
        
            
                
            
        

    Patricia Fry - Klepto Cat 05 - The Colony Cat Caper
 
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?



Chapter One
 
It had been nearly twenty hours since the women were tied up and left in the abandoned warehouse. Margaret was darn near worn out from trying to free herself and Colbi. If only we could get these gags off, maybe someone would hear us yelling, Margaret thought. Hell, I can’t even communicate with Colbi except with my eyes, and that isn’t working.
Why hasn’t anyone looked for us in here? We know people are coming around; they’ve gotta be aware that we’re missing. Why haven’t they searched in here? Oh God, maybe something has happened to Max and Savannah, too. Otherwise, they’d be looking for us in here—my car’s right outside, for heaven’s sake. Or is it? Crap, maybe those men took it.
Margaret looked up and saw a white cat appear from around a column across the expansive storeroom. Well, that’s odd. How’d he get in here? She glanced over at Colbi, who was leaning against the wall with her eyes closed. Margaret nudged her. When Colbi’s deep-blue eyes sprang open, Margaret motioned toward the cat. Neither of them had seen a cat inside the old building since they’d begun caring for the cat colony on the property.
Sure didn’t know that decision would put us in such danger, Margaret thought, trying not to cry. Crying makes it harder to breathe with a gag in your mouth.
Suddenly Margaret felt a chuckle rising to the surface of her emotions. This may be the first time in my life that I wished a cat was a dog, she thought. That cat over there is of no use to us. He can’t bark and alert someone that we’re here. He won’t untie us. He isn’t even good company—he’s feral, after all. Margaret lay back against the wall and rolled her head from side to side wondering what she could have done differently to avoid this nasty turn of events—a situation that could result in her death. Was I too reckless? Was I so focused on saving the cats that I put myself and Colbi in danger?
Just then, she felt something touch her leg. Startled, she glanced down and saw the white cat sitting just inches from her. Margaret looked into his amber eyes. You sure were pretty in your day, she thought. Too bad no one cared enough about you to rescue you…or maybe you were born into the colony.
Margaret shook her head, almost laughing at the irony of the situation. We came here to help you and your cat friends. Now we need help and all you can do is stare at us. She looked around. How in the hell did you get in here, anyway? she wondered. If you would just chew this damn twine that’s cutting into our ankles and wrists, maybe we could crawl out the way you came in. She breathed deeply. Yeah, that’s not going to happen.
Margaret thought back to the events that led up to them being accosted and left helpless. Abandoned like the cats we’re trying to save.
* * *
It was Monday afternoon, a little over three weeks earlier. Ida Stone pressed the sides of the stuffed chenille cat. “Meow, Meow!”
“Will the meeting of the Hammond Cat Alliance please come to order?”
There were a few chuckles and comments about the unconventional “gavel” before Ida had everyone’s attention. She thanked Savannah Ivey for opening her home to a larger-than-usual group, and then she reviewed the purpose of the meeting. “As most of you know, business relocations and family home foreclosures have resulted in a larger population of abandoned cats.” She tucked a strand of her bleached-blond hair behind one ear, glanced around the room, and continued in a quiet tone. “There are a lot of cats in our local communities that have been left behind to fend for themselves, and many of them have joined colonies where cats are already being fed or where there’s a high population of rodents. While some of the cats in these colonies are second-, third-, and even fourth-generation feral, others were family pets forced into the elements.” She made eye contact with a few of the men and women around the room. “Some of these cats simply won’t make it if they’re left out there for too long.” She paused and smiled. “I’m pleased to see so many of you here today because, folks, we have our work cut out for us.”
Ida cleared her throat and looked down at her notes. Raising her eyes again, she said, “That’s why we’ve invited Jody Benevitas here today; to reinforce what some of us know about managing cat colonies and to educate those of us who are new to the concept. She is with the Hammond Animal Shelter and her specialty is cat colonies.” She turned to their guest, smiled, and said, “Jody, we’re eager to learn more about colony management. Please enlighten us.”
By the time the meeting was adjourned, most of the guests had joined the Alliance and most of the members had signed up to work in some capacity at designated areas where homeless cats were known to gather. Volunteers committed to helping with trap-and-release programs in order to get all of the cats and kittens in these areas spayed and neutered. They would find homes for those that were adoptable, and either release the others back into their colonies or relocate them to a safer place. They would also provide food and water for those cats remaining in colonies, and continue to monitor each cat’s health and well-being.
Known colony locations were assigned, and the new managers for each colony split into groups to discuss their projects. Savannah, a local veterinarian out on maternity leave; her aunt Margaret Sheridan, the founder of the Alliance; and Colbi Stanton, a reporter and pet columnist for the Hammond Daily News agreed to manage the strays at a long-abandoned building in a run-down industrial area.
“Have you been out to that place, yet?” Margaret asked, as the trio sat in a cluster at one end of the dining room table.
Colbi nodded and brushed her long, soft-brown hair off one shoulder. “Damon took me out there. He’s doing a story about abandoned buildings in Hammond. While he was snooping around the property, he spotted a couple of cats. That’s how we became aware of this colony, you know.” She smiled, her pretty face lighting up as she looked from one to the other of her fellow committee members. “Can you imagine Damon, the former cat-hater, being the catalyst in possibly rescuing these cats?”
“No, since it was a cat that put him in prison…” Margaret said.
Colbi laughed. “Yup, and there he is,” she said, pointing at Savannah’s over-sized grey-and-white cat who had just entered the room.
“Ah yes, Rags,” Savannah said, reaching out and running her hand along the cat’s back. “The incredible whodunit king.” She laughed and then turned serious. “How many cats are out there, Colbi?”
“It’s hard to tell, but we spotted around six adults, and gosh—I’m not sure how many half-grown kittens we saw scampering out of sight when we arrived.” She looked at Savannah and then Margaret. “It’s going to be a big job, guys.” She rested her eyes on Savannah again. “Will you be up to it?”
“Yeah, I need the exercise, and I need something else to focus on besides being pregnant.” She smiled. “Once the baby comes, he or she can go out there with me to feed them, or I can take a shift when Michael’s home with the baby.” She thought for a moment before saying, “Sure, I can do it.” She looked at Colbi and then Margaret. “I want to do it. Maybe we can save some of those cats and put them in loving homes.”
“That’s our goal,” Margaret said with a sigh. “I’d like to make cat colonies obsolete, along with shelters like ours.”
“You want to retire?” Savannah asked.
“Well, yeah. Max and I dream of a world where every cat is cherished, don’t you? I would love it if there was no longer a need for cat rescue facilities, foster-cat programs, cat colony management…”
“Amen,” Colbi said.
Margaret cleared her throat and leaned toward the others, her brown eyes wide with mischief. “Now, have you girls heard the rumors about that old building?”
“No,” Savannah said, shifting in her chair and stretching out her long legs.
“What rumors?” Colbi asked.
“Well, I thought that might be why Damon was doing a story about the place. He didn’t tell you what goes on out there?”
“Uh, no,” Colbi said. “Like what? I mean, as far as I know, he’s just doing a piece on why we have so many abandoned buildings and how we can bring in new businesses to fill them.” She hesitated. “No, he didn’t tell me anything was going on out there.”
Savannah glanced at Colbi and then back at her aunt, her blond ponytail swinging from side to side. “What are the rumors, Auntie?”
Margaret leaned in closer and spoke quietly, “Some say the place is haunted.”
Savannah waved her hand in the air. “Oh Auntie, that’s nonsense.” She sat up straight, focusing her green eyes on Margaret. “Every town has its haunted building and its people with active imaginations.” She shook her head and then said, “Okay, let’s discuss our first course of action. I think we should plan a little outing—go investigate the area, figure out where to set up feeding stations, take inventory of the cats, and evaluate them.”
“Sounds good to me,” Margaret agreed.
“Yes, I’m on board,” Colbi said. “If there are any sick ones, we want to get them help right away. I saw a few that looked kinda iffy—you know, scruffy coats, thin…”
* * *
The last of the guests were leaving when Savannah’s husband Michael pulled his veterinary truck into the circular driveway in front of their home. “Hi Dr. Mike,” Edie Minsky said cheerfully as she watched him climb out of the truck. “You missed a good meeting.”
“Hello Edie,” he said with a nod. “Yeah, I wanted to hear the lecture on cat colonies. Was it interesting?”
“Sure was,” she replied. “There’s a lot to know about caring for feral cats.”
Betty and Gil Gilbert ambled into the conversation on the way to their vehicle. Betty said, “You know, Gil and I’ve been managing a couple of cat colonies for years and I learned a lot here today.”
Gil nodded. He reached out to shake Michael’s hand, saying, “I think you’re gonna be busy, guy. If everyone does their job, there’ll be a lot of wild ’uns comin’ your way.”
“Yeah,” Betty interjected, “there are quite a number of cats and kittens at the old Fischer building.” She smiled. “Your wife’s going to be involved in that mess out there.”
Michael looked askance. “Oh, is that right?” he said, wincing a little.
“Yeah,” Edie said, “and you know what that means.” Her smile brightened; her gray eyes dancing.
“Yup,” he said. “It means I have a new project.” He shook his head. “A cat colony, huh?”
The threesome laughed.
“Have fun, Dr. Mike,” Edie said with a wave as she pulled her jacket collar up around her ears and rushed off to her car.
“See you,” Betty said, turning toward their truck. Gil followed behind.
“Yeah, thanks guys, for making my day,” he called after them with a laugh.
Just then, the front door of the house opened. Michael looked up in time to see Lexie, their Afghan-mix dog rushing out to greet him. “Hi Lexie,” he said bending over and ruffling the long fur on both sides of her neck. “I’m happy to see you, too, girl.” He looked up and saw Savannah waiting at the door, smiling.
“Hi hon,” she called out as he approached the steps to the large wrap-around porch. “Have a nice day?”
“Yeah, but I hear that’s about to change.”
She frowned, looking confused. “What do you mean?”
He hopped up the steps. Putting one arm around Savannah’s shoulders, he turned her toward the doorway and ushered her into the house. Lexie ran in ahead of them. Michael kissed Savannah, rubbed her baby belly, and then said, “You have a new project, huh?”
Her shoulders slumped a little. “Oh, you’ve already received the memo, I see.”
“Do you really think you should be making big commitments like this when we’re about to have a baby? Don’t you think you’ll be plenty busy being a mommy?”
She fidgeted with the lower edge of her bulky green sweater for a moment, then took a deep breath and said, “Michael, let’s sit down.” She led him to the sofa. He plopped down and proceeded to take off his shoes, a habit he pursued as soon as he got home from work no matter the season or the weather.
Savannah sat on the sofa next to her husband. “Your little piggies always seem so happy to come out and play,” she said with a laugh.
He frowned and cocked his head to one side. “Piggies?”
“Your toes. You always wriggle them like that when you take off your shoes and socks.”
He looked down. “I do?”
“Yes, you just did it.”
“Oh, I guess I never noticed. He leaned his six-foot frame against the back of the sofa, took Savannah’s hand and said, “So what’s this you’ve gotten yourself…er…maybe us…involved in?”
“I just volunteered to help Auntie and Colbi with a cat colony over at the old Fischer building. That’s all.”
“What will this entail? Is there anyone working out there now? Or will you be starting from scratch; trapping and all?”
Savannah gently massaged his hand and thought for a moment about how to respond. “Well, as I understand it, these cats aren’t being cared for. Yes, it’s a new colony…well, maybe an older colony, but Colbi doesn’t think anyone’s feeding out there.” She leaned toward him. “Oh Michael, I’ve always been interested in cat colonies. I’d love to learn more about them and be a part of creating a healthy environment for these throw-away cats.” She looked into his eyes. “Don’t you see, Michael? I want to make a difference.”
“But is the timing right for this, Savannah? We’re going to have a baby next month.”
“A lot of mothers have outside interests—some even work full time,” she reminded him. “This isn’t going to be as demanding as a job. Once we get the colony healthy, it’s just a matter of maintenance, and the baby can go with me when I feed the cats.”
Michael stared down at their hands, squeezed hers, and said, “Uh-huh.”
Savannah continued in her effort to win him over. “Of course, our baby will come first in all of our decisions. If this isn’t working for our family, I will stop. I promise.” She looked at him, reached up and brushed back the stubborn hairs that hung over one eyebrow, and said, “I really want to do this, Michael.”
He grimaced and then smiled. “I’ve never denied you anything, have I, Savannah?”
“No,” she said moving her head back and forth slowly. “I appreciate that about our relationship. We’re free to be who we are and do what we feel we need or want to do.” She looked at him thoughtfully for a few moments, and then asked, “You feel the same, don’t you, Michael? I haven’t gotten in your way, have I?”
He put one hand up to his chin and stared off into space, as if thinking. An impish smile appeared on his handsome face. “Wellllll,” he said, “you don’t let me pile up my sawdust as high as I’d like to.”
“Oh stop it,” she said, indignantly. “The sawdust issue again…if I didn’t sweep up after you work on your renovation projects around this house, we’d be buried in sawdust by now.”
Michael laughed and then turned serious. “Okay, Savannah. Go for it, hon. Caring for a cat colony is a worthwhile project and if that’s what you want to do, I won’t interfere.” He squinted in her direction. “But how involved will you expect me to be?”
“Just support me,” she said.
He sighed in relief.
Savannah stood and walked toward the kitchen saying, “And go with me to feed, carry heavy traps, load bags of cat food in my car…”
He jumped up from the sofa and followed after her. “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” he said, laughing. “Okay, Savannah. I guess it goes with the territory.” He suddenly stopped in his tracks. “Whoa there, Rags,” he said as the cat raced around the corner in front of him, nearly knocking him off balance. “Where are you going so fast, and what do you have?” He turned toward the lanky cat and made an attempt to grab him, but missed.
Savannah watched as Michael raced up the staircase after the cat, then she retreated into the kitchen, a wide smile on her face. And baby makes seven, she thought as she glanced over at Lexie, who was lying quietly in her bed next to the outside kitchen door, chewing the innards out of a toy mouse. She shook her head in disgust, and walked over to pick up the fluff the dog had spread all around the area. As she headed toward the trash can with the mess, she noticed that Walter and Buffy were waiting rather impatiently next to their kitty food bowls. Walter, expressing a rare foul mood, reached out with one of his coal black paws and bopped Buffy on top of her pretty head. The little Himalayan-mix flattened her ears and hissed at him. Can this household be any more chaotic? She laughed and rubbed the sides of her bulging belly.
“What did he have?” Savannah asked when she heard Michael enter the kitchen behind her.
“One of the baby’s toys, again,” he said in disgust. “In fact, I found all of these in his stash upstairs.”
Savannah turned in time to see Rags stretching up Michael’s leg, trying to retrieve his contraband.
“Look at all these toys he’s stolen from the nursery. Savannah, you have to keep that door closed,” he said.
Savannah smiled down at the cat and shook her head. “Ragsie, you are one high-maintenance cat.”
“Yeowwwllll.”
The couple quickly looked toward Walter and Buffy, whose spat had accelerated. “Gads, I’d better feed them before they devour each other,” Savannah said with a laugh.
* * *
The next morning, Margaret drove Savannah and Colbi out to the Fischer building.
“What was this place, anyway?” Savannah asked as they approached the cul-de-sac at the end of the industrial area. She looked around. “Why is it so far away from the rest of the buildings?” Before the others could answer, she said, “Uh-oh—chain-link fence—can we get in? We can’t even see in there through that green mesh stuff.”
Margaret grinned back at Colbi who sat buckled in the backseat of Margaret’s SUV. “She’s sure full of questions, isn’t she?”
“Well, I had a lot of them, too, but Damon clued me in about a few things.” She leaned toward Margaret and said, “You’ve lived here for a long time. You probably know the history of this building.” She tapped Savannah on the shoulder and said, “But I can tell you that there is a way in through that daunting fence, and we will have to go in there if we want to find the cats. When Damon and I were here, there was no problem going through the gate. See, Maggie, the opening is just over there to the right. You can park closer so Savannah doesn’t have to walk far.”
“You mean waddle,” Margaret said with a chuckle.
Savannah made a face at her aunt.
“Well you do waddle, girl…big time!” She laughed out loud. “Looks funny.”
“Looks uncomfortable,” Colbi said with an air of concern. “But it won’t be long now, right?” she asked, her pretty face lit up in a smile.
“We’re down to four and a half weeks,” Savannah said, grinning.
“Okay,” Margaret said once she had parked the car, “who has the notepad and pencil? Our first task is to identify the cats, right?”
Savannah looked at the notes she had taken at the workshop and said, “Yup. Count and identify.”
“And evaluate,” Colbi offered.
“That’s right,” Margaret said, pulling a lawn chair from the back of the SUV. She then led the others toward the opening in the fence. “Let’s get started.”
“What’s the chair for Auntie?” Savannah asked.
“You!” she said.
“How thoughtful,” Savannah said with a wide smile.
“Not really. I just don’t want you having that baby on my watch. You’re gonna take it easy.”
“Oh Auntie,” she said, “I’m not even having contractions. But I sure do get tired when I stand for too long.” She looked down at her aunt, pulled her jacket around herself, and said, “Even if you weren’t being thoughtful, I appreciate it.”
Margaret stopped and stared at Savannah. “You look like a big pickle in that green jacket. Where’d you get it, anyway?”
“It’s Michael’s,” she said, pouting a little. “None of mine will go around me anymore.”
Colbi grinned at the two women and then said, “Now let’s enter quietly. We’re more apt to see cats if we don’t startle them.”
The threesome walked through the slightly ajar gate. As they did, they saw a flurry of muted shades of black, white, grey, and tangerine disappear in all directions. Most of the cats darted under the building through a crawl space that had long ago lost its cover. Margaret leaned the chair against the fence, set a stack of large stainless steel bowls nearby, and motioned for the others to follow her. They walked slowly around the perimeter of the large, old building, glancing in all directions with hope of spotting cats. Margaret whispered, “Looks like someone has fed them at one time. See those crusted-over bowls?” She gazed around the area. “I don’t see water anywhere.”
“I’m sure the water was shut off years ago,” Savannah said. “Guess we’ll have to haul it in.”
“Oh no,” Colbi said, “we should have brought some.”
“Got it in the car,” Margaret said.
Colbi cocked her head. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you, Maggie?”
“Yeah, a time or two,” she admitted.
“Look,” Savannah said in a hushed tone, “the dirt under that faucet is damp. See, it’s dripping.” She walked over to the spigot and attempted to turn the knob. “It’s stuck.”
“Guess we need pliers to turn it on,” Colbi offered. “Put that on your notepad, Savannah.”
“Yes, pliers and a watering hose,” she said as she wrote. “Oh!” she exclaimed.
“What?” Colbi and Margaret asked, looking in Savannah’s direction.
“I disturbed a little cat hiding in these bushes. It just ran around to where the others went under the building.”
“Listen, let’s go back over there and hang out for a while,” Margaret said. “…see if we can get a good look at any of the cats.”
“Shall I go get the food and water?” Colbi asked.
Margaret considered her suggestion and answered, “Yeah, why don’t we bring it in now. I thought we’d feed when we left, but maybe we’ll have a better chance of observing the cats if we feed them now.” She whispered to Savannah, “Wait here. We’ll be right back.”
“Sure,” Savannah said. As she waited, she kept her eyes peeled on the opening leading under the building. Upon seeing nothing—no movement, no inquisitive kitty noses or curious eyes, she looked around the area. She observed that the building was in dire need of paint and some of the windows had been broken. You’d need a really tall ladder to climb in, though, she thought. Like a fireman’s extension ladder. She noticed bars on some of the windows. I wonder what this old place was used for. It must have employed a lot of people at one time. And they must have had a few cats around for rodent control. She peered through a tear in the green mesh at the area beyond the industrial park. Yeah, it’s still kind of wild out here. I can see that they might have a rodent problem. So they brought in some cats, didn’t prevent them from breeding, and next thing you know, they’re faced with an explosion of cats—and probably not nice cats—but strays that, without human contact, have turned wild.
“Here, sit,” Margaret instructed when she and Colbi returned. She opened the lawn chair and set it on solid ground for Savannah.
“Thanks, I will.” She looked up at her aunt and whispered with a smirk, “I’m enjoying all this pampering.”
“Don’t get used to it, Missy,” Margaret spat good-naturedly as she and Colbi prepared breakfast for the cats. “Now be still,” she whispered to her companions.
Once the bowls of food were set out for the cats, the three women waited and watched from a distance of about twenty feet. Savannah held a pad and pencil in her lap. It didn’t take long for the cats to begin making an appearance.
Colbi crouched next to Savannah and whispered, “Black-and-white long-hair with white tip on tail. Approximate age…” she looked up at Margaret.
“Adult,” the older woman said with a shrug, as she snapped a photo of the cat with her phone camera.
Colbi continued, “Cream-colored—maybe it was originally white. An older cat. Two tabbies—one dark and one light. The light one has white paws. Oh another tabby—orange—skinny, short-hair with a white muzzle. An all-white long-hair—under a year. Dark-mackerel-and-white…large cat. Very thin, white paws. Two half-grown kittens—black-and-white—one has more white than black. Another white long-hair—smaller than the others.”
“I see something just inside the crawl space,” Margaret said. “Those may be the kittens you saw the other night, Colbi.”
“They’re sure hungry,” Savannah whispered. “Look at them go for the food. And thirsty…” she added. “But those kittens are afraid to come out and eat.”
“Abscess,” Margaret whispered loudly.
“Which one?” Savannah asked.
“The orange skinny one—on his face, dammit. He needs care. Gonna have to trap him first, and maybe that other real skinny one.”
“Yeah, how do you do that?” Savannah asked after making notes on her pad. “I mean, how do you catch the one you want?”
“That can be a problem,” Margaret said. “I’ll leave one of the traps set and we’ll hope for the best.”
“Got tuna?” Colbi asked, brushing dust from the knees of her extra-small size jeans.
“Huh?” Margaret said. “Are you hungry?”
“No.” Colbi scrunched up her nose. “To bait the trap.”
Just then the women saw the cats scatter. Most of them darted into the crawl space. A couple of them ran around the side of the building into an overgrowth of shrubs.
“Now what caused that stampede?” Margaret asked. She glanced to her right and said, “Uh-oh. Cops.”



Chapter Two
 
Colbi glanced up. “It’s just a security guard, Maggie,” she said while twisting her long hair into a loose knot on the back of her head.
“Yeah, I see that.”
The women watched as a slight man, wearing a tan uniform with an emblem on one sleeve, and large highway-patrolman-type sunglasses, approached. His drab brown hair was pulled back at the neckline into a short ponytail.
“Hello officer,” Margaret said with a smile.
“What are you ladies doing here?” he asked flatly glancing from one to the other.
“We’re from the Hammond Cat Alliance and we’ve come to assess the situation with the feral cats out here,” Margaret explained.
“You’re trespassing,” he said, his face expressionless.
“Um, the gate was open and there are cats in here that need attention.”
“Cats can take care of themselves,” he said dryly. He glanced around and then added, “Anyway, what makes you think there are any cats here?”
Colbi spoke up. “We saw them. There are at least eight or ten of them and some of them appear to need medical treatment.”
“Not to mention food,” Margaret added.
The officer rubbed the side of his face and looked around. “Well, I don’t know about cats. All I know is I’m supposed to keep people out of here. So I suggest you leave and don’t come back.”
Margaret stared at the guard for a moment and then asked, “Who do you answer to?”
“What?” the officer questioned.
“Who owns this building? We’d like to address the situation with him or her,” Margaret said. “The cats cannot fend for themselves. They need human intervention and we aim to help them any way we can. Perhaps we should start by speaking directly to the property owner.”
“Uh…well…” the officer stammered. He looked down at his shoes.
Savannah, who sat a short distance away in the lawn chair, followed his eyes with hers. What’s the deal there? she wondered to herself. Looks like he’s wearing spats. Spats? Now that would be weird. Maybe he can’t afford the shoes that go with the uniform so he covers his street shoes to make them look more to code. She smiled. I wonder if his boss knows he’s out of uniform.
“If you can’t tell me who owns the building, I’m sure I can get the information from the company you work for. By the way, what is your name?” Margaret asked.
“Um…Brad…Brad Whitcomb.”
“And the company name? Are you with Ace Security…or that other one…what is it?” Margaret asked, and then answered herself, “Oh yes, NoCal.”
“Yeah,” the guard said, swatting a fly away from his face. He looked directly at Margaret. “It will do you no good to pursue this. I suggest that you just leave those cats alone. Mind your own business.” He started to leave and then added, “If I see you here again, I will report you.” With that, the guard said, “Good day, ladies,” spun on his heels, and walked out through the gate.
“Hmph,” Margaret responded, turning to address Colbi and Savannah. “We need to find a way to get permission. I sure don’t want to be hassled every time we come out here.”
“Yeah, and from the looks of the cats, we’d better do it soon,” Colbi said.
Savannah stood and folded the lawn chair. “Let’s shove those bowls under the building there,” she said, “so the cats have better cover while they eat.”
Margaret grinned up at her niece. “I’ll do it, preggo lady. If you get down there, you may never get back up.”
“I can do it,” Colbi offered.
“Yeah, you’re the smallest and the youngest. You do it.” She thought for a moment and then turned to Savannah and said, “I have Grandpa Jed’s cane at home. It would come in handy for pulling the cat dishes out from under the building and pushing them back in.”
“Good idea,” Savannah said, making a note on her pad about the cane.
“Are you going to set the trap?” Colbi asked.
Margaret thought about it for a moment and then said, “Naw, let’s wait until we get authorization. Don’t know how long it’ll take. We’ll start trapping maybe tomorrow.”
A few seconds later as they walked to the car, Savannah looked around to see if they were being watched. She said, “Did you guys notice anything odd about that guy?”
“Yeah, where did he disappear to?” Margaret said. “I didn’t hear a car drive up or leave, did you?”
“Yeah, I thought he’d keep watching us to make sure we left,” Colbi reasoned.
“Well that, too, I guess,” Savannah said. “But no, there was definitely something odd about him.”
Margaret glanced up at her niece, who stood a good head taller than herself. “Oh Vannie, all those security guards are odd.”
“No, but there was something not quite right about this one.”
“What?” Colbi asked.
“I’m not sure,” she said after thinking about it for a moment. “He just didn’t seem like security-guard material.”
Margaret stared at her niece and shook her head. She then said, “Okay, I know what we need to do next. Ladies, let’s go talk to Jim.”
“So why are we going to talk to Deputy Jim?” Savannah asked.
“Just want to have some sort of authority in case that guard shows up again. If Jim knows what we’re doing, maybe he’ll stick up for us.” Margaret opened the driver’s side door and continued, “That Benevitas woman should have covered the trespassing issue. I’ve encountered it before in cat-rescue operations.”
Once everyone was seated in the car and Margaret had pulled out of the industrial area, Savannah turned toward her and said, “There’s gotta be some sort of protocol they want us to follow in situations like this. Yes, I’m surprised she didn’t mention the trespassing issue.”
Colbi leaned toward the women in the front seat. “Damon has an appointment with the guy who owns the building this week. Maybe we could meet with him too, and get permission from him.”
“Now there’s an idea,” Margaret said. “Where is Mr. Fischer now?”
“I think Damon said he’s in a nursing home in Straley.”
Margaret was quiet for a moment, then she said, “What if he denies us access? It could become a bit gnarly—I’d almost rather just sneak around and make sure the cats are cared for—take our chances, you know.”
“On the other hand,” Savannah broke in, “maybe the owner would be glad we’re taking care of the cats. And if we sign something saying we won’t hold him liable if one of us gets hurt on his property…”
“Good thinking, Vannie. Maybe we should bypass Jim and see if we can get permission from the owner.” Margaret made eye contact with Colbi in the rearview mirror. “When is Damon interviewing this guy Fischer? It’s Anson Fischer who still owns the building, right?”
Colbi nodded. “I think that’s what Damon said. He’s going to see him today or tomorrow.”
“Call him, Colbi, would you? See if you can get an address. We could drive over there and take care of this today.”
“You’re not needed at your shelter today, Auntie?” Savannah asked.
“Naw, the census is low and we have volunteers coming in to clean pens and socialize the newer cats. My hubby should be able to do without me for a while longer,” she said. She reached over and patted Savannah’s hand. “I’m enjoying this time with you lately, since you’ve been staying home from the clinic. It’s kind of like old times, isn’t it—you and me out and about, trying to save cats?”
Savannah laughed. “Yeah, and getting ourselves in trouble. It’s déjà vu, for sure.”
“My call went to voicemail,” Colbi reported. “I left a message.”
“I’m thirsty,” Savannah said. “How about we stop for an iced tea while waiting for Damon to call?”
Margaret glanced quickly at Colbi. “There are water bottles in that little cooler next to you—wanna get one for Vannie? …and me too, if you don’t mind.” She quickly changed lanes and said with a sigh, “Well since we have time, let’s go ahead and talk to Jim. Might as well cover that base, too.”
“Good plan, Auntie,” Savannah said. “Glad you’ve learned your lesson about trying to outwit the sheriffs.”
Margaret looked briefly in Savannah’s direction. “What are you talking about? When did I ever do anything that wasn’t above board and lawful?”
“Are you kidding me?” Savannah shrieked. “Trespassing, spying, running illegal surveillance operations, hiding evidence…”
“Okay stop!” Margaret shouted. “False, false, false…” she said, accenting her words by poking her index finger in the air.
Savannah stared over at her aunt and crossed her arms over the top of her baby bump. “Oh really?”
Margaret cringed slightly. “Well, there were extenuating circumstances,” she said quietly, and then more loudly, “and we did save those cats, didn’t we?”
“Touché,” Savannah said, laughing. “Indeed, we did.”
“You two are a crack-up,” Colbi said. “And fun to hang out with.” She leaned toward Margaret from the backseat and said, “Maggie, did you really do all those things?”
She flashed a smile back at Colbi. “Whatever it takes to save the cats, girl. Whatever it takes.”
“Now you’ve got me worried,” Colbi remarked. She added with a smile, “And kind of excited.”
“Yeah, with Auntie along, this gig will not be boring.” Savannah laughed. She then said, “Uh-oh, do you think we could stop for a potty break before we go see the sheriff?”
“Gotta go again, huh?” Margaret said. “How about at McDonalds? There’s one just ahead.”
“I’m not fussy. Just get me there in time, that’s all I ask,” Savannah said, looking anxiously toward the fast-food restaurant off in the distance. “These urges sometimes come on in a hurry.”
* * *
The women arrived at the sheriff’s office just as Deputy Jim was preparing to climb into his patrol car. “Wait, Jim,” Margaret called out the car window as she pulled into the parking lot.
He raised his head, spotted Margaret, and walked over to her car. “Morning Maggie,” he greeted. “What’s up?”
“Just wondering if we’re violating any trespassing laws out at the abandoned Fischer building, by managing the cat colony that has developed there.”
Jim glanced at Savannah and Colbi and then focused his eyes on Margaret. “Well, it is private property.”
“But there are cats in danger…they need care,” she retorted.
“I’m not even sure it’s safe for you ladies to be out there.” He hesitated and took a deep breath. “We get strange reports coming from that neighborhood.”
“Like what?” she asked in an almost challenging manner.
“Oh, people see things, hear things…we get calls, but we never find anything when we arrive.” He looked off into space for a moment and then said, “One officer thought he saw something a few months ago, but his sighting could not be substantiated.” Could be a gang hangout for all we know. Might be a danger for you.”
“Well, all the more reason why we should get those cats out of there—move them to a safer location.” Margaret looked ahead through the windshield and then back at the deputy. “Jim, we were out there just now and a security guard confronted us.”
He rubbed his chin, squinting his eyes. “Security guard? That’s odd. That place has been abandoned for so many years… I can’t imagine anyone paying a security guard at this point. What company was he with?”
“He didn’t say. He just mumbled something when I threw the names of a few companies out,” Margaret said.
From the backseat, Colbi added, “I didn’t see a company name on his uniform.”
“What about his car?” Jim asked. “Did it have a logo?”
“Didn’t see one,” Margaret responded.
“No logo?”
“No, no car,” Margaret said.
“No car? Way out there? That is odd.”
“Jim, do you know who owns that building?”
“I guess old man Fischer still does.”
“Do you know where we can find him?”
“Last I heard, he was in a nursing home—something’s not right with him, you know, after that accident.” The deputy looked over at his car and then back at Margaret. “He could be dead by now, for all I know.”
“Okay, Jim. I think you’ve told us what we need to know. Thanks.”
He stood there for a few moments—looking from one to the other of the women and said, “Now Maggie, use common sense. I know cats are important to you ladies, but your well-being is more important, don’t you agree?”
“Sure,” she said as she turned the key in the ignition. “We’ll be careful—just doing our job, as you guys always say.” With a chuckle, she shifted into reverse and waved at the officer, who stood staring after them as they drove off.
“Oh, that’s Damon,” Colbi said looking down at her cell phone. “Hi! Thanks for calling. Just wondering if you know which nursing home old man Fischer’s in.”
“Are you planning to go there?” Damon asked into the phone. “’Cause if you are, it’ll be pretty much a waste of time. He doesn’t know what’s going on anymore. In fact, I guess he’s been that way ever since the accident.”
“Have you seen him yet?”
“Yes, and I didn’t get anything out of him. At least I have an idea of what his current situation is. Oh, and I saw pictures of him when he was younger—someone had put a photo album in his room—maybe to help him remember. But it was useful to me—for my story.”
“So where is he, Damon?”
“Let me look it up here—it’s…Garden something. Oh here it is, Garden Terrace Nursing Home. Nice place. The address is…are you ready?”
“Just a minute—Savannah, can you take this down?”
“Um, sure,” she said, retrieving the pad and pencil.
Colbi said into the phone, “Yes, shoot.”
“Nine-nine-two-three Elm Avenue in Straley—off the Main drag, just past the big feed store.”
Colbi repeated, “Nine-nine-two-three Elm Avenue. I’m sure Maggie knows where it is. Thanks, Damon. Love you.”
“Love you, too. Be careful. Oh,” he said, “you might be interested in knowing this—he likes cats.”
“He likes cats?” Colbi repeated, glancing over at Margaret with a look of delight on her face.
“Yeah, there was one in his room—can you believe it?” Damon said. “…a cat living in a nursing home. And some of the photos showed him pictured with cats.”



