy, huh?”

	Biscuits are ready,” Holly announced. “Anyone hungry?”

	“Homemade biscuits?” Scott asked.

	“With homemade jam,” Aggie said. “Let’s go sit around the dining room table and catch up with this wonderful family, shall we?”

	Scott took her hand and helped her up. “By all means. Let’s do.”

						


	****


It wasn’t until later that afternoon that the brothers had a chance to talk with Scott in private. Keith said, “I’d suggest a walk, but I guess we’d better keep you under wraps until we get the all clear.” 

	“All clear?” Scott asked.

	“I’d like to know that they’ve caught the killer before we take you out in public.”

	“Do you actually think anyone would recognize him?” Michael asked.

	Keith laughed, and patted Scott on the back. “No, I guess they wouldn’t.”

	“Nope,” Scott said. “No one would give us a second look. They’ll think we’re just an ordinary family—a dad out for a hike with his twin sons. And they’d be right.” 

“Okay, then, let’s take a walk,” Keith said, leading the two men out onto the porch. 

Before descending the few steps, Scott stopped and looked back at the house. “Hey, do you know what would make this walk even more perfect?”

	“What?” Michael asked.

	“If Adam joined us.”

	Michael hesitated. “Um… Scott… um… we’d really like to have that elephant-in-the-room conversation with you. Will it be appropriate for Adam to hear?”

	Scott thought for a moment before answering. “I can’t see why not.”

	Michael nodded. “Okay then, I’ll go get him.”

	“Bring the little girl, too—Cassie,” Scott suggested.

	The five of them had been walking along a wide trail for about forty-five minutes, engaging in small talk and admiring the mountainside, when Adam asked Scott, “Do you know any legend stories about this mountain?”

	When Scott hesitated, Michael prompted, “You know, folklore. Adam likes folklore.”

	“Well, yeah, actually, I do,” Scott said. “Want to sit here in the shade and rest while I tell you all a folk story?” As soon as everyone was comfortable, Scott began, “Once upon a time…”

	Michael chuckled. “That’s original.”

	“I think I’ve heard this story before,” Cassie reported, straight-faced.

	Keith took her on his lap. “Yeah, it does sound familiar, doesn’t it?” he joked.

	Scott’s eyes twinkled in response to their attempt at humor, then he continued, “Once upon a time there was a very happy, happy prince. He had found the princess of his dreams and they planned to marry. But before they could marry, the prince met with a horrible accident that whisked him away from his family and his village and put him into a deep, deep sleep. When he awoke, he discovered that every memory of his life up to that time had been erased from his mind.” He looked at Adam, then Cassie. “Oh, he remembered how to walk and talk. He knew what a dog was and a house. But he didn’t have any memory of who he was or what his childhood was like. He didn’t remember his family or even the beautiful princess he had planned to marry.” 

	“He didn’t even remember where he lived?” Adam asked.

	Scott shook his head. “No. He had to start all over and try to make a new life. But it was very, very hard for the prince. He didn’t have many skills—at least he couldn’t recall that he had any. He didn’t even know how to behave around other people, because he couldn’t remember any history of friendships or social activities. He felt so alone—like a newborn baby. But the prince wasn’t a newborn baby with parents who could teach him about life. He was a thirty-something-year-old man who had already learned it, but who had forgotten most of what he’d learned.”

	“Wow!” Cassie said. “What did the prince do? I sure don’t know what I’d do if I’d forgotten everything. I wouldn’t want to go back to preschool, that’s for sure.”

	Michael and Keith smiled.

Scott winked at Cassie. “Well, he just watched others and followed his gut—you know, his instincts—the best that he could, and he managed to get by. But that’s all he could manage—to just get by. Eventually the prince found a new wife and they had children. He was happy, but he still had a huge hole in his heart. He didn’t know what he was missing, but he had a deep longing for something.”

Scott took a swig of water, looked around at the others, and said, “Something happened one day that kind of scared the prince. He started having what seemed like dreams about other people—people he didn’t know, yet who seemed familiar to him. He liked the people in his dreams and he started spending more and more time with them—asking them questions and paying attention to the things they were doing and saying.”

“He talked to the people in his dreams?” Adam asked.

“Yeah, haven’t you ever done that?” When Adam shook his head, Scott said, “You ought to try it sometime.”

“What kind of answers were you—I mean, was the prince getting?” Keith asked.

Scott thinned his lips. “Wonderful answers; frightening answers. Things were beginning to feel familiar, yet odd. The prince got kind of scared and decided to run again—to enter the embrace of Mother Earth.” He winked. “Some people would say this was a cop-out—that the prince was hiding from his past. But the prince didn’t see it that way. When the prince was sure that the dreams he was having were real—real memories from his past, he decided to check them out, and one day he got up enough courage to visit a city he remembered and a person he remembered. That person gave the prince additional information and the prince went away, back to Mother Nature to think some more.”

“Wow,” Adam said. “What did he have to think about, now that he knew more about who he was and where he came from?”

“Well, he had to figure out if he really wanted to go back to the world he’d forgotten so many years before. By then, you see, the princess was gone. Most of the people he knew were gone.” He looked Michael and Keith in the eyes. “But then he remembered that life goes on in the bodies and spirits of others.” He addressed the brothers. “I knew about you—not that you were twins, but that your mother and I were going to have a child. I was elated.” He looked down. “When I learned about you boys just a couple of years ago, I didn’t know what to do. I felt sad to have missed all those years with you. I was afraid to approach you for fear that you’d reject me. So I just kept the status quo and continued hiding from the world and from myself.”

Adam eyed Scott suspiciously. “Do you mean that you’re the prince in the story?”

Scott looked at the boy. “Yes, Adam. Yes, I am.”

“And the princess is my dad’s and Uncle Keith’s mother?”

Scott nodded.

Adam glanced around at everyone. “So you and… and… my dad’s mother were going to have a baby when you got hurt? Does that mean you are my dad’s real dad and my real grandpa?” He tilted his head. “So you weren’t kidding this morning when you said you were Cassie’s and my grandpa.”

Scott gazed at the brothers before responding. He swallowed hard. “Yes, son, I am your dad’s real dad and your real grandpa, and boy, am I proud of that.” 

After no one had spoken for several moments, Adam volunteered, “Well, you took an awful long time to tell us about it. At least I got to know my dad when I was eight.” He lowered his head. “My mom kept me a secret from him for eight years.” He looked up. “And she didn’t even have a bad memory like you did.”

Everyone laughed.

Michael took a breath. “So what are your plans?” he asked.

“Well, I have a daughter who probably still needs me around.”

“Yes, we met Brenda,” Keith said. “Wonderful young woman. And she does love you a lot.”

“Yeah, I need to be there for her and try to make repairs in my relationship with my son, Drew.” He took a ragged breath. “I have a lot to make up to my mother.” He smiled. “What a grand lady she is.” 

“Yes, she is,” Keith said, smiling. “Aggie’s one of a kind.”

“GranGran’s your mother?” Cassie asked.

Scott nodded. He looked at her for a moment, then at each of the others. “I’d love to be part of your family, if you’ll let me.”

When emotion kept the other men from speaking right away, Adam said, “Yeah, it’s okay with me. I can use all the grandpas and grandmas I can get.”

Everyone laughed and Scott hugged the boy to him.

When Keith noticed Scott waiting for his response, he said, “I’d be honored to welcome you and your children into our family.”

“Ditto,” Michael said. “Do you like to travel?”

“I’ve never done much of it, but yeah, that is something I’m interested in. Why? What are you thinking?”

“Well, you have Keith in Colorado, me in California, and Aggie in Connecticut…”

“Hey, we have all the C states covered, right?” Keith said.

Michael and Scott looked at one another. “I guess we do.”

“Except for the Carolinas,” Adam said.

They all laughed. 

“Yes, I’m ready to travel. I’ll do anything I can to maintain a relationship with you boys and your families.”

Just then, Michael’s phone chimed. “A text from Savannah,” he said. After reading it, he reported, “The rangers are at the lodge.” He looked at Scott. “They want to talk to you. They’ll wait. Are you ready to go back?”

	“Yes,” Scott said, letting out a long sigh. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

“By the way,” Michael said, “Savannah wrote here that they’ve caught the killer, so you’re no longer a suspect. They just want to talk to you.”

“About my debt to Wanda?” he asked.

Keith chuckled. “No. I paid that. You owe me—how about catching us a fish in payment?”

Scott thought for a moment, then slapped Keith on the back playfully. “How about I teach you to fish, then you won’t ever go hungry?”

“Deal,” Keith said, embracing his father.

Michael went in for a hug next, and Adam and Cassie squeezed in between them.

						


	****


“So it was the husband, Brad, who did in the boyfriend, right?” Michael asked later as the adults sat on the porch watching the children play among the pine cones and pathways in front of the lodge.

Savannah nodded. “Yeah, I guess he suspected that something was going on between his wife and her coworker and he started snooping. He found Marlene’s little note in the matchbook.”