Chapter Three
 
The three women walked into the Garden Terrace Nursing Home around one-fifteen that afternoon, after stopping for salads at a café along the way. “Hello,” Margaret said to the first person she saw who looked like she might work at the establishment, “we’d like to see Mr. Fischer.”
The heavyset woman dressed in dark-blue scrubs swiped at her bangs and looked around as if sizing up the three women. “Well, he don’t usually take visitors,” she said in broken English. “Does he know you?”
“Not yet,” Margaret said. “We’d like to talk a little business with him.”
The dark-skinned woman winced, raising her eyebrows. “I don’t think he talk business. He’s kind of…” Just then a man wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase walked briskly through the lobby door. The employee looked in his direction. “Hello Mr. Engleson,” she said with a smile. “Maybe you talk to these ladies here.” She glanced at them and back at the man. “They want see Mr. Fischer.” She turned toward Margaret. “This here is Mr. Fischer’s lawyer, Mr. Engleson.”
“Hello.” Margaret held out her hand. “I’m Margaret Sheridan from the Hammond Cat Alliance. This is Savannah Ivey and Colbi Stanton. We want to see Mr. Fischer about the cats that have been abandoned on his property in the industrial park in Hammond.”
“Ahhh, Mr. Fischer’s cats,” the wiry man of about fifty said with a smile. “Yes, he does like his cats. So what about them?” he asked. He looked over at Savannah and suggested, “Shall we sit down? We can chat here in the lobby.”
Once seated, Engleson looked at Margaret. “So what about his cats?” he asked.
“Well, there appears to be a dozen or so stray and abandoned cats living on his property and it doesn’t look as if anyone’s caring for them.” She stared at him for a moment and then said, “A lot of people think cats can fend…”
With a dramatic flair, he threw his head back and looked at the ceiling for a second, saying, “I know. I know. Cats can’t fend for themselves. I’ve heard the lecture from Fischer himself over the years.” He looked at Margaret and Colbi as if he were sharing a secret. “I’m a dog person, myself. But I can certainly understand devotion to an animal—any animal.” He chuckled. “Hey, my son owned a pet rat once. I had to take care of him sometimes when the boy was sick or he fell down on the job.” He grinned. “You know, that thing was quite amusing. I found myself enjoying his company a time or two.” He laughed. “Yeah, I get his…and, I guess you ladies’ affection for cats.” He hesitated and then said, “So what do you propose to do about the cats, may I ask?”
Colbi leaned toward the attorney. “Well, we’d like to evaluate the colony…”
“Colony?” he asked, frowning as if confused.
“That’s what you call it when a group of cats find each other and begin communing. That’s a cat colony,” Colbi explained.
“Cats do that?” He shook his head in disbelief, and rubbed his two-day’s growth of beard. “So they have a herd instinct—a pack mentality?”
“I don’t think you could say that,” Savannah said, laughing. “But an abandoned cat will sometimes join other cats that are living where there’s a food supply—garbage cans, rodents, managed feeding sites—and become part of a family, you might say. And this is what has happened at the Fischer building.”
“Yeah,” Colbi interjected, “but the cats don’t always get along—they can still be territorial. Don’t you ladies find that to be true?”
Margaret nodded. “Sometimes the families they create become dysfunctional.” She laughed. “But yes, I think what attracts them is the food rather than companionship,” Margaret said.
“Although sometimes cats will bond in colonies,” Savannah added.
“That’s true,” Margaret agreed.
Colbi nodded.
The attorney stared back and forth at the women for a moment, looked at his watch, and asked, “Well, ladies, what is it you want from me—or, er…Mr. Fischer?”
“Permission,” Margaret said. “Permission to manage the colony of cats that have moved in on his property. Obviously, the security guard doesn’t think we should be there and we don’t want to trespass. But these cats are in desperate need of help and we’d like permission to step on the property for the express purpose of managing this colony.”
“Wait,” Engleson said waving his hands in the air, his sharp features drawn into a scowl, “what security guard?”
“Um,” Margaret started, “the security guard who told us to leave.”
“Now that’s strange.” He thought about it for a moment and then said, “Probably hired by the industrial park. We haven’t had our own guard in many years.” He pursed his lips and looked directly at Margaret. “You ladies don’t plan to cause any trouble out there, right?”
The women looked from one to the other and shook their heads.
He grinned toward Savannah. “You won’t give birth out there or anything, will you?”
“Nooooo,” she said feeling rather embarrassed.
He thought for a moment more and then asked, “Who will be going out there? Just you three?”
“Yes.” Margaret nodded. She then said, “We may need the help of a few others from the Alliance or from a veterinarian sometimes. Can’t you put me in charge? I’ll be the responsible party. Can you give us blanket permission for the Cat Alliance? We are a registered non-profit organization.”
“Okay. Let’s see, you three can sign a release, taking full responsibility for anything that might happen to you out there, right?”
Colbi cocked her head. “Happens to us?”
“You know—you get cut on barbed wire, you step in a gopher hole and break your ankle. We don’t want to be liable for anything like that. Understand?”
“Oh, yes, sir,” Colbi said.
The other women nodded.
Margaret spoke up. “Sure, we’ll sign that, if you’ll give us a letter of permission to be on the property in case another security guard comes around asking questions.”
“Yeah, I’ll draw up something on behalf of Mr. Fischer. He’s still the sole owner of the property. Next in line is his son.”
“And you are his power of attorney, I assume?” Margaret asked.
“That’s right.” He looked at his watch again. “Gotta go. If you’ll give me an e-mail address or a fax machine number, I’ll get the release to you.” He then looked down at his briefcase. “Actually, I think I can prepare something for you now.” He pulled a handful of papers out of his case and examined them. “This one ought to do.” He read the release out loud to the women and asked each of them to sign it. He then said, “I’ll get the permission to you tomorrow sometime. Where shall I send it?” he asked looking around at the women.
“Here’s my card—e-mail/fax, either one works,” Margaret said. She stood and reached out to shake Mr. Engleson’s hand. “Thanks so much.” Margaret couldn’t resist. Before walking away, she asked the attorney, “Do you think some of the cats out there used to belong to Mr. Fischer?”
He thought for a moment and then said, “Well, I don’t know. I recall that when he and his wife divorced back in ninety-seven, they had quite a battle over their cats. Ultimately, they split them down the middle—he got half and she got half.” He grinned. “I never knew how they told those cats apart. They looked identical to me—all white, every last one of them.” He reached down and picked up his briefcase. “I never gave it a thought before—what happened to his cats after the accident. It could be that those living at his showroom were turned loose when the cars were removed. Yeah, they could be wild cats by now, I guess.”
The three women watched as the attorney headed swiftly down a hallway toward the residents’ rooms, then they turned toward the exit. Before leaving the building, Savannah said, “Oh wait. I see a restroom sign. I’ll be right back.”
Margaret looked at Colbi, shook her head, and said, “I think I’d get a catheter and wear a bag…”
Colbi glanced away, ignoring her statement.
“So what do you think is with the security guard that no one seems to acknowledge?” Savannah asked as she climbed into the front seat of Margaret’s car a few minutes later.
“That’s a puzzle,” Colbi said from the backseat.
“Yeah, some kind of imposter, I guess,” Margaret suggested.
“So what’s the story behind this old building, Auntie?” Savannah asked once they were on the highway headed home.
Margaret looked briefly toward the backseat and said, “First, I have a question for Colbi.”
Colbi leaned slightly forward. “Oh, what?”
“When did the ‘love you’ stuff start with Damon?” she asked bluntly.
“Auntie,” Savannah said in a scolding manner.
“What? I didn’t know they were a couple,” she explained.
Savannah twisted in her seat to look at Colbi. “Are you blushing?”
“Yeah, I guess,” she said quietly. No one spoke for a while and then Colbi said, “I don’t know, Maggie; I guess our relationship has just evolved. We’ve enjoyed each other’s company practically ever since Damon hired on at the newspaper office, and then he saved my life.” She paused before continuing. “When he rescued one of my little stray kitties, I mean I really fell in love,” she said laughing. She became more serious. “He’s actually quite a guy.”
Margaret glanced at Colbi through the rearview mirror. “So you think he’s completely off drugs? Do you worry about him sliding back into his old lifestyle?”
“Oh yes, he’s clean—almost pure,” Colbi said. “He rarely even takes a drink. He’s serious about building a useful existence. Says he’s wasted too much time already.” She stared out the car window for a few moments and then said,” No, I am not one bit concerned that he will slip up. Detective Craig Sledge did a masterful job of helping with his rehabilitation while Damon was in prison. He is truly committed to making it.”
“I wonder why Craig took such an interest in him,” Savannah said. “Do you think it was because of Craig’s relationship with Iris…he wanted to help her son out…or did Craig actually see promise in Damon?”
“I’ve wondered that, too,” Margaret admitted. “Probably both.” She glanced at Savannah, “Iris seems happy, doesn’t she? Craig must be good for her.”
“And the fact that Damon is doing so well is probably a factor, too. She had many years of heartbreak over his shenanigans.”
“Now, how old is he?” Margaret asked. “He’s still in his twenties, isn’t he?”
“Yes, he’s a few years younger than I am,” Colbi said. She paused and then said, solemnly, “Guess that makes me a cougar.”
“I think you two are pretty well matched,” Savannah said, craning her neck to look at Colbi. “I don’t consider you a cougar.” She flashed Colbi a sassy look and added, “…unless you want to be.”
“How long have you known him?” Margaret asked.
“Um, about five months. But I can tell you, I’ve never met a man I admire as much as I do Damon…outside of my dad, of course.”
Savannah smiled back at Colbi and then looked over at her aunt, who seemed to be contemplating her next comment. Finally Margaret said quietly, as if talking to herself, “Things sure happen fast these days.”
Margaret drove another few miles in silence and then she took in a breath and said, “Okay, about old man Fischer—uh, I guess he’s not actually much older than I am—maybe sixty. Everyone refers to him as old because of his condition, I imagine. Well, he and his second or third wife came here with money. He had a thing for old cars—you know, real old—antique. He restored them and then, I guess, just stored them in that building of his. As the attorney said, it was his ‘showroom.’ He had a couple of other things going on out there, too—I mean, he rented the top of the building out. I knew someone who took quilting classes on the second floor, and there was a small manufacturer of t-shirts for a while. There was a dance studio. Tom and I went ballroom dancing there a time or two. But I believe someone also taught ballet and maybe tap. Oh, and I read that a guitar maker had his shop there. Over the years the building served a lot of purposes, but mainly it was Fischer’s garage for his antique cars. He’d open it up to the public for fundraisers a couple of times a year. I guess a lot of people will pay to look at old cars, including my husband Tom and Tom’s grandfather.”
She paused and then said, “You know, now that I think about it, I remember seeing cats wandering around amongst the old cars—white long-haired beauties. I’m pretty sure they were angoras.”
“So what happened to Mr. Fischer?” Savannah asked quietly.
“That was a mystery. Someone found him walking around the industrial park in a daze early one morning. He didn’t know what had happened, but I guess it was obvious he’d been hit on the head. Some speculated he’d been hit by a car. He never recovered to the point where he could tell anyone.” She was quiet for a moment and then said, “It seems to me they found some sort of tool with blood on it. One school of thought was that it fell from a rafter or something. There was no reason to consider foul play. As far as anyone knew, he wasn’t being targeted.”
“When was that?” Colbi asked.
“Well, let’s see, it was after Tom died and before I met Max,” Margaret said. “So maybe ten years ago.”
Margaret pulled into Savannah’s driveway and said, jokingly, “It’s been swell, ladies. We should do it again sometime.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “we’ll be seeing a lot of each other, so better get used to it.” She smiled over at her aunt. “It has been fun. Thanks for including me—and for bringing the chair, Auntie. Thoughtful.”
“’Bye Maggie,” Colbi said, as she stepped from the backseat. “When shall we go out there again?”
“I’ll let you know when the permission thingy comes in and we’ll make our next plan; all right with you two?”
Both women nodded.
“Okay, then. I have to go get ready for a night out.”
“A night out?” Savannah quizzed.
“Yes, Max and I are going ballroom dancing. It’s a special event for those of us who can’t keep our feet still.”
“Or your hips,” Savannah said with a laugh.
“Just you never mind about my hips,” Margaret said as Savannah closed the passenger side door.
“’Bye now,” Savannah said with a wave.
Colbi reached out and gave Savannah a hug. “You must be tired. Ready to recline for a while?”
“Yeah,” Savannah said. “Sure am.”
“Can I come in and fix you a cup of tea or something?”
Savannah waved her hand in front of her. “Oh no. I’m just fine. You go on now and take care of your yard full of feral cats. They’re probably waiting for you.”
“I’m sure of it,” Colbi said as she climbed in the driver’s side of her old pickup truck.
* * *
Wednesday morning, Savannah was sitting in the overstuffed chair in her living room embroidering a whimsical elephant pattern on a newborn-size sleeper when she heard a rap at the front door. “Come in, Auntie,” she said upon opening the door. “What brings you out?”
“Well, I figured you wouldn’t be venturing over this morning with Lexie in this cold snap, so I thought I’d come see you.”
“Good. Want coffee?”
“Sure. What’s that you’re making?” she asked, looking down at the project lying on the ottoman.
“Just doing a little embroidery. Gotta have something to do and the baby will need these things.”
Margaret picked up the sleeper. “Nice work, Vannie. I didn’t know you could do this stuff.”
“I couldn’t. I’m self-taught.”
“Impressive,” she said smiling up at her niece. Just then, something else claimed her attention. “Hi Lexie,” Margaret greeted, rubbing the dog on both sides of her neck. She ran her hand over Lexie’s back as she walked over to pet Walter, who was curled up on a dining room chair. As she smoothed his fur, something else caught her eye. She looked toward the hallway and saw Rags sitting there. He closed his green eyes and yawned just about as wide as a cat can yawn. “Did we wake you?” Margaret asked with a grin.
“So sit down and tell me about the dance,” Savannah said as her aunt walked back into the room carrying a mug of coffee.
“Very interesting,” she said with a hint of mystery in her tone.
“How so?” Savannah asked, sitting sideways in the overstuffed chair and pulling her feet up under her.
“I had a chance to talk to Jim after he’d had a beer and I learned a few things about the Fischer building.”
“Oh that’s right, Deputy Jim and his wife do ballroom dancing, too.”
“Yes.” She leaned toward her niece and said, “Did you know that some people believe the place is haunted?”
“Well you said that before, and Deputy Jim sort of alluded to the fact that something weird was going on out there.”
Margaret waved her hand in the air. “Yeah, but he was more open about it last night—more talkative. They get calls about strange sightings every once in a while, I guess.”
“So what is it?”
Margaret smiled and began wriggling her fingers toward the floor in an attempt to entice the Iveys’ Himalayan-mix cat. “Come here, Buffy. Let me pet you, you sweet thing.” She then glanced up at Savannah and asked, “What is what?”
“The sightings.”
Margaret reached down and lifted Buffy into her lap. She looked over at her niece and shrugged. “They don’t know. The officers never see anything or if they do, it’s so fleeting they can’t make out what it is. According to Jim, they sometimes hear noises coming from inside the building. They can’t see where anyone’s getting inside. I guess they figure it’s the cats creating the illusions and making the sounds. He said it’s an eerie place out there at night.”
Savannah shuddered. “Who would even go out there at night?”
“I guess kids out drinking and making out, the homeless, the neighbors out for a walk…hell, I don’t know,” Margaret said. Suddenly, her face lit up. “I want to go there some night.”
“Of course you do,” Savannah said. Her eyes widened. “But not with this kid, you’re not.” She looked down and shook her head. “No way, José.”
“Awww, come on. Won’t you come out and play with me?”
“Been there, done that with you, Auntie. No! Go play with Colbi, she’s young and she’s got courage.”
“She’s about the same age as you are, isn’t she?” Margaret asked. “…early thirties?”
“Yeah, I guess she is,” Savannah said. “But she’s still foot-loose and fancy-free. Savannah unfolded her legs and planted her feet on the floor. Leaning forward a little, she said, “Take Brianna. My sister will surely go adventuring with you.” She put her hand on her baby bulge. “Not me. Sorry.” Glancing over at her aunt, who looked slightly dejected, she said, “But I’ll be waiting to hear what you see over there at night. I do love a good ghost story—just don’t want to be a part of it,” she said, shaking her head.
Margaret sat up straight and edged her cell phone up and out of her jeans pocket. “It’s Max,” she said. “Hi Max, what’s up? Are you overcome with cat drama by now?”
“Nope, all’s fine,” he said. “Just wanted to let you know your permission letter came through on the fax just now.”
“Oh good. Thanks. I’ll be home in a few.” She clicked “off” and looked over at Savannah. “We got our permission. I’ll have copies made for you and Colbi and whoever else might be going out there, just in case that nosey guard-wannabe comes around again. I’ll let Jim know we have it, in case he gets a report about us.”
“Nosey guard-wannabe?” Savannah questioned. “You don’t think he’s a real security guard?”
Margaret tilted her head and narrowed her brown eyes. “I’m beginning to wonder. Sure doesn’t sound like he has any authority out there. What do you think?”
“Hard to tell. He pretty much looked authentic to me except…” Savannah bit her lower lip, frowning.
“Except what?” Margaret asked while running her hand over Buffy’s head and then smoothing the luxurious fur down the cat’s back.
“I think he was wearing spats.”
Margaret raised her head abruptly and stared over at Savannah. “What?” she asked. “Spats? Who in the hell wears spats? What makes you think he had on spats?”
Savannah arched her brows. “Sure looked like spats to me—over a pair of sport shoes. I thought I could see white and streaks of fluorescent orange showing through here and there.”
Margaret was silent. She absently petted Buffy while saying, “Well, maybe they don’t pay those guys much and he can’t afford the appropriate shoes. Or he stepped in dog poop and had to take them off or…”
“Okay, okay. Maybe it wasn’t so weird.”
“Well, it’s actually pretty clever, don’t you think? But I didn’t even know they made spats anymore. Where do you think he would find them…if, indeed, that’s what he was wearing?”
“Oh, you can get anything on the Internet,” Savannah said, flippantly.
Margaret sighed deeply and then said, “Well, Buffy my dear, I could sit here all day with you, but we have cats to save.” She ran her finger along Buffy’s cheek. “You just don’t know how good you have it, do you, girl?”
Savannah smiled over at the little cat. “Oh, I think she does.” She then said, “I still bless the day Mrs. Armstrong’s family said we could have Buffy. The old gal traveled so much when she was alive, that Buffy boarded with Michael most of the time, anyway.”
“Humph, boarded, you say?” Margaret chuckled. “This kitty has never been caged in her life, has she?”
“Oh no. Not the princess,” Savannah said, smiling over at Buffy. “Mrs. Armstrong insisted she be treated as one of the family. And that’s what she became—one of our family. Sure do love that kitty.” She raised her eyes to meet her aunt’s. Changing the subject, she said, “So we can go out and finish our evaluation, right? When?”
“Yes, as soon as possible.”
* * *
An hour later, permission letter in hand, Margaret and Savannah pulled up to the Fischer building. They parked outside the fence and walked in carrying a garden hose, a pair of pliers and a bag of kibbles.
“There are more white cats out here today,” Savannah observed.
“Yes,” Margaret said. “These must be offspring from some of Fischer’s original cats.” She grimaced. “Such a shame they were turned out like this.”
After the two women made sure there was running water, they affixed a hose to the spigot. Margaret moved the handle back and forth several times with the pliers in an attempt to remove any calcium deposits. Once they had clean water running freely through the hose, Savannah filled the cats’ water bowls. “I still can’t believe there’s water out here. Someone must be paying the water bill and that’s just plain bizarre, don’t you think? I mean, why?”
“Yeah, it’s strange,” Margaret said as she poured kibbles into three large bowls.
Once the cats were fed, the women stood back and observed them, using Savannah’s notes for reference.
Thirty minutes later, Margaret said, “Okay, I think that’s all we’re going to see today. How many, Vannie?”
“Nine identified. Still a few shy ones—just eyes under the building and in the shrubs. Dang, we forgot the flashlight again.”
“Yeah, I’m out of practice. Used to be better equipped when I went out on these missions.”
Savannah chuckled. “You sound like you’re part of the FBI or a SWAT team—talking about ‘missions.’”
Margaret stretched to her five-five height and glared at Savannah, hands on her ample hips. “These missions can be every bit as dangerous and important, don’t you think, Vannie?”
Savannah pushed one finger into her aunt’s shoulder. “Dangerous? With you, yeah!” she said, laughing. Suddenly, something caught her eye. She leaned toward her aunt and said, “We’ve got company.”
Margaret spun around and saw an elderly man walking toward them using a cane. “Hi,” she called out.
There was no response.
The women watched and waited. When the man was within a few feet of them, he stopped and looked directly at Margaret, who was at his eye level. “What er you doin’ to them cats?” he demanded, slamming the end of his cane into the dirt next to his feet.
“Well, we’re feeding them—taking care of them,” she said. “Do you live around here?” she asked.
“Yeah, I do and I don’t think yer allowed here. They don’t want you botherin’ the cats.”
Margaret looked at him, creasing her brow. “Who?”
“Who what?” he asked, peering from under the wide brim of his garden hat and over the top of his rimmed granny glasses.
“Who doesn’t want us bothering the cats?” she asked.
“Well, the owner, that’s who,” he said pulling a red handkerchief out of his overalls pocket and wiping the back of his neck with it.
Now that’s odd, Savannah thought. He’s wiping sweat that isn’t there. “Do you know who the owner is?” She asked.
“Sure, they live here at night, of course. Them’s their cats and I know they don’t want you on this property. So I suggest you scram,” he said jamming the cane into the dirt again for emphasis.
Both women stood silent for a moment, staring at the man. I wonder how old he is, Savannah thought. He’s sure wrinkled. Hope he doesn’t have a heart attack getting all upset at us like that. Let’s see if I can defuse the situation. She held her hand out toward the little old man and said, “I’m Savannah Ivey and this is my aunt, Margaret Sheridan. We’re with the Hammond Cat Alliance and we have permission to be here to evaluate and manage this group of cats. It appears that the owner isn’t taking very good care of them.”
The man peered up at Savannah, squinting his eyes suspiciously. “Hammond Cat Alliance?” he said. “You folks got into some trouble a while back, didn’t you?”
“Trouble?” Margaret asked.
“Yeah, someone got killed at your meeting,” he said. “And before that, some of your members were kidnapped.” He pointed the cane at them while saying, “I read about you in the papers.”
“Oh, are you interested in cats?” Margaret asked.
“No, just gossip, news, killings…things like that,” he said. Suddenly, he leaned over and began to cough and gag.
Savannah and Margaret looked at each other and back at the man. “Are you all right?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, just got a condition, you know.”
Margaret picked up the half empty bag of cat kibbles. “Okay. Well, we’re finished here for the day; we’d better get going. Can we give you a lift to your house?” she asked, not at all sure she wanted this odd fellow in her car.
“Naw, I’m out for a walk—better finish walkin’.” He looked around and said, “I guess I can go back home now that I run you two off.”
Margaret rolled her eyes for Savannah’s benefit.
Savannah smirked and shook her head. She took one more look at the man as he exited through the gate. Odd old guy, she thought. Then something caught her attention. Was that a streak of florescent orange I saw on one of his shoes from under the legs of his overalls? Oh, probably my imagination.
* * *
It was five-thirty that evening when Michael walked through the door of his home. “Hi hon,” he said when he saw Savannah stretched out on the sofa. Feeling okay?”
She looked up at him and reached out for his hand. “Yeah, just tired. Everyone says that’s normal at this stage in the game.” She eased herself up to a sitting position, pulled her husband toward her, and kissed him.
Michael sat down next to her, wrapped one arm around her, and put his other hand on her tummy. “Oh, there it is,” he said with a wide grin, his light-blue eyes twinkling.
Savannah smiled. “He (or she) is happy to have you home, too!” she said.
“So what adventure did you take our little one on today?” he asked.
“Well, Auntie and I…” she started.
“Oh no, do I want to hear more? You and your aunt? That’s a dangerous combination.”
“Oh stop,” she said feigning annoyance. “Nothing bad happened. It was a calm day. We got the water spigot at the building working, fed the cats…”
Michael scrunched up his face. “Don’t you think it’s odd that no one has turned off the water to that place after all these years?” he asked.
“Yeah, I was saying that very thing today. But it’s handy to have water for the cats without having to haul it.” Savannah pulled back slightly from Michael. “Hey, Colbi and Damon are setting traps over there this evening. Hopefully, they’ll bring cats to you and Bud as soon as tomorrow.”
“When are they going over?” Michael asked.
“They were planning to go around six.”
“In the dark?”
“They had a meeting at work this afternoon and Damon convinced Colbi they could set the traps using flashlights to light the area.”
Michael leaned back against the sofa. “Hmm. Why don’t we go over there? I’d like to see where you’ve been hanging out and maybe I can give Damon a hand.”
“Okay.” Savannah looked at her watch. “Do you want to eat now or when we get back?”
“I can wait, if you can,” he said. “I had a late lunch. It got busy this morning and I couldn’t get away until nearly two. Are the animals fed?”
“Yup. All fed. I’ll get a handful of crackers and a few slices of cheese—maybe an apple and a bottle of water or iced tea and we can be off.”
“Sheesh, you carry a lot of baggage,” he joked.
“Just wait until you see how much stuff it takes to travel with a baby,” she said.
“Well, that doesn’t make sense—what does a baby need?”
“Michael,” Savannah said sternly, “where have you been? Haven’t you seen all that stuff we got at the shower and that we’ve bought? Babies require a lot of things.”
“Yeah, but when we take them someplace?” he questioned.
“Okay, you need a car seat, maybe a stroller, a playpen or small baby bed, diapers—sometimes lots of them—blankets, a change of clothes, jacket or sweater for cold days, booties, baby wipes, pacifier, toys, special baby food, his own spoon and sippy cup…”
“Oh my gosh!” Michael looked Savannah in the eyes—lines of concern appearing on his face. “We’ll never be able to fit all that in your car or the cab of my truck. We’ll have to buy a bus!”
“Well, we should be thinking about a larger car at some point—we will have two kids to haul around sometimes, you know.”
“Oh, that reminds me; Adam’s coming this weekend. That’s okay with you, isn’t it?”
“Sure. I’ve missed him since he’s been busy with soccer—or is it baseball?”
“Basketball.”
* * *
In the meantime, Damon and Colbi pulled into the driveway of her home in separate cars. “Interesting meeting, don’t you think?” she said as she climbed out of her car.
He walked over to help carry her things. “Yeah. Looks like Boggs is going to make some positive changes around the office.”
“And some of us will be up for a promotion—if you’d call it that,” she said. As they stepped up onto the porch, Colbi flipped through her small ring of keys and slipped the correct one into the door lock. “Watch out for flying kittens,” she said as she opened the door slowly, switched on the light, and glanced around the room.
Damon started to laugh and said, “There she is! Hellooo, Dolly,” he sang to the tune of the old song.
“Oh, how original,” Colbi snipped good-naturedly. She set her purse down and turned to see where her little dilute tabby was. “Come here, baby girl…you sweet thing.” She walked over, picked up the kitten, and snuggled with her.
“I can hear her purr all the way from here,” Damon said. He walked over and tickled the kitten. She batted at his finger and he laughed and sparred gently with her. “Let me hold her,” he said.
“Why, you don’t even like cats,” she said, squeezing the kitten against her and kissing the top of her head.
He smirked and then grinned his sideways grin. “I have to say, that one has won my heart, haven’t you Dolly?” He reached out and petted the kitten. He then looked into Colbi’s dark-blue eyes. “And so have you,” he said, bending down and kissing her gently.
“Mmm, nice,” Colbi said, kissing him back. She pulled away and studied his face. Pleasant, she thought. He has such a pleasant face—a handsome face. Her eyes took in his thick head of curly dark-red hair. She couldn’t resist running one hand through it.
“Mew!”
The couple looked down at the kitten Colbi still held to her chest. Dolly stared up at Damon through round green eyes and then her gaze moved to Colbi.
“I’ve never known a cat to make eye contact for such long periods as this little girl,” she said. “It’s almost uncanny.”
“Well, she has pretty Dolly Parton eyes and she knows how to use them,” Damon said.
“Dolly Parton has brown eyes.”
“But she wears eyeliner like little Dolly,” Damon insisted.
“Here, you hold our baby for a few. I have to change and then feed a bunch of cats before we go out to see another bunch of cats.”
“I’ll feed the feral cats if you want,” he said. “Remember, I learned how to do that when you were…” Damon paused.
“When I was abducted?” she said solemnly. “You sure did.” She stood on her toes and kissed Damon again. “Yeah, you can feed them, if you don’t mind.”
Damon watched as she bounded up the stairs toward her bedroom. Gosh, she’s beautiful, he thought to himself. I never thought in a million years, I’d be with someone like Colbi.
* * *
Twenty minutes later, Michael and Savannah pulled up to the Fischer building and parked next to Colbi’s old pickup, which she’d inherited when her dad died. The sky was already dark. Michael reached into the backseat of Savannah’s Honda and retrieved a flashlight, checking to make sure it worked. “It’s awfully dim, dang it.” He grimaced and then his eyes widened. “Wait,” he said, “I think I put one in your glove box a while back.” Savannah straightened out her legs so Michael could open the glove compartment. He felt around for only a few seconds and came out with a flashlight. “Much better,” he said after moving the switch back and forth a few times. He turned to Savannah. “Bundle up. It’s chilly out there.”
“And spooky,” she said. “You know, I told Auntie I was NOT coming out here in the dark—too many stories of sightings. Too eerie. Maybe I’ll just wait here.”
“Suit yourself, hon,” Michael said as he climbed out of the car and closed the door. Before he reached the entrance gate, Michael heard Savannah’s car door open.
“Michael, I changed my mind. Wait up.”
He smiled as she looped her arm through his and began walking with him toward the gate.
“Where are they?” Savannah whispered.
Michael shined the flashlight around the area. “I don’t know.” He called out, “Damon, Colbi are you there?”
Silence.
Suddenly Savannah’s grip on Michael’s arm tightened. “What was that?” she whispered.
Something caught his attention, too. He stopped and shined the flashlight in the direction of the movement.
“Oh my God, you guys,” Colbi whispered loudly as she rushed toward the couple, “there’s something in there.” As she got closer, she grasped Savannah’s arm and said, “And it’s not even human.”