“But if he found it before she gave it to Clarence, how did Clarence know where Brad would be?” Holly asked.

Savannah frowned. “Good question. I guess she found another way to communicate that to him.”

“Certainly, she did,” Gladys said. “I mean, she must have thought she lost the matchbook.”

“Unless…” Aggie said. When everyone looked at her, she explained, “Maybe she had given her lover the matchbook and the husband found it on him after he—you know, did the deed. And he took it as evidence.”

“Or a souvenir,” Gladys said.

“Oh, that could be,” Savannah agreed. “At any rate, somehow Brad got wind that Marlene and Clarence were going to pull his plug and he decided to take the upper hand on that little plan.”

“Did Craig explain the car debacle?” Michael asked. “How did so many vehicles become wrecked? Was that some sort of ploy to confuse the cops?”

Savannah shook her head. “I don’t think so. From what Craig said, that probably wasn’t planned. He believes that Brad took Clarence’s keys, lit the car on fire, and rolled it down an embankment. He then took off in his own silver Mazda pickup, spotted the boys, who he thought might be witnesses, and tried to do them in. He panicked when his truck got stuck and managed to catch up to the boy who had the keys to Evan’s truck, and he stole it. He must have abandoned it someplace, because he said he was without wheels when we saw him at the Ridgecrest.”

Michael nodded. “Yeah, he must have ditched it. He didn’t want to be caught with a stolen vehicle. He couldn’t afford any red flags. I mean, he’d just killed someone.”  

Keith looked at Scott. “So who implicated you?”

“Yeah, I was wondering that too,” Holly said. “Do you know?”

Scott winced. “All I know is that I walked into the meadow near the fork in the river that morning and saw a man lying there bleeding. I started to walk over to see if he needed help, when I heard someone coming. Well, it looked to me like the man was already dead and I know enough about incriminating circumstantial evidence to know that I was probably in the wrong place at the wrong time. So I hot-footed it out of there. I guess someone saw me running away.” He squeezed Aggie’s hand and winked at the others. “The rest, as they say, is history.”

	Just then, Adam approached Michael, out of breath. “I’m going to get that bucket I saw on the inside porch, okay, Dad?” 

	“Bucket?”

	“Yeah, in that room where we keep our boots and jackets. I saw a bucket on a shelf in there. Cassie and I want to collect more of those small pine cones for our special wreaths.” He put his hand across his mouth. “Oops. I mean, we just want to find some pine cones, okay?” He grinned. “I almost spoiled our surprise.”

	“Okay, son,” Michael said. “I’m sure it’s okay.”

	When Adam returned a few minutes later, he had a puzzled look on his face. “Uh-oh, Dad—look what Cassie and I found.”

	“What?” he asked.

	He took on a serious tone. “Looks to us like a stash—you know, like the stash Rags has at home.”

	Savannah quickly turned toward Adam. “Oh no. Let me see that.”

	When the children moved closer to her, Adam started pulling things out of the bucket. “Earbuds. Are these yours, Savannah?”

	She shook her head and tried to look into the bucket.

	“A wallet, sort of.” He opened it. “Oh, there are fishing hooks in here.”

“Yeah, look how pretty they are,” Cassie said. “They’re made with feathers.”

	Savannah reached into the bucket and pulled out a candy bar. “An Abba Zaba!” she exclaimed. 

	“What’s this?” Cassie asked, grasping what appeared to be a piece of clothing. Suddenly, she dropped it like a hot potato. “Oh no,” she said, pulling her hand back.

	“What is it?” Holly asked, reaching for it. “A bra.” She put her hand over her mouth and started to laugh. “Oh no, didn’t that fisherman guy say someone from around here was missing a brassiere?”  

	“Yes,” Savannah said, “… but how?” She looked down at the cat, who was tethered nearby. “There’s no way,” she insisted. “But who else would do this?” She winced and said, in a scolding manner, “Rags.”

	“Oh, is that his name?” a woman asked, as she walked up. “I wondered.” When Rags approached her, she began petting him. “He’s friendly, isn’t he?” Before Savannah could respond, the woman said, “Yeah, he’s visited me most every night since I’ve been here.”

	Savannah furrowed her brow. “He has?” 

	“Yes.” She stood and offered her hand. “I’m Lois. I’m staying at a friend’s place up yonder.”

	“Hi, I’m Savannah. This is Holly.” She glanced at the others, who were deep in conversation, and decided not to disturb them.

	Suddenly Lois gasped. “Wait!” she called out to Adam and Cassie. “What’s that you just took out of the bucket there? Let me see that.”

	“What, these?” Adam asked, holding up a couple of things in his hands. 

	The woman moved closer and barked, “That’s my doily. And Tiffany’s toy kitty. Where did you kids get this stuff?” she demanded.

	Hearing this, Michael leaned forward in his chair. He chuckled. “Now, just a minute. I think we can clear up this mystery rather quickly.” 

	Lois glanced at Michael, then focused on the bucket. “Your children have some of my things in there,” she complained. “I’m also missing a scarf—a pink bandana.”

	“Well, Lois,” Michael said, “I can guarantee you the children did not take your things.”

“How can you be so sure?” she screeched. “There it is in that bucket they have. Let me see that. Is my pink bandana in there?”

Reluctantly, Cassie reached into the bucket and pulled out a scarf. She asked meekly, “Is this it?”

“Yes,” Lois said, grabbing it from her, her eyes flashing with anger. “So how did you children get your hands on these things?” 

“Well, if you’ll let me explain…” Michael said, sounding a bit impatient. When she looked at him, he picked up Rags and put him on his lap. “Did I hear you say this cat has been visiting your place at night?”

She nodded. “But what does that have to do with anything?”

“I can’t believe that,” Savannah said. “Are you sure it was this cat you saw?”

“Oh yes,” Lois said. “He wasn’t wearing that harness, but yes, it was him. You didn’t miss him?”

“No,” Savannah said. “As far as I knew he was safe inside the lodge.” She let out a deep sigh. “But the stuff in that bucket sure tells a different story.”

“What do you mean?” Lois asked, obviously annoyed.

Michael took a deep breath and looked down at Rags, who had jumped off his lap and now lay at the woman’s feet. “Lois, meet Rags, the klepto cat.”

	“What?”

	“Yes, evidently, unbeknownst to us, he’s been escaping, and when he escapes, he almost always steals,” he explained. 

	“True,” Savannah said. “See those earbuds? I’m pretty sure he took those from the gal in cabin five. And a man in cabin two asked us to be on the lookout for those fishing lures.” She nodded toward Scott. “Rags took photographs from this gentleman, and a gear brush from a bicyclist in cabin three.”

	“Oh,” the woman said. She looked at the cat and tilted her head.“Rags, did you say? Is he the one I saw in that documentary?”

	Savannah grinned. “He sure is.”

	“Oh my. That’s just… Wait, let me go get my husband—he’ll want to meet Rags. Can we take some pictures to show our family back home?”

	“Sure,” Michael said, amidst a lot of laughter.

	Between chortles, Keith asked, “The cat has been sneaking out at night?”

	Michael thinned his lips and shrugged. “What can I say? He rules the roost.”

	“And, apparently the lodge, and the mountain,” Holly said. “I’ve never seen anything like that cat.”

	Savannah lifted him onto her lap. “Nope. He’s one of a kind, that’s for sure.”

						


	****


Once Lois and her husband had gone back to their cabin and Adam and Cassie had returned all the items they’d found in Rags’s mountain stash, Keith asked, “So Michael, what do you folks have planned for the rest of the summer?”

	Michael looked down at Teddy as he snuggled in his daddy’s arms and gazed at Savannah, who held Lily on her lap. “Well, we have, what—six more days here, then another week or ten days in your neighborhood. So I guess we’ll vacation, now that we’ve completed our task.” He grinned at Scott and Aggie.

	“Yes, I’d like to see some of the sights before we head back to California,” Savannah said. “And,” she added rather dramatically, “now that I have the time, I want to start writing my book.” She chuckled. “I mean Rags’s book. I really need to get something to the publisher within the next month or so. I’d like to have it ready for readers in December or early next year, for sure.”

	“Do you think there’s a market for a story about a cat?” Keith asked.

	Aggie, Savannah, and Holly all said, “Oh, yes.”

	Aggie added, “My favorite books, these days, involve cats. I love reading about cats, whether it’s fiction or nonfiction.”

	“I’m a cozy mystery fan, myself,” Holly said, when I’m not reading historical fiction. “What I love about these stories is that most of them are suitable for children. I’m always reading parts of them to the girls.”

	“According to Rob, my… um… agent—well, I guess you’d say Rags’s agent—cat stories are the rage,” Savannah said.

	“And his children’s books are selling well,” Michael added. “So I imagine there are readers who are eager for his memoirs.”

	Keith chuckled. “So while your wife holes up in the office writing, Michael, what will you do with the rest of your vacation?”