Chapter Four
 
“What’d you see?” Michael asked.
“It’s more what we heard,” Damon said, as he caught up to Colbi.
“Yeah,” Colbi agreed rather breathlessly. “It was a moaning and growling sound.”
“Maybe it was a catfight,” Michael suggested.
They both shook their heads. Colbi said, “I don’t think so. It’s like, coming from inside the building.”
“They might be able to get inside,” Savannah said. “We aren’t sure they can’t.”
“If that’s a cat we heard, it’s an awfully big one,” Damon said. “Weird, just weird. Come on Colbi, let’s set the traps and get out of here, shall we?”
Michael shined the flashlight along the ground in front of them. He moved the light over to the feeding station. He then ran it up the side of the building, stopping to examine the second-story windows. He was curious now. What had alarmed Colbi and Damon? There had to be a logical explanation. “Stay there,” he said, as he walked toward the north side of the building. “I see cats over here,” he said in a hushed tone.
The remaining three, also too curious to stay put, moved in a close pod behind Michael.
“What was that?” Colbi whispered loudly.
“Where?” Michael asked.
“I thought I saw something in that window. Or maybe it was just the way the light hit the glass,” she said.
“Let’s hope so,” Savannah said. “If I see a ghost, it may just scare the baby right out of me.”
Colbi and Savannah both laughed nervously.
“There,” Colbi said more loudly.
“Shhhhh,” Damon said.
She whispered, panic in her voice, “Did you see that? There was a face in the window. Someone…or something is definitely in that building. It is not vacant.”
“Where?” Savannah whispered. “I don’t see it.”
“It’s gone,” Colbi said. “It was just there for a split second. Now it’s gone.”
“Could it be a cat?” Savannah asked.
Colbi thought about it and shook her head. “I don’t think so. No. It was a face—and not a normal human face. Gads, it was so creepy, you guys.”
“Well, it’s gone now,” Michael said. “How about we go set those traps and get out of the weather.”
“I’m for that,” Savannah said, turning and heading back in the direction they’d come from.
“Wait,” Michael said. “Savannah, walk with me so you can see where you’re stepping. We don’t need you falling down out here.”
* * *
The following morning, Savannah was just returning from a brief walk with Lexie when the phone rang. “Oh hi, Michael. What’s going on?”
“Just thought you and your cohorts…cat-sisters-in-crime…would like to know—Bud stopped by your colony this morning and found two cats inside the traps. You’re two-for-two!” he said with a chuckle.
“Oh that’s good—what kind of shape are they in?” she asked.
“One has a respiratory infection—so glad she stepped into our lair,” he said attempting a Boris Karloff impersonation. “We’ll treat her and then spay her when she’s feeling better. I gave her a light sedative to calm her; she’s not setting a very good example for the nice calm pets that come in here.”
“Is she terribly upset?” Savannah asked, concern in her voice.
“Not the worst I’ve seen,” he said. “She’ll be okay, I think. Heck, maybe she’ll tame down some after this ordeal and become adoptable.”
“That would be wonderful,” Savannah said. “What about the other one?”
“An easy neuter, inoculations, and release. He’s older and has probably been on his own for a long time. With management—regular feeding, and water—he’ll live for another several years out there.”
“Thanks, Michael. You know I’d come in and take care of the ferals, but…”
“No, not a good idea, Savannah. That’s why Bud and I volunteered for the job. You shouldn’t be in close contact with potentially ill cats that might scratch. Too dangerous.”
Savannah laughed. “You are so overprotective,” she said.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Michael said. “Get used to it! Gotta go. See you tonight. I love you.”
“Love you, too,” she said
Savannah headed for the bedroom to take her morning shower when the house phone rang. It was Margaret. “Hi,” she said. “Couldn’t get through on your cell.”
“Yeah, I was talking to Michael. They caught two cats in the traps—he and Bud are treating them, neutering one.”
“Cool. We’re making progress,” she said. Then her tone changed. “Hey, some of the members think we should have another meeting. The newer volunteers still have questions—things are coming up in their colonies that they don’t know how to handle.”
“Like getting permission to trespass?” Savannah asked with a chuckle.
“Yeah, that too,” Margaret said. “So do you feel like attending another meeting?”
“Sure. Okay with me. Want to do it here, again?”
“Well, we’re thinking about an evening meeting and Colbi has invited us to her place. Are you good with that?”
“Sure.”
“Then I’ll have Betty put something in the paper. We’ve lost some of our volunteers—they couldn’t hack the routine.”
“Yeah, it is quite a commitment and not for people who don’t like getting their hands dirty. So when?” she asked.
“I’ll let you know—but I’m sure it’ll be within the next few days.”
“Okay,” Savannah said. “Hey, did Colbi tell you she saw something last night out at the old building?”
There was silence. Finally Margaret said, “No. I didn’t talk to her long.” She hesitated and then said, “You know, rumors can cause a big boost in people’s imaginations.”
“I guess—but she was kinda shook up.”
“She did tell me that she set another trap out there this morning on her way to work.” Margaret chuckled. “She carries overalls in her car so she can keep her work clothes clean.”
“She’s quite the dynamo, isn’t she? She’s going to keep Michael and Bud awfully busy at this rate.”
“Yeah, what do you say we go out there later today and see if she caught anything? Want to?”
* * *
Puffy white clouds framed a bright sun ball as Margaret and Savannah arrived at the Fischer property that afternoon.
“Bingo! Looks like the trap’s been sprung,” Margaret observed. She walked ahead of Savannah, knelt down, and then said, “Dang.”
“What’s wrong?” Savannah asked.
“It’s empty. Food’s still there, but no cat. I’ll set it again.” Once Margaret had set the trap and slid it back into the crawl space using the old cane she’d brought for that purpose, she said, “Okay, the cats ate this morning. Let’s not feed this afternoon. Maybe the reason we didn’t trap a cat is because they aren’t hungry.”
“But you can’t catch a cat in a sprung trap, Auntie,” Savannah said. “So if a cat sprang it early on and escaped, there would be no chance of catching another one, whether they were hungry or not.”
Margaret stood and stared up at her niece. “Yeah. That’s right,” she said with a sigh. She looked down at the partially exposed trap. “Well, if we don’t feed them, they’ll be more apt to go in after the food. I can come out here later today and…”
“Not alone, Auntie,” Savannah warned.
Margaret thought about it for a moment and then said, “No. I’ll get Max to come with me. If we’ve trapped a cat, we’ll take it to Bud. Either way, we’ll feed the cats. We don’t want to starve them into oblivion.”
* * *
Savannah and Margaret drove to Colbi’s house together for the special meeting on a misty Friday evening. Savannah chuckled and said, “Do you know what Michael calls us?”
“No. Should I be afraid to ask?”
“Sisters of the cat brigade,” she said with a laugh. “Or cat-sisters-in-crime.”
Margaret grinned. “Where is he tonight?”
“Drove over to meet Marci and Eric at the halfway point to get Adam. He’s spending the weekend with us.”
“Great. Hope we get to see him this time,” Margaret said.
“I think we’re going to take him out to the Fischer place to see the cats,” Savannah said.
“In fact, we’ll do the feeding tomorrow, okay?”
“Sure.”
“By the way, did you trap a cat yesterday?” Savannah asked.
Margaret shook her head. “Nope. Trap sprung again…no cat. So Max and I just fed and left.”
Savannah thought for a moment and then said, “I wonder why? Is the trap faulty? Do we have a super-smart cat out there? It’s unusual that one of those traps would be sprung by a cat from the outside, isn’t it?”
“Sure is,” Margaret said. “Max thinks we’re being sabotaged.”
“Who would…?” Savannah started.
“Hell if I know,” Margaret said. “But I’d sure like to trap that little golden boy and get that abscess treated. It’s not getting better. It’s damn frustrating when there’s a need and a purpose and something (or someone) is preventing us from accomplishing it.” She gritted her teeth. “Frustrating!”
“And kitten season isn’t too far off—we need to get them all spayed and neutered
before we have twice as many kitties growing up in that environment.”
“Amen,” Margaret said. She then glanced at Savannah as she drove, saying, “That was a great article Betty put in the paper. We should attract a crowd tonight.” She grinned and said, “I guess it helps to know people in high places.”
“Like who?” Savannah asked.
“Well, Damon,” she said rather impatiently, “…and Colbi.”
Savannah laughed. “High places? They’re reporters.”
Margaret pulled the car into Colbi’s driveway and parked. “Well, they’re in a position to help us with publicity—that’s what I meant.”
Savannah lurched forward. “Oh, did you see that?”
“What?” Margaret asked looking in the direction Savannah pointed.
“Colbi’s wild cats,” Savannah said with a laugh. “I saw some scurry under the porch over there.”
“Yeah, she has quite a few here. I think she said eight.”
“And to think that little Dolly was one of them until she got sick and needed special in-home care. That kitten sure socialized nicely, didn’t she?”
Margaret nodded. “Yeah, she should be the poster cat for ferals everywhere.”
A few minutes later, Colbi responded to Margaret’s knock and promptly ushered the two women inside.
Savannah glanced around the room. “Hey, look what you’ve done in here.”
“Yeah, you’ve made it a lot bigger,” Margaret noticed.
“It’s a trick my mom used when she entertained. She’d shove the dining table over to that wall and use the space to set extra chairs. Voila, now it’s one big room.”
“Where’d you get all these chairs?” Margaret asked.
“Borrowed them from the conference room at the newspaper office,” she said, smiling. Colbi put her hand on Savannah’s arm and said, “Now you’re the first ones here, so you sit where you’ll be most comfortable.” She glanced toward the front window. “I see headlights—more guests are coming in. So take your pick while you can.”
Savannah started to sit in a wingback chair when Margaret said, “Here, sit on the couch—looks cozy.”
Savannah considered Margaret’s suggestion and then said, “Naw, I’d be better off here—too hard to get up out of a soft sofa. I’d be stuck there until I deliver,” she quipped.
Margaret looked at Savannah and back at the sofa. “Oh yeah, I guess that could be a problem.” She walked over to the chair next to where Savannah sat and settled in.
During the following fifteen minutes, the three women greeted several Alliance members as they came through the front door, and a half-dozen first-timers. The guests included a retired couple who often fed strays and hoped to get more involved, a woman in her fifties who wanted information about how to discourage stray cats from bothering her own cats, a 4-H leader who thought a cat colony might be a good project for her group, a gentleman who knew where there was a cluster of stray cats and wondered what to do about it, and a forty-something-year-old woman who happened to sit next to Margaret.
Margaret held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Margaret Sheridan. This is Savannah Ivey.”
“I’m Camille,” the woman said.
“Are you a cat person?” Margaret asked.
Camille looked down, her cropped black hair falling around her face. Then, peering at Margaret through large-rimmed glasses under long bangs and said, “Just curious.”
“Do you have cats?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, lots of them, actually. They just find me…you know how it is.” Her smile revealed recently whitened, slightly crooked teeth. She adjusted the hem on her blouse with her fingers.
“I like your top,” Margaret said as she glanced down at Camille’s filmy, purple-and-black flowered blouse. “Just my style…and color,” she said, drawing attention to her own lavender print blouse.
Camille smiled, but did not comment.
“So are your cats feral or domesticated kitties?” Savannah asked.
“Just cats,” she said with a shrug. “Not pedigrees. I can pet them, if that’s what you mean…well, some of them.”
Just as Ida was about to call the meeting to order, there was a light rap at the door. Before Colbi could respond, the door opened and Damon’s mother Iris stepped in.
“Hi, Iris,” Colbi said. “Welcome.”
Iris cringed slightly and apologized. “Sorry I’m late. My replacement at the diner got caught in a traffic jam on his way back from Straley.”
“It’s okay,” Ida said with a smile. “We’re just getting started.”
Iris walked over and gave Savannah a hug and patted her bulging tummy before sitting across from her in an empty chair. Savannah smiled. Margaret reached out and squeezed Iris’s hand in greeting.
In the meantime, Ida took the chenille cat from her tote bag and pressed the sides.
“Meow, meow.”
“Will the special meeting of the Hammond Cat Alliance please come to order,” she said.
As usual, several people chuckled and commented about the unconventional gavel substitute.
Just then Beth, one of the guests, said, “Oh looky. Isn’t it darling?”
Everyone strained in the direction she pointed in time to see Dolly making an entrance. She walked into the room in a crouch, her eyes wide and her ears moving in all directions like antennae.
“Oh, how cute,” Ida remarked. She leaned toward the kitten and said, “Did you hear Meowster?” She picked up the stuffed cat and squeezed it again.
Dolly stopped, sat tall and tilted her head to one side, then the other.
Ida set the toy cat on the floor and Dolly walked cautiously toward it. Once the little tabby was finished checking the stuffed cat out from top to bottom, she turned, glanced around at the people in the room, and trotted over to Colbi, who was sitting on the sofa with two other women. Colbi picked Dolly up and the kitten settled on her lap.
Iris reached over and ruffled the kitten’s fur. “Hi there, Dolly,” she said, winking at Colbi.
Colbi smiled; Dolly began to purr.
After an hour, during which members and guests voiced their questions and concerns and shared their successes with the various cat colonies, the meeting broke for refreshments.
“Feels good to get up and stretch,” Savannah said to Iris as they walked arm-in-arm toward the refreshment table.
“Are you feeling okay?” Iris asked.
“Yeah, just tired and ready to get unpregnant.”
“Yeah, I remember the feeling. The last few weeks are the worst—wait, wait, and wait some more.”
“Oh, don’t tell me that. I thought I was almost to the finish line.”
“Oh no. Enjoy the moment, girl. After you have the baby, your life will never be the same again.” Iris, who stood only half-inch taller than Savannah’s five-nine-and-a-half stature, looked her in the eyes and said, “Are you sure you want to go through with this? You know that sweet thing inside you will one day be a teenager.”
Savannah sighed. Just then she spotted little Dolly lying on the back of the sofa watching everyone. Savannah couldn’t resist. She walked over, picked her up, and snuggled with her for a few minutes.
“That’s a cute one,” Camille said, reaching up and running her fingers over one of Dolly’s ears. “How old is it?”
“She’s about three months old now,” Savannah said. “Yes, she’s a beauty. She was a stray, you know.”
Camille’s eyes grew large. “Really! Looks like a pampered house cat to me,” she said.
The kitten began to squirm and Savannah bent down to let her go. Off she ran like a shot, up one chair and down the next. She and Camille watched and laughed.
“Shall we get some refreshments?” Savannah suggested.
Just as the two women reached the refreshment table, they heard, “No, no, Kitty. Give it back.”
Within a few moments, laughter rang throughout the room.
Savannah looked over and saw Betty holding the kitten and trying to get her to spit out a business card.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Colbi said, rushing toward Betty. “Did she sneak that out of your purse?” She reached over and attempted to take the card from the kitten. Dolly let go and the card floated to the floor. Colbi bent down and picked it up, handing it to Betty. “She loves paper,” Colbi said. “I call her my little shredder. She steals business cards, sticky notes, letters…”
“That’s funny,” Ida commented. “A cat who likes paper belonging to a writer.”
“Yeah, not so funny. She’ll chew on my manuscripts and research material if I leave it lying around. Once I caught her with a dollar bill,” Colbi said. “Oh, and if I’m expecting a fax, I have to guard the machine. She loves to retrieve faxes.”
“What does she do with them,” Betty asked, “deliver them to you?”
“I wish,” Colbi said. “Oh no, she shreds them.”
Everyone laughed.
The conversation in the room was lively with comments about Dolly’s paper habit and stories of other cats. Camille, who was still standing near Savannah, asked, “Isn’t that kind of odd that a cat would eat paper? Does this mean it has a deficiency of some kind?”
“Not necessarily,” Savannah responded between bites of her oatmeal-raisin cookie. “I don’t think she’s eating it—she just likes playing with paper and pulling it apart—although sometimes cats with deficiencies will be drawn to paper, cloth, leather and other things. But generally it is out of boredom or just something they find amusing. As you probably know, all cats are different.”
“How do you know so much about cats?” Camille asked.
Before Savannah could respond, Iris said, “She’s a veterinarian—owns Ivey Veterinary Clinic!”
Camille made eye contact with Savannah. “Oh really?”
“Yes, with my husband, who’s also a veterinarian,” Savannah said. She rubbed her baby bump. “I’m out on maternity leave right now.”
“I like your shoes,” Iris said, addressing Camille once they were all seated again.
“Thanks,” she said rather shyly.
“Are they Jennifer Lopez?”
“Uh,” she said looking down at her dressy sandals, “I don’t really know. Maybe.”
“So do you think you’ll take on a cat colony?” Margaret asked Camille.
“Um, yeah, well, it depends on my schedule. I…just…well, I sorta came just out of curiosity tonight. Want to find out more about it.” She pointed to Savannah and Margaret and asked, “Now where do you two feed cats?”
“At the Fischer building,” Savannah answered.
“Oh yeah, that’s what I read in the paper.” She looked from one to the other and asked, “So aren’t you trespassing there?”
“No,” Margaret said. “We got permission from the owner to manage the cats on that property.”
Camille sat straight in her chair, stared solemnly at the two women, and asked, “How is that possible?” When she saw the confused look on their faces, she said, “I mean, isn’t he sick or something?”
“You mean Mr. Fischer?” Margaret asked. “Yes, but his lawyer has power of attorney and he gave us permission on the owner’s behalf.”
Camille frowned and looked down at her hands. “Oh, that’s how it works, huh?” It was as if she had withdrawn into her own world when she said, “Interesting.”
Savannah, Iris, and Margaret volunteered to stay after everyone else had left, to help Colbi clean up. “Did that Camille woman sign up for anything?” Margaret asked.
“No, I don’t think so,” Colbi said. “I was in charge of the sign-up sheet and I didn’t notice her coming anywhere near it. She was kind of odd, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” Margaret agreed.
Iris said, “She didn’t even know what brand of shoes she was wearing. Must have found them at a secondhand store.” She chuckled, “I brazenly asked her where she buys her shoes because I noticed she has large feet like I do.”
“Me, too,” Savannah said. “Where does she get them?”
“Thrift stores and on the Internet,” Iris said. “Well, you know I frequent thrift stores and consignment shops. That’s the only way I can afford these nice duds I wear.” She ran her hand over her Donna Karan sweater.
“Uh-oh,” Colbi said as she stooped to pick up something off the floor. “Whose is this?”
“What?” Margaret asked while folding one of the chairs and leaning it against a wall.
“A photograph.” Colbi stood up and grimaced. “…with little pointy teeth marks around the edges. Dollllyyyyy,” she called.
Just then everyone heard a faint, “Mew.” They looked toward the sound and saw Dolly sitting halfway up the staircase staring down at everyone.
“Oh, you think you’re too cute to punish, don’t you?” Colbi said. She started to laugh. “Well, dang it, you are!”
“So who is it a picture of?” Iris asked.
“I don’t know him. Do any of you?”
She passed the photo to Iris; Margaret and Savannah stood beside her and studied it. When it was agreed that no one recognized the person in the image, Iris handed it back to Colbi. She looked down at it. “Well, I’ll just hold onto it until our next meeting, I guess.” She then turned to Savannah and asked, “So how can I break her of this habit your cat obviously taught her?”
Savannah laughed. “Hey, don’t blame Rags. He takes everything and anything, not just paper.”
Margaret chimed in, “And obviously, the Iveys can’t control their cat. He’s still a burglar—big time,” she said with a chuckle. “What did you tell me he took the other day, Vannie?”
She thought for a moment and then said, “Well, he won’t keep his paws off the baby’s things. We keep finding rubber duckies, booties and things in his stash.”
“Maybe he’s trying to tell you something,” Iris offered.
“What?” Margaret asked. “To change their minds about having the baby?”
“Or he wants you to move the baby up to his room,” Colbi suggested. She then looked down at the photo and walked over to place it on the divider between the kitchen and dining room.
“Wait,” Iris said. “Let me see that again, would you?” She took the photo, stared down at it and then said, “I think I’ve seen this guy in the diner.” She studied the picture. “Only he was older than this. This fellow looks to be about twenty-five, wouldn’t you say? The man I’ve seen is more like forty…maybe this guy’s dad. I’ll check him out good next time I see him.” She handed the photo back to Colbi and said, “Sorry to bail on you all—gotta get up early tomorrow.” She grabbed her coat and purse and waved at the others as she stepped toward the front door.
About twenty minutes later, Savannah arrived home. As she greeted her husband and Lexie, who rarely missed a homecoming, her cell phone rang. She looked at the screen and answered it saying, “Hi Iris, what’s up?”
“Well, I thought you’d be interested in this.”
“What?” Savannah asked looking puzzled.
“I was on my way home when I see this woman walking along the road. Come to find out, it’s Camille.”
“Camille?” Savannah said with a yawn.
“Wake up, Savannah…” she laughed. “Camille from the meeting tonight.”
“Oh yeah. Wow. Walking? Did her car break down or something?”
“Well, I stopped and asked that. But no. She said she walks everywhere. She was walking home. Of course, I offered her a ride. She said no at first, but finally agreed. I mean it’s cold out there and she was just wearing an unlined twill jacket.”
“So how far away from there does she live?”
“That’s what I thought was so strange. She wanted me to drop her near the industrial park—you know, at that housing tract out there.”
“Oh, that’s a bit of a walk and in those platform sandals—wow.”
“Well, no, she was wearing sport shoes. …had her sandals in that big purse she carried.”
“Still a long walk.”
“Yeah, but it gets more strange,” Iris said. “She wanted me to drop her outside the tract. I insisted on taking her right to her door. I wasn’t going to leave her out in the boonies like that—a woman alone. Finally she agreed and directed me to an address on Quail Street. She got out and, as I always do when I drive someone home at night, I watched to make sure she got inside okay.”
“Sure—common courtesy,” Savannah said.
“Well, she walked toward the house and then turned and waved. I sat in the car and waved—waiting for her to go on in. And I waited and waited. She motioned for me to go on. I waited some more. Finally, she sat down on the porch.”
“She sat on the porch?”
“Yes, she just sat there and motioned for me to go.”
“So what did you do?”
“Hell, I have to get up early tomorrow morning. I have the morning shift. I left.”
“And she was still sitting there?” Savannah asked.
“Yup. Who does that?”
“Wow, I don’t know. Seems odd. That was nice of you to drive her home, though—if that even was her home,” Savannah said with a laugh.
“That’s what I was thinking. But why in the world wouldn’t she want me to know where she lives? Does she think I’m a stalker or something?”
“Hard to tell. You were fawning over her clothes,” Savannah said with a laugh.
“Those were cute shoes—looked good with her black leggings,” Iris said.
“Well, I don’t think we’ll see her again,” Savannah predicted.
“Why?”
“She just didn’t seem into cats, that’s all.” Savannah didn’t wait for a response. Instead she said, “Hey, night-night time for me. Been a long day and Adam’s here this weekend. I’m going to bed.”
After ending the call, Savannah looked over at her husband, who had been reading a Kindle book. “So, is our favorite guest here all tucked in safe and sound?”
Michael smiled. “Yup. We had a nice visit driving home. Stopped for an ice cream. He told me all about his basketball practice. He’s an enthusiastic sportsman.” He turned off the Kindle, stood, and walked over to Savannah. “He was ready for bed by nine. I think Rags went up to keep him company.” He put one arm around Savannah and his other hand on her baby bulge. “Are you two ready for bed?”
“We sure are,” Savannah said with a yawn.
“So what was so odd about what Iris told you?” he asked as they walked into their bedroom together.
“Oh, something this woman who came to our meeting did tonight.” Savannah stopped, thought for a minute, and then added, “Well, the more I think about her behavior, the more I wonder if she had a hidden agenda.”



Chapter Five
 
“Good morning, buddy,” Michael said when he saw Adam ambling down the stairs, still in his pjs, rubbing his eyes. Rags trotted along beside him. “Ready for breakfast?”
“Yeah,” he said with a wide yawn.
“Hey, didn’t you sleep well last night? You still seem sleepy.”
“Well,” the barely nine-year-old said as he reached the ground floor and walked toward his father, “Rags woke me up and I wasn’t through sleeping.”
“Did he want to play or what?”
“Yeah, I guess. He was scratching me and pulling off my covers.”
“Scratching you?” Michael asked.
“No,” he said with a laugh, “scratching my covers off of me like this.” The boy made clawing motions in the air while scrunching up his face.
Michael laughed. “Did he make a face like that, too?”
Adam looked over at Rags and then at Michael. “No,” he said. “Cats can’t make faces.”
Just then Rags, who was sitting a distance from Adam and Michael on the coffee table, opened his mouth and yawned widely. Both of them laughed out loud, and Adam said, “I guess cats can make faces.”
“Who’s making faces?” Savannah asked as she walked into the room slowly, her hands rubbing the top of her bulging stomach.
“Rags just made a face, when he yawned,” Adam said laughing. “Do it again Rags; show Savannah how you make faces,” he urged.
After Adam’s coaxing didn’t work, Michael suggested, “Maybe if you yawn first, he’ll see you yawn and he might do it. Yawning is contagious, you know.”
“Contagious? You mean like a cold?” he asked, looking confused.
“Well, not quite like that,” Michael said with a chuckle. He looked over at Adam, who was staring at Rags and contorting his face, trying to mimic a yawn.
Finally Adam asked, “How do you yawn when you don’t have to yawn?”
“Easy,” Michael said. “Watch me.” He swallowed and then opened his mouth, took in a breath, and within a few seconds he yawned.
“How did you do that?” Adam asked.
“Just try it—open your mouth, suck in some air and…”
Adam followed his dad’s instructions, and within a couple of minutes he yawned. “I did it, Dad. I yawned on purpose.” He looked over at Rags, who still sat staring back at the boy. He waited and watched. “Aww come on Rags, show Savannah how you yawn.” After a few minutes, the boy sat down on the edge of the ottoman and said, “I guess he’s not going to.”
“Yeah,” Michael said. “He must be immune to the yawning disease.”
Adam grinned at Michael. “You’re funny, Dad.”
“You’re both silly,” Savannah said, smiling. “Come on, let’s have some breakfast and then how about we go on an adventure?” She glanced back at Adam and said, “I’m making cat-shaped pancakes.”
“Yay,” Adam said excitedly as they headed toward the kitchen, Rags trotting along behind them.
* * *
A couple of hours later, Michael pulled Savannah’s car alongside an expanse of chain-link fencing. “What is this place?” Adam asked.
“It’s where we come to take care of some homeless cats,” Savannah explained.
“Oh yeah, Dad told me about that,” he said, straining to see out the backseat window. “Where are they?”
“What?” Michael asked.
“The homeless cats.”
“Inside the fence, under that big building.”
The trio walked through the open gate and toward the crawl space.
“There’s a cat,” Adam said. He stopped and looked up at Michael. “Hey, where’s he going?”
“Into his den to be with his friends,” Michael said.
“There are more cats under there?” he asked, leaning down to look into the crawl space.
“There are about a dozen,” Savannah said.
Adam was quiet for a minute and then he said, “That’s twelve.”
“Yup.”
“Wow. That’s a lot. Did you bring enough food?”
“Hope so,” Michael said, unfolding three chairs and setting them up a distance from the building.
Adam knelt down and peered into the crawl space again. “I see some cats. I see their eyes.”
Michael walked over, squatted next to him, and said, “Son, these cats are what you call feral.”
“Oh, like some of those at Aunt Maggie’s and Uncle Max’s.”
“That’s right, and they’re afraid of people. Some of them are more frightened than others.” He looked Adam in the eye and said, “I sorta thought maybe you could make friends with one or two of them today. People your size have a way with animals that sometimes big people don’t.”
“You mean kids?” Adam said.
“Yeah, kids. Even frightened animals will sometimes relate to kids. Now, I don’t want you to try picking any of them up, but you might entice one of the younger ones to play.” Michael pulled something out of his back pocket. “I brought this roll of yellow cord for you to drag around. If you walk and wiggle it behind you, some of the cats might come out and play. Want to try it?”
“Okay.” He looked around. “Then can we go exploring?”
Michael glanced over at Savannah, who was sitting in one of the chairs watching him and his son. He winked at her and then said to Adam, “Yeah, we can go exploring. Sounds like fun.” He squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “But first work—okay?”
Adam took on a serious look. “Okay, work.”
“Do you want to drag that hose over here and fill these water bowls?”
“Yeah. I can do that!” Adam said as he ran toward the spigot. After a few moments he called out, “I can’t turn it on. It’s too hard.”
“Dang, been meaning to fix that,” Michael said. “Where are those pliers, Savannah?”
“In Auntie’s car, I’m afraid. But there might be some in my car. Go look in the trunk.”
Michael stood and thought for a moment, ran his hand through his hair and then said, “Heck, maybe I can turn it.” He took his usual long strides over to where Adam stood at the spigot, got a good grip on the handle, and strained to turn it. Finally it loosened just enough to release a slow steady stream of water.
“What are those cages under the building for?” Adam asked as he held the hose and allowed water to trickle into the cats’ water bowls.
“They’re traps.” When Michael saw Adam’s scowl, he added, “Not harmful traps—just cage traps. We want to catch the cats and examine them to make sure they’re not sick.”
Adam leaned over as far as he could and peered under the building again. “I don’t think you caught anything, Dad.”
“Well, let’s see,” he said. Kneeling, he reached in with Margaret’s cane and pulled one of the humane traps out. “You’re right. Nothing in this one.” He grabbed the other one and pulled it out. “This one’s empty, too.” He leaned back on his heels and scratched his head. He then examined the traps more closely. “Savannah,” he said, “these traps were sprung.”
“Well, yeah, I can see that—and still no cats inside.”
He furrowed his brow. “So did someone spring the traps before the cats got inside, or did they let the cats out?”
“Why would someone let them out?” she asked.
“Oh, people do all kinds of odd things, Savannah. Who knows?” He thought for a minute and then said, “In fact, people probably wonder why we want to trap cats. They think we’re odd.” He squinted his eyes and looked more closely at one of the traps. He motioned to Savannah. “Come here. Look at this.”
She eased up out of the chair and walked over to where Michael knelt. “Most of this tuna is gone. It looks like a cat has been in here. I’ll just bet someone did let it out.”
She sighed. “That’s disappointing. How in the world can we help these cats if we have someone working against us?” She walked back over and sat in the chair. “Who could it be?” She leaned forward and said, “An elderly gentleman came one day when we were here. He didn’t seem any too happy about what we were doing. I wonder if he’s sabotaging our efforts.”
“Water bowls are finally full,” Adam said with a deep sigh. “That took a long time…drip, drip…drip,” he mimicked.
Michael smiled over at his son. “Okay, I’ll turn off the faucet. Good job, Adam.” He grabbed the bag of kibbles and filled the food bowls, then pushed them into the crawl space. He looked over at the boy, winked, and said, “Want to go scavenging while the cats eat?”
“Sca-ven-ging?” he questioned.
“Uh, searching for treasures,” Michael explained.
“Sure,” he said, his face lighting up.
Michael smiled over at Savannah. “Wanna come?”
“I think I’ll just sit and watch the cats. The sun feels good,” she said, looking up at the sky, “whenever it peeks out from behind those clouds.”
“Okay, see you later.”
“’Bye Savannah,” Adam said with a wave.
She waved at them and then settled back to enjoy the intermittent warmth.
When Michael and Adam returned, Michael stopped in his tracks. He quickly held his hand out to halt his son’s forward motion. “Will you look at that,” Michael whispered. He pulled his phone out of his jeans pocket, snapped a picture, and then grinned down at Adam, who was also smiling. Just then Savannah stirred. She opened her eyes, raised her head, and looked around. “Oh hi,” she said when she spotted Michael and Adam. She sat up, moved her feet from their resting spot on the second chair, and yawned.
“Awww, you scared them away,” Adam said as he rushed toward Savannah eager to show her his treasures.
“Scared who?” She sat up straight, looking from side to side.
Adam grinned. “The cats.”
“Yeah,” Michael said, “there were cats over here watching you sleep.”
“There were?” she looked down at the ground around her, behind her.
He held his phone out for her to see the photo. “Oh my gosh, look how close they were. There’s one of the pretty—dirty—white ones. Wish I could get my hands on that one; give it a bath and a pristine environment. It doesn’t belong out here.” Her voice cracked. “Oh darn…none of them do. This just makes me so mad…and sad.”
“It’s okay honey,” Michael said.
She looked up at him and then over at Adam, who stared back through wide blue eyes.
“I’m sorry, Adam,” she said. “I just don’t like to see cats mistreated—well, none of us do.”
Adam asked solemnly, “Is somebody hurting them?”
“No, I don’t think so, but cats shouldn’t have to live under a building. They should be in homes with people to take care of them.”
Adam thought for a moment and then said, “Those cats I saw didn’t look sad. Maybe they like camping out.”
Savannah couldn’t help it; she chuckled. “Camping?” she said. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to look at it; they’re camping out. Camping is fun, isn’t it Adam?” she said, patting him on the chest. “You know, you sure have a way of making me smile.” She pulled him to her in a hug. “I just love that about you.”
When she let him go, he stepped back a little. Head down, hands in pockets, he shrugged. “I guess I just don’t have anything to be sad about,” he said.
Savannah glanced up at Michael and saw him press his lips together and wipe at his eyes. He took a deep breath before saying, “So, wanna show Savannah your treasures?”
“Yeah,” he said enthusiastically as he reached deep into one of his front pockets and pulled out a closed fist. He turned his hand over and opened it.
“A marble…wow. That’s a nice one—a cat-eye, right?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah,” he said excitedly. And then hesitantly, he asked, “But not a real one, right?”
Savannah glanced at Michael, who was smiling. She looked back over at Adam. “Certainly, not a real cat-eye; no. But it’s a fine marble. And a bottle cap off of…”
“RC Cola,” he said, turning it over to show her.
“Good job. What else is here? A screw—gold screw. Nice,” she said.
“And a penny. I found it over by the big trash box.”
She hesitated. “Oh, the Dumpster? Cool.”
“I found cigarettes and a bandage and…what else, Dad? Oh a bottle for winos.”
Savannah laughed. “A wine bottle?”
“Yes. Dad said I couldn’t bring that stuff home. I found rocks, but Dad said they weren’t usual, so I should leave them here.”
“They weren’t unusual,” Michael corrected. “They were just ordinary.”
Savannah squeezed Adam’s shoulder. “Well, you did pretty good.” She looked at Michael, who sat in a chair next to her. “What do you have there? Did you find a treasure, too?”
“Oh,” he said, looking down at the object in his hand, “I believe it’s part of an emblem off an old car.”
“I found it; Dad’s just carrying it for me ’cause it won’t fit in my pocket,” Adam said, taking the piece of chrome from Michael and showing it to Savannah.”
“Hmm, I wonder what kind of car,” she said.
“Dad said maybe a…what did you call it, Dad?”
“Could be from a Hudson or a Nash.”
“We’re going to look it up on the computer,” Adam said.
“Way cool, guys. Hey, how about some water? You’re probably thirsty after all of that exploring.” She pulled three plastic water bottles out of her tote bag and handed one each to Michael and Adam.
“Are you ready to try playing with one of the cats now?” Michael asked. “…if they’re not all sleeping after having a good meal.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Adam said.
Michael took out his pocketknife, which drew Adam to him immediately. “What’s that?” he asked.
“Pocketknife.”
“Why do you have it?”
“It’s actually a tool—you can cut with it,” he said as he cut a piece of the cord from the roll. “You can use it as a screwdriver—see the flat edge on this blade? You can open packages with it, whittle—do all kinds of things.”
“Cool.” Adam stood quietly for a moment and then said, “We can’t bring knives to school.”
“Well, of course you can’t. Knives are tools for adults.” He handed Adam the cord and said, “Now, I’ll sit here with Savannah, and you walk slowly over to the hole and see if you can get any cats interested in playing. Just walk back and forth dragging the cord.”
Adam did as Michael suggested, moving slowly toward the hole and wriggling the cord at the entrance.
“I see a couple of cats watching you,” Michael said. “Just walk around, slowly.”
“Oh!” Adam exclaimed, as a cat edged out from under the building, crouched, and then pounced on the cord the boy dragged through the soft dirt. “That scared me,” he said giggling.
Savannah and Michael laughed. “You caught something,” she said.
“Yeah, a cat-fish,” Adam said. He then stopped. “Hey, there really are catfish, but I caught a cat that isn’t a fish.”
Adam was able to engage four of the young cats in various levels of play. A few of the adult cats were curious enough to sit just inside the crawl space and watch the action. After about fifteen minutes and several rounds of laughter, Savannah said, “Adam, when you’re through fishing, let’s go back to the house and have hot dogs and root beer floats.”
“Okay!” He looked down at the cat that had been attacking his cord and said, “I think we’re tired now. Can we go eat?”
“Sure,” Michael said. “Let me set the traps again and we’ll be off.” Once that task was accomplished, Michael folded the chairs and headed for the car, carrying them.
Adam followed along, continuing to drag the cord. He looked up at Savannah and said, “Hey, maybe Rags, Walter, and Buffy will want to play cat-fish.”
“Could be,” she said. Then she asked Adam, “Did you bring another pair of jeans?”
“Yeah, I think so. Why?” he asked.
“I want to wash the ones you’re wearing. You and your cat-fish really got those dirty.”
* * *
Later, Savannah carried a load of jeans into the service porch, including Adam’s pair. He had since changed his clothes. Before tossing the jeans into the washer, she checked all the pockets for tissue, money and other things left-behind. When she got to Adam’s jeans, she was pleased to discover that he had done a pretty good job of emptying his pockets. The front pockets were empty, except for a little dirt, which she dumped into a nearby trash can. She squeezed the back pockets, however, and felt something in one of them. She reached in and pulled out a photograph. Hmm, she thought. I wonder where he got this? She stuffed it into one of her pockets, started the washing machine, and headed back out to the wrap-around porch where Michael stood grilling the wieners and Adam sat nibbling on chips out of a bag. “Hey Adam, where’d you get this?” she asked holding up the photograph.
“Oh, that’s one of my treasures. I found it way behind the big house.”
When she looked puzzled, Michael said, “The Fischer building. We walked around to the other side. Do you know who it is?”
“No,” she said taking another quick look. And then she stopped and looked hard at the photograph. “Wait!” she said, causing Adam to stop mid-bite and Michael to look up from the grill. Savannah tapped her finger against the photo. “This is the same guy in that picture Colbi found at her house after the meeting, only…” she hesitated “…in a different pose.”
“Who is it?” Michael asked, walking over to take a look.
“I don’t have the slightest idea. Never saw him before. Iris thinks she might have seen him or his dad in the diner.” She continued to stare down at the picture. “He’s really rather non-descript—he looks slight, blond, really nothing outstanding about him. He’s not bad looking, but…”
“You mean no pimples or scars or crossed eyes…?” Michael said.
Adam laughed, which spurred Michael on. “No tongue sticking out…” He stuck his tongue out in an attempt to look scary.
Adam laughed louder.
“No fang teeth,” Michael said eerily. “No…”
“No cat ears,” Adam said laughing.
“Yeah, no cat ears or dog nose…”
“You two are silly,” Savannah said grinning and shaking her head.
* * *
After two days of fun and frolic with Adam, Savannah and Michael drove him home. On their way back, Savannah said, “So what are we going to do about our trapping project?”
“Our trapping project?” Michael asked, winking over at her.
She smiled, arched her eyebrows.
“Yeah, okay,” he said, “I guess I’m involved, whether I want to be or not.” He thought for a moment and then said, “I don’t know, Savannah. I think Max is right—it seems that the traps are being sabotaged.”
“I wonder who could be doing it and why?”
Michael was quiet for a while and then he asked, “Do you know anyone who has outside video cameras? Maybe you could set up cameras and catch someone in action.”
Savannah straightened her posture and turned in her seat. “I love it! Yes, that’s what we’ll do. I’m calling Auntie right now.”