	He winked at Scott and grinned at Keith. “I was hoping one of you guys would teach me how to fish.”

	“I’ll teach you, Dad,” Adam said. “It’s easy. All you have to do is…”

	“Easy, huh?” Keith said, tousling the boy’s hair. “Yeah, maybe when you have beginner’s luck.”

	“Hey,” Scott said, “I don’t know about the rest of you, but to me, going fishing with you boys…” he glanced at the others, “… and you girls, doesn’t have anything to do with catching fish.”

“No?” Michael questioned.

“No.  It’s all about being together.” He choked up. “Finally being together.”
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Catnapped (Book 1)

When Savannah Jordan agrees to help her aunt while she recovers from a broken foot, she doesn’t expect to walk into a mystery, become part of a not-quite-legal surveillance team, be kidnapped by a deranged stranger and meet a steaming hot veterinarian. 

Beloved neighborhood cats are missing—the community can only guess at their fate—and Aunt Margaret’s life is being threatened. Is it because she has a clue to the missing cats or is it something more sinister? Of course, as in all of the Klepto Cat Mysteries, Rags, an ordinary cat with a most unusual habit, has a paw in saving the day.

If you like light mysteries with only a little terror, if you’re infatuated by interesting cats and if you love a love story, you must read this book.


Available at Amazon.





Cat-Eye Witness (Book 2)

Savannah and Aunt Margaret open the old Forster home to the Hammond Cat Alliance for a fundraiser to help rehabilitate the abused horses rescued months earlier from the catnappers.

Before the afternoon is over, the collected funds go missing and someone is murdered in an upstairs bedroom. 	

Suspicion surrounds Iris, a local waitress and Savannah’s new best friend. The only witness to the murder is Rags, Savannah’s cat. With the assistance of a cat psychic and Rags’s good friend, Charlotte (the young girl with Downs), the cat helps to “paw” the killer… but not before an attempt is made on Rags’s life. The case is solved only after Rags comes face-to-face with the killer for the second time. 

Detective Craig Sledge is new to this book, as is Damon, Iris’s errant son. Sledge finds this to be one of the muddiest cases he has ever worked, with inconsistent clues and no apparent motive. He’s constantly surprised, perplexed and impressed by the cat’s uncanny ability to come up with clues he has missed. His fascination with the attractive Iris Clampton also mystifies the detective. 

In this story, one of the rescued horses goes into labor and there’s a night of high drama at the ole corral as veterinarians Savannah and Michael work to save the foal. This experience renews Savannah’s deep interest in horses and riding, which ultimately serves to help her bond with a very important surprise character who finds his way into her life and Michael’s just as they prepare to say their wedding vows. 	

While Rags is the animal star, he isn’t the only animal featured in this story. Layla is back in all of her tangerine feline beauty. And Rags makes friends with Buffy, a perky almost Himalayan cat and the inseparable duo, Walter, an all black cat and his sidekick, Lexie, a charming Afghan mix dog. Savannah’s new ride, Peaches, also debuts in this story. An incident with this mare adds another dimension to Savannah’s and Michael’s relationship. Can he hold her with open arms? 

Some say this is a love story with a mystery in the background. And it’s a story of family and friendship as newlyweds Margaret and Max continue to be a meaningful part of Savannah’s and Michael’s world.

Available at Amazon.







Sleight of Paw (Book 3)

In this story, Michael Ivey, the local veterinarian (Savannah’s new husband) is attacked by an enraged client and then later accused of this man’s murder. The evidence quickly stacks up against Michael, until Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat, starts digging up clues implicating the unlikely suspect. 

Coinciding with the details of this challenge is the discovery that the old house, which the couple purchased from Savannah’s aunt, is cursed. Is this why the couple has not been blessed with a child? 

Savannah’s sister Brianna comes for a visit. She teams up with the Iveys’ vet tech, Bud, to discover how to break the gypsy spell and they fall hard for each other. Will their courtship be strengthened or weakened by a frightening carjacking incident? 

Detective Craig Sledge is prominent in this story as the lead investigator in the murder case. As usual, he engages in some creative tactics to get the information and the confessions he’s after. He has also become embedded in Savannah’s friend, Iris’s family. He’s dating Iris and helping with her son, Damon’s rehabilitation in prison. If you read the 2nd in the series, you know that Rags (the cat) helped to put Damon in jail.


Available at Amazom.