Chapter Six
 
“Yoo-hoo,” Margaret called as she stepped into Savannah’s and Michael’s living room Monday just after noon. “Shouldn’t leave your door unlocked, you know.”
Savannah replied from the bedroom just down the hall, “I only unlocked it because I knew you were on your way over. Be out in a minute.”
Colbi’s here, too,” Margaret said loudly.
“Hi Savannah,” Colbi called out.
“Hi girlfriend,” Savannah said as she walked through the bedroom door and into the hallway toward the living room. She hugged Colbi and then her aunt.
Margaret looked down at Savannah’s stomach. “Gads, you can’t get much bigger, can you?”
“Every month I think the same thing,” Savannah said, easing into a sitting position on the edge of a wingback chair.
“What’s this?” Colbi asked, picking up a photograph lying on the coffee table.
“Oh yeah, I wanted to show that to you guys,” Savannah said. “Adam found it this weekend.”
“Where?”
“You’re not gonna believe this…” she said.
“Where?” Colbi asked again.
Margaret gasped. “Not on your property, Vannie?”
“No.” Savannah shook her head. “But almost as weird—out at the Fischer place.”
Margaret drew her brows together; her mouth agape. “What?” she said.
“That is weird,” Colbi said. “I’m stunned. How…I mean…what’s going on?”
“Yeah, he said he found it toward the back of the building.” She walked over and looked at it as Colbi held it. “Looks like it’s been out there for a while. It’s the same guy as the one in the picture you found, isn’t it, Colbi? Only a different pose.”
“Yes. I think so. He looks like he’s modeling or something, doesn’t he?”
“Yes, in both shots. Speaking of photos,” Savannah said, looking from Margaret to Colbi, “were you able to put your hands on some surveillance cameras?”
“Yes,” Colbi said excitedly. “Damon and I put them up last night. And we checked the video this morning.”
“So what did you see?” Savannah asked eagerly.
“A lot of cats,” Colbi said grinning, “and…”
“And what?” Margaret insisted. “I don’t like suspense, tell us.”
Savannah laughed out loud. “You don’t like suspense, Auntie?”
She gave her niece a sheepish look and said, “Well, unless I’m creating it, I guess.”
Colbi laughed and then said, “Okay, here’s the deal, ladies. Yes, someone is letting the cats out of the traps and we think we know why. The camera has sound and you ought to hear those cats yeowl when they get caught. We couldn’t see who released the cats last night—didn’t get a look at his face—but it may be someone from that tract behind the old place, who can’t sleep through all that noise.”
“Oh, well that makes sense,” Savannah said.
“Yeah,” Margaret agreed. “So it isn’t someone with a greater cause.”
Colbi shook her head. “Apparently not. It’s someone with a selfish cause. The poor guy wants his sleep.”
“Hmmm, so how do we handle that little glitch in our plan?” Savannah asked no one in particular.
“We’ll have to think on it,” Margaret said. “But in the meantime, something else has come up—a new wrinkle, so to speak.” She shook her head and grinned. “All of this publicity your paper’s giving us, Colbi, is bringing people out of the woodwork.”
“How so?” she asked.
“Let’s sit down, ladies,” she said, motioning toward the sofa. “We might as well discuss this here where it’s warm and comfortable. Then we can run out to check on our kitties.”
“Can I get you some coffee, juice, water, tea?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, I’ll get myself a cup of coffee,” Margaret said.
“Me, too,” Colbi said, “if there’s enough.”
Once the women were seated in the living room—Walter lying on the sofa between Margaret and Colbi, Buffy on the ottoman next to Savannah’s feet, and Rags sprawled out across one of Lexie’s dog beds—Margaret explained the new wrinkle. “A woman from out of town called me—well, she called Betty because her contact number was in the paper. Betty sent her to me. This woman knows people here and follows our local news. She read the most recent article about our last meeting on the Internet.”
“So we’ve gone viral?” Savannah asked jokingly.
“I guess so.” Margaret laughed. “Well, she was most interested in the old Fischer place—asked if we had access to inside the building, wondered if we’d seen people around there. She had questions about what exactly we’re doing over there and who gave us permission to be there—stuff like that. Pretty soon,” Margaret continued, “she took a different direction with her questions.”
“In what way?” Colbi asked, creasing her brow. “Does she want to work with the cats? Do you think we need help out at the Fischer place? I kind of think we’ve got it covered, except I guess we could use a bodyguard to keep other people away from the cats.”
“A bodyguard for the cats?” Savannah said. “Maybe we could hire a guard dog.”
The three women laughed.
“No,” Margaret said, explaining, “she asked if we needed funds.”
“Oh, so she wants to donate to our cause?” Savannah asked. “Hey, that would be great!”
“Yeah, it would,” Colbi agreed.
Margaret shook her head, her dark-brown bobbed hair almost brushing her shoulders. “No. But wait until you hear her next line of questioning.”
Colbi and Savannah leaned toward Margaret.
“She asked if our members are crafty.”
“Crafty?” Colbi said crinkling her nose and swiping her bangs to one side.
“What did she mean by that?” Savannah asked. “Sneaky? Shrewd?”
“Devious? Wiley?” Colbi added with a chuckle.
“Well, I wondered that, too. But no, she meant do we create things—you know—like sewing, needlework, pottery…stuff like that.”
“Why did she ask that?” Savannah wanted to know.
“Apparently, she’s some sort of promoter. Her idea is that our members gather some Saturday or Sunday and sell their craft items to earn money for the Alliance.” She looked from one to the other and asked, “What do you think?”
Colbi raised her eyebrows. Savannah narrowed her lips and cocked her head. She said, “Where?”
“Good question, my dear. And I think this is the whole reason Leta called me.” She smiled impishly—looked from Colbi to Savannah and said, “Guess.”
“Guess what?” Savannah asked.
“Weren’t you listening?” Margaret asked. “Guess where she wants to have the flea market.”
Savannah frowned, looked confused.
Colbi stared over at Margaret as if waiting for something more. She brushed a strand of her long hair off her face.
Margaret leaned forward, became animated, and said, “In the Fischer building!”
“Interesting,” Colbi said.
Margaret nodded. “Yeah, I thought so. I guess she’s had her eye on that place and has been looking for something to promote there—I mean, it does have that whole big ground floor where Fischer parked his antique cars—there’s plenty of room for a large event. When she learned about our feral cat project, she thought maybe we could get permission to use the building and she could make some money helping us do a little fundraising.”
Savannah cocked her head. “Yeah, and I suppose if this works out, it’s a foot in the door for her if she wants to do events there in the future.”
“Sure,” Margaret agreed. “So what do you say? We could sure use the money. Maybe we could buy a soundproof shed…” She bounced up and down a little in her seat excitedly and said, “Or one of those compartments they use to explode bombs and grenades in.” She laughed.
“What are we going to do with that?” Savannah asked, looking confused.
Margaret leaned toward Savannah and spoke slowly and deliberately, as if to a child, “To put the traps in. If the cats are in a soundproof room, their yeowling won’t bother the neighbors.”
“Ohhhh, I get it. Yeah, good thinking,” she said
Margaret smirked at Savannah, saying, “Sometimes I think the baby is putting a drain on your brain, girl.”
Savannah made a face at her aunt.
“Anyway,” Margaret said, drawing the word out, “do you think we can come up with enough people who would rent booths to sell their wares?”
Colbi and Savannah sat in silence for a moment and then Colbi said, “Well, let’s make a list of our members who are creative.”
“And those with services they might want to promote,” Savannah added.
“Why can’t we bring in people from the community? It doesn’t have to be just members, does it?” Margaret suggested.
Savannah nodded. “I don’t know why not.” And then she said, “But wait; wouldn’t the insurance be killer expensive if we get the public involved?”
“Oh yes, this woman—Leta Barnes is her name—she said she and her associate would pay whatever liability insurance was required.”
“Wow!” Savannah and Colbi said, looking at each other in surprise. “So how’s she going to make her money? How much of a cut does she want?”
“These are things we’ll have to work out. I told her we’d have coffee with her to discuss it further tomorrow. Are you two up for it?”
“Sure,” Savannah said.
“Yeah, I can take an hour or so off tomorrow—say between eleven and twelve-thirty?” Colbi suggested.
Margaret clapped her hands together in front of her. “Okay then, put on your thinking caps and let’s see if we can come up with a list of crafty people. I’ll make a few calls. I know that we have a couple of quilters in the group; one of them makes pet blankets for shelters. George makes horseshoe figures, Edie and one of her daughters paint glassware…”
“I didn’t know that,” Savannah said. “Did you know that Iris makes jewelry?”
“She does?” Margaret asked.
“Yes. Pretty stuff, too.”
“She made this,” Colbi said, holding up her necklace. “Damon gave it to me. “She could also do color therapy or room design—things like that,” Colbi said.
Margaret clasped her hands together. “Oh that would be fun.”
“Colbi, you and Damon could sell your writing—or teach writing,” Savannah suggested. She then addressed her aunt. “That just leaves you and me.”
“What do you mean?” Margaret asked.
“What can we do? Nothing.”
“Well, I don’t know about you, but I can do a lot of things.”
“Like what?” Savannah challenged.
“Dance, give demonstrations involving cats—bathing, nail-trimming…things like that.”
“Oh that would be valuable, “Savannah said. “Good idea. “I guess that just leaves me,” she said.
“How about a booth demonstrating how to make jam from your orchard fruit?” Margaret suggested.
“That would be awkward and messy. How would I manage it? I’d have to have a kitchen.” She shook her head. “No, Auntie, that wouldn’t work.”
“You could hand out recipes and answer questions,” Colbi offered.
Margaret stared over at her niece for a moment and then said, “I’d like to see you and Michael set up a sort of clinic or workshop for pet owners—or just be on hand to answer pet medical questions. Might bring business your way and it would definitely be a worthwhile effort.”
Savannah sat studying Buffy, then looked up at Margaret. “Yeah,” she said. “I guess that could work and it would be fun. Okay, count me…er…us in.”
“Good,” Margaret said. “Now don’t you think we’d better go see what our little Fischer cats are up to?”
“Let’s go,” Colbi said. She looked at her watch. “I have to be back to work in an hour.”
“I gotta go potty first,” Savannah said rushing in the direction of the bathroom.
“You’ve gone twelve times while we’ve been sitting here,” Margaret called after her.
“Have not,” Savannah yelled. Ninety seconds later, when she emerged from the hallway, she said, “Only twice.”
A little later, as the women walked through the gate toward the Fischer building, Colbi said, “I think they’re getting used to us. There’s one of the white ones waiting for her breakfast. Hey look, she’s an odd-eye cat!” she exclaimed.
“Cool,” Margaret said. “Yeah, she—or he—would be pretty, all cleaned up. Would sure like to get my hands on that one.”
Just as the women were finishing up with their feeding job, they heard something behind them. They turned and saw a bald man walking toward them at a fast and confident clip. He called out, “Hey, what ‘er ya doin’ here?”
“Sheesh, what is this Grand Central Station?” Margaret said under her breath.
“Truly,” Colbi uttered.
“Hello sir,” Margaret said. “What can we do for you?”
“Just wondering why yer here,” the man said, pulling off one leather glove and slapping it against his leg, which the women noticed was covered by black leather biker pants. He scowled and pushed his large, wrap-around dark glasses up on his nose.
“We’re feeding cats,” Margaret said as if weary of explaining. “What are you doing out here?”
He appeared to be staring hard at her. “I live here, if you must know,” he spouted, slapping the glove against his leg again. “Why are you feeding cats, anyways?”
“So they don’t die,” Margaret said. She shifted her stance so she was full-on facing the stranger. “Look, we have permission to be here so we can take care of these cats.” She peered at him through a frown and said, “You know, it puzzles me how so many people around here know about this place and the cats and never lift a finger to help them out.”
The forty-something man, of slim build, glanced over at the feeding station and then back at the three women. “They kin take care of theirselves,” he said. He then pointed a gloved finger at Margaret and said, “Now listen to me. When you put them in those cages, they howl and I’m tired of listenin’ to it. I need my sleep…see…”
“Are you the one who keeps letting them out of the traps?”
“Maybe, maybe not,” he said glancing around.
“We’re trying to get them some medical help. We need to trap them in order to take them to the veterinary hospital.”
“Yeah, can’t you wear earplugs for a couple of nights and let us finish our work?” Colbi asked.
The man stared at her for a moment. “Yer sure spunky for such a little girl,” he said.
He then looked up and down Savannah’s tall, very pregnant frame. “If I hear them cats screaming again, I’m gonna call the cops, ya hear?” At that, he spun on his heels and disappeared out through the gate.
“I’m getting spooked by all of these people,” Savannah said. “With so many against us, we could soon be facing a lynch mob.”
“Or they might harm the cats,” Margaret said quietly. “And this guy could be the ringleader. Did you see those gnarly tattoos?”
“Yeah,” Colbi said. “He sure looks tough for a small guy.” She turned toward Margaret and Savannah. “So what are we going to do?”
“I have an idea,” Savannah said. “We need to get to the cats as soon as they’re trapped.”
Margaret stared down at her shoes for a couple of seconds and shook her head. “Whew, that could be time-consuming.”
“And sleep-depriving,” Colbi said with a laugh. “But makes sense. We could organize shifts out here.”
“Yeah,” Margaret said, “and as soon as the cat falls into our trap, we whisk it off to…where?” She looked over at Savannah.
“Good question. This means we’d have to involve Michael or…hey, I wonder if Bud would like to get involved in this caper…er…a…cause.” She smiled. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and said, “I think I’ll call our newest veterinarian.”
When he answered, she said, “Oh hi, Bud. Not with a patient, huh?”
“Hi Savannah. No, doing a little research. What are you up to?”
“Just calling to ask you a favor,” she said, hesitating a little.
“Yeah?” he responded, sounding slightly wary.
“You’re aware that we’re working with a cat colony out at the old Fischer building, aren’t you?”
“Yes, how’s that going?”
“Well, we’re kind of at a standstill at the moment. Need some help. Now don’t feel you have to do this just because I’m asking. But…well, we’d sure appreciate it if you could…”
“What is it, Savannah?” he asked suspiciously.
“We need someone to sit with the traps at night, and as soon as a cat is trapped, take it to the clinic.”
“Why?” he asked.
“We have neighbors who won’t use earplugs,” she said with a chuckle.
“Huh?”
“The cats we trap are evidently making a lot of noise and the neighbors are letting them out before we can get to them.”
There was silence. “I’ve never heard of that happening before. Is that one neighbor or…”
“No, it seems to be several of them who are bothered by the cats.”
“How far away is that tract from there, anyway?”
“Seems far enough that, with windows closed, you wouldn’t even hear a cat in a trap that’s under a building, but we are getting complaints and we’re being sabotaged,” she said.
“Sure, Savannah. I’d be glad to help out. Maybe I could go out there a couple of times and get our new vet tech, Spence to do it once or twice. How many cats are we talking about?”
“Around a dozen, we think…well ten left, by our count. But you know how it goes—sometimes you catch the same ones over and over again. It could take time to capture and treat them all. If we trap day and night, it might not take as long.”
Bud was silent for a moment. “Yes, it could take some time,” he said with a sigh. “But yeah, I’m in. When do you want me to start?”
“How’s tonight?” she asked.
“Um, Brianna’s coming over tonight,” he said hesitantly. Then he said with a laugh, “But you know what, I’ll get her to come out there with me. She sometimes complains that we do the same thing all the time. This will be something different.”
“Oh yes it will,” Savannah said bursting out laughing. “For my sister…definitely a different way to spend an evening. I love it,” she said still laughing. “Thanks Bud. The traps are here; we’ll leave a couple of cans of tuna and an opener. Good luck…keep us in the loop, will you?”
“Sure. ’Bye.”
* * *
At seven fifteen that night, Bud and Brianna pulled up to the Fischer building in his veterinary truck. “I can’t believe you’re bringing me out here in the boonies when you have a perfectly good home where we could get frisky,” Brianna said with a sigh.
He grinned. “Business.”
“No monkey business?” she asked in a flirtatious manner, flipping her dark-brown, naturally curly, but carefully straightened hair off one shoulder. She looked around at the chain-link fence and the large building beyond and scowled. “What is this place, anyway?”
“It’s a secret mission your sister has sent us on.”
Her brown eyes narrowed. “My sister, huh? Wait until the next time I see stilt woman.”
“Stilt woman?” Bud laughed. “Is that what you call her?”
“Yeah, what would you call your sibling who got the only tall, skinny, blond genes in the family?”
“So what does she call you?” he asked, his eyes flashing, playfully. “The voluptuous sister?”
“You mean fat and lumpy,” she said with a pout.
“No, I mean curvaceous and luscious,” he said, leaning in for a kiss.
“Now take it easy. We have business to take care of, remember?” she said with a scowl.
He reached over and took her hand. “Come on, Brianna. It’ll be fun. Just you and me in the open air on a…not-so-balmy night under the stars.”
“Not so balmy is an understatement. It’s freezing out there,” she said, shivering.
“Oh you’re bundled up enough. You’ll be fine. Besides, it’s for a good cause.”
“Oh yeah, if I’m going to get frostbite, I would feel better about it knowing it’s for a good cause. Thanks a lot. Big help.”
Bud chuckled. “Come on, it’ll be like camping out.”
As they approached the truck bed, Bud opened a compartment and said, “You take the blanket and flashlight; I’ll get the chairs and wine.”
“Wine?” she said. “Things are definitely looking up.”
While Bud prepared and set the two traps, Brianna held the flashlight. Then they placed the chairs close together. Bud opened the bottle of wine and they sat down, wrapping the large blanket around the two of them.
“Where are the glasses?” she asked
“We’re roughing it,” he responded. He handed her the bottle. “Here, you go first.”
“Out of the bottle? Are you serious?”
“Okay, you don’t have to have any,” he said, preparing to take a swig.
“Wait,” she said as she pulled the bottle from his hands and took a drink.
The couple had been sitting and talking quietly, sipping the wine for nearly an hour when they heard a loud “SNAP.”
“Caught one,” he whispered.
Next came the sound of thumping and rattling from within the metal trap, along with soft mews.
“Poor kitty,” Brianna said. “It’s scared.”
“Yeah, I hate the trapping process, but it’s best for the cats in the long run. They can contract diseases and get awful wounds when they’re out like this. They sometimes need medical treatment. And it’s important to spay and neuter them so they don’t bring more cats into situations like this.”
“Mew, mew.”
“At least this one’s not a screamer,” Bud said. “…nice quiet mews.
“So can we leave now? We caught one,” Brianna said.
“No, let’s hold out and see if we can catch one in the other trap.”
“Well, I have to go potty, where’s the bathroom?”
“Uh, anywhere you want it to be,” he said with a devious grin.
“Oh no, this is like camping out, isn’t it? Okay, give me the flashlight,” she said as she removed the blanket from around herself and stood. She looked in all directions and then began to walk toward the north side of the building. Once she was out of Bud’s sight, she glanced around the area. Suddenly, something caught her eye. What the hell’s that? She stood stock-still and killed the flashlight. There’s someone in that building…or something. What is that? It’s grotesque. I’m outta here. “Bud, Bud,” she called in a strained whisper as she rounded the building toward him.
He jumped out of his chair and jogged up to her. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his brow creased with concern.
“I want to go home, now,” she said. She pointed in the direction she’d come from, her breathing accelerated. She spoke in a loud frantic whisper. “Someone…or something’s in there!”
He looked over at the dark building and said, “Brianna, you’re imagining things.”
“Oh no, I’m not,” she said, pushing past Bud toward their chairs. “And what I saw is not even human. I’m leaving.”
Bud grabbed her arm and pulled her around to face him. “Not human? What are you talking about?” he asked. “Show me what you saw. I’m sure there’s some sort of explanation.”
“You go look, I’m going to the truck and locking the doors.” Using the flashlight to light her way, she rushed out the gate and back to the truck. She was just climbing into the cab when Bud caught up with her. “Brianna, give me the flashlight. I have to get that trap.”
She handed him the light, settled in the seat, and started to close the door.
Bud stopped the door and said, “Here are the keys; warm up the cab. I’ll be right back.” As he walked over to where the cats lived, he stopped. He then shined the flashlight toward the north side of the building. Curious now, he used the light to see his way around the building, where he looked it up and down, focusing on each window and door. Nothing. He stood for another few minutes, scanning the area with the flashlight and then staring at the windows again before walking back to where the cats congregated.
“SNAP!”
Cool, caught another cat, he said to himself.
“Yeowl!! Yeowl! Yeowl!”
Boy that’s a noisy one. Better get him out of here before the neighborhood comes down on me, he thought, rounding the corner of the building toward the crawl hole. As he drew near where the traps were partially hidden under the building, he heard something else. That’s more of a moan, he thought. What is that? He pulled two heavy leather gloves out of his back pocket and put them on. He then reached in and pulled out one of the traps. “Oh, hello,” he said to the large black-and-grey striped tabby. “You’re the noisy one, aren’t you? Let’s get you loaded up.” He lifted the trap carefully and carried it to the truck. He raised the bed cover, slid the trap in and closed the cover to muffle the sounds.
He then walked back to retrieve the second trap. He could hear the moaning more clearly now. That sounds like a cat in distress, he said to himself. He pulled the trap out. “Oh, an orange tabby. Hi, fella,” he said. Ignoring the frightened yellow eyes and the soft cries of the cat inside, he set the trap aside and knelt down, using the flashlight to peer into the crawl space. When he heard the sound again, he realized it wasn’t coming from under the building. He spun around, shined the light into a stand of shrubs, and continued to listen. Just then he saw two bright eyes reflecting back at him—he stood and walked slowly toward the eyes and found a white long-haired cat lying stretched out, panting and groaning. As he approached, she seemed to convulse and then she let out a scream and went limp. He moved closer and looked down. She’s trying to have kittens, he thought. This time of year? Unusual, but not altogether unheard of for feral cats. Bud reached over and touched the cat. Cold. Not good. “Wait here, kitty. Maybe I can help,” he said, rising and rushing back to the veterinary truck. He opened a compartment, grabbed a large blanket, and hurried back to the shrubs. He laid the blanket out on the ground and then carefully eased the cat onto the blanket. When she didn’t resist, he wrapped her up, lifted her, and walked back to the truck. He thought about putting the cat inside one of the animal cubicles, but had another idea he hoped wouldn’t backfire on him.
“Brianna,” he said quietly, knocking with one knuckle on the passenger side door.
She rolled the window down a little. “What?” she asked sounding terribly annoyed.
“Open up.”
With a disgusted smirk, she opened the truck door. Bud stood back and then walked around the door toward her and handed her the bundle in the blanket.
“Hold her snuggly, will you? I’ll be right back.”
“What is it?” she asked, pulling her hands back.
“Just do it!” Now he sounded annoyed.
“Okay,” she said, carefully lifting the bundle onto her lap.
“It’s a cat having kittens—or trying to,” Bud explained once he had loaded the second trap and they were on their way back to the clinic.
“A wild cat? I’m holding a wild cat?”
“Yes, and you may not be thrilled about the rest of this date, either,” he said.
“Why?” she asked suspiciously.
“Because we may be going into surgery.”



Chapter Seven
 
Two hours later, Bud and Brianna stood shoulder to shoulder, peering into a recovery pen at the clinic where a still-unconscious mother cat and one pure white male kitten lay.
“Poor little thing,” Brianna said. “Do you think his mama will be okay?”
“Won’t know until she starts coming around,” Bud said. “But she should pull through. Let’s hope she’ll feed her baby, or we may have to become surrogates.”
Brianna sighed. “All of that work she went through and she has only one baby to show for it.”
“Yeah, and how unusual for a white female to give birth to an all-white kitten.”
“Is it?”
“Yeah, unless the breeding is managed,” he said.
“Well, she did have kittens in all colors.” Brianna laughed. “Striped, polka-dotted, paisley,” she said.
“Paisley?” Bud laughed.
“Look, she’s moving,” Brianna said.
“Yeah, let’s hope she doesn’t freak out when she sees where she is.”
About then, they heard a loud yeowl. Bud smiled in the direction of the sound—where he’d placed the trap holding the feral cat they called “The Screamer.” He laughed and said, “Pavarotti’s still tuning up his vocal chords in there.”
* * *
The following morning, Savannah called her aunt,
“Well, what happened last night?” Margaret asked. “I’m on pins and needles.”
“Just talked to Bud. He and my little sister had quite a night,” she said.
“Tell me—did they trap any cats?”
“Sure did. They got two cats, including our possible screamer, AND…”
“There’s more?” Margaret asked breathlessly.
“Yup. He and Brianna delivered a litter of kittens. Well, one kitten made it—a white one. Mother and baby are doing well, according to Bud.”
“Yowza,” Margaret said. “Max,” she hollered off the phone, “they got three ferals and a newborn kitten.” She came back online. “Max is as surprised as I am at Bud’s success.”
Savannah continued, “He said that Brianna got scared out of her wits out there. Thought she saw something horrible and ugly looking at her from one of the windows on the back side of the building.”
“Hmm, we’ll have to get more information from her—it’s all starting to sound surprisingly similar. I mean, how could such a variety of people make up the same story?” She hesitated. “Savannah, there’s something weird about that place.”
“Agreed. So Auntie, what’s our next move? Oh yes, we have a meeting with that woman who wants to do a flea market, right? When and where?”
“Colbi’s at noon today. She has a break until one-thirty. Want me to pick you and that lumpy body of yours up?”
“Lumpy body? Auntie, if you can’t think of something nice to say, don’t say anything at all.” She paused. “Actually, I’d like to go over to the clinic and see the cats they brought in and get an update.”
“I would, too. Let’s plan on doing that after the meeting. I’ll pick you up at ten to twelve.”
* * *
Leta Barnes arrived only ten minutes late, explaining that she had made a wrong turn. After introductions and beverage choices were made, the four women sat down around Colbi’s dining table. Leta was dressed in a black-and-white houndstooth business suit—the skirt hem just below the knees. A heavy swatch of her brown wedge-style hairdo hung partially over the left side of her rather ordinary face. She peered from the head of the table through small, rimless eyeglasses perched on a long narrow nose. She wore just a little makeup which didn’t do much to soften her coarse features. “Thank you for meeting with me,” she said in a professional manner. “I think this could be a wonderful fundraiser for your club…er organization.” Her face opened up into a smile, displaying a mouthful of small crooked teeth. “And the Fischer building is the perfect place for an event like this.” She looked from one to the other of the women. “Have you spoken to your members about our idea?”
Margaret tugged briefly at the neckline of her plum-colored sweater. “Yes, I’ve spoken with about…” she referred to her notes “…ten people who are interested so far.”
“I know a couple who want to participate,” Savannah said.
“Who’s that?” Margaret asked.
“People I know,” she retorted. When she noticed Margaret still staring at her, she said in a feigned huff, “If you must know, Reba and Charlotte make cat toys…I think it’s a project Charlotte learned at her school. They teach crafts to children with Downs and other disabilities.”
“I did not know that,” Margaret said. “Cool.”
Savannah continued, “Bonnie knows someone who makes things out of horsehair. And I talked to Caroline about having a booth promoting her psychic work with animals.”
“I know a couple of artists who paint and draw animals,” Colbi said. “One of them is really prolific.”
“Did you talk to Iris?” Savannah asked, obviously addressing both Margaret and Colbi.
“I did,” Margaret said. “She’s definitely interested.
“My, you are a creative bunch, aren’t you?” Leta said with a smile. She clasped her hands together. “This is really going to work, isn’t it? Now when shall we plan it for?”
“Wait,” Margaret said. “We don’t have permission, yet. I have a call in to the attorney. In fact, I thought he’d call before this.”
“Why don’t you call him again,” Leta instructed rather impatiently.
“Well, I guess I could,” Margaret said. She glanced at Leta and excused herself from the table. When she returned, she said, “He’s going to look into it and get back to us.”
“Quickly, I hope,” Leta said.
“Now how much are you willing to pay for the insurance?” Margaret asked.
“Whatever it takes,” Leta said, waving one hand in the air.
Savannah stared over at the woman. She sure seems eager to do this project and sounds like she has money. I wonder what her deal is.
An hour passed, during which time the four women discussed the details of the proposed event. Around one fifteen, Colbi announced that she had an appointment. Leta said she had things to do, as well. Margaret agreed to get back to Leta by noon the following day.
Once everyone was in accord, Leta stood, looked around, and asked Colbi, “May I use your restroom? I have a long drive ahead of me.”
“Sure.” She pointed. “First door on the left.”
“Oh, my phone,” Margaret announced as Leta headed into the hallway. “It’s the attorney,” she said, walking toward the living room. When she returned to where Savannah and Colbi stood in the dining room, she had a surprised look on her face. She shook her head in disbelief. Leta emerged from the bathroom and Margaret said, so that all three women could hear, “Well, we have permission, and a figure.”
“Okay.” Leta said.
Margaret held up her phone for Leta to see the number the attorney had sent in a text message.
Leta peered at it through squinted eyes, lifted her head, and said, “Not a problem.” She handed Margaret a business card. “Have the paperwork faxed to this number.” She then addressed all three women, “Shall we plan the event for Saturday, November 30?”
“That’s only ten days away!” Savannah exclaimed.
“Eleven. I’ll start the promotion immediately.” She picked up her purse, and turned to leave, then spun around and asked Colbi, “Can I count on you to run something in the paper?”
“Uh, yeah, I’ll do my best, but if a big story comes in…”
“I know. But I’m sure you’ll figure out a way to get us the publicity we need, can’t you, honey?”
The trio watched as Leta prepared to leave. When she reached the front door, she hesitated. The women noticed that Leta was staring down at something on a small table. Slowly, she reached out and picked it up, then turned and asked Colbi, “Where did you get this photograph?”
“Um, well…it’s an interesting story, actually…” Colbi stammered.
Before Colbi could tell her about finding it after the last Cat Alliance meeting, Leta almost demanded, “Do you know this man?”
Colbi winced. “No. I don’t.”
“Do you?” Margaret asked.
Leta appeared flustered for a moment, and then she tossed the photo on the table, muttering, “No. I don’t. I thought I did, but I don’t know who it is.” She opened the door and called out, “Goodbye ladies. I’ll see you soon.”
Once she was gone, Savannah turned toward the others and said, “Well, that was odd.”
“Yeah,” Colbi said, “she obviously knows that guy. I wonder who he is and how she knows him.”
The threesome continued to stare at the door and the photograph and then Colbi said, “Well, I really do have to get to work. I’ll see you two later. You can let yourselves out—lock up behind you.”
“Thanks. I would like to use the powder room before heading out,” Savannah said.
“Yeah, it’s been a full five minutes since you’ve peed.” Margaret laughed.
Savannah snapped, “You try walking around with a twelve-pound baby lying on your bladder.”
When Savannah reappeared in the living room, she slipped on Michael’s jacket, picked up her purse, and walked toward the front door where her aunt stood.
Margaret watched her niece approach her. “Now, do you think you can make it all the way to the clinic…let’s see, what is that, ten minutes away…without needing to pee again?”
“Probably not,” Savannah quipped, “especially if we stop on the way for lunch.” She opened the front door, and stepped out ahead of her aunt.
* * *
Margaret and Savannah arrived at the Ivey Veterinary Clinic at two fifteen, after getting a bite to eat at a local deli.
“Hi hon,” Michael said when he saw his wife walk through the back door. “Hi Maggie.”
Both women responded to him and to a couple of employees who were in the vicinity. “We came to check out Bud’s catches,” Margaret said.
Michael smiled. “I thought so. They’re right in here,” he said, leading the way into the recovery room.
“Oh, you’ve already done their surgeries, huh?” Savannah asked.
“Yes.” He walked over to the pens. “This one’s the screamer—he’s a male. And that one over there got spayed—no more kittens for her.”
“What are their conditions?” Savannah asked, suddenly cringing and bringing her hand to her stomach.
“What’s wrong?” Michael asked.
“Just a twinge. This is one busy baby and sometimes he catches me off guard.”
“Okay,” he said staring over at her for a few more moments to make sure she was all right. He then responded to her question: “They were in pretty good shape, actually. I think they’ll be just fine now that they’re on a regular feeding schedule.”
“Good news,” she said, looking at the two heavily sedated cats.
“Four…oh, I mean, five…down,” Margaret said. Any chance that these two are adoptable?” she asked.
Bud walked in just then, carrying a short-haired tortoiseshell cat, which he carefully placed into an empty pen. “Hi Savannah,” he said nodding, “…Maggie. Come to see your newest cat colony member, huh?”
“Yes. That was quite a surprise,” Margaret said. “She had just one kitten?”
“Three, but only one survived. Come take a look,” he invited.
Savannah and Margaret followed Bud into another room, where the white cat and her kitten were recovering. “Cute, huh? Going to be a beauty like mama once was.”
“Oh, he is cute,” Savannah said with a wide smile. “I wonder if mama cat was ever as white as her baby.”
“Yeah,” Margaret said, “he’s all white and pink. She’s a little rough around the edges there.” She moved closer to the pen and peered in at the cat, who was lying still, watching Margaret and the others through wide, cautious eyes. Her kitten suckled noisily.
“She has a pretty face,” Margaret said. “I think she comes from an angora background. What do you think, Michael? Those other white cats I’ve seen out there have the same small faces and full tails, and they carry their tails high like an angora. This one has green eyes, but we saw an odd-eye white out there one day.”
“Yeah, angora would be my guess,” Michael said.
“You know, Brianna wants that kitten,” Bud said.
“What?” Savannah asked in disbelief.
“Well, she was with me, you know, when I performed the surgery last night and she bonded with the kitten. Heck, she might take the mother, too, if she remains as calm as she’s been so far.”
“Yes, sometimes they’ll tolerate handling well when they have kittens to care for. But when the kittens are weaned, watch out,” Margaret said.
Savannah was still in shock. “My sister’s going to adopt a kitten and maybe a cat? Unbelievable,” she said.
“Why?” Michael asked. “Bri doesn’t like cats?”
“Not that I know of—except for Rags, of course. But she doesn’t consider Rags to be an ordinary cat.” She shook her head. “Wow! I think it would be good for her.”
Margaret motioned toward the recovery room and asked, “When will those two be ready to go back?”
“Tomorrow is okay for the male. I’d like to keep the female for an extra day or two.”
“Any chance they could go into a home?” Margaret asked.
“Ahh,” Michael thought; hesitated. “I guess we won’t know much about that until they come out from under the Ivey spell,” he said with a chuckle.
“Pshaw,” Margaret said laughing. “Ivey spell? Funny man.”
“Auntie, why don’t we curb the trapping for now,” Savannah suggested. “…let our ace trappers rest up and we can concentrate on the flea market.”
“Flea market?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, we’ve made a deal with that promoter woman, Leta, to do a flea market out at the Fischer place and that’s going to take some time and effort.”
“I agree,” Margaret said. “We’ll go out and feed and then spend our time on the details of the flea market. I’m just glad we don’t have to do the publicity, too.”
“But we do have a lot of calls to make and organizing to do. We need to delegate things like bringing in tables, chairs, and such.”
“Yeah, let’s do that.”
“Uh-oh,” Michael said.
“What?”
“I feel a solicitation coming my way.”
Savannah grinned at her handsome husband. “Come on Michael, don’t be glum. It’ll be fun.”
“Why am I not convinced?” Michael said, winking over at Bud.