Undercover Cat (Book 4)

A popular local journalist goes missing just before she has the opportunity to turn in her story exposing unscrupulous cat hoarders. Not only is Colbi a friend of Savannah’s and Michael’s, Damon (now out of prison and employed by the local newspaper) has a strong personal interest in her. In fact, Damon breaks some rules and some trusts in his search for Colbi.

	Is this a love connection? It’s doubtful because Colbi is a strong advocate for the feral cat population and Damon hates cats—or so he believes. 

	Colbi’s rescue is almost too late. She needs time to heal both physically and emotionally. So the Iveys invite her to recuperate in their home. Just when Colbi begins to feel safe, a body is discovered in the Iveys’ orchard and Rags (their kleptomaniac cat) goes missing. Can someone in a nearby homeless camp shed some light on the evolving mystery? 


Available at Amazon.




The Colony Cat Caper (Book 5)

Savannah Ivey, a veterinarian out on maternity leave; her aunt Margaret, the founder of the Hammond Cat Alliance; and Colbi Stanton, a reporter for the local newspaper take on a cat colony at an old, abandoned building. Odd activity around the place makes them wonder if it actually is vacant; some believe it’s occupied by something other-worldly. 


When a stranger comes to town and suggests the Alliance open the old building to a fund-raiser, everyone gets involved, including Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat. He finds something that day that stirs a lot of people—both law-abiding and crooks—into action. Are the feral cats and their caretakers in serious danger? What (or who) lurks inside the old building? What secrets does it hide? And who has the key that unlocks the mystery?  

Available at Amazon. 




The Celebrity Cat Caper (Book 6)

Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, opens up a whole new bag of tricks, when he becomes a therapy cat in a children's reading program. A documentary film crew arrives to capture the cat in action and they get more than they bargained for. Find out how Rags handles his sudden celebrity status.


In this story, Savannah and Michael Ivey invite strangers into their home during a torrential rainstorm and learn that one of them has a sinister past. Someone is murdered, Savannah is stalked, Michael's life is threatened, and Rags helps to uncover an old mystery that, until now, has everyone baffled.


The Iveys' baby Lily is three-and-a-half-months old and, along with nine-year-old Adam, provides some sweet and warm moments throughout this fast-moving story with many twists and turns.


Avalable at Amazon




The Corral Cat Caper (Book 7) 

The Corral Cat Caper    features a lot of horse energy. It's rich in adventure of the feline as well as equine sort. In one scene, Rags attempt to save their sweet kitty, Buffy,     from a catnapper and Savannah helplessly watches this drama unfold via a surveillance camera app on her phone.


   This story is full of sweet and evil surprises, unexpected twists and turns, and plenty of action and adventure.

Available at Amazon





The Gallery Cat Caper (Book 8) 

An old friend of Michael’s, who has become a successful artist, invites the entire Ivey family to his beach house. But their vacation is not all fun-and-games. It appears that someone is out to get the artist; and the Iveys and their friends keep stumbling upon clues to the tangled mystery.


Rags is up to his old klepto tricks, and it’s a good thing because, not only do his uncat-like antics prove to be amusing, he manages to save two lives.



Join the hilarity and suspense as this mystery unfolds. Enjoy some of your favorite human and animal characters as well as a few new ones, all of them giving this story a light and rich quality.

Available at Amazon




Mansion of Meows (Book 9)

Rags's documentary is scheduled to debut. The showing will take place at the investor's San Francisco mansion, where the Ivey family and film crew will stay. Of course, the mansion holds secrets and Rags is instrumental in letting the cats out of the bag.


Savannah and Aunt Margaret share another daring adventure and, of course, find themselves in deeper than they expected.


This mystery may be the most eerie in the Klepto Cat Mystery series.

Available at Amazon




PAWtners in Crime (Book 10)

When Michael and Savannah invite young burn victim and heir Arthur Spence into their home, they don’t expect danger to follow. The sensationalism around his family’s dark secrets have the paparazzi in a photo-snapping frenzy and the young man isn’t yet equipped to deal with their shenanigans. Are they issuing the unnerving threats to Arthur’s life, or is it a beloved family member? Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, has a new PAWtner in fighting crime and what a team they make. They delight in sticking their noses and digging their claws into the facts of the frightening matter. Hold onto your seats—there are some harrowing moments in this story, and some startling surprises.

Available at Amazon




PAWSitively Sinister (Book 11)

The Ivey family travel to San Francisco to help Arthur and his long-time friend, Suzette, clean out the mansion. News of the massive estate sale lures a variety of people, including former residents and long-ago visitors, each carrying stories of bizarre activities occurring there in the past.
When the klepto cat, Rags and his pawtner Koko make some ghastly and ghostly discoveries, everyone goes into research mode and they’re stunned by what they uncover - evidence of people gone missing, a treasure-trove of loot, and spirits unable to rest. This is by far the most PAWSitively Sinister story in the series.