Chapter Eight
 
It was the last Friday in November. The plans were set. The industrious worker-bees from the Hammond Cat Alliance had put everything into motion toward a potentially successful event. Margaret had obtained a key to the old place and volunteers had cleaned the Fischer building inside and out. Thirty-five booths were being created in designated spaces throughout the ground floor, some encased in pop-up canopies, others simply marked by six-foot tables and banners. Participants busily decorated their spaces and were beginning to cart in and set up their wares, easels, and posters in preparation for the next day.
“Well that’s odd,” Iris said to Savannah as they sat in Iris’s booth sorting her beaded jewelry.
“What?” Savannah asked, glancing in the direction her friend was staring.
“That woman’s shoes.” She pushed a wayward curl off her forehead.
“What about them?” Savannah asked, staring over at the stooped older woman. “They’re cute.”
“Yeah, I know. I’ve seen them before.” She lightly punched Savannah in the arm. “So have you.”
“Huh? When? Do we know that woman? I can’t see her face with that shawl pulled around her head like that.”
“I don’t think so,” Iris said.
“Iris, you’re not making sense. Do we know her or not?”
“Probably not. But I know those shoes. I saw them at Colbi’s house. Remember? That woman…Camille…was wearing them.”
“Oh, popular style, I guess,” Savannah said going back to untangling a couple of fine chains.
“Well, they’re still cute,” Iris said. “Even on a ninety-year-old woman.” She looked over at Savannah. “So what will you have in your booth tomorrow?” she asked.
“Rags,” Savannah responded with a grin.
“You’re bringing your cat?”
“Yeah. The committee thought he would be a good spokescat for the Alliance. Michael and I will show cat-care videos and answer questions for visitors. We were urged to bring Rags on his harness for show-and-tell.”
“Cool. Will he be okay around all the people?”
“I think so. He enjoys having everyone at the house for our meetings. He’s a people cat.” Savannah looked up. “Oh, here comes Leta.”
“Who?” Iris asked.
“The promoter gal,” Savannah said. She called out, “Hi Leta, everything going okay?”
The woman stopped briefly and looked down at the display of jewelry. “Yes, you are an amazing group. What a good turnout. Let’s hope you get lots of sales tomorrow,” she said as she continued on her way.
Savannah watched as Leta, who was dressed in jeans, a drab sweatshirt and high-top moccasins walked off to another part of the building. That’s odd, she thought when she saw her stop, look quickly from side to side, and then begin feeling the wall with her hands—pushing and probing. Maybe she’s looking for an electrical outlet.
Just then Michael appeared in front of Iris’s booth. “Hi hon,” Savannah said. “Been busy remodeling this place?”
He removed his baseball cap and readjusted it over his full head of hair. “Yeah.” He looked around. “I think we’ve made good progress. He looked into his wife’s face. I’ll bet you’re tired. We have a big day tomorrow; how about we go home where you can rest.”
“Yeah, good idea,” she said. She addressed Iris, “Can you do without me?”
“Sure, you go ahead. Thank you so much for all your help.”
“It was fun spending time with you. We’ve both been so busy…” she started.
“I know. I’ve missed you.” Iris stood and the two women embraced. Suddenly Iris pulled back. “What’s that woman doing?” she asked.
“Who?” Savannah asked, turning to look in the direction Iris indicated.
Michael craned his neck, too.
“That Leta woman. What’s she looking for?”
“Heck if I know,” Savannah said. “I saw her across the way a while ago patting down the walls.”
The three of them watched as Leta knelt and peered, pushed, poked and rapped on the baseboard running along the wall at floor level.
Savannah shook her head. “Her problem. Baby and I are going to take a nap.”
* * *
Later that evening after a nap and a light dinner, Savannah and Michael listened to music in the living room in front of a dancing fire in the fireplace. Suddenly, they heard rapping at the front door. Lexie, who was lying at their feet, raised her head. Buffy stretched briefly from her spot on the ottoman and then settled back down. Walter and Rags were equally disinterested.
“Who is it?” Michael asked as he walked over and peered through the stained glass window.
“Maggie, who do you think?” came the curt response.
“Hi, Maggie,” Michael said, opening the door. “Come in.”
Savannah turned in her seat on the sofa and said, “Hi, Auntie, is everything okay?” And then she saw Max following her in. “Hi Max.”
“No, everything’s not okay,” Margaret said.
“What’s wrong?” Savannah asked, her worry lines suddenly evident.
Margaret took a breath. “There’s been an accident.”
“Sit down, guys,” Michael said, motioning toward the living room furniture.
Margaret sat on the ottoman next to Buffy and began petting her. Max perched on the floral wingback chair.
“What happened?” Michael asked.
Margaret responded. “Well the security people Leta hired just called—she gave them my number—someone was attacked on the Fischer property.”
“Oh no,” Savannah said. “Who? How…?”
“Well…” Margaret started, her voice cracking.
Max reached over and took her hand. He looked up at Michael and Savannah. “It’s evidently not someone we know—not part of the Alliance,” he explained. “He was there helping one of the artists set up her booth.”
“He was beaten,” Margaret said, taking in short breaths.
Max continued, “He was walking out to the porta-potty just after dusk, and someone came from out of the shadows and slammed him over the head with something. The authorities think it was a rock.”
“A rock?” Michael questioned.
“Is he…?” Savannah started.
“He’s at the hospital in Straley. They suspect a concussion,” Max said.
“Gads!” Savannah exclaimed. “Does he know who…?”
“He claims he didn’t see a thing,” Margaret said. “Someone found him on the ground going in and out of consciousness and bleeding quite profusely.”
“That’s awful,” Savannah said.
Michael ran his hand through his straight brown hair. “Yeah, kinda puts a damper on all the hard work you’re doing out there. Do they think the attack was related to the cats?”
“Related to the cats?” Savannah asked.
“Well, yeah, apparently you’ve had a lot of opposition from residents. It’s a wonder someone’s not out there poisoning those cats or something.”
“Michael,” Margaret reprimanded, “what an awful thing to say.”
“Michael’s right,” Max said. “While we’re all passionate about saving the cats, there may be other people just as passionate about something they want to protect.”
“Like their peaceful neighborhood,” Michael said.
“Exactly, Michael,” Max said, nodding.
Margaret grimaced. “Oh, I see what you mean.”
“Well that poor guy,” Savannah said. “I just hope they find whoever did this.” She perked up. “Maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the property or the cats.”
Everyone looked at her, waiting for an explanation.
“Well, maybe this guy cheated with the attacker’s wife, or they had a beef between them about something else,” Savannah reasoned.
“Let’s hope so, Vannie. Let’s hope so,” Margaret said. She stopped, pulled her phone out of her pocket, and said, “It’s Colbi.” Into the phone she said, “Hi Colbi, what’s up?” She walked into the dining room to continue the conversation.
“Interesting,” she said when she returned.
“What?” Michael asked.
“Colbi said Damon’s boss sent him out to talk to the man who was beaten up. Come to find out, Damon may have seen the attacker.”
“Really?” Max said looking over at his wife. “How does he know that?”
“Well, according to Colbi, Damon had gone around the north side of the building where the porta-potty was to see if he could find a way to bring water in to one of the exhibits using our hose. He thinks he may have passed the man who was attacked on his way back to the front of the building.”
“Yeah?” Savannah said.
“But he saw something else out there, too,” Margaret said. “…another man—he thinks it was a man—standing against the building in the shadows. Damon said he almost bumped into him. The man moved suddenly and startled Damon. He said it was hard to see the mysterious man because he wore all black—black slacks and a black long-sleeved, turtle-neck shirt. He said the guy may have been a black guy because, thinking back, his skin looked dark, too. But when he thought about it later, Colbi said that Damon remembered seeing a flash of blond hair as the man disappeared from sight.”
“A black guy with blond hair?” Michael said. “Do any of you remember seeing someone like that out there today?”
Margaret shook her head slowly.
“No,” Savannah said. “I don’t think so.”
“Oh,” Margaret said, “Damon thinks the guy was wearing ordinary sport shoes.”
“Black?” Michael asked.
“No, white with maybe a fluorescent orange accent. That’s why he noticed them.”
“Damon’s pretty observant, isn’t he?” Savannah said.
“Did he see where the guy in black went?” Max asked.
“Colbi said he didn’t think about it, just figured he walked away—but maybe he’s the one who attacked the guy.”
“Ooohhh spooky,” Savannah said.
Michael took Savannah’s hand. “Honey, I want you to be extra careful tomorrow. I’ll help you get set up in the morning and then I’ll join you after work at noon. But please, will you stay where there’s a crowd?”
“Excellent advice, Michael,” Max said. He looked at Savannah and then at Margaret. “You gals practice the buddy system.”
* * *
It was just after noon on Saturday when Michael pulled up to the flea market and walked with his usual long strides into the Fischer building. He looked over to where he and Savannah had a booth and saw her sitting there talking to a couple with a small terrier-mix dog on a leash. “Hi hon,” Michael said upon approaching. “Hello, Jay and Fiona,” he greeted, and then he bent down and petted the dog. “How’re you, Foxy?”
“He’s interested in getting to know Rags,” Savannah said with a grin.
Michael laughed as he stepped into the booth with his wife. “Is that so?”
Just then a woman approached the Ivey Veterinary Clinic booth with a small boy. “What kind of cat is that?” she asked, looking over at Rags, who was sitting on top of a large wire pen staring at the crowd of people milling around outside the booth.
Savannah stood, glanced back at the cat, and smiled. “Just a cat—a large, ordinary male cat.”
“How old is he?” the boy asked.
“He’s six.”
“I’m six!” the boy said with a toothless smile. He looked back at his mother. “We’re both six.” He then focused his attention on the cat. “Can he do any tricks?”
“Um, tricks?” Savannah asked, pondering the question. “Not like a dog can be taught to do tricks. But he does have some crazy habits.” She leaned down toward the boy and said, “He’s a thief.”
His eyes grew wide. “A thief?”
“Yes, he steals things out of people’s purses and pockets.”
“Would he take something out of my pocket?” he asked.
“He just might.” She thought for a moment and then picked up one of her business cards. “Here, put this in your pocket so it sticks out a little and let’s see what he does.” She walked over, untied the leash from the wire cage, picked up the cat, and carried him to the front of the booth where the boy stood. She set him on the table and then said, “I’ll hold his leash and you can pet him. Let’s see if he wants that card.”
In the meantime, Michael, who was talking to a woman at the other end of the booth, called to Savannah, “Did you bring any brochures about flea control?”
“Yes, I think they’re in that box on the table in back.”
“Where?” he asked.
“Here,” she said to the boy, “would you like to hold Rags’s leash for a minute?”
His face lit up. “Yeah!”
“Now hold tight,” she instructed. “I’ll be right back.”
Savannah walked to the back of the booth and started looking through a box for the information. In the meantime, the boy’s mother saw a couple she knew and she turned to speak to them. The boy grasped the leash in his fist, until something caught his eye. He looked up at the snap that was attached to the harness and decided to examine it. He pulled the fastener back a couple of times and let it snap closed. The third time he did it, Rags pulled away and the snap came loose from the harness. “Uh-oh,” the boy said as he watched Rags leap from the table onto the floor and dart off amidst the jungle of feet.
Savannah handed Michael the material and then glanced over at the boy, who stood there holding the leash in his hand. Rags was nowhere in sight. “What happened?” she shouted. “Where’s the cat?”
Michael heard the anxiety in her voice and rushed to her side. “What is it?”
“Rags is gone,” she said. She leaned toward the boy and asked, “Which way did he go?”
His mother turned toward them when she heard the commotion. “What happened?”
“He let the cat go,” Savannah said her voice a little shrill. “This is awful. Oh my gosh, what if…” she said, wringing her hands and scouring the room with her eyes.
“I’ll get Max and we’ll go look for him,” Michael said. “You stay here. He knows where you are. He may come back.”
“Okay,” Savannah said weakly as she sat down in the closest chair.
“Brandon, what did you think you were doing? Why did you let the cat go?” the boy’s mother reprimanded. “You’d better go help them find that cat, young man.” She turned to Savannah. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure he didn’t do it on purpose.”
Savannah just nodded and stared out into the crowd. She stood up to get a better view. She could see Michael and Max moving through the crowd, looking from one side of the building to the other. Max walked along the south wall and Michael took the north wall. The two of them asked some of the people inside and outside booths if they had seen the cat.
“Something wrong?” Savannah looked toward the voice and saw Leta standing in front of her.
“Oh yes,” Savannah said. “Our cat got away.” She shook her head back and forth, “They’ve just got to find him.”
“Oh,” Leta said without emotion. She patted the tabletop in front of Savannah and said, “I’m sure they will.”
Savannah watched as the woman walked away and then she continued her search from the booth.
“Did they find him?” Margaret asked as she hurriedly approached Savannah. She looked at the empty pen and then watched as Savannah sank down into a chair. “Oh, I guess not,” she said. She walked into the booth, wrapped her arms around her niece, and said, “They’ll find him.”
“I don’t want him out there with the ferals,” Savannah said through tears. “They could tear him apart. He doesn’t know how to protect himself.”
Margaret brushed her cheek up against Savannah’s hair and murmured, “He’ll be okay. The guys’ll find him. Don’t get yourself upset now.” She straightened up and looked around the room again.
Suddenly, the boy and his mother appeared at the booth. She had her arm around her son’s shoulders. “Did he come back?” she asked.
Savannah shook her head.
“I looked,” the boy said through tears, “but I can’t find him.”
“He has flat disappeared,” his mother said. “I’m so sorry.”
Savannah reached out and took one of the boy’s hands. She glanced up at his mother, and then stared into the boy’s eyes. “I think it will be okay,” she soothed. “He’ll be back. I’m not mad at you. You didn’t do anything on purpose.” She squeezed his hand and then said, “Why don’t you go out and keep looking for him. I’ll wait here. You come tell me if you find him, okay?”
After a while, Margaret pulled a bottle of water out of a small cooler and said, “Here, Vannie, have a sip of water.” Before Savannah could reach for it, Margaret looked out into the crowd and said, her voice raised, “What’s that woman doing?”
“What?” Savannah asked, looking in the direction her aunt pointed. “Do you mean Leta? Yeah, what is she doing, trying to start a stampede?”
“Wait, is that Rags?” Margaret shouted. “She’s chasing your cat,” she said in disgust.
Savannah quickly stood. When she did, she could see Leta darting in and out of the crowd with Michael and Max trailing her. They were coming in Savannah’s direction. Before she could react, Rags tore into her booth and jumped up on top of the wire pen. “Rags!” Savannah said, rushing over to grab him. “Auntie, get the leash, would you?”
Margaret picked up the leash and snapped it to Rags’s harness.
“Give that to me,” Leta shouted as she approached Savannah and Margaret.
They looked at the frantic woman. “What?” Savannah asked, holding fast to Rags’s harness.
Just then Michael and Max arrived at the booth. “Oh, you got him,” Michael said, sounding a little out of breath. “Good!”
“What a workout he gave us,” Max said, taking deep breaths.
Leta, in the meantime, had pushed her way into the booth and was walking up to the cat. “Where is it?” she screeched.
Savannah looked over at Michael, who shrugged his shoulders, and Max, who had a blank stare. Just then, Margaret stepped in front of Savannah toward Leta. “What do you think he has?” she asked, looking over at the cat. “I don’t see anything. Do you?”
Leta stared at Rags. She glanced around the area where he sat and then peered into the pen. “Well, he had it. I saw him with it.” Suddenly, she said, “Oh my God, he must have dropped it.” She bolted toward the booth opening, stopping momentarily to address Michael and Max. She squinted her eyes and practically demanded to know, “Did you see where he came from?”
The men looked at each other and then Michael said, “I’m afraid not. I just spotted him racing back toward the booth here—didn’t see where he’d been.”
“From which direction?” she asked anxiously.
“I think he was clear over on the northeast side of the room,” Max offered. “Why? Did he have something of yours?” he asked.
Leta ignored the question, stepped out of the booth, and began walking slowly with her head down, as if she was looking for something on the floor. The foursome watched until she was out of sight behind a partition. “What do you think she thinks he had?” Michael asked, looking puzzled.
“Hard to tell,” Margaret said. “I think the woman’s delusional.”
Everyone laughed.
Margaret then patted her husband on the chest and said, “We’d better get back to the Alliance booth.”
“Yeah, now that everything’s calm over here.” Max smiled.
“Thanks, Max, for your help,” Michael said.
“Yes, thank you, so much,” Savannah called after Margaret and Max as they walked away.
Margaret raised her arm and waved back over her head.
Just then Rags let out a meow. Savannah noticed he was looking out into the crowd.
“What does he see?” Michael asked, looking in the direction the cat was staring.
“Oh, it’s Charlotte,” Savannah said. “Hi hon. Rags saw you coming and started meowing.”
“Funny! Hi Ragth,” she said from outside the booth.
“Come on in and see him,” Savannah invited. “He’s going to pull me over trying to get to you.”
“Did he run away?” Charlotte asked.
“Yes, he did,” Savannah said. “Did you see him?
“Yeth, he found thomething,” she said with her usual lisp.
“He found something?” Savannah asked.
“Did you see him with something in his mouth?” Michael asked. Both he and Savannah waited for her response. But before she could answer, a couple of women walked up to their booth.
“Hi,” one of them greeted with a smile. “I have a medical question.”
“Sure,” Michael said walking toward her. “I’m Dr. Michael Ivey, how can I help you?”
Savannah watched Michael and then turned her attention back to their young friend—Rags’s favorite playmate. “So what did he have?”
“Thith,” she said holding up a small white bag with a drawstring for Savannah to see.
“Mom thaid theeth are crythtalth,” Charlotte said.
“What?” she asked, opening the bag to peer inside. “Oh, crystals.” She poured a couple of them into her hand. “Hmm, I wonder where he got these. Do you know?”
“No,” Charlotte shook her head back and forth slowly. “He ran into my mom’th booth, thpit it out and ran away.”
“Was someone chasing him?”
“Yeth,” Charlotte said, her eyes widening. She looked around the room; pointed. “That lady over there.”
“Oh, Leta,” Savannah said.
“Leta, what?” Michael asked when he returned to where Savannah and Charlotte were conversing.
“Well, Michael, “Savannah said in a hushed tone, holding up the little white bag, “this must be what Leta was after. Charlotte said Rags brought it to her just before he showed up here with Leta on his tail.”
“What is it?” he asked.
“Not sure. Reba says ‘crystals.’ They’re some sort of…stones. Do you suppose they belong to Leta?”
“They must,” he said, taking the bag from Savannah.
She looked down at the bag and the sparkly stones Michael poured into his hand. “You know,” she said, “somehow I don’t feel right just giving them to her.”
He looked up at Savannah. “Why not?”
“Just a feeling. I’m going to show these to Auntie and see what she thinks.” She turned toward Charlotte, who was petting Rags. “Hon, are you going to stay for a few minutes or do you need to get back to your mom’s booth?”
“Uh,” Charlotte said looking at Rags and then Savannah, “I don’t know.”
“Well, when you’re ready to go back to your booth, would you put him in his pen and close the door?”
“Okay.”
“I’ll be here,” Michael said. “You go ahead.”
As Savannah walked up to the Hammond Cat Alliance booth, she noticed several people gathered around, listening to Ida talk about the work of the Alliance. Margaret and Max were sitting in chairs toward the back of the booth. When Margaret saw her niece approaching, she invited her in. Max stood and offered his chair to Savannah.
“No, that’s okay—you sit. I’m fine,” she said.
“I was just getting ready to tour around,” he said. “Go ahead, keep your aunt company.”
After she was seated, Savannah leaned toward her aunt and held out the white bag. “This is evidently what Leta was after,” she said quietly.
“What is it?” Margaret asked.
Savannah said, “Hold out your hand.” When she complied, Savannah poured a few of the small stones into her palm.
“Holy cow!” Margaret said rather loudly. She then glanced up and noticed Ida staring down at her—a few booth visitors were also looking her way. She quickly closed her hand into a fist, and sank down into her chair. When the focus was off her, she whispered to Savannah, “Are these diamonds?”
“Well, wouldn’t that be crazy? I don’t think so. Who would be carrying around a bag full of diamonds in a place like this?” she reasoned. “I think they’re some sort of crystal—just costume jewelry stones, don’t you think?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never been one who could tell real gems from fake ones,” Margaret said. She looked down at the stones in her hand again and said, “These sure are pretty—look how they sparkle.”
Savannah watched as her aunt continued to examine the stones. “What should we do with them, Auntie? I just don’t feel right handing them over to Leta after the way she acted. How do we even know they’re actually hers?”
Margaret contemplated the logic for a moment and then said, “I hear ya. Her behavior was a tad strange. You know, Jim’s around here someplace—oh, and I saw Craig at Iris’s booth earlier. Maybe you should show these to the authorities. Heck, we don’t know where Rags found them.”
“Good thinking. Wanna come with me?” Savannah invited.
Margaret looked around. “Okay. Here let’s put these back in the bag.”
Savannah held the small bag enclosed in one hand and the two women set out to find someone to relieve them of Rags’s latest treasure.
“Oh hi, Jim,” Margaret said, “can we talk to you for a minute?”
The uniformed deputy looked around and then said, “Sure. Want to go outside?”
The women followed him out through the entrance, where he stopped next to the building. Savannah pointed off to the left and said, “Let’s go stand in the sun, shall we?” Once they had moved closer to the fence, she said, “Ahhh, much better.”
“So what is it, ladies?” Jim prodded.
Margaret took a deep breath. “Well, Savannah’s cat found something and we’re not sure what it is or what we should do about it.”
“What is it?” he asked.
“This,” Savannah said, handing the bag to the deputy. “It’s crystals or cubic zirconia or… maybe the real thing.”
He took the bag, opened it, and stared down into it for a moment. He reached in and pulled out one of the stones, examining it carefully before dropping it back into the bag. “Where did you say you found these?” Jim asked, suddenly expressing keen interest.
“My cat got loose,” Savannah said, “and when he came back to the booth there was a woman chasing him, saying that he had something that belonged to her. Well, he didn’t have anything when he came into our booth, so she went out onto the floor searching, I guess for those,” she said.
“Yeah?” Jim said, hoping for more information.
“Well, it seems the cat did have this little bag; but before he came back to our booth, he visited Reba’s booth and dropped it off with her daughter Charlotte. Charlotte brought it to me.”
“Well, that’s odd,” Jim said rubbing his cheek with his palm. “So no one saw where he found these?”
Both women shook their heads.
He peered at them sideways and asked, “So why didn’t you just give them to the woman who was chasing the cat?”
Savannah and Margaret exchanged looks. Savannah said, “I’m really not sure. I just don’t trust her. There’s something not quite right and I can’t put my finger on it. I talked it over with my aunt here and we decided to bring them to you. So what do you think?”
He raised his brow, moved his head from side to side, and said, “I think your cat might have uncovered some evidence in a jewelry heist.”



Chapter Nine
 
Late Sunday afternoon, after everyone had packed up and moved out of the Fischer building, the Iveys and the Sheridans kept an appointment with Detective Craig Sledge. At his suggestion, Savannah and Michael brought Charlotte along.
“Well, no one has come forward claiming to have lost anything of value here yesterday,” Craig said, “…at least nothing like a bag of diamonds. I spoke directly with Leta Barnes and it doesn’t appear that it belongs to her. She described something small and white—maybe a pouch of some sort, but she couldn’t accurately identify the contents.” He tightened his lips and stared down at the ground. “We believe the cat may have found the diamonds hidden here in the building.”
“What?” Margaret gasped. “Those actually are diamonds?”
Craig nodded.
“Holy cow,” she said.
Max shook his head. “Imagine that.”
“I sure couldn’t identify them as the real thing,” Savannah said. “Shows you how sophisticated we are, doesn’t it, Auntie?”
Michael grinned and spoke to Max as if in confidence, “Glad to know, huh, Max? We don’t have to buy the real thing for these two.”
“Nope, we can shop at the five-and-dime and they’ll be happy,” he agreed with a laugh.
Craig smiled and then turned serious again. “Okay, what I want you to do is walk me through the scenario that took place yesterday when the cat ran off. Can you do that?” he asked.
“Yeah, I think so,” Michael said, glancing at Max.
Max nodded. “Uh sure, we should be able to.”
“Our booth was over here,” Michael explained, walking toward the south side of the large space. “The cat was here with us. From what the boy told us, he ran in that direction,” he said, pointing. Michael ran his hand through his hair. “I went looking for him from one direction and Max went another.”
“Show me,” Craig said,
“Shall we take the route I took first?”
“Okay.”
“Now, keep in mind, I didn’t have Rags in my sight the entire time. In fact, I didn’t spot him until he’d been gone for a while.”
“How long?” Craig asked.
“Maybe as long as five or six minutes. The first time I caught sight of him, he was about here,” Michael said walking to a point near the southeast corner of the large room.
“Did he have anything in his mouth then?”
Michael thought about it and said, “I didn’t notice if he did, but I didn’t have a clear view of him, did you, Max? I mean there were a lot of people here—baby strollers, wheelchairs, feet…”
“Michael’s right,” Max said. “I walked along the south wall and it appears that I spotted Rags about the same time Michael did. Yeah, he was trucking through a maze of feet. I could see him in bits and pieces, is all. No, I couldn’t see whether he was carrying anything.”
After the group had retraced Michael’s and Max’s steps, Craig asked Charlotte where she was when Rags came to her. She and Savannah showed him where Charlotte’s mother’s booth was. The girl explained which direction Rags had come from when she first saw him with the bag in his mouth and what had happened when he arrived at her booth. “He dropped the little bag,” she said, “and then he ran away, I think becauth thome lady wath thathing him.”
Craig strained to understand Charlotte’s lisp. To clarify, he repeated, “A lady was chasing him?”
“Yeth,” she said, nodding.
Suddenly a voice called out from the entrance, “Helloooo.”
“Oh hi, Reba,” Savannah said, walking over to the woman. She bent down and greeted Charlotte’s little sister, “…and how are you, Ruby?”
The child moved closer to her mother and stared up at Savannah with round eyes.
“We have a dinner date,” Reba said. “Just wondering if you’re finished with Charlotte.”
“I think so,” Savannah said. She called out to Craig, asking, “Can Charlotte go now?”
Craig looked up from his notes, and said, “Yeah, I think so.” He addressed the girl, “Thank you for your statement, Charlotte.”
“Uh, yeth,” she said.
Savannah gave Charlotte a hug and the teen rushed off with her family. When Savannah looked back at Craig, she saw him scrutinizing the inside walls of the empty building, paying particular attention to the areas where the cat had been observed. “Maggie,” he said, “I’d like to have my men do a search—can you come back to lock up in…say…an hour?”
Margaret scowled slightly and looked up at Max. “Well, we do have cats to feed here, but it won’t take us that long.”
“Do you want to leave the key with me?” Craig asked. “I can put it under a rock or something when we’re finished here,” he suggested.
Margaret thought about it and then said, “I think I’d feel better keeping it with me. How about this: we’ll feed here, go home and feed, and then come back in an hour.”
Craig nodded. “Sure, that’ll work.” He pursed his lips, and then said to Margaret, “I’d like to keep this building off-limits to everyone. Your group has no reason to come inside any more, do they?”
Margaret made eye contact with Savannah and then Michael. “No, I can’t think of any.”
“Then I’d appreciate it if you’d just stay out of here for the time being, okay?”
“Sure,” Margaret said.
Savannah, Michael and Max all nodded.
Craig started to walk away, then turned back and said, “If any of you think of anything that might be helpful in locating the spot where the cat found those gems, don’t hesitate to call—day or night, okay?”
They all agreed.
As they exited the building, Michael asked Margaret, “When will you be trapping again?”
“I think Bud or Spence is coming out tonight, actually,” Margaret said.
“Well that’s strange,” Savannah said as she leaned over a little to see more clearly through a rip in the green mesh around the fence.
“What?” the others asked.
“I think that’s Leta out there looking this way through a pair of binoculars.”
“Yeah, looks like her,” Margaret said after putting on her glasses. “What’s she doing, I wonder?”
“Probably looking for those gems,” Max offered.
Margaret said, “But she didn’t even know what Rags had when she was chasing him.”
“That’s right,” Savannah agreed. “Craig said she couldn’t identify what was in the bag.”
Margaret narrowed her eyes, grabbed her niece’s arm, and said, “You know, something’s not right with her.”
“I know,” Savannah said. “That’s what I’ve been saying.”
“It is strange,” Michael agreed. “What interest does she have in this old place?”
“I’m beginning to think this whole flea market thing was a ruse to get into the building,”
Margaret said. “But why?”
“Well, if those gems were hidden in there somewhere,” Max said, “that’s a pretty good reason.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said excitedly, “remember when I told you she was poking and prodding at the walls a couple of days ago? She must have known those diamonds were in the building and used us to get in so she could find them.”
“And then Rags ran off with the goods,” Max said with a laugh.
Michael jumped in, saying, “Yes, but, if that’s the case, why couldn’t she identify what was in the pouch?”
Everyone sat silent with that thought.
“Gosh, I wonder if we’re in danger,” Margaret said.
“Why would we be?” Savannah asked.
“Well, she might think we have the jewels.”
Savannah laughed. “The jewels she can’t identify?”
“Yeah,” Margaret continued, “maybe it isn’t the building she’s interested in out there through those binoculars, but us.”
The two couples looked from one to the other and then Savannah spoke up, “You sure have one active imagination, Auntie.” And then she shivered and pulled Michael’s jacket tighter around her. She looked at her husband and said, “It’s getting chilly. Can we go home now?”
“Good idea,” Margaret said. “Max will help me finish up with the watering; you go on. Get some rest.”
“Thanks,” Savannah said, hugging her aunt.
“Want to help me feed in the morning?” Margaret asked.
“Yeah, I guess—about mid-morning when it’s a little warmer?”
“Oh you baby,” Margaret said.
* * *
The next morning, Margaret arrived at her niece’s home at ten thirty sharp. “Where’s Colbi?” Savannah asked, looking around behind her aunt.
“She had to work this morning; she’ll meet us out there.”
“Okay, come on in. Let me grab my stuff.”
Margaret stepped in and noticed Rags trotting down the staircase toward her. “Hi there, big boy,” she said as she walked over and scratched the cat behind one ear. “Been staying out of trouble lately?”
“No he hasn’t,” Savannah said as she entered the living room wearing Michael’s heavy green jacket. “Last night we found him sleeping in the crib.”
“Well, he’s still your baby, Vannie.” She stroked the cat’s plush grey-and-white fur, running her hand along his back all the way to the tip of his tail. She said to the cat, “You’d better enjoy the attention now, buddy. Things are about to change for you.”
“No they won’t,” Savannah said defensively. “Not that much. The animals will still have a major place in our lives.”
Margaret stood and looked over at her niece, prepared to retort. Instead she frowned and said, “Gads you look big in that jacket.”
Savannah frowned. “I look big in everything I wear.”
Before Margaret could respond, her cell phone rang. She glanced up at Savannah. “It’s Colbi. Hi kiddo,” she said into the phone.
“Are you on your way?” Colbi asked.
“Just leaving. Are you there already?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Do you have the key with you? We need the key.”
Margaret’s smile faded. “Colbi, what’s wrong?”
“We have a…problem. We need the key. Can you hurry?”
“Sure. I’ll stop at the house and get it. We’re on our way. ’Bye.”
“What’s wrong?” Savannah asked.
Margaret stood staring down at her phone for a few seconds and then stuffed it into her pocket. “We’d better hurry. Something has happened out at the Fischer place and they need to get inside.”
“What?” Savannah asked, grabbing a bottle of water and her keys off a nearby table.
Margaret rushed to the door and opened it. “I don’t know, Vannie,” she said, appearing to be a bit dazed. “But, from the tone of Colbi’s voice, something awful has happened. Now hurry.”
“Well, I’m moving as fast as I can,” she said as she waddled rather slowly and deliberately toward Margaret’s car.
Nine minutes later, the two women arrived at the Fischer building. Colbi rushed to meet them as they climbed out of the car. “Give me the key,” she said. “Someone’s been hurt in there.”
Margaret and Savannah glanced around at the emergency vehicles parked on the property and quickly followed Colbi through the gate toward the front access to the building. After Colbi opened the door to allow the paramedics and sheriff’s deputies inside, the three women eased in quietly to see for themselves what had happened. That’s when Colbi said, “I thought I heard someone call for help and then figured I was just hearing things. There are sometimes strange sounds coming from this building, as you know.”
Margaret and Savannah nodded.
“Well, I thought I heard it again, so I began looking around. When I heard it a third time, I was on the front side of the building and it sounded closer. So I looked in a window and saw that woman Leta lying there at the bottom of those stairs.”
“For cryin’ out loud, what was she doing in here, anyway?” Margaret asked, looking confused. “And how did she get in?”
“She must have hidden in here after the flea market,” Savannah said. “It’s a wonder she didn’t freeze to death.”
“But we saw her outside the gate when we left,” Margaret reasoned.
Savannah rubbed the small of her back. “Well, she may have slipped in after we left, before Craig and his men locked up.”
Margaret sighed. “Yup, she’s a shrewd one. You just don’t know what that woman’s going to do.”
As the emergency personnel moved around Leta, the three women could see that she was lying on her back, her head in a pool of blood. “Ewwww,” Margaret said. “Poor woman.”
“Yeah, looks like a concussion—or worse,” Savannah said.
Once the paramedics had Leta Barnes on the gurney, they quickly rolled her past the women, who were huddled near the entrance. Leta moved her head from side to side, mumbling. As she got closer to them, they could hear her words: “He pushed me. He pushed me.”
The trio watched as a man and a woman carefully wheeled Leta through the gate to a waiting ambulance. They started to walk out the door when Craig Sledge strolled up to them. “Morning ladies,” he said with a nod. “How’s everyone doing?”
“Been better,” Margaret said, still gazing out through the door. She then focused on him, and asked, “What happened, Craig?”
He looked Margaret in the eyes and said, “What I want to know is what was she doing in here?”
“Hell if I know,” Margaret responded.
Savannah looked over at Craig. “She said someone pushed her.”
Colbi nodded and glanced around the room. “Yeah, that means there is or was someone else in here.”
“Or she’s delusional,” Margaret suggested.
“Yeah, she’s one strange woman,” Savannah said.
“How so?” Craig asked.
Margaret stared at the detective for a moment, and noticed he’d removed a pen and pad from his jacket pocket. “Hey, I brought chairs, how about we sit down—well, some of us can sit.” She looked over at Savannah. “And some of us should be sitting and taking it easy.”
“Can we sit in the sun?” Savannah asked.
Margaret and Colbi walked out to Margaret’s Jeep and returned with three folding chairs. The three women settled into the lawn chairs and Craig perched on a nearby concrete-block wall.
Colbi looked over at the crawl space, unconsciously wrapping her long ponytail around one finger in a curl. “Those cats are never going to tame down with so much activity out here all the time.”
Savannah and Margaret followed her gaze, but remained silent.
“So what makes you say she’s strange, Savannah?” Craig asked.
Savannah thought about the question, and then said, “Well, for one thing, while you were inside looking around yesterday, we saw her parked outside the gate a-ways, looking in this direction through binoculars.”
“Yeah,” Margaret said, “maybe she was looking for an opportunity to sneak in and do more searching.”
Savannah stood, walked over to the rip in the green mesh, and announced, “Hey, her car’s still out there.”
Craig got up and joined Savannah at the fence. He made a note on his tablet. He looked off in the distance and then turned to the women. “Margaret, you were here when we left. Is it possible that she slipped in before you locked the place up?”
Margaret thought for a moment, then shook her head slowly. “I can’t imagine how,” she said. “You left. I locked the door. Could she have come in while you were investigating?”
“In a room that’s as open as that one, I don’t think so. But I’ve learned in this business that anything’s possible.” Craig thought for a moment and then said, “Maybe there’s another entrance. He looked toward the top of the building. “I know of at least one case where the suspect got inside through a vent in the roof.” He fumbled with his pad and pen. “So which one of you found her?”
Colbi said, “I did. I heard someone calling for help and saw her through the window. I called 9-1-1. So do you think she fell down the stairs? She said she was pushed.”
“Do you have any idea who she might have been talking about…who would push her?” Craig asked.
The trio glanced at one another. Colbi said, “No, as far as we know there’s no one inside the building. But we do hear some strange things coming from there.”
“And some of us have seen things,” Savannah said.
“Who?” Craig asked. “And what?”
“My sister was here with Bud trapping one night and she saw something through a window. Scared her pretty bad, I guess.”
“I’ve heard and seen things, too,” Colbi said, her eyes widening. “But it’s all very ghostly—ethereal.”
“Brianna used the term, ‘grotesque,’” Savannah said.
Craig tapped the end of his pen on the pad a couple of times. “Are you saying a ghost did this?”
“Well, if I saw a ghost, I’d probably fall down a flight of stairs trying to get away,” Margaret said.
“What do you ladies know about Leta Barnes?” Craig asked.
“Not much,” Margaret admitted. “She called me all gung-ho about doing a fundraiser in this building. Don’t know where she came from. She said she’d read about us in the paper online and wanted to help the cause.”
“Only, I don’t think cats are of particular interest to her,” Colbi said. She looked at Savannah and Margaret. “Would you agree?”
“Most definitely,” Margaret said.
Savannah nodded.
“And when we saw her scrambling after Rags when she thought he had those diamonds, we began to understand what her gig was. Only…” Margaret hesitated, “…she couldn’t identify what was in the pouch.”
“That’s right,” Craig said. “But she seems to know there’s something worth pursuing here.”
“I guess she had an ulterior motive when she offered to do the fundraiser,” Colbi said. “We really don’t know who she is.” She cocked her head and looked at Craig. “Do you?”
“Not yet, but we’ll find out.” He addressed Colbi. “With your research skills, I’m surprised you haven’t been on the Internet searching for her hidden agenda.”
“Didn’t know she had one—but you better believe I’ll be doing that today. I’ll let you know if I come across anything useful,” she said to Craig.
“Yes, please do. In the meantime, call me if any of you think of anything that might help with our investigation.” He rose to his feet, and stood staring at his notes. “I just hope she’s able to tell us what happened. She was incoherent when we found her—don’t know how long she’d been there.”
Half-hour later, after Craig had left just a skeleton crew to finish the investigation, the three women sat in a sunny spot in the lawn chairs watching the cats enjoy their meal.
“I think they’re preparing to leave,” Margaret said upon noticing a few of the investigators packing up their gear.
“At least they’re quiet and the cats don’t seem to feel threatened,” Colbi said.
“Yeah, it’s neat to see them getting more accustomed to us. Some of them are sure curious,” Margaret said. “I see that the screamer’s back.”
“Yes, released a few days ago. He sure doesn’t want anything to do with us, does he?” Savannah observed.
“How’s the mama and kitten doing?” Margaret asked with a smile. “Gosh, he’s going to be a beauty. Is Brianna really going to adopt them?”
“I guess so,” Savannah said. “She and Bud bathed the mother cat the other day. She said it went pretty well. The cat was not happy, but she didn’t fight too much. They got the job done. I want to stop in and see her. Brianna says she’s gorgeous. Michael says the kitten’s growing at a fast rate—probably because he’s an only child.”
Margaret nodded. “Yeah, he has no competition for food.”
“His eyes are open,” Savannah said with a smile. “Wanna stop by and see them on our way home?” She paused and said, “And I can use the bathroom while I’m there.”
Margaret grinned at her niece. Then she said, “Oh look, there’s another one of those once-white angoras.”
“With time, that one might become adoptable, too,” Colbi said.
“Yeah, they aren’t too far removed from their domestic origins,” Margaret reasoned. “Gosh, it would be great to get some of these cats into a home environment.”
Colbi asked, “So how many have we trapped so far?”
Savannah said, “Five?” She smiled, “Six, if you count little Frank.”
“Frank?” Margaret said, questioningly.
“That’s what Brianna wants to name the kitten; after the Frankenstein freak that scared her the night he was born.” She turned toward her aunt. “And we’ve placed two?”
“Three, counting the one I took to our shelter,” Margaret corrected.
“How’s she doing?” Colbi asked.
“Oh, she’s awfully sweet. I think there’s hope. Max has taken a liking to her. She may not actually leave our property.”
“Cool,” Savannah said. And then she noticed the investigators heading for their cars. “I guess we can lock up now. But I’m really enjoying the sunshine. And it’s good for the cats to have us around, don’t you think?”
Margaret looked at her niece. “What, you want us to leave you here? We can do that—come back later and get you.”
“Oh, no, I don’t think I want to do that. Thanks anyway,” she said with a chuckle.
After the last of the emergency vehicles had left, Margaret entered the building. She glanced around and then walked over to where they’d found Leta lying. She looked up the stairwell. “I wonder what’s up there,” she said to Colbi and Savannah, who had also stepped inside the building.
“Go see,” Colbi urged.
Margaret looked at Colbi and then at the staircase and said, “Will you spot me?”
“What?” Colbi asked with a scowl.
“Spot me. If I fall, catch me. Or better yet, make sure I don’t fall,” Margaret explained.
“Oh,” Colbi said. “Sure.”
As Colbi and Savannah watched, Margaret started up the steep metal steps. She counted eight steps to a platform and then five steps angled off in the opposite direction. At the top, she was met by a solid steel wall. “A wall,” she called out. And then, “Oh wait. Maybe it’s a door. I see a tiny keyhole.” She walked back down to the landing, peered around the corner, and said, “Hey, get that key out of my purse there. I want to see if it fits this door.”
Colbi dug out the key and carried it over to Margaret.
“Toss it,” Margaret said, preparing to catch it.
Colbi hesitated, looked around, and then carefully tossed it toward Margaret. “Oops,” she said when Margaret missed it.
“Dang,” Margaret said. “Where’d you learn to throw?”
“Obviously, never did learn,” Colbi said as she got down on her hands and knees to retrieve the key, which had fallen between the steps under the staircase. In a few seconds, she called out, “Hey, look what I found.”
“What?” Savannah asked.
“A purse!” she exclaimed, carefully unhooking it from a bolt protruding from underneath one of the steps. She eased out from under the stairs with the purse and the key.
The new discovery brought Margaret down the stairs. “That’s Leta’s purse,” she said, upon spotting the black-and-muted-pink tapestry design.
“Wow, it is?” Savannah said. “I wonder why the investigators didn’t see it.”
“It was really hidden,” Colbi said.
“And it’s dark over here,” Margaret added. “You wouldn’t see it unless you were crawling around on your hands and knees into that small space, right Colbi?”
She nodded, brushing dust from her overalls and jacket.
“Well, let’s see what’s in it,” Margaret said eagerly, taking the purse from Colbi. She prepared to empty the contents onto the floor.
“Isn’t there some sort of federal law against that?” Savannah asked.
“Like opening someone’s mail?” Colbi said.
“Okay, if you aren’t interested, I’ll just take it home and dump it out,” Margaret said curtly.
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “I want to see.” She said under her breath, “Just don’t want to get arrested.”
Margaret spun around and faced her niece. “Who’s going to tell, Vannie?”
Savannah took a step back. “Not me—go ahead, dump it out.”
“Fingernail file, lipstick,” Margaret said, as if taking inventory. She opened the tube. “Ohhh, hate the shade.” She continued digging. “Wallet. Now let’s see what’s in here,” she said as she opened it. She flipped through it and said, “The usual: credit cards, a few photographs—whoa—money! Look at all that cash.” She opened the wallet wider to expose the bills. “Let’s see,” Margaret said while examining the cards, “here’s her driver’s license. She is, indeed, Leta Barnes and she lives in San Francisco.”
“What’s that note?” Savannah asked pointing.
Margaret pulled it out and reported, “My name and phone number and the address of this place.” She set the wallet down and reached one hand into the purse. “Switchblade knife?” she said pulling one out from the bottom of the purse.
Savannah gasped and stepped back a few paces.
Colbi stood stunned.
Margaret dug around in some of the compartments and said, “Bingo! Cell phone.” She looked at Savannah and Colbi. “I’ll bet there’s a lot to learn about her right in this little baby.”
Savannah said, “I don’t really think…”
Colbi shook her head slowly. “I agree, Maggie. We shouldn’t…”
“I know,” Margaret said looking disappointed. We need to give this over to the authorities.” She looked at the phone and smiled. “Sure would like to go through her text messages and e-mail…wouldn’t you guys?”
“Sure, I’m curious as all get out,” Colbi said. “I’m a journalist, remember? But it’s not ethical. Do you want me to deliver this to the sheriff’s office? I’ll be going right past there on my way back to work. I’d like to get something for my story on what happened out here this morning, anyway.”
“Yeah, okay,” Margaret said as she put the items back into the purse. She picked up the knife and said, “Switchblade? What woman carries a switchblade in her purse?” She thought about it for a minute and then grinned and said, “Maybe she has a blood sugar problem, and when she grabs an apple or an orange to eat, she has to peel it really fast.” She imitated the motion of clicking open the blade.
Colbi laughed. “Maggie, you really ought to be a writer.”
“Oh, that’s my phone,” Savannah said, reaching into her jacket pocket and retrieving it. “It’s Craig,” she said looking surprised. “Hello?”
“Hi there, how are you doing?”
“Pretty good,” she said. “Still out at the Fischer place.”
“Oh.” Craig hesitated. “I have a proposition.”
“Uh-oh, a proposition?” she said, turning and walking away from the others as they prepared to fold the chairs and load them into the car. “What kind of proposition?”
“It’s about your cat,” he said.
“Rags?”
“Yeah.” He paused. “What do you think would happen if you brought him back out to that place and let him wander around? You can keep him on a tether, of course. Do you think he would return to where he found the diamonds?”
Savannah hesitated. “Um, gosh, he might. He does seem to have a great memory, especially for things that interest him. Are you saying you haven’t found any more gems? Are you sure there are more?”
“Oh yes,” Craig said. “If these diamonds are from the heist I think they’re from, there are also rubies, emeralds, and maybe more diamonds. Those guys got away with a lot. It was one of the biggest jewelry heists of that decade.”
“When was it?” she asked.
“April of 2003. We caught the thief red-handed. When we caught up with him, he had a bag of the gems on him, but we never recovered the rest of the haul. Evidently, he was released from prison a few months ago and he’s being watched. So far, he’s done nothing out of line and he hasn’t led us to the gems. It appears that Fischer may have been involved in this—not sure how he’s tied to it, though.” Craig thought for a moment and then said, “You know, I think it was shortly after the theft that old Anson Fischer was clobbered into his stupor. And now here we are searching for the treasure at his place. Yeah, he must have had something to do with it—knew the thieves, maybe. I wonder if he’s acquainted with Leta Barnes,” he said, thinking out loud.
“Interesting. Sounds like you have your work cut out for you, Craig. And if Rags can help, sure—Michael and I can bring him out here again. When?”
“Today?” Craig said. “We’ve gotta get to those gems before someone else does and we don’t know how many people know about them.”
“Let me talk to Michael and I’ll get back to you, Craig.”
Ten minutes later, Savannah rushed through the back door of the Ivey Veterinary Clinic toward the employee restroom. When she exited, she found Margaret in the hallway chatting with their receptionist. “Hi, Dr. Savannah,” Scarlett greeted. “How’re you doing?”
“Pretty well, for someone in my condition,” she said. She smiled. “We came to see the kitten and his mommy.”
“Oh, little Frankie and Snowball?” she said with a grin. “They’re our favorite boarders. Dr. Bud moved them into the big pen. Go on out and see them. Snowball’s getting so she likes people—well, some people, and only sometimes.” Her eyes lit up as she said, “I got to pet her this morning—but only because I was holding baby Frankie.”
Just then they heard a muted ding-a-ling sound. “Oh, someone’s coming in,” Scarlett said. “Gotta go.”
“Look how pretty she is,” Savannah said as she and Margaret approached the mother cat and her kitten, who were curled up in a deep-blue kitty bed in a secluded corner of the pen. “She’s almost the same color as her baby, now.”
“Almost,” Margaret agreed. “Only his fur is new, more crisp white. Oh look at his little eyes. He’s trying to see us. Too cute.” She looked around. “Can we go inside?” she asked.
Just then, Bud walked around the corner toward them. “Hi Savannah…Maggie…” he said. “Come to visit our star boarders?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Gosh you have Mama Snowball looking grand. And the baby seems to be thriving.”
Bud’s smile widened. “Yes, we’re pretty pleased with how they’re responding—even to our touch.” He shook his head. “Brianna is over-the-top in love with these two.”
Savannah laughed. “Well, how could she not be? They’re gorgeous. And if they’re responsive, too—all the more to love.” She looked at Bud. “I’m so glad she’s getting involved with animals.”
“Yeah, you ought to see her out at my place. She makes me hold off feeding the chickens until she gets there. She wants to do it.” He chuckled. “She even has a favorite steer on the property.”
“Brianna?” Margaret said unbelieving.
“So will she be taking the cats to her apartment?” Savannah asked.
“Uh, I think they’re going to live with me. Brianna’s at my place more than she’s home. They’d be alone too much over there in Straley.”
“So it sounds like you got two new cats, Bud,” Margaret pointed out.
He shrugged. “Okay with me. I haven’t had a housecat in a long time. I’m looking forward to it.” He saw Savannah peering in at the cat and kitten and said, “Go on in and handle them. We want everyone to help socialize them. That’s one reason we’re leaving them here for a while longer. You can sit there on that cat-tree thing,” he said as an afterthought.
Savannah opened the gate and slipped into the large pen. Snowball stiffened a little as Savannah ran her hand over her lush angora fur, but she didn’t object. Savannah then gently petted the kitten. He responded by raising his little head and mewing softly. His little body shook as he tried to hold his head up. She wrapped her fingers around his tiny body and lifted him to her—Snowball kept her eyes on her baby. Savannah snuggled with the kitten, cooed into his little ears, and then placed him on her lap, always keeping the kitten in Snowball’s sight. The protective mother cat sat up and watched. Then she stood, walked over to Savannah, and sniffed her kitten. Savannah reached out and petted the cat.
“She’s doing so much better,” Bud said. “I think she actually likes the petting; she’s just not sure she should succumb to the pleasure of it. She will in time, don’t you think?” he asked, looking from Savannah to Margaret.
“Yeah,” Margaret said. “Half the battle in socializing a feral cat is getting it to allow the petting. The more it allows petting, the more it comes to realize it likes it.” She grimaced, and said, “It’s those that never allow it that we lose.”
“Do you want a turn with the kitties?” Savannah asked her aunt.
Margaret thought about it and then said, “You’re doing just fine. I’ll take my turn another time.”
“Well, I don’t want to wear out my welcome,” Savannah said. “And Michael and I have an appointment back out at the Fischer building later, so I’d better go rest.” She picked up the kitten and cuddled him against her cheek and then laid him back down in the little bed. She reached over and petted Snowball one more time, and stood to leave the pen. “Owww,” she said bending over.
“What’s wrong?” Margaret asked, concern in her voice.
“Just a twinge,” she said. “I get them sometimes. I’m okay,” she said standing up and rubbing the right side of her stomach.
* * *
Later that afternoon, Michael waved at Detective Craig Sledge as he parked near the fencing around the Fischer building.
“Thanks for helping us out with this, guys,” Craig said as he watched Michael lift the cat carrier from the back of a smart-looking mid-sized SUV. “Hey, new car?” he asked.
“Yeah, we finally bit the bullet,” Michael said. “When Savannah told me all the stuff you need when you travel with a baby, I started looking for something that would handle it all.” He closed the tailgate and said, “I think we’re ready for him or her now.”
Craig glanced over at Savannah as she stepped out of the passenger door. “Yup, you don’t have much longer to wait, do you?” He looked back at the car. “Nice-looking car. Do you like it?”
“Yes, so far,” Michael said.
“It’s easier to get in and out of than the low-riding Accord,” Savannah said.
“Oh hello, Maggie,” Craig said when he saw her come from around the other side of the car.
“Hi. I hope you don’t mind my tagging along. I want to see my nephew cat in action.”
“No,” Craig said shaking his head. “For this covert cat operation, we might need all the help we can get. Plus, you have the key, right?”
“That’s right,” she said with a laugh. “I’m the one in control.” She cringed a little and said, “I just wonder what in the heck old Anson Fischer’s attorney will think about what’s been going on here under my watch.”
“Okay, I have one flashlight; did you bring any?” Craig asked. “It’ll be dark soon.”
“There’s electricity inside. Don’t need flashlights,” Margaret said.
Craig scratched his head. “Well, isn’t that odd?”
“Yeah,” Michael said. “Evidently, someone is paying the water and electricity bills. Why, we just can’t imagine.”
“Hmm,” Craig said, “even after the place has been vacant for so many years?”
“Awww, that lawyer’s probably paying the bills without noticing what’s being paid. Fischer must still have lots of bucks, right?” Margaret asked.
“I suppose,” Craig said as he followed Margaret into the building. Savannah and Michael trailed behind with Rags in tow. “Where’s the light switch?” he asked.
“Shine your light over here,” Margaret said. “Oh, there it is.”
Michael set the carrier down against a wall. “So how do you want to do this?” he asked.
“Why don’t you put his leash on and let him do the driving?” Craig suggested with a chuckle.
Michael opened the door to the carrier, reached in, and snapped a long tether to Rags’s harness. He then tugged on it, urging the cat to step out. Only Rags didn’t want to come out. He sat down, lowered his head and peered out through the opening.
“Well that’s a first,” Savannah said. “Usually he’s wild to get out of that carrier.”
“He’s been here before,” Margaret said. “Maybe he needs time to regroup—get his wits about him.”
Everyone waited. Finally, Rags laid down and closed his eyes.
“He’s meditating,” Margaret said with a laugh.
“Can’t you make him get out and walk around the place?” Craig asked.
Michael, Savannah and Margaret stared at Craig.
“What?” he asked.
“He’s a cat, Craig,” Margaret said, “not a dog, a horse, an elephant, or even a trained rat. You can’t make a cat do anything he doesn’t want to do.”
“Oh,” he said, as if in defeat. “So what do we do, wait until he wakes up from his…meditation?”
The quartet stared down at the cat in silence.
“I have an idea,” Margaret said. “I’ll call Caroline.”
“Oh, now that’s an idea, Auntie,” Savannah said.
“It’s short notice, but I can give it a try. Okay, Craig?”
“Who’s Caroline?” he asked, dryly.
“A cat psychic.”
Craig cringed, took a breath, looked hard at Margaret, glanced at the others, and then down at the cat and said, “Cat psychic? You’re kidding, right?”
“No, I’m not,” Margaret said. “You may not recall—or maybe you didn’t know—that it was the psychic who helped Rags solve your murder case last year.”
He ran his hand through his thick, graying head of hair. “I hate to involve too many people in this, but if it helps us to find what we’re looking for, yeah—let’s give it a try.”
Caroline arrived eighteen minutes later and Michael and Craig greeted her outside the fence with flashlights to show her the way in. “Thanks for coming,” Michael said.
“Is something wrong with your amazing cat?” Caroline asked. “What’s he doing out here?” she asked scouring the area with her eyes.
“Well, it’s a long story,” Michael said.
“The short of it,” Craig offered, “is that Rags was out here for the flea market…”
“Oh yes, I remember that,” she said.
“He found something that day and we want him to show us where he found it.”
“He’s not telling, huh?” Caroline asked.
“Nope,” Michael said. “He’s being tight-whiskered.”
Once inside, greetings were exchanged and Caroline knelt down to acknowledge Rags.
“He won’t even come out of there,” Savannah said.
Caroline looked at Savannah and then at Rags. “Well that’s weird. My cats are always eager to get out of their carriers.”
“Okay,” Craig said, “here’s the deal. The cat found a little white pouch with a drawstring somewhere, probably in this room. We think we’ve narrowed it down to…”
“No,” Caroline said. “Don’t tell me.”
Craig looked surprised.
She explained, “I don’t want any interference. I want to be clear so I know it’s the cat communicating with me.” She then looked at the foursome. “Would you all move away—maybe stand over there near the entrance and remain quiet, please?”
While everyone else claimed standing space against the west wall of the building, Michael found a small protruding footing where Savannah could sit. He helped her ease down to the makeshift seat and all four focused on Caroline and Rags. The thirty-something-year-old woman twisted her stringy brown hair into a messy bun. She pulled her sweatshirt around her slender body and leaned toward the cat. She tugged on his leash, encouraging him to come out, where she could assume a more comfortable position. As if on command, Rags stepped out of the carrier and sat just outside the opening. Caroline shifted until she was sitting Indian-style. Continuing to hold the leash, she stared at him—concentrating on his green eyes—not uttering a word.
After about three minutes, Rags stood up. Caroline stood, as well. Holding the end of his eight-foot tether, she watched as he began looking around the room. He took a few steps and stopped. Soon the two of them began walking across the large expanse together. They strolled along one wall, turned, and ambled over to the metal steps. Savannah heard Craig let out a deep sigh. She looked over at him and noticed that he seemed to be losing patience. He reached into his pocket for his cell phone and checked his messages.
Suddenly, Savannah saw Rags stop and sit. He appeared to be staring at a wall, cocking his head from side to side. Caroline turned toward the others and motioned for them to move forward. “I don’t know what we’ve got here,” she said. “But he’s aware of something in this area.” She looked at Craig, “I don’t think it’s what you’re looking for, though.” She closed her eyes. “I get that it’s a theater.” She looked at Craig. “Does someone live here?”
“Not that we know of,” he said.
“Just ghosts,” Margaret interjected.
Caroline shot a look at her. “Really? Okay, that might explain some things.”
Margaret added. “There was a ballroom with a stage years ago. It may have been in this area. I’m not sure.”
As Caroline held the leash, she felt a tug. She saw that Rags was heading up the staircase. She followed along as he walked to the top of the steps and stopped.
The others could see through the open metal staircase that Rags was sitting down, looking at the solid metal door. Then he stood and put his paws on the door.
“I don’t think this is right,” Michael said. “We didn’t see him go up there that day.”
“Well there is something here,” Caroline said, “and he knows it.”
“Hmm,” Craig said. “I’m coming up. Let me see what we’ve got here.”
“That door’s locked, Craig,” Margaret said. She pulled the entrance door key out of her pocket, handed it to him, and said, “Here, try this key.”
After several tries, Craig announced, “It doesn’t work.” He then instructed Caroline to take Rags to the ground floor and he began to knock and push and probe along and around the door.
“What are you doing?” Michael called out.
“Well, I notice this door has no knob. You wouldn’t even know it was a door except for the small keyhole. I’m just wondering if there’s a release someplace.”
Michael, being a weekend renovation warrior, decided to join Craig at the top of the stairs. He, too, examined the area around the door, and then he had an idea. He retreated down the stairs and began probing along the walls underneath the metal staircase. Suddenly he said, “Aha.” Everyone heard a metallic click and Michael called up to Craig, “Try it now.”
“It’s open,” he said in a hushed tone. Then they heard him say, “You all stay put.”
Silence loomed large in the building as everyone waited to hear from Craig.
“Sheesh, this is like an Indiana Jones movie,” Margaret whispered. She stretched and craned, attempting to see what lay beyond the top of the staircase.
The others stood perfectly still, except for Rags, who was tugging at the leash in Caroline’s hands.
A minute later, Craig walked back down to the landing and said, “You guys might be interested in seeing this. I think it may answer some of your questions.”