Available at Amazon.





The Purrfect Lie (Book 12)

When the Iveys and the Sheridans find a deathbed confession letter, Savannah and her Aunt Margaret spring into action. Is Savannah’s imagination playing tricks on her or has she stumbled upon the unaware kidnap victim mentioned in the letter? In the meantime, there’s trouble at the Sheridans’ cat shelter and Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, leaps right into the middle of the tangled mess. Only the cat knows who is putting his feline friends in danger. Meet some interesting new characters in this story and be prepared to laugh and to cry. The feel-good ending is worth the admission price of this book.



Available at Amazon.






A Picture-Purrfect Christmas (Book 13)


A spellbinding story of love, hope, and a child's innocent Christmas dreams. When Savannah Ivey agrees to teach photography to a group of at-risk children, she doesn't expect a sweet-spirited little crippled girl to steal her heart and become an important part of her family. Even Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, is captivated by the child named Marissa. When she goes missing, everyone, including Rags, experiences the pain of loss.





Detective Craig Sledge fears that Marissa's unscrupulous, non-custodial father may be behind her disappearance and the search escalates into high gear. When even a pack of rescue dogs can't find the child, the detective turns to Rags and everyone prays for a Christmas miracle. Can Rags succeed where the others have failed?





While this story involves some intense drama, it will also make you smile and even laugh out loud. Bring out the tissues for the beautiful ending. A Picture-Purrfect Christmas is one of those feel-good holiday stories you'll want to read over and over again.

Available at Amazon.








Meow for the Money (Book 14)

In this story, Rags, the klepto cat, saves a beautiful Himalayan when he finds her near death one chilly night. Did this pampered kitty escape or was she abducted? Her wealthy owner, June Balcomb, can only guess. June is so grateful to Rags that she embraces the entire Ivey family, and Savannah and Rags become frequent visitors at the Balcomb estate. It doesn’t take Savannah long to realize someone close to June is out to harm her. 



The plot thickens when those June relies on most come under attack, her grandnephew is kidnapped, her attorney stabbed, and a trusted employee dies. When someone attempts to poison one of her cats, June agrees to bring in a whole new staff—all friends of the Iveys. Against the advice of others, she also hires a young woman who was only recently released from jail. Will things calm down for June once she has sent her staff and relatives away? Not until Detective Craig and Savannah, with a lot of help from Rags, start stirring things up.

Available at Amazon.







Claws for a Cause (Book 15)

Just when Michael and Savannah Ivey think their tropical vacation is over, a stranger arrives from the islands with demands they cannot fulfill. Imminent danger follows as a frantic search for the mysterious missing item ensues. Savannah is drawn into a friend’s dilemma when Colbi’s long-lost brother returns—an event that becomes personal for Savannah. When Rags, the klepto cat, finds incriminating evidence that this man might not be who he claims to be, chaos becomes the order of the day and Colbi’s life begins to unravel. In the meantime, there are rumors of wolves terrorizing the neighborhood and locals take up arms against them with some frightening results. All the while, Rags keeps a secret that puts his family in peril, but two unlikely friends team up to thwart a potentially bloody duel.

Available at Amazon.








Cabin FURvor (Book 16)

A girls’ fun getaway weekend quickly becomes something that would rival any Fright Night flick. The women run into the infamous mountain monster, they’re visited by an escaped kidnap victim, and they’re privy to rumors of a deranged serial killer who may live secretly in their cabin. Just when Savannah, Aunt Margaret, and their two best friends think the worst is over, they make a grisly discovery that shakes up the mountain community. This thriller is also rich in hilarity and features plenty of cat action, as Rags and his tabby friend Dolly tag along on this fur-raising adventure.

Available at Amazon.



 
MEOWvelous Witness (Book 17)
Chaos is the order of the day as Colbi and Damon plan their wedding. Colbi fears she has an incurable illness. In order to cheer her up, Savannah organizes a trail ride and Iris, Colbi’s future mother-in-law, joins in on the fun. Aunt Margaret’s surprise—to drive up and bring Rags and Dolly to the picnic—backfires when Margaret, the two cats, and their lunch go missing in the mountains.
In the meantime, an unwanted visitor shows up in town and starts making threats to Damon and his mother. When the stranger is found dead, Iris confesses to the murder in order to save her son. But Detective Craig Sledge goes out on a limb and invites Rags and Dolly to a line-up. The two cats shock everyone when they paw the real killers.