Chapter Ten
 
Margaret reached the opening first. She entered cautiously. Michael picked up the cat and motioned for Caroline to follow Margaret. He moved aside for Savannah, saying, “Now hold on to those rails.”
She smiled. “Yes, Daddy.”
By the time Michael and Savannah had reached the open door, Craig and the others stood at the bottom of another set of metal stairs in what appeared to be a small theater. Michael set Rags down and tossed the tether to Margaret. He then helped Savannah down the steps into the room.
“Holy cow,” Margaret said, her eyes wide.
Savannah was equally stunned. She looked around the large room, gasped and said, “Oh my gosh, we’ve been duped.”
“How so?” Craig asked.
Michael was also interested in his wife’s comment.
“It’s all the same person!” Margaret exclaimed. “The security guard…” she said pointing to the uniform hanging on a large portable clothes rack. “…the old guy…” she motioned toward a pair of men’s size-small overalls.
“There’s his garden hat!” Savannah exclaimed. “And the eyeglasses. Look at the variety of eyeglasses.” She walked toward an open shelf and pointed to the top. “Camille…” she said as if in shock.
“Oh my gosh, that was a wig,” Margaret said.
“There are those shoes Iris likes,” Savannah said with a laugh. She then gasped. “And there’s a black turtle neck. He (or she) must be the one who attacked that man with the rock.”
“It’s a boy,” Margaret said, quietly.
Savannah looked at her and saw that she was staring at a poster on the wall. She read the signature across the photo: “Jeffrey Fischer.”
“Who’s Jeffrey Fischer?” Michael asked.
“Evidently the man in the photo Adam found out here,” Savannah said. “…and the one Colbi found at her house. Looks like he’s an actor.”
“A frustrated actor/impersonator,” Margaret said, sarcastically.
“What about the motorcycle getup?” Savannah asked, looking around at the array of wigs and costumes. “Do you think that was him, too?”
“Maybe he’s wearing it,” Craig said, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Looks like he’s into Shakespeare, too.” Caroline pointed to a rack with renaissance period costumes.
“And masks,” Savannah noted. She moved around the room and then asked, “Okay, we’re on the ground floor, right? And,” she said pointing, “this is the north side of the building.”
Craig looked around. “Yes, it appears that’s correct. Why?”
Savannah walked over to a small window to the right of a small stage and said, “I think this is the window where Bri saw the grotesque face.”
“Well, you couldn’t see in here unless someone removed that black-out curtain from the window,” Margaret said. “That appears to be the only window in here.” She spun slowly around the room, glancing in all directions. “So the sounds and strange visions people have been hearing and seeing here for years must be coming from this room,” she said.
“He has quite a production studio, doesn’t he?” Michael said. “Look at all of that sound equipment.”
“Definitely a wannabe actor,” Craig said.
“And it appears that he lives here,” Margaret said, pointing out a bed in an alcove and a small bathroom. “He must be the one paying the water and electricity bills.”
Caroline watched as Rags wandered around the room. Finally, she said, “I don’t believe the item you’re looking for is in here.”
“Yeah, well, I think we ought to call it a night. I don’t want to wear Savannah out,” Craig said. “Margaret, if you’ll consent, I’d like to tear into some walls. I also want to get someone out here to watch the place in case this Jeffrey Fischer comes back. I want to talk to him about an assault—maybe two assaults,” he said.
“Craig,” Michael said, “you might consider going under the building. You may see something that isn’t visible up here. Although, it could be kind of messy with cats living down there.”
Craig thought about it and then pointed at Michael. “Good idea, guy. We’re fairly certain the cat found that pouch on the ground floor and it had to be low to the floor for him to reach it, right?”
“Not necessarily,” Michael said shaking his head. “Cats can jump and climb and there were tables, shelves, and things in the building that day.”
Craig scratched his head and looked around. “Yeah, but still, going under the building seems like a good idea. Thanks. It’s always handy to consult with experts in the field.”
“So will you arrest Jeffrey Fischer?” Margaret asked.
“Well, I want to talk to him. It appears that he’s the one Damon saw. And maybe he also pushed Leta Barnes.” He looked sheepish and said, “But there is the little problem of searching without a warrant—breaking in.”
“How can it be breaking in if he isn’t supposed to be living here?” Savannah asked. “Seems as though he broke in, first.”
“We didn’t break in,” Margaret reminded Craig. “We have a key.”
Craig looked at her. “Hmm, good point.” He addressed Margaret. “Can you give me the name of Fischer’s attorney? It’s probably time I give him a holler.”
* * *
The following morning, Michael walked down the hallway from their bedroom, smoothing his hair back with both hands. When he spotted Savannah sitting in the living room, he said, “There you are. What are you doing up so early?”
“Oh hi, honey. Just catching up on the news,” Savannah said, tossing the newspaper aside and reaching out toward him.
He took her hand and kissed it. He then lifted Buffy and sat down next to Savannah, placing the little Himmie on his lap. “Are you feeling okay?” he asked. “You’ve been running around a lot more than you probably should be, lately.”
Savannah yawned and said, “Yeah, I’m feeling okay—just fat, tired, and awkward, not to mention my bladder is taking an awful beating in there.”
Michael put one hand on her stomach, and they both laughed when the baby kicked. “Ever feel a baby kick, Buffy?” he said. He picked up the cat and placed one of her paws on Savannah’s stomach. “Whoa,” he said when he felt a ripple under his fingers and her paw. He let her paw go and she sat back on his lap, looking up into Savannah’s face and then down at her stomach.
“What’s in there, huh Buffy?” Savannah said.
“She’ll find out pretty soon,” Michael said. “And she’ll probably love him or her.”
“Yeah, she enjoys a warm body to sleep next to.”
“Don’t we all?” Michael said moving in and nuzzling Savannah’s neck. He pulled back and asked, “So what do you have planned for today? Rest, I hope.”
“I’d like to go see Leta at the hospital.”
Michael stared down at Buffy as he gently scratched her behind one ear. “Is that a good idea, hon? She doesn’t really consider you a friend, does she? Wasn’t she just using you guys?”
“I think she’s the one who’s being used. She actually did the Alliance a big favor. We had a lot of fun and put nearly a thousand dollars in our bank account. I’m not sure anyone even thanked her for taking on the project.” She shifted toward him, and stared into his eyes. “I think she’s all alone. I don’t believe she has any friends here at all.”
Michael stared down at Savannah’s hand for a minute as he fiddled with her wedding ring. He looked up at her. “I know better than to forbid you to do anything, Savannah. You’ll do whatever you think is right, and I respect that.” He reached up and slid his hand along her neck, lifting her blond hair with his fingers. “Just promise me that you’ll be careful.” He kissed her and then stood up, placing Buffy back in her spot on the sofa. The couple watched as the little cat cleaned herself.
“I love you,” Savannah said. “And of course, I’ll be careful. I’m a Mama bear, remember?”
* * *
It was around ten twenty that morning when Savannah arrived at the hospital in Straley. After using the restroom, she approached the information desk. “I’d like to visit Leta Barnes,” she said.
The receptionist looked up at her, glanced down at her bulging midriff, and asked, “Are you a relative?”
“Oh, no,” Savannah said. “A friend. My name’s Savannah Ivey.”
The receptionist pushed her glasses up on her nose. “Oh, pretty name,” she said. “Does she know you’re coming?”
Savannah shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. She’s just new in town and now she’s hurt, and I thought I’d visit her and let her know she’s not alone.”
The receptionist hesitated before saying, “Room one-twelve just down the hall and to the right.”
Savannah thanked the woman and then headed in the direction she pointed. As she stepped into Leta Barnes’s room, she thought the woman was asleep. Hmm, should I stay or go? she wondered. Just then Leta opened her eyes. “Oh Savannah. Hi,” she said. “Come in.”
Savannah walked past an empty bed and over to where Leta lay with her head bandaged and a cast on one wrist. “Gosh, you’re really banged up,” she said, cringing a little when she saw Leta’s swollen black-and-blue eye. “How are you feeling?”
“Not too spunky,” Leta said. “So what brings you over here—in your condition?”
Before Savannah could respond, a nurse walked into the room. She glanced at Leta and then looked Savannah up and down. “Here, let me get you a chair,” she said.
“Oh, thanks a lot,” Savannah said with a smile. “Even the most ordinary activities are becoming more and more difficult,” she explained.
“When’s your baby due?” the nurse asked as she placed the chair next to Leta’s bed.
Savannah removed her jacket and said with a sigh, “Two-and-a-half weeks.”
The nurse glanced down at Savannah’s baby bump through dark brown eyes and said, “You won’t make it.”
“What?” Savannah asked.
“You’ll have that baby before then.”
“Well that would be nice,” Savannah said rubbing the sides of her stomach. “I’m ready.”
The nurse put her hand on Savannah’s arm and leaned into her. “Well, best of luck. Will you be having the baby here?”
“Yeah, that’s the plan.”
“Good. Maybe I’ll see you when you come in. Is it a boy or girl?”
“Don’t know.”
“Oh, one of those old-fashioned gals, huh? You want to be surprised.” She looked at Leta and then back at Savannah. “Well, good luck with your baby. I’ll leave you two to visit.”
“Thanks again,” Savannah said, settling into the chair. She looked at Leta. “So what happened? Someone pushed you down the stairs?”
“Yeah, but I don’t know if anyone believes me. As far as they know, there was no one else in the building.”
“Oh they know different now,” Savannah said.
Leta turned her head as far as she could toward Savannah. “What do you mean?”
“We found out that someone’s been living in the building. He’s old man Fischer’s son, I would guess.”
Leta seemed to relax a little. Then she stiffened again. She started to say something and changed her mind.
“Is he the one who pushed you?” Savannah asked bluntly.
Leta looked at her again. “Uh…well…I’m not sure.”
“You mean someone else was there that night?”
Leta glanced from Savannah to the hallway behind her, and back at Savannah again. She fidgeted with her hands. Looked away. “They tell me not to get upset. But this whole thing has me terrified,” she said through a flood of tears.
Savannah stood and put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “What are you afraid of, Leta? That Jeffery Fischer is after you? Why would that be?”
She rolled her head back and forth. “No, not him. Jeffie wouldn’t hurt me.” She took a breath and turned her head toward the large window to her left.
Savannah lowered herself into the chair and stared over at the distraught woman. “How do you know that? Do you know him?”
Leta rolled her head in Savannah’s direction, tears streaming down her face. She took a breath and said quietly, “Anson Fischer is my uncle. Jeffrey’s my cousin, but we haven’t seen each other in years. And I guess my uncle is in no condition to…well, he wouldn’t know me.” She looked up at the ceiling and began speaking as if thinking out loud. “My mother was Anson Fischer’s sister. She married against her parents’ wishes. By the time I came along, she realized her parents had been right and she divorced my father. There was an ugly custody battle that my mother didn’t think she could win, so she went on the run with me in tow.” Leta looked at Savannah. “I guess you could say I was abducted and held prisoner by my mother.” She rolled her head back and forth. “Oh, I didn’t know the difference. I felt safe—had a good life.”
Just then a loud voice rang out from somewhere in the hallway. Leta looked in that direction with terror in her eyes. “What’s going on out there?” she whispered in a panic. “Can you go see?”
Savannah eased out of the chair and walked over to the door. She looked up and down the hall and then came back and stood next to Leta’s bed. She put her hand on the frightened woman’s arm. “Nothing. There’s no one out there. Probably just a patient who didn’t want to take his meds,” she said in a comforting voice.
She sat down and stared at the woman for a moment. “Leta, what are you afraid of? Is someone after you?”
Leta looked toward the window. When she turned back, she said quietly and methodically, “I was never a very pretty girl. And I moved around a lot with my mother, so I didn’t make lasting friends who could teach me how to use make-up, how to behave with boys, how to dress in the most flattering clothes. I didn’t learn any of that stuff. I grew up to be awkward; I lacked confidence—especially when it came to relationships.”
She closed her eyes; took in a breath. “I didn’t even do well in business.” She rolled her head toward Savannah and smiled. “But I did get married.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “Now for me that was an accomplishment. He was a nice enough guy. We had a decent life, despite the fact that this was the first marriage for both of us and we’d been single for all of our lives. I was thirty-five when we married. He was fifty.” Again she was quiet. “He died just after we celebrated our fifth wedding anniversary. Cancer.”
Savannah shifted in the chair and looked down at her hands in her lap.
“I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” Leta said, looking over at Savannah. “Guess I need to talk to somebody. Do you mind?”
“No,” Savannah said, even though she felt a little uncomfortable hearing the secrets of this virtual stranger. “How long ago did your husband die?” she asked.
“Two years.” She wiped her face with a tissue. “I was lonely. Spent every evening by myself. Spent a lot of time on the Internet. I was teaching a healthy-cooking workshop in the Frisco area.” She raised up a bit and reached for her water glass. Savannah stood, poured water into the glass from a pitcher, and handed it to her. After she took a few sips through the straw, Leta said, “I loved it. I grew most of the foodstuff.” She stared into space. “Gardening and cooking: those are my passions.” She looked at Savannah. I hated my job—never did have a job I liked. So, well, one evening a few months ago, I got an e-mail from a man who was interested in the work I was doing. One thing led to another and we…well, we developed a rather lovely relationship over the Internet.”
Savannah noticed Leta glancing toward doorway as she spoke. She looked at Savannah. “Heck, I didn’t even meet him in person until a month ago. He said he travelled a lot on business. Finally, he was in the area and we met for dinner. That’s when I really fell for him. He paid so much attention to me, took me to exotic places. I’ve been having the time of my life. He even encouraged me to quit my job so we could spend more time together. I thought it was a match made in heaven.”
Leta stared out the window. “He even paid off some of my bills, moved me into a posh apartment in San Francisco. I was happier than I think I’d ever been in my life,” she said.
And then she began to weep. She reached over and picked up a small photo from her bedside table and stared at it for a moment.
She started to put it down when Savannah asked, “Is that him?”
“Oh yes,” she said, handing the photo to Savannah. She smiled. “That’s my man, Mark Chandler. Nice-looking, isn’t he?”
Savannah raised her eyebrows and cocked her head a little. “Yeah, he is!” she agreed, handing the photograph back.
Leta looked at the small photo again, saying, “I’m so glad they found my purse. This photo was in it and my cell phone…” She stared into the photo again. “It’s strange,” she said, “I trusted him immediately. I shared so much with him.” She looked at Savannah. “I’ve never had anyone show such interest in me and my life.” She paused. “But I’ve come to realize that, even after all this time, I still don’t know much about him. I don’t even know what business he’s in—what takes him out of town so often.”
She glanced at the doorway once again and began speaking more softly. “One night, he told me a deep dark secret. He said he’d been in prison. Years ago, he had stolen something of great value and it was never recovered. He said that over the years, all he could think about was getting out, retrieving the stolen goods, and fleeing the country.”
Leta closed her eyes. Her chin quivered. She spoke just above a whisper. “That night, he told me things were different now that he had met me. He wanted to make a clean break—make a fresh start with me.” She dabbed at her eyes with the tissue and blew her nose. She looked Savannah in the eyes. “He had decided to give the gems back and go straight…all because of me.”
“Gems?” Savannah said, a shock wave reverberating through her.
“Yeah,” Leta said, “it was a jewelry-store burglary. Gems were taken.” She took another sip of water and then said, “That’s all I knew, except that my uncle was somehow involved. When he started talking about where the gems were hidden and wondering how he would get them back to the authorities, boy, was I surprised to learn that they were in my uncle’s building.”
She faced Savannah again and said, “He sure seemed surprised to learn about my relationship to the Fischers.” She dropped her eyes. “But the more I think about it, the more I wonder if he knew all along. Savannah, I’m beginning to believe I was set up—that this was all an elaborate plan to use me. I was a target and nothing more.”
Savannah stood and sighed deeply as she gently stroked Leta’s arm. “Gosh, that’s gotta hurt,” she said. “But you’re not sure of that, are you? Maybe it’s all a big coincidence.”
Leta rolled her head from side to side against the pillow. “That’s what my heart says. But my head is starting to say otherwise.” She moaned. “Mark called me on my cell phone after I landed in here.” She glanced over at the phone on the bedside table. “…and before it went dead. My charger’s in my car.”
She continued, “That’s when he started accusing me of lying and stealing from him. He went rather berserk. I’ve been a little scared since then, and broken-hearted.” She pulled her blanket up around her neck and cried. “I feel like such an idiot to have believed him. I should have known no man would ever treat me that way because he loved me.”
Her eyes met Savannah’s. “Oh Savannah, it all makes sense to me, now that I know what he wants from me. I’m not the type of woman a man like him would choose for any other reason. I know that. But I thought if I could find the gems, he would reward me by marrying me…or, at least we’d continue to date.” She covered her face with her hands. “Oh, how I wanted him to love me.”
“Who have you told about the hidden gems, Leta?”
“No one.” She put her hand on Savannah’s arm, looked into her eyes and said, “But they may have got their hands on Jeffie. They think he knows where the gems are.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what happened after I got knocked out. When I woke up, everyone was gone.”
“So there were others with you in the building that night,” Savannah said.
Leta rolled her head in Savannah’s direction. She tightened her lips and then said weakly, “Yeah.”
“Leta, have you told this to the police?”
She stared blankly at Savannah for a moment and then said, “I’m not sure. Someone was questioning me last night and I don’t have much memory of that conversation.”
“You must tell all of this to Detective Sledge. I can put you in touch with him.”
Leta rolled her head back and forth. “I don’t think so. I just hope I didn’t say too much to the cops last night.”
Savannah asked, “Well, what do you plan to do now? You know, the police are searching for the gems.”
“Yeah, because of your damn cat,” Leta spat.
Savannah grimaced. Then she changed the subject. “I’m curious,” she said. “What’s your cousin’s story?”
Leta looked at Savannah. “Jeffrey? Oh, he’s always wanted to be an actor. When my uncle closed up the building, Jeffie evidently found a way to get in and out and he went a little over the edge, or so it seems, by creating his own little theater domain there. From what I understand, he performs almost every night, playing a multitude of characters. Have you seen his studio?”
“Yeah. It seems as though he does some play-acting out in public, too,” Savannah said.
“He does?” Leta asked.
“Yes, he impersonates security guards, old men, old women—you name it.”
“Oh, I didn’t know about that,” Leta said. “I guess acting has become a way of life for him.” She thought about it for a moment and then said, “More power to him. We should do what makes us happy.”
“They think he attacked someone out at the old building last week.”
Leta lay silent for a moment. “Hmm. I can’t imagine him doing that. Why would he do that?” she asked. Before Savannah could respond, she said, “But then, I don’t really know my cousin. I’ve only seen him a handful of times in my life. He never appeared to be the violent type—he’s actually rather effeminate, if you ask me.”
“So you don’t think he attacked you last night?” Savannah asked.
Leta thought about the question and then said with a sigh. “I just wish I knew.”
“Did you see Jeffrey that night?”
“Yes, we had a little chat. He seemed annoyed that I was there. But I didn’t sense that he would be violent. Besides, why would he do it?”
“Because he doesn’t want to be discovered. He has eked out a life for himself there—one that he seems to enjoy. Where would he go if he was pushed out of the building? Or maybe his father and the attorney know he lives there. Do you think they do? Do you think they care?”
“Um, that’s a good question. I don’t know. I haven’t been in touch with my uncle or his attorney.”
Savannah stared hard at Leta. “Okay, if it wasn’t your cousin who pushed you, who else do you think it could have been?”
Leta was silent. Finally she said, “I’d rather not say.” She turned toward the window and closed her eyes.
Savannah waited for a few minutes. When it appeared that Leta was finished with the visit, Savannah left the room; her next stop—the restroom just off the hospital lobby. As she re-entered the lobby, she glanced over at the information booth; a different woman was sitting there. The woman looked up at Savannah, smiled, and waved. “Hello there, Dr. Ivey. Come to have your baby?”
“Oh Nancy, hi,” Savannah said. “No. Visiting someone. But I hope to be here having the baby soon. How’s Buster?” she asked, walking toward the booth.
“Good,” Nancy said. “That silly pup’s skin has cleared up nicely, thanks to your remedy.”
“Glad to hear it,” Savanna said. “Skin problems can sometimes take a lot of patience and experimentation.”
“I guess that was the key,” she said. “But he’s almost itch-free now.”
Just then a man walked up to the desk. Savannah waved at Nancy and started to walk away, when she heard him say, “Leta Barnes’s room, please.”
Savannah stopped and looked back at the man. She noticed he was stocky and dressed in slacks and a blue polo shirt. He had a dark tweed blazer over one arm. Hmm, handsome, she thought, as she noticed his sandy, graying hair and square, masculine face. Then it occurred to her. That’s Mark Chandler, the man in Leta’s photograph—the man she seemed to be somewhat afraid of.
“Room one-twelve,” Nancy said. “Straight down the hall to your right.”
He thanked her and headed off in the direction she indicated.
Savannah exited the lobby into the parking lot. After climbing into her new SUV, she pulled out her phone and placed a call. “Hi Craig. I could be going out on a limb here, but I just left Leta Barnes’s hospital room.”
“Oh, how’s she doing?” Craig asked.
“I’m not sure. I’m actually concerned about her safety.”
“How so, Savannah?” She could hear the concern in his voice.
“Well, she told me a long story about how she’s mixed up in this search for the stolen gems. Evidently, the thief is her boyfriend.” She paused. “I could be wrong, but I think she’s afraid of him.”
“Hmm, she hasn’t been able to come up with the stones, so he’s not so friendly toward her, is that the deal?”
Savannah sighed. “I guess so. But, Craig, Leta showed me a picture of him, and as I was leaving the hospital, I saw him heading for her room. I didn’t know what to do, but since she seemed fearful, I thought maybe I’d better call and let you know.”
“So that sleazebag Mexican showed up there, did he?”
“Mexican?” Savannah questioned.
“Yeah, well, a half-breed. Goes by the name Mark Chandler, but with those strong Mexican or Spanish genes, he looks more like a Pablo Sanchez or Pedro Garcia, don’t you think?”
Savannah sat stunned. “Well, no, Craig. This guy’s not Mexican. He’s kinda blond, actually. Dark blond with a little grey and has a fair complexion. No, definitely not Mexican.”
“Well, that’s odd. Are you sure?”
“Yeah, positive. I saw the picture of him and then I saw him in person—not Mexican.”
Savannah heard silence and then a deep sigh. “What in the hell are we dealing with here?” he asked, not expecting an answer. “Why would someone impersonate a criminal?” Before Savannah could respond, Craig said, “Money, I suppose. It always boils down to money. We’ve got to find those gems before these guys hurt someone else trying to get to them.”
“So, are you going to send someone over to check on Leta? I still think she may be in danger.”
Craig was quiet and then said, “Yes, I think I will contact the law there in Straley and have them send someone out to talk to her.”
“Craig, there’s more,” Savannah said.
“What?” he asked.
“Have you found Jeffrey Fischer?”
“No. Why?”
“Leta says these crooks think he has the gems. She’s concerned about him.” The line seemed to go dead. “Craig, are you there?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “I’m here. So Chandler and/or his white friend may have found a way into the building—or maybe Leta or Jeffrey let them in. When they couldn’t find the gems, they may have taken Jeffrey Fischer believing he has them,” he said as if thinking out loud. “Yes, that could be. Well, we know where Chandler lives. I’ll send someone over there right now,” he said. “Does that cover all the bases, Savannah?” he asked with a chuckle.
“I think so, Craig. I’ll be interested in what you find out.”
“Well, thank you for letting me know about all this, Savannah.” He started to end the call and then he said with a chuckle, “You and your cat make quite a team.”
* * *
Michael arrived home from the clinic at the usual time and found Savannah resting in the overstuffed chair with her feet elevated on the ottoman. Buffy lay tucked alongside Savannah, Rags was sprawled against her legs on the ottoman and Walter lay in a bread-loaf position beneath her on the floor. “Well, aren’t you all cozy?” he said upon entering the living room.
“Yup, the gang’s all here,” Savannah said.
“Except for Lexie.” He looked around. “Where’s Lexie?”
“Oh, darn,” Savannah said. “I put her out in her pen a while ago. It was so quiet, I forgot all about her.”
She started to lift herself from the chair when Michael said, “Stay put. I’ll get her.” But first he bent down and kissed Savannah. When he stood up, he said, “You taste good. What is that?”
“Oh,” she said rather sheepishly, “the baby and I enjoyed a peppermint candy a while ago.
Michael reached down and kissed her again and then walked away saying, “Mmmm, peppermint.”
Savannah shook her head, and grinned.
When Michael returned with Lexie, he sat down on the sofa and started to remove his shoes.
“Wait,” Savannah said sharply.
“Huh?”
“Well, I was in Straley for a while today and didn’t get a chance to fix dinner. I thought we could eat at the diner tonight. Okay with you?”
Michael feigned extreme disappointment. With an exaggerated sigh and slumping shoulders, he said in a complaining tone, “I just got home.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess we could open a can of soup. Would that be okay?”
“I’m kidding, hon. Of course we can go out, if you feel up to it. We haven’t been out to eat in a while. Have the critters eaten?” he asked.
“No, I’ve just been a couch potato this afternoon, or…er…a chair potato.”
“A chair potato, huh?” He motioned toward the animals and said, “Surrounded by all your potato chips.” He was still laughing as he headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll feed while you get your jacket.”
“Wait,” Savannah said.
“What?”
“I’m going to need some help.” She planted her feet on the floor and held her hand out to Michael, who helped her rise out of the cushy chair.
“What would you do if I wasn’t here?” he asked.
“I guess the chair would swallow me up and you’d have to hope it would eventually spit me out.”
* * *
Nearly half-hour later Savannah and Michael stepped into the diner. “Hi, guys,” Iris greeted.
“Oh hi, girlfriend,” Savannah said. “Didn’t know you were working tonight.”
Iris leaned into Savannah and said, “I have my eye on a designer sweater over at the consignment shop and these young servers are always eager to give me extra hours. Sooooo…” she said with animation. She then looked from Savannah to Michael. “Didn’t feel like cooking tonight, huh?”
“No, I went over to Straley today and was kinda tired when I got home,” Savannah explained.
“That’s right, you were going over to see Leta Barnes. How is she? How did she react to seeing you?” she asked as she led them to a booth. She laid two menus on the table, looked around the restaurant, and then sat down with the couple to finish their conversation.
“She’s kind of beat up, actually.” Savannah said as she removed her jacket. “Says she doesn’t know who hit her.” She leaned into Iris and glanced over at Michael. “She told me some of her secrets. She’s actually kind of an interesting gal—in a bizarre sort of way,” Savannah said.
“I thought I might find you two here,” Craig said as he walked up to the Iveys’ booth at the diner.
“Well, hello there,” Iris said standing. She looked around and then kissed Craig.
“Hi yourself,” he said, placing one hand around her waist and pulling her to him for another quick kiss.
“Sit down, Craig,” Michael invited while moving over to sit next to Savannah.
“Thanks, I do have a few things to ask your wife, if you don’t mind my interrupting your dinner.”
“We haven’t even ordered yet. Want to eat with us?”
Craig looked around and then said, “Yeah, why not?”
“I’ll get you a menu,” Iris said.
“No need. I know what I want.”
“So do I,” Michael said.
“What?” Savannah asked.
“Hot turkey sandwich,” Michael said, smacking his lips in anticipation.
“Oh.” Savannah picked up her menu and asked Craig, “Okay, what are you having?”
“Deep-fried shrimp and chips,” he said with a smile.
“Oh,” Savannah said looking back at the menu. She then asked Iris, “What do you recommend?”
“How about a chicken pot pie and green salad?” Iris suggested.
“Yes, that’s exactly what I want. How’d you know?”
Iris grinned at Savannah and shook her head.
“And herbal iced tea with lemon,” Savannah said.
Craig ordered coffee, as did Michael.
Once the trio had their beverages and Iris had walked away to greet a large group of new customers, Craig said, “Just to be sure, I want you to take a look at this.” He pulled a mug shot out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Savannah.
She looked at it and then at Craig. “Who is this?” she asked.
“That, Savannah, is Mark Chandler.”
“Wow!” she said. “That is not the man I saw at the hospital today, nor the one in Leta’s photograph—the one she calls Mark Chandler. Whew, is this weird or what?”
Michael looked from one to the other of his tablemates and asked, “Who’s Mark Chandler?”
Craig responded, “Well, he’s the thief who was arrested for the jewelry heist ten years ago.”
“And he’s Leta Barnes’s boyfriend,” Savannah said. “But the boyfriend and the thief look nothing alike.”
“What?”
“You think you’re confused,” Craig said. “Here’s the long and short of it. It appears that Leta’s boyfriend is impersonating the thief. Why? We’re not quite sure.”
“Well, Craig, you said the real Mark Chandler is being watched. But what’s to keep him from pursuing the gems through an impersonator?” Savannah said.
“So you think that the men are partners in this? Chandler is pulling the strings from the shadows and keeping his nose clean, and the other one—who isn’t being watched—is doing Chandler’s dirty work?” Craig asked.
“Yeah.” Savannah chuckled. “Including dating Leta.”
“Dating Leta is dirty work?” Michael asked.
Savannah laughed and lowered her voice. “Well, she isn’t what you’d consider a beauty. Even Leta herself says so.” She continued, “…and this guy would have to use Chandler’s name if he was going to convince Leta that he was the jewel thief.”
“Why?” Michael asked.
“In case she checked his story, right Craig?”
“Very astute, Savannah. Yes, the story was all over the news and would be easy to check, that’s for sure.”
Savannah laughed. “Well, Colbi would have used her research skills to check. But probably not Leta.”
“She wouldn’t?” Michael asked.
“Heck no,” Savannah said. “She wanted to believe the story. She fell in love.”
Craig thought about Savannah’s observations and then he said, as if thinking out loud, “So the partner can move freely without drawing attention to himself or to Chandler. At least he has been able to so far.” He cleared his throat and leaned toward Savannah. He spoke quietly this time. “I drove over and paid Leta Barnes a visit this afternoon.”
“So she’s okay, then?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, but she said she was concerned about you and your group. She thinks you could be in danger out there at the Fischer place.”
“What? Why?” Savannah asked.
“Well, Leta believes that since she’s laid up and the authorities are possibly closing in on the whereabouts of the gems, these guys will be out there pursuing their own search. They really want to recover those gems.”
Savannah rested her elbows on the table. “You know, she told me that Mark Chandler (the fake Mark Chandler) wanted to turn the gems over to authorities. That’s why he was searching for them, to return them and make a new life with her.”
Craig grimaced and shook his head. “I think the boyfriend has now convinced her otherwise. She told me that, when he was there today, he drilled her mercilessly to learn what she had found out. When she convinced him that she had failed in her attempt to find the gems, he pretty much let her know that their relationship was over.”
“Oh, is that what she told you? She must be so upset,” Savannah said.
“Savannah, it was a fake relationship,” Michael reminded her.
“Well, it was real for her,” she said, raising her voice a little. She looked at Craig. “So with her out of the picture, and the authorities searching for the gems, you think the crooks may take more chances, is that it?”
Craig smiled over at Savannah. “As I said, you and your cat make quite a pair.”
“Craig,” Savannah said, her brow furrowed, “did you find Jeffrey Fischer?”
He looked down and shook his head. “No, not yet,” he said. “But it doesn’t look good for him. Poor guy. He probably knew nothing about the gems. He was just living in his little fantasy world and got caught in the crossfire.”
“You talk about him as if he’s dead,” Michael said.
“Under the circumstances, that’s how I expect to find him.” He looked up at Michael and Savannah and said, “We have a lot of people out there beating the bushes for him. So maybe we’ll get to him before…”
“Chicken pot pie,” Iris said with a smile as she set the plate down in front of Savannah. She then served Michael’s and Craig’s meals.
“In the meantime, Savannah,” Craig said after Iris had walked away, “I strongly suggest that you and your group curtail any activity out at the Fischer place until this mess is cleared up.”
Savannah cringed a little.
Michael looked over at her and said, “Savannah, listen to Craig will you? You three could be in danger. I don’t want you going out there until Craig says it’s safe.”
“You’re right, of course,” she said rubbing her tummy. “But…”
“But what?” he asked.
“But Auntie and Colbi planned to go over there this evening. What time is it?” She looked at her watch. “It’s close to seven thirty.” With fear in her eyes, she glanced up at Craig and said quietly, “They’re probably out there right now.”



Chapter Eleven
 
A couple of hours earlier, Margaret had picked up Colbi in her Jeep SUV. “Do you have enough layers on?” Margaret asked. “It’s chilly out tonight.”
“I think so,” Colbi said as she stepped into the car. She glanced over at Margaret. “You look toasty. Love your beanie.”
“Thanks. Also got on my long johns, Max’s Alaska jacket and fur-lined boots.”
“All we need are some marshmallows to roast,” Colbi quipped.
“And chocolate wine.”
“Chocolate wine?”
Margaret glanced over at her momentarily as she drove the remaining five miles to the Fischer building. “Yeah, or brandy. That would keep us warm.”
Colbi laughed. “Well, let’s just keep thinking warm thoughts and maybe we won’t freeze to death.”
“Maybe we’ll catch a cat before we even have a chance to get cold,” Margaret suggested.
“Yeah, Maggie. I like your way of thinking. I wouldn’t mind being back home in my cozy bed by eight.”
Margaret gave her an impish look. “Will you be cozy in bed with someone?”
“Yeah,” Colbi said, laughing, “as a matter of fact I will—Dolly.”
“No sleepover with Damon tonight, huh?”
“Noooo,” she said.
The two women were still chatting it up when they arrived at the building. “Just one trap tonight?” Colbi asked.
“Yeah, I figured that’s going to be enough for us to handle, don’t you think?” Margaret said as she and Colbi lifted the trap from the back of the car and carried it through the gate.
“Got tuna?” Colbi asked.
“Hungry again, huh?” Margaret said, grinning.
“No—for the traps, Maggie.”
“Yeah, I know,” she said. As they walked toward the crawl space with the trap, she said, “Hey, looks like our babies are hungry.”
“They’re getting used to regular meals, aren’t they?” Colbi said.
Margaret shook her head. “Sorry guys, we can’t feed you until the right kitty gets into the trap.”
“Which one are we after tonight, Maggie?”
“One that hasn’t been to see Dr. Mike yet.” She then said more quietly, “I’d sure like to catch that one with the abscess. He needs medical attention. But he’s a shy one.”
Colbi thought about it for a second and then suggested, “Let’s use mind-talk and see if we can get him to go in.”
“What?” Margaret asked, frowning.
“I’ve read that cats can read our minds. In fact, I’ve tried it with my own cats a time or two.”
“That’s absurd,” Margaret said as she placed the can of tuna in the trap and set it. She knelt down and pushed the trap under the building using the cane, and then walked back to her car to retrieve two lawn chairs.
Once the two were seated a distance from the opening, Colbi said, “Now truly, Maggie, haven’t you ever noticed your cats responding to something unspoken?”
“Huh?” she said, looking confused.
“Okay,” Colbi said, “how many times have you wanted to take one of your cats to the vet and when you casually walk over to pick her up, she looks at you with fear in her eyes and runs under the bed?”
Margaret thought for a minute, tilted her head and said, “Well, sure. Cats don’t want to get in the carrier and go in the car. They run as soon as they see the carrier. It’s a matter of conditioning.”
“Yes, but, haven’t you ever hidden the carrier—not brought it in until you’ve caught the cat?”
“Sure, we’ve done that.”
“And the cat still runs, right?”
“I guess so. Yeah, they still seem to be suspicious—you’re right.”
Colbi continued, “And what about when you’re ready to feed. Don’t your cats just show up? I mean sometimes you don’t even have to be in the kitchen or headed that way, they just know when you’re thinking about feeding them.”
Margaret thought for a moment. “Yeah, but I figure they know what time of day it is. They have an internal clock.”
“Maybe and maybe not. It could be that they’re reading your mind.” She took a swig from a water bottle. “They read pictures, you know. If you think in pictures, cats will understand.”
Both women were quiet for a moment and then Colbi suggested, “Let’s test it out tonight. Now you want to catch the yellow tabby, right? The one with the Groucho Marx mustache?”
Margaret nodded.
“So let’s both imagine that cat walking into the trap. Imagine us taking him to Dr. Mike or Dr. Bud and him being treated and coming back here healed and feeling much better.”
Margaret smirked. “Well, I guess we have nothing better to do tonight than send mind pictures to cats. Sure, I’m game,” she said with a shrug.
“Okay, let’s both do it at the same time,” Colbi said. Two minutes passed and then she asked quietly, “Did you do it? Could you create mind pictures?”
“I guess so,” Margaret said. “It would be nice if it worked; would sure like to get that guy treated. He’s had that gaping hole on his face for way too long and it just isn’t healing up. Could actually be a cancer.”
“Gads, I hope not,” Colbi said. And then she jumped a little, her posture rigid. “What was that?”
“What?” Margaret asked, looking around.
“I thought I heard a car door close.”
“Oh, I hear a car driving off.” She peeked through a slice in the green mesh and crinkled her brow. “That’s strange. It’s a taxi.”
Just then two men appeared through the gate. They stopped when they saw the women sitting in the near darkness. Colbi grabbed her flashlight and shined it in their direction. “Can we help you?” she asked, her voice shaking a little.
One man shaded his eyes. “Shut that thing off, will ya? You’re blinding me.”
Colbi leaned into Maggie and whispered, “Do you know them?”
“Uh-uh,” Margaret said quietly. And then she asked out loud, “What do you want?”
The men drew closer until they were standing a scant few feet from the women. Margaret noticed that one man looked Hispanic and had a bushy mustache. He carried a small duffle bag. The other was slightly taller, stocky built with sandy, graying hair. They wore overcoats. The Mexican man asked, “What are you doing out here?”
“Trapping cats,” Margaret said.
The men looked confused and then the Mexican asked, “Do you have a key to this place?”
Margaret looked from one to the other, “Uh, no.”
The Caucasian man said, “Look, we’re gonna find it if you have it, so you’d better just give it up or…”
“Or what?” Colbi asked bluntly.
He took out a knife, switched open the blade, pointed it at her, and said with a grin, “Or this, sweetheart. Now give me the key.”
Colbi and Margaret looked at one another and then Margaret said, “It’s in my car. I’ll get it,”
The man with the knife motioned for her to stand and move toward the car. She complied. He pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and shined it in front of them. She reached into the car for her purse, dug around, and pulled out a ring of keys. Before she could remove the key, the man snatched the ring from her. He then grabbed her arm and began pulling her along through the gate to the building’s entrance. “Okay, which key is it?” he asked.
The second man ushered Colbi over to where the other two stood. He held a flashlight on the ring of keys and Margaret identified the correct one. Once the first man opened the door, he slipped the ring into his pocket.
“What are we gonna do with them?” the Hispanic man asked.
The other man thought for a minute. He looked over at the women and then back at his partner. “You got that twine?”
“Yeah.”
“We’ll tie ’em up.”
With that, the two men ushered the women inside the building and proceeded to tie them up and gag them, leaving them lying against the south wall on the ground floor of the abandoned building.
* * *
It had been nearly sixteen hours since anyone had seen the two women.
“Where the hell are they?” Max said resting his head in his hands.
“We have an APB out for Maggie’s car,” Craig reported to the group that had congregated at the Ivey home that morning around ten. “It appears that Mark Chandler and his partner Tim Sneed may have them. Chandler’s tail lost him sometime last night. He wasn’t aware of it until this morning. They probably went out to the Fischer building to search for the gems and found Maggie and Colbi out there.”
Damon stood and paced, running his hand through his curly red hair. “I can’t believe this is happening to Colbi again. It just isn’t fair.”
Craig walked over, put his hand on Damon’s shoulder, and squeezed. “We’ll find them, kid. You can bet on it.”
“Yeah, but will you find them in time?” he said, choking up.
Michael sat on the sofa with his arm around Savannah. She held onto his other hand and intermittently wept. Michael spoke into the silence, “They’ll be pleased to know that they got the cat they were after.”
Savannah and Max both looked at Michael. She said, “They did? The one with the abscess?”
Michael nodded. “I asked Bud to check the traps this morning and he was in there.”
“I thought it was probably a boy—they’re more likely to go out and fight…and get hurt,” Savannah said, attempting to stay calm.
Suddenly, Craig reached for his cell phone. “Yes?” he said. “Where? Okay, thanks.” He dropped the phone into his jacket pocket. All eyes were on Craig as he reported the news: “They found Maggie’s car.”
Max stood up. “Where?”
“In a parking lot in Straley, near where Chandler has been living. No sign of the women, though…or either of the men.” He dropped his head and then said, “But they did find Jeffrey Fischer.” Craig explained, “They busted into Chandler’s apartment and found him tied up and bleeding from what appear to be knife wounds. They figure he’s been there in a closet for a couple of days. Chandler and Sneed must have smuggled him in and tortured him, thinking he knew where the gems were. Poor guy; he probably didn’t know anything about them.”
“So you’re putting him in jail for that assault?” Michael asked.
“The hospital first and then, yeah, maybe jail,” Craig said, nodding. “That will have to be determined.”
Suddenly, Savannah put her hand low on her stomach. She squeezed Michael’s hand with the other.
“What is it?” he asked.
She sat up straight and said, “Ohhh, just a twinge, I guess.”
He stared at her for several seconds.
“I’m okay,” she said.
Craig, too, looked at Savannah. And then he took in a ragged breath and said, “Well, I’d better get on the move. Can’t catch those guys here.”
“But you don’t even have any leads,” Damon said, his voice reflecting the stress he felt.
“Yeah, I do,” Craig said. “I wonder how they arrived at the Fischer building and why they took Maggie’s car. I want to check with the local cab company. Should be easy enough to find out if a cab took someone out to that area. Maybe they caught another one after dumping Maggie’s car. I’ll check with Chandler’s tail and find out something about his habits—maybe get a clue.”
“I’ll be right back,” Savannah said standing and excusing herself. She walked swiftly toward the nearest bathroom. When she returned, she stopped at the hallway entrance to the living room and spoke softly. “Michael.”
He looked up. When he saw the look on her face, he rushed to her and asked, “What’s wrong, honey?”
“Michael, I think my water just broke.”
* * *
A half-hour later, Craig called his partner, Sergeant Ramon Gonzalez. “Where are you?”
“At the office. What’s up, Sledge?” the Nordic man with a Hispanic name asked.
“I just spoke with Engleson, Anson Fischer’s attorney, and learned a little something that might shed some light on our dilemma,” he said. “I’m on my way to the office now. I’d like you to go with me to meet someone who may be able to help us.”
Fifteen minutes later, the two men drove up to a small, well-kept home in a modest neighborhood just outside Hammond. They walked along a manicured pathway to the front door. After ringing the bell, they were casually greeted by a twenty-something young woman wearing leggings and a long t-shirt. “Hello,” Craig said, “is Janice Tuttle home?”
“No, she’s at one of her meetings. She should be back around two.”
Craig handed her his business card and introduced himself. “We’d like to speak with her as soon as possible. Will you tell her we’ll be back this afternoon?”
The woman studied both Craig and Ramon Gonzalez and then said, “Sure, I guess.”
* * *
It was nearly noon at the Straley Community Hospital, and Michael was making a very important call. “Hello Gladys, this is Michael,” he said into his cell phone. As he always did when he was nervous or stressed, he paced and ran one hand through his straight hair.
“Well, hello Michael. How are you? Is everything okay?”’
“Yes, great. I wanted you to know that Savannah just went into labor. We’re here at the hospital in Straley.”
“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Already? Wow!” She paused and then said, “Michael, I’m visiting my friend in Visalia. I can be on the road in half an hour.”
“That’s great!” Michael said with a smile. “So you’ll be here in, say, four or five hours?”
“Yes, I think so. Oh, Michael, I’m so excited to meet our baby.”
“Me, too.” Michael said. “This is a big day for all of us. Oh, and Gladys, would you call Brianna?”
“Sure will,” Gladys said. “I’ll see you soon. Hug my daughter for me, would you?”
“Yeah. Drive carefully, Gladys.”
* * *
It was two thirty when the detective and the sergeant returned to Janice Tuttle’s home. This time, a handsome woman of sixty-six answered the door wearing fashion sweats and a tunic top. “Janice Tuttle?” Craig asked.
“Yes. You must be Detective Sledge.”
“Yes, ma’am, and this is Sergeant Gonzalez. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
She looked from one to the other and then said, “Okay, come in.”
As the investigators stepped inside, a pure white cat darted across their path and headed down a hallway. Craig noticed another one lounging on the back of a sofa in the living room.
“Please sit down,” Janice invited, motioning toward two matching chairs across from the sofa. She reached out and petted the cat and then sat on the sofa near her.
“As I understand it, Ms. Tuttle, you were Anson Fischer’s business partner.”
She laughed a little and said, “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” When Craig looked puzzled, she said, “We were married once. But yes, we also worked together. I was his accountant and business manager.”
“It’s a shame what happened to him,” Craig said, “and just in his prime, it seems.”
“Well, he shouldn’t have been dabbling in criminal activities,” she said sternly.
Craig looked surprised. “Criminal?”
“Well, I don’t actually know how involved he was,” she admitted. “We’d pretty much parted ways by the time he’d met up with that thief, Chandler.”
“What do you know about Chandler?” Craig asked.
“Only that he did that jewel heist and I think he had something to do with Anson getting attacked.”
“Why would he attack Mr. Fischer?”
She shook her head slowly. “I don’t know—but I’m just sure there’s some connection there.”
“Ms. Tuttle, are you quite familiar with the old Fischer building?”
“Sure. I know that place inside out; why?”
“Do you know where someone might hide something that they don’t want discovered?”
“Well, that’s a strange question,” she said, staring at the two men as if trying to size them up. She thought about it and then said, “That place has many nooks and crannies.” Her face lit up. “And some secret passageways.”
“But do you know where one might hide something of value?”
She thought for a moment and then said, “That, I’m not sure of.”
“Do you have a key to the place?”
She smiled. “Actually, I believe I do. I come across it every once in a while and start to throw it away. But I don’t—I’m not sure why.” She tossed her head a little and her soft grey stacked curls bounced.
“Would you be willing to go out there with me and show me some of the secret passageways?”
She looked back and forth at the detectives. “Can you tell me why?”
Craig stared at her for a moment and then said, “Well, we’re conducting an investigation and we think the Fischer building may hold some clues.”
“Oh, I see,” Janice ran her hand over the cat that had jumped down next to her, then said, “Yeah, I guess I could do that. Might be kind of fun to see the old place again. We won’t get in trouble for trespassing, will we?” she asked. Then she laughed. “I guess not if I’m with the cops. When do you want to do this?” she asked.
“How about right now?”
* * *
“Gosh, it’s so rundown,” Janice said as she stepped through the chain-link fence gate. “Oh, there’s a cat,” she said in astonishment.
“Yeah, there are lots of them,” Craig said.
“That’s right, I did read something about that in the paper recently. Oh my gosh, a white one—one of Anson’s angoras.” She knelt down and peered into the crawl space where she saw the cat disappear. “Poor baby,” she cooed. “She’s so dirty—and frightened.”
“I noticed you have some white cats,” Gonzalez said. “My kids have a pure white cat, but he has a couple of black spots.”
“That sounds like a Turkish van.” She motioned toward the crawl space. “These cats come from a good line of Turkish angoras. Anson loved the angoras and had several. He gave me a pair for my birthday one year and the two you saw at my house are offspring from the originals.”
“Those at your house are sure prettier than these out here,” Craig said. “This must be a hard life for cats.”
“Absolutely.” She stood and put her hands on her hips. “You know, Anson would never have left his cats out here like this. I wish I’d known they’d been turned out; I sure would have rescued them.”
“Maybe you’ll want to get involved with the Hammond cat people—that’s what they do.”
She thought for a minute. “Maybe I ought to. Maybe I ought to.”
“Well, let’s see if your key works, shall we?” Craig suggested.
The trio walked to the building entrance and Janice tried the key. When she couldn’t get it to work, Gonzalez took over. He worked the key back and forth for a moment and suddenly the lock broke free and the door opened. They stepped inside. “There’s a light switch here somewhere,” Craig said.
“The power’s still on?” she asked.
“Yeah, and the water,” he said.
“What’s that noise?” Janice asked, peering into the dark room.
“I was wondering that myself,” Gonzalez said. “Sounds like muffled cries. Maybe it’s the cats.”
“Doesn’t sound like any cats I’ve heard before,” she said.
In the meantime, Craig shined his flashlight along the wall where he remembered seeing a panel of light switches. Finally, “Here it is; let there be light.” As he turned back toward Janice and Ramon, something else caught his eye. He spun swiftly in that direction and stopped cold. “Good God,” he exclaimed. “Maggie…Colbi!”
The others turned and spotted the two women lying shivering on the floor along the south wall of the large room, hogtied and gagged.
Janice gasped.
Craig and Ramon rushed toward the two women and released their gags. “Got a knife?” Craig asked his partner.
Gonzalez shook his head. “I’ll get one out of the car,” he said rushing out the door.
“Thank God,” Margaret said. “Where the hell have you been, Craig?”
“Looking all over the state for you two,” he said shaking his head. “When we saw your car was missing, we just figured…”
“Well, you figured wrong,” Margaret said in a scolding voice.
“Are you two okay?” he asked gently.
“I’ll probably never be able to straighten out my legs again,” Margaret said, looking down at her knees, which were bent back—her ankles tied to her wrists behind her. “And my shoulders hurt like hell. Otherwise, yeah—I think I’m okay.”
“I gotta pee so bad,” Colbi whined.
“You do?” Margaret asked, sounding surprised. “That train left my station about five hours ago,” she admitted.
Craig immediately pulled out his cell and made a call. “Max, we have Maggie and Colbi here. They’re okay. We’re out at the Fischer building. Would you call Damon and Michael?”
“Ask him to bring me some clothes, would you?” Margaret said.
“Uh Max, can you bring your wife a change of clothes? Yeah, we’ll be here for another fifteen or twenty minutes.”
He then asked, “How’s Savannah?” He waited and then said with raised eyebrows, “In labor, huh?”
Margaret perked up and then she started to cry. “Vannie’s having the baby? Now? Get me out of this…damn tangle of ropes,” she demanded. “I’ve gotta get to the hospital.”
“Yeah, that’s where you two are headed as soon as we get you untied. You need to be checked out.”
Just then, Margaret looked up at Craig and asked, “How’d you get in?”
He thinned his lips, motioned toward Janice, and said quietly, “She’s an ex-business partner of Anson Fischer. She still has a key.”
“Well thank heavens,” she said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have found us until the next ice age.”
Gonzalez returned with a knife and began cutting the twine from the women’s wrists and ankles while Craig called for an ambulance. “Now move slowly,” he said. “It’s gonna take a few minutes for your muscles to start working right again—longer for you, ma’am,” he said to Margaret.
“Why?” she asked, frowning.
“Well, she’s younger—that’s all,” he said, glancing toward Colbi.
Margaret made a face and then she said, motioning with her head, “Oh Craig, there’s a loose board just to the right there near the stairs. Drove us crazy when the wind blew.”
Colbi was sitting up, moving her arms a little and rubbing her wrists. She said, “Yes, clatter, clatter all night long.”
“Where?” Craig asked urgently.
Margaret attempted to stand and then said, “I don’t think I can move, yet. Colbi, you’re young, can you go show him?”
It was with some effort—and a little help from Craig and Ramon—that Colbi stood. And then she said, “First, can we go outside so I can pee…please, please?”
The two men helped steady her while she moved slowly toward the entrance. “Will you be okay on your own now?” Craig asked.
“Um, I think so,” she said, obviously still wobbly.
“I’ll go with her,” Janice said. “Okay with you, honey?” she asked Colbi.
“I’m so desperate I don’t care at this point,” she said. And then she looked at Janice and said, “Yes, thank you. I’d really appreciate the help.”
“You must have some bladder; how long were you in there?” Janice asked.
“What time is it?”
“Three-thirty.”
“Then over twenty hours,” Colbi said. She started to cry. “I need help unzipping my pants,” she wailed.
“It’s okay, honey, I can do that for you.”
“Oh hurry,” she said. And then she said, “Ahhh, thank you—what’s your name?”
“Janice Tuttle. You’re welcome.”
“Much better,” Colbi said as she grabbed Janice’s hands for help rising to a standing position. “Now let’s go in and I’ll show Craig that loose board.”
Meanwhile, inside the building, Craig quizzed Margaret. “Did you see who did this to you?”
“Sure,” Margaret said. “They didn’t try to hide their identities—it was a Hispanic man and a white guy with wavy hair. Both of them are rather nice-looking.”
“Do you know who they are?”
“Never saw them before, “Margaret said.
Once Janice and Colbi had made their way into the room, Colbi walked slowly over to the wall and pointed out the board that had vibrated noisily most of the night.
“Hmm, sure didn’t notice this before,” Craig said. He took a pair of cotton gloves out of his jacket pocket, put them on, and then pushed a little on the board. “Yup, it’s just a tad loose, isn’t it?” He attempted to lift the panel.
“Push it over to the side,” Janice suggested.
Craig turned and looked up at Janice, who had walked closer to where he crouched. He carefully tried to push the loose piece of wood to the left.
“No, the other way,” she instructed.
Craig moved the slat to the right. “Well, I’ll be,” he said, peering into the small space that was suddenly revealed. “You would never know this was here, would you?”
“Yeah, unless you spent the night in here during a windstorm,” Margaret said.
Craig took a small flashlight from his jacket pocket and shined it inside the compartment. He then sat back on his heels and said, “Empty.”
He stood, turned toward Janice, and asked, “So you knew about this spot?”
“Yeah.”
“Who else knows about it?”
“As far as I know, just me and Anson,” she said with a shrug.
“Well, hell,” he said. “He must have told someone else—or they stumbled across it, because, if the gems were hidden in here, it appears that someone beat us to them.” He removed his gloves. “Gonzalez, do we have a fingerprint kit in the car?”
“I think we do, boss,” he said. “Let me go look.” As he approached the entrance on his way out of the building, he turned back and called out to Craig, “Paramedics are here.”
“Before they take over here Maggie, can you tell me if you saw the two men remove anything from the building?”
Margaret looked over at Colbi. “I don’t think so. They sure did a thorough search, but I don’t think they found anything, do you, Colbi?”
“No. In fact, they were pretty angry by the time they left—you know—all discouraged and stuff.”
Margaret frowned at Colbi and then she smiled.
“What?” Colbi demanded.
“Your hair,” Margaret said. “I’ve never seen it so messy and tangled. Is that your bed- head style?”
Colbi smirked at Margaret. Turning away, she reached up and tried to smooth her hair a little. “Ouch, it hurts to move my arms,” she said.
“Yeah, I know,” Margaret said. “We stayed in that yoga position just a little too long, didn’t we?” She chuckled half-heartedly.
* * *
An hour later, as Savannah rested between contractions, Michael stepped out of the labor room. He bought a candy bar and a bottle of water from a row of vending machines and took the opportunity to check his messages. “Honey, are you awake?” he asked when he returned to Savannah.
She opened her eyes and looked at him.
“They found Maggie and Colbi,” he said. “They’re just fine. They’re on their way here to be checked out.” He smiled and said, “It’s going to be a regular family reunion.”
“Oh, thank God,” she said. “Where were they, do you know?”
“Locked in the old building, all tied up and gagged, so they couldn’t even call out for help.”
“The Fischer building?” she asked.
Michael nodded.
Savannah rolled her head back and forth and then grabbed Michael’s hand and bore down during yet another contraction.
“You’re doing a fine job, honey,” Michael whispered into her ear as she started to relax.
Just then the doctor came in, examined her, and said, “Well, it looks like we’re about to have a baby.” He looked at Michael and Savannah and asked, “Are you ready for this?”
“Absolutely,” Michael said.
Savannah took a deep breath and said, “Easy for you to say, Michael,” as she gripped the bed railing and twisted her body in an attempt to move through the next surge of pain.
“Breathe, honey,” Michael said.
Savannah looked at Michael through eye slits. “You breathe. I’m too busy,” she snapped.