Available at Amazon.



 
Cats in Cahoots (Book 18)
A Fur-Raising Adventure A girls’ fun getaway weekend quickly becomes something that would rival any Fright Night flick. The women run into the infamous mountain monster, they’re visited by an escaped kidnap victim, and they’re privy to rumors of a deranged serial killer who may live secretly in their cabin. Just when Savannah, Aunt Margaret, and their two best friends think the worst is over, they make a grisly discovery that shakes up the mountain community. This thriller is also rich in hilarity and features plenty of cat action, as Rags and his tabby friend Dolly tag along on this fur-raising adventure.

Available at Amazon.



 
The Amazing CATventure (Book 19)
A CATventure that will keep you on your toes.Savannah and Michael Ivey happily agree that they’ll enjoy a rare quiet and relaxing summer. Little did they know, however, that their pact would soon be broken, as another mystery was unfolding at that very moment—one that would shock the entire community, cause a major disturbance in their quiet neighborhood, and, of course, involve their venturesome cat. Ever wonder what it would be like to put a GoPro on your cat? Follow along as Rags and Dolly launch out on the cat-venture of their lives with some startling consequences and amazing discoveries. And most of the action is caught on camera.

Available at Amazon.



 
By Cat or by Crook (Book 20)
Rags helps to unveil some ancient mysteries Iris continues her refurbishing work at the grand old Kaiser home, but things aren’t going smoothly. Is she being stalked or is she simply spooked by what she hears at night kicking around in the attic? She certainly didn’t expect to hire gravediggers, nor did she anticipate the discovery of a large fortune amidst the chaos and mayhem at the old mobster hangout. Of course, Rags is on duty. He helps to reveal some decades-old family secrets and he finds a murderer’s calling card in the most unexpected place.

Available at Amazon.



 
Merriment, Mayhem, and Meows (Book 21)
Iris finishes renovating the Kaiser Bed-And-Breakfast, but the inn’s not complete until Rags chooses a charming array of cuddle cats for overnight guests to enjoy. Before the official opening, however, Iris loses her business partner to unusual circumstances and she calls on friends to help her run the place. That’s when pandemonium shatters the calm. What is sending guests packing and intriguing others? Is the old inn haunted? Or is the mayhem a result of something more sinister? Rags attends his first book signing and leaves more than paw-tographs behind. If you enjoy suspense, intrigue, and an abundance of charming kitty-cat action, you’ll adore this story. 

Available at Amazon.



 
A Christmas to Purr About (Book 22)
The Ivey family and friends agree to serve the hungry during the holidays, but not without serious consequences that require a little feline and equine intervention. Detective Craig goes missing, Rags is accused of grand theft and malicious mischief, Savannah is harassed and nearly arrested, Michael has a surprise reunion to beat all reunions, and Peaches facilitates a Christmas miracle. If you were touched by A Picture-Purrfect Christmas, you’re going to adore this story of struggle, strife, and fear overcome in the most unusual and loving fashion.

 Available at Amazon.



 
Cattywampus Travels (Book 23)
A rollercoaster ride of kitty-cat escapades.

Rags accompanies his human family and friends on an extended vacation and manages to find plenty of trouble along the way. But, in typical Rags fashion, he also discovers ways to help in the most unexpected manner. Follow Rags on his first book-signing tour. Get ready for his first cross-country flight. Tag along with this most unpredictable cat as he meets new people and manages to touch their lives as only Rags can do.

 Available at Amazon.



 
Cats in the Belfry (Book 24)
Rags goes a paw beyond in solving this mystery.

Savannah and Margaret take on a large cat colony at an abandoned seminary. With Rags’s help, they find more than cats in the belfry. Is it real or simply illusion? No one knows for sure, even after Rags is attacked by something from above, a body is discovered, and Rags and Savannah are held captive. Will an evening in the bell tower shed some light on the chilling mystery?

 Available at Amazon.



 
CATalyst for Clues (Book 25)
Rags breaks all the rules and unravels a tantalizing mystery.


When Savannah receives a ransom note, she teams up with Detective Craig Sledge to discover who's holding her sister, Brianna. But Rags, the Klepto Cat, becomes the catalyst in finding her. You’ll delight at his covert strategy and intricate undercover work, as he misbehaves his way to another successful outcome.

 Available at Amazon.


images/00001.jpeg
PAT,RICIA FRY