Chapter Twelve
 
At five twenty-one that afternoon, the first cries of Lilliana Grace Ivey were heard. And the first words out of Michael’s mouth were, “A little girl! Oh Savannah, she’s beautiful!” He looked over at his wife, who was smiling and looking down at their baby amidst a circle of hospital staff. She glanced up at Michael. “And so are you,” he said.
“Are you going to cry, too, Daddy?” she asked with a laugh.
“I just might,” he said. He mouthed to her as the hospital staff worked with the baby, “I love you.”
She smiled. “I love you, too.”
A few minutes later, the Iveys’ daughter was wrapped in a blanket and snug in her mother’s arms. Michael reached over and ran his fingers over the baby’s head and along her face. “She is beautiful. Little Lily,” he said with a smile. “My beautiful Lily.”
Just then, they heard a familiar voice, “Vannie?”
Savannah looked up. “Hi, Mom.” She reached one hand toward her. “Come meet your granddaughter,” she said choking up a little.
Gladys didn’t even try to hold back her tears of joy. “Oh Vannie, Michael, I am so happy.” She hugged Savannah and then Michael. Then she stared down at the baby. “Look at that,” she said using a reverent tone. “She is gorgeous.” She leaned down toward the baby and said, “So sorry I missed all the excitement. Nana so wanted to be here for your grand entrance,” she cooed.
“Not me.”
Everyone turned toward the voice.
“Auntie,” Savannah said. “Come in.”
“You didn’t want to be here for the birth, Maggie?” Michael asked. “It was spectacular. Savannah was amazing.”
“Yeah, amazing,” Savannah said with sarcasm, smirking over at Michael.
Margaret moved slowly toward the others. “No,” she said emphatically. “I like babies after they’re all wrapped up in their blankies.” She looked down at the infant and her tone softened. “Oh, she’s so cute.” She glanced up at Michael and said, “Looks like she has your hair, Daddy?”
“Huh?”
“Yeah, it’s already hanging down over her forehead on that one side.”
“Well, I’ll be,” he said.
“But she has Savannah’s features, don’t you think, Gladys?”
“Uh, hard to tell. But let’s hope so.” She looked up at her son-in-law. “Michael’s are too masculine.”
“Thanks, I think,” he said.
Margaret clasped her hands together under her chin and asked, “What’s her name?”
“Yeah, what’s her name?” Gladys asked.
“Margaret Elizabeth?” Margaret suggested.
Gladys pushed her sister in jest and said, “No, Gladys Ann. Or Jordan! Jordan’s good for a girl and it’s meaningful because that’s your maiden name, Vannie.”
“No, she is not Gladys, Margaret, or even Jordan,” Michael said. He looked at Savannah and asked, “You want to tell them?”
“Mom, Auntie,” Savannah said, “meet Lilliana Grace Ivey.”
Both women stood stunned. They stared at Savannah and then at the baby. Gladys wiped a tear that was starting to form at the edge of one eye. Margaret took a ragged breath. She was first to speak: “After Mama,” she said, choking up.
“Yes, after her great-grandmother Lillian Grace.”
“That’s nice, Vannie,” Gladys said. Lilliana, I really love it. It’s so…”
“Feminine,” Michael said.
She turned toward him. “Yes, feminine. And she is a dainty, sweet bundle.”
Just then Lily scrunched up her little face, opened her mouth wide, and let out a loud wail.
“And she has an opinion,” Margaret said.
Savannah stared down at her baby for a few more minutes and then she took on a more serious tone, reached her hand out, and said, “Auntie, where did they find you? What happened?”
“Do you mean while you were here birthing a baby?”
“Yeah. We were so worried.”
Gladys looked at her sister. “What happened, Maggie? What did I miss?”
“Well, long story,” Margaret said. “Two guys held Colbi and me at knifepoint and then tied us up and left us gagged in the Fischer building.”
Gladys frowned and then she tilted her head and grinned. “Oh come on, Maggie. What really happened?”
“That’s what happened, Gladys. Colbi and I were kidnapped and detained in a very uncomfortable manner all night.”
“At the the old Fischer building out in the industrial park?” Gladys said.
Michael shook his head slowly. “You were right under our noses and no one knew it.”
“I guess so. I don’t know what you guys were thinking.”
“Well, your car was gone and we didn’t have a key to the building. We figured you went wherever your car went.” Michael looked toward the door and said, “By the way, where’s Max? Does he know you’re safe?”
“Yeah. I saw him earlier. We decided it wasn’t necessary for him to follow me here. Colbi and I’ll get a ride back to Hammond.”
“Where is she?” Savannah asked.
“They were still looking her over when I left the emergency room.”
“I can give you a ride home, Maggie,” Gladys said. “And Colbi, too.”
“I think Damon’s coming to get Colbi.”
Just then Michael’s cell phone rang. He looked at it and said, “It’s Iris. Oh no, I forgot to call her.”
“Michael, how is she?” Iris asked. “Is there a baby, yet?”
“Yes, Iris…a beautiful baby girl, born just minutes ago. Sorry I didn’t call. Been busy around here. Lot’s of admirers, you know.”
“Awww, a girl. How nice. Are you happy?”
“Couldn’t be happier. Here, want to talk to Savannah?”
“Yeah, if she feels like it.”
“I’m sure she’ll feel like talking to you.”
“Hi Iris. Thanks for calling.”
“Congratulations, hon. Michael says she’s beautiful.”
“She sure is. Can’t wait for you to meet her. We’ll probably be home tomorrow. Come by, will you?”
“Sure will. Hugs.”
Just then a nurse came in and said, “There are too many in the room. And there’s someone outside who would like to say hello. Okay if someone named Colbi comes in?”
“Oh yes. Please, let her come in,” Savannah said.
“Okay,” the nurse said, “but someone will have to leave.”
Gladys looked over at her sister. “Maggie, I’m sure you want to get home after your ordeal. Why don’t we go?” She looked at Savannah and Michael. “I’ll get the house ready for Lilliana and see you two tomorrow.” She gave Savannah a kiss, patted the baby through the blanket, and hugged Michael. “Good job guys—good job,” she said.
“Do you have your key, Mom?” Savannah asked.
“Sure do.”
As Gladys walked toward the door, Savannah reached out to Margaret. “Auntie, I’m so glad you’re safe,” she said through tears. “Now take care of yourself. Get lots of rest, okay? Did they get the bad guys?”
“No, but they have a pretty good idea of who they are. Oh,” she looked at Michael and then Savannah, “we found a hidey-hole and nothing was in it. Craig thinks the crooks must have found it and taken off with the goods.” She looked from Savannah to Michael and said, “But Colbi and I don’t think they found anything, so Craig is still searching.” She patted Michael on the shoulder. “We’d better go. Max is waiting for me. ’Bye, guys.”
“You walk funny,” Savannah observed as Margaret headed slowly toward the door.
Margaret turned and glared at her niece. “Ever been hogtied, Vannie?” she said without emotion. “Well, it’s not a fun way to spend the night.”
“I’m sorry, Auntie,” Savannah said trying to contain her chuckles. “I didn’t mean to be insensitive. I’m just so glad you’re okay—well, sorta okay.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Margaret said with a backhanded wave as she exited the room behind Gladys.
Just then Colbi walked in, also gingerly. “Hi there, Mommy and Daddy,” she said, hugging both Michael and Savannah. She then looked down at the baby in Savannah’s arms and just about melted into a puddle of honey. “She is…oh Savannah, there are no words to describe her. She’s…yummy. Look at how gorgeous…”
“A reporter at a loss for words…now that’s one for the books, isn’t it?” Michael quipped.
Colbi looked up at him through tear-filled eyes and he walked over and enveloped her in a bear hug. He pulled back and looked down at her. “Are you okay, kiddo?”
She nodded and wiped at her eyes with both hands. “Just so much…”
Just then they heard another voice. The trio glanced toward the door. “Damon, come in,” Michael said.
“I was looking for Colbi,” he said, his eyes quickly finding hers.
She rushed to him and he held her tightly to him as she sobbed. Michael walked back toward Savannah and reached out to touch his daughter again.
Savannah smiled and asked quietly, “Wanna hold her?”
“Sure do,” he said. He picked up the baby, cradled her against his chest, and continued to stare down at her. He then looked over at Savannah, who was smiling up at him, and reached out for her hand. She squeezed his hand briefly, saying, “Both hands on the baby, hotshot.”
“Come see the adorable baby,” Colbi said, wiping at her eyes with her jacket sleeve and leading Damon by the hand toward Michael. The proud father pulled the pink blanket away from Lily’s face a little so Damon and Colbi could look at her.
“Gosh, she’s so small,” Damon said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a new baby.”
Colbi backed away from Damon a little and looked over at him. “You haven’t?”
He shook his head. “No. It’s a girl?” he asked.
Michael nodded.
“Guys, she really is beautiful,” Colbi said, reaching out and touching a bare arm that had wriggled out of the blanket.
“She doesn’t have any clothes on yet?” Damon asked.
“Nope, she’s wearing her birthday suit. But we’d better get her dressed pretty soon, shouldn’t we, hon?”
“Yeah, we can do that,” Savannah said.
Damon put his arm around Colbi and she put hers around him as they stood looking down at the baby. He kissed Colbi on the side of the head and said, “Maybe we can have one of those some day.”
Colbi stared up at Damon, her eyes wide. “Is this a proposal?” she asked.
“Um…I mean…uh…” Damon stuttered.
Everyone laughed and Michael said, “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it, buddy.” He looked over at Savannah and said, “With the right person it’s…well, pretty amazing.”
“Thanks for the recommendation,” Damon said, hugging Colbi to him.
* * *
In the meantime, back in Hammond, Craig pulled away from Janice Tuttle’s home in his unmarked car. “Well, that was an interesting turn of events, wasn’t it, Gonzalez?” he said. “Sure was.” He shook his head. “Imagine finding those women tied up in there.”
“Yeah,” Craig said, running his hand through his hair. “I can’t believe they were under our noses this whole time. That was a sloppy investigation we ran—the way we found them. How do we explain overlooking the obvious?”
“If it was obvious, you wouldn’t have overlooked it, Sledge,” Gonzalez said. “So where to now?” he asked.
“To the sheriff’s storeroom.”
“What for?” Gonzalez asked frowning.
“To check out some protective clothing.”
“Uh-oh, what do you have in mind?” he asked suspiciously.
“Gonzalez, I’m going to take you perhaps where you’ve never gone before.”
“I don’t like the sounds of it, Sledge.”
Craig smiled over at his partner. He then looked down, pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, and handed it to Gonzalez. “It’s a text. Wanna read it for me?”
Gonzalez looked at the screen and said, “From Iris. It says, ‘It’s a girl.’” He looked confused.
“Oh, isn’t that nice?” Craig said with a grin. “A little girl.” He then glanced at his partner and said, “The Iveys. They just had a baby girl.”
“Oh.” Gonzalez was quiet for a moment and then he said, “I have one of each. Wouldn’t part with either one of them, but I have to tell you, little girls are something special.”
* * *
After the men had checked out overalls and head covers and picked up a few face masks and other items, Craig drove back to the Fischer building. Once there, he opened the trunk of his car and motioned toward the apparel inside. “Suit up,” he said to his partner. “You know, Michael Ivey and I were going to do this and never got around to it. I kind of considered it a last-resort effort. Didn’t really want to do it, I guess. But it looks like Michael was right all along—at least let’s hope so.”
“So you think that secret compartment opens up under the building, is that it?” Gonzalez asked.
“Yeah, or maybe there’s a drop box under the flooring.” He looked at the crawl space and said, “We may know soon enough.”
“Or we’ll find nothing. Maybe that isn’t where the gems were hidden, after all,” Gonzalez suggested.
“Either way, we’ll get a new slant on things from down below. Are you ready?”
Gonzalez took a deep breath. “I’d rather be golfing, boating, hiking, parachuting, getting a root canal…”
Craig laughed. “Oh come on now, this might be more fun than you think,” he said, slipping on a headband flashlight.
Gonzalez smirked. “Sure, let’s go.”
“Back off, kitties,” Craig said, his voice muffled by his face mask. “Through poop, barf, and whatever, we’re comin’ in.”
“Yuk.” Gonzalez said. And then he remarked, “At least there’s enough room to crawl—glad you got these knee pads.” Suddenly, he stopped. “Whoa! What was that?”
“What?” Craig turned and looked at his partner, who had been following his knee prints.
“I guess a cat—a big cat. It came from somewhere above. Creepy.”
“Well, you’re scaring them as much as they’re scaring you.”
“Yeah, them and their friends the spiders, snakes, and other creepy crawlees.” Gonzalez said. “Yeow, I think I got bit.”
“By what?” Craig asked.
“A rat maybe.” In a few seconds, he said, “Naw, I just crawled across a rock—a pointy, sharp one.”
“Tsk-tsk,” Craig said shaking his head as he continued to crawl on gloved hands and padded knees. “Ahhh, if my calculations are correct, I think we’re getting close.” In a few more seconds he said, “Yes, that looks like the place. There’s a tube angling down beneath the floor over there. Do you suppose that’s where the gems are?”
“Criminy,” Gonzalez said using his own head flashlight to scrutinize the situation. “That’s quite an elaborate setup. What do you suppose it was originally designed for?”
“It’s hard to say,” Craig said, pushing up to a sitting position. He then reached over and began examining the tube. “It’s solid. There doesn’t seem to be an opening,” he said, removing one glove and feeling along the sides and bottom of the tube.
“It’s at a strange angle, don’t you think?” Gonzalez observed. “What’s it made of—could we saw into it?”
“Yeah, we probably could, actually. Good idea. But I think there’s something between this tube,” he said, tapping it with his knuckle,” and the compartment we saw on top. If I’m not mistaken, there’s another chamber between the two.” He scowled, “…like a maze. And it appears it’s on purpose—intentional.”
“But why?” Gonzalez asked.
“My guess is that Anson Fischer was either brilliant or crazy.” He motioned to Gonzalez, “Let’s go find us something that will cut into this thing.” He looked around using his head flashlight and said, “Looks like an easier way out over there. Let’s see if we can jimmy that screen off.”
A few minutes later, Gonzalez said, “I guess we owe them a new crawl-space cover, you damaged that one pretty bad when you kicked it out.”
Craig looked at him and said, sarcastically, “Yeah, we really hampered their beautification efforts didn’t we?”
“Who’s that?” Gonzalez asked as he removed his protective gear.
Craig looked around. “Where?” When he spotted a uniformed officer, he said, “Oh, I’ve ordered security out here until we know where those damn gems are—here or on their way across the border with Chandler.”
“They haven’t caught up with him yet?”
“Not as far as I know,” Craig said. “I think we would have gotten the memo.” He slipped out of his overalls. “But with those guys on the loose and no bead on the gems, I’ve ordered security here, and there will be no more trapping out here, either. We’ll allow staff from the Iveys’ clinic to come out and feed the cats once a day. That’s it…at least until we catch up with Chandler and the gems.” He folded up the gear and shoved it into the trunk of his car. “Now let’s go see if we can find a saw that’ll cut through that metal tube.”
* * *
The following afternoon as the Iveys drove home from the hospital with their daughter, Michael said, “Boy, you weren’t kidding about all the stuff it takes for a baby. Our family would have never fit in your old Honda.”
“Well, we won’t always be hauling around vases of flowers,” Savannah said with a chuckle. “But yeah, babies come with a lot of baggage.” She looked over at the sleeping baby in the infant car seat next to her and smiled.
“Welcome home,” Gladys greeted as the little family entered through the front door, baby Lily secure in Savannah’s arms.
“Hi Sis,” Brianna said, rushing in from the dining room. “Let me get a look at my niece.”
“Let’s let Savannah get comfortable,” Michael said. “Here, I’ll take the baby and you cozy down in the big chair.”
Savannah chuckled. “Yeah, I guess there’s room for all of us,” she said motioning toward the chair and ottoman, which already accommodated two members of their cat menagerie.
“Come on, Rags,” Gladys said, lifting the large cat. “Make room for Mama.”
“Hi Ragsie,” Savannah said, reaching out with one hand and ruffling the fur on his cheeks. “Buffy’s fine—leave her there on the ottoman, Mom.” After handing the baby bundle to Michael, she settled into the chair.
Brianna, in the meantime, had walked over to Michael and was staring down at little Lily. “Oh Sis, what a doll!” she said. She choked back emotion and said, “You did good, girl.”
“What about me?” Michael said feigning hurt feelings.
Brianna laughed. “You too, Michael. Good job.” She softened her demeanor as she peered down at the still-sleeping baby girl and said, “She is really something—perfect. I just love her. Can I hold her?” she asked expectantly.
“Uh…well…” Michael stammered. He looked over at Savannah, who had a wide smile on her face.
“Sure, you can hold her, Sis.”
Brianna started to reach for the baby when Savannah added, “But I think Nana should have first dibs, don’t you?”
Brianna stepped back as if hurt. She looked at Gladys and then Savannah and said, “I suppose so. But I’m next in line. Hurry, Mom—get your turn over so I can have mine.”
“Oh, go ahead Bri,” Gladys said. “I’ll go finish dinner. I can hold her later.” She ran her hand over the baby’s head. Lily made a face and Gladys and Michael laughed. Gladys then started to walk away when she said, “Can I get you something to drink, Vannie?”
“Oh yes, Mom. Thank you. Water would be great.”
After Michael had handed over his daughter to Brianna, he carried in the rest of the baby’s things. With Savannah’s guidance, he placed the flowers around the living room. He had just set a teddy-bear-shaped vase with pink baby roses on the coffee table when his phone rang. He pulled it from his jeans pocket and said, “It’s Iris.”
“Hi Iris,” he said into the phone
“Hi Papa. How’s the baby?”
“Spectacular,” he said with a wide grin.
“Uh, can I come see her?”
“Sure, Iris. You can come any time. We just got home. Gladys has everything under control here; we’re just hanging out. Sure, come on over.”
“Okay. And Michael…Craig says he wants to talk to you about something. Okay if he comes along?”
“Of course.”
“We’ll see you in a few, then.”
By the time Iris and Craig arrived, the baby had awakened and began to cry in Brianna’s arms. “Now what?” Brianna asked looking perplexed.
“I’ll take her,” Gladys said. “She may have a wet diaper.” She waved quickly to Iris and Craig as they walked in through the front door and then she rushed toward the nursery with the baby in her arms. When Gladys returned, she handed the pink bundle to Savannah.
“Oh, there she is,” Iris said, walking over and staring down at the baby.
Craig joined Iris. “Look at all that pink,” he said. He watched Iris coo over the baby for a few minutes and then he said, “Now that is one pretty little bundle you got there. So…so…girlie.”
Savannah looked up at them. “Neither of you have had a girl-type, have you?”
Both Craig and Iris shook their heads.
“No, I had the one boy who didn’t live to be a man,” Craig said solemnly.
“And I have three boys—gave birth to only one of them, of course.” She smiled down at Lily and said, “I always wanted a little girl.”
Craig snapped, “Well don’t look at me.”
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m finished with kids—once this batch is grown, that’s it for me. I’m too old,” the attractive fifty-seven-year-old said. She leaned toward the baby, touching her little hands as they curled into fists toward her mouth. “But how fun it will be to watch you grow up,” she said softly.
“Yeah, it will be a kick, won’t it?” Craig said. He then glanced briefly at Savannah before saying to Lily, “And if you’re half as savvy as your mother, you’ll make a fine detective.”
“Yeah, with that and what your cat-brother can teach you…” Iris said, laughing.
Craig spun around and said to Michael, “Speaking of your cat…”
“Uh-oh,” Michael said. He then sat up straight and looked the detective in the eye. “You know, Craig, Rags may have to start charging for his services now that we have a new mouth to feed.”
Craig took on a serious tone. “And I’d pay, too. He has been one valuable resource to our department.”
Michael stood and ushered the detective into the dining room. “So what is it you need him to do now, Craig?” he asked.
“We think we’ve found the gems, but we can’t get to them. We already know that Rags can reach them. It looks like they’re hung up in a tight elbow joint. I believe the cat could either push or pull them through. Do you think he would do it?”
“Well, he’s a cat, Craig. As you know, cats don’t do things on command.”
“Yeah, if there’s nothing else I’ve learned from you about cats, I have picked up on that,” he said with a chuckle.
“But yeah,” Michael said. “I’m willing to take him out there again, if you think it will help to resolve your case. When?”
“As soon as possible, Michael. As soon as possible.”
Michael glanced back into the living room and said, “Let’s run it by Savannah first, okay?”
* * *
The next evening Michael and Rags met Craig out at the Fischer building.
“What’s with the cat food?” Craig asked when he saw Michael enter the gate carrying a large bag of kibbles.
“I told Bud and Spence that I’d do the feeding tonight, since I’m out here already,” he said, opening the bag and pouring food into the bowls. He then filled the cats’ water bowls. When he walked back to the truck, he opened the passenger door and said, “Okay Rags, time for you to earn your keep. Now let’s don’t disappoint the detective, okay? We need to find those little white pouches full of pretty stones for him.”
Before lifting the carrier, he looked in at the cat through the wire and noticed he was staring up at him as if concentrating on what he was saying. Michael smiled and then said, “Come on, buddy,” as he lifted the carrier from the seat and walked toward the gate. “You have your own key now, Craig?” Michael observed as he watched the detective open the door to the building.
“Yeah, borrowed it from Anson Fischer’s ex-wife,” he said.
“The plot thickens, huh? Where did you find her?”
“Right here in town. Maybe you know her; she has some of those white cats. Her name’s Janice Tuttle.”
“Oh sure, I know her. She brings her angoras to us. Gosh, small world, isn’t it?”
“Yes, too small for us and those crooks; let’s put this case to bed—get those gems out of temptation’s reach.” He led Michael to the opening in the wall and slid the board back.
Rags perked up and started pawing at the door to the carrier. “Looks like he wants to go in there,” Michael said. He opened the carrier door, snapped on the tether, and Rags walked out, heading right for the opening. Michael followed along behind him. “Gosh, he’s going right on in there,” he said.
“Cool,” Craig said. “That’s what I was hoping for. Now, if he’ll just bring us what we’re after. Can you do that, Rags, old boy?”
Michael let the tether slip through his fingers until it was about half swallowed up in the tunnel. He glanced at the end that remained and shook his head. “He can’t get out under the building, can he, Craig?”
“No.”
“He stopped,” Michael said.
Craig held a flashlight steady into the tunnel. The men could see the cat. “He’s turning around and coming this way,” Craig said. “He’s got something.”
Craig moved his head so Michael could peer inside the opening. “Yeah, it’s one of those pouches. Wow, good boy, Rags,” Michael said. “Bring it on out.” Suddenly he saw the cat sit down and drop the pouch. “No,” Michael said, “bring it to us. Come on Rags.”
“It’s okay,” Craig said. “We can reach it from here.”
As the men watched, however, Rags picked up the pouch again and walked out through the small tunnel opening.
“Good boy,” Michael said, petting the cat and rubbing him all over. He took the pouch from Rags and handed it to Craig, who promptly peered into the bag.
“Rubies,” he said. “Gosh, this is great! So those crooks didn’t get to these. Fischer sure knew how to hide things, didn’t he?”
Michael nodded. “Yeah, maybe his angora cats helped with that.”
Craig chuckled. “Could be.” He then turned to Rags. “Wanna go get more, boy?”
“I wonder if he will,” Michael said. He picked up the cat and pointed him in the direction of the tube opening. “Go on, boy. Go get more for Craig.”
Rags just sat staring into the hole and wouldn’t budge.
Michael looked over at Craig and said, “You know, there’s nothing to keep us from cutting into that compartment, is there?”
“Not really,” Craig said. “I just didn’t want to do it until I knew the gems were there. Rags showed us they are. I have what I need in my car to get to the rest of them.” He thought for a moment and then said with a laugh, “I think I’ll get some of the younger guys in here to go under the building this time. They can do the dirty work.”
“Well, if Rags is finished here, I’m going home to my family,” Michael said.
* * *
Thirty minutes later, Craig had his work crew lined up and outfitted. He led officers Conklin and Cheng to the crawl space on the north side of the building, squatted down, and shined his flashlight toward the tube. “Just remove the cap I put on there and see if you can locate those pouches up in that tube. If they aren’t visible, use this saw to cut into the floor above the tube.”
The officers agreed.
Craig handed Cheng a black bag with a zipper. “Here, put them in this, so they don’t spill on your way out.”
Within a few minutes, he heard Conklin call out, “Got ’em. They dropped right out when we opened the cover.”
Cheng asked, “How many are there, Sledge?”
“By my calculations, there should be four bags left—two diamonds, a bag of emeralds, and one of rubies.”
“All accounted for,” Conklin called.
The men had just climbed out from under the building and handed the black bag to Craig when they heard a stranger’s voice. “Okay, hand it over.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
“Well damn,” Craig said under his breath when he turned and saw Mark Chandler and a man fitting the description of Tim Sneed staring back at him. He looked down at their hands. Hmm, the gun Chandler’s holding belongs to the officer stationed out front. He couldn’t see Sneed’s hand, as it was hidden inside his jacket pocket. Does he have a weapon or not? he wondered.
“Hand them over,” Chandler demanded again.
“What?” Craig asked.
“Don’t play with us,” he said. “I heard you guys say you found the stuff.” He held his hand out. “Give it up.”
Craig chuckled. He glanced back at the officers and said, “It worked, guys. They really think we found something.”
Chandler and Sneed looked at one another and back at Craig and the bag he held in his hands. “Grab that, Tim,” Chandler ordered.
Craig pulled the bag back. “Not so fast, gentlemen. We knew you’d be here and we set the stage, that’s all. Now hand over your weapons,” Craig said holding his free hand out. “If you don’t do as I say, I’ll give the snipers the high sign.”
Just then, Craig thought he heard the crunch of gravel under a footfall coming from the west side of the building. A few seconds later, from out of the darkness, they saw the beam of a flashlight and heard a woman’s voice. “Drop it.” Chandler swung around to see Leta Barnes standing there wearing a bandage on one temple. A sling cradled her left arm. She held a small gun in her right hand.
“Why you double-crossing…” Tim Sneed said when he turned around and saw her.
“Oh no, Mr. Whoever-you-are, you’re the double-crosser; you and your pitiful, cowardly friend there. You didn’t know who you were dealing with, did you? Well, you can’t mess with my emotions and get away with it; either one of you scumbags,” she said, pointing her gun from one to the other of them. “Drop it, I said!”
Chandler reluctantly let the gun drop. Craig kicked it out of the way and grabbed the man’s arms, bending them behind him. Conklin frisked him and cuffed him. Cheng, in the meantime, cuffed Sneed before patting him down. The officer pulled a switchblade out of Sneed’s pants pocket and tossed it toward where the gun lay.
“Call for backup, Conklin,” Craig said.
“Already did, sir.”
Craig looked over at Leta. “Ms. Barnes, you can put that gun down now,” he said.
“I’m not sure I want to,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “These men ruined my life, and they’re going to pay.”
“Now Ms. Barnes, please, give me the gun,” Craig said walking slowly in her direction.
But she kept walking toward the two men, staring at them, her gun pointed directly at Sneed’s chest.
“Ms. Barnes, I’m warning you,” Craig said. “Put the gun down or I’ll be forced to fire.”
“It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters,” she said. “My life’s over, anyway.”
As Craig spoke quietly and calmly to the distraught woman, he noticed reinforcements walking in behind her; weapons drawn. Just as she beaded in on her target, arm outstretched, one of the officers came from behind and grabbed her. He raised her arm and the gun went off, the bullet grazing the building.
“Whoa,” Sneed said. “That was close. Crazy woman. What’s your problem, anyway?” he asked. “You had a good time, didn’t you?”
“I believed you, you damn liar,” she said, dropping to her knees and sobbing. “I believed you.”
Craig looked down at Leta Barnes, then scoured the area with his eyes. “Hey, Morrison,” he called, “could you come here?”
“Yes, sir,” the female officer said.
He motioned for her to take care of Leta Barnes.
She nodded and walked toward the woman. “Let’s go get a cup of coffee, shall we? I’m sure the officers have some questions for you. Come on,” she coaxed, “we’ll go back to the station where it’s warm. Come on now,” she said as she eased the woman up off the ground and walked slowly with her toward a sheriff’s unit.
* * *
The following morning, after Lilliana had breakfast and a sponge bath, Michael carried her into their home office and turned on the webcam. “Meet your new sister,” he said as he held the baby up to the camera. “So what do you think, buddy?”
“Sure is small,” Adam said into the microphone at his end.
“She weighs about the same as Walter and Buffy put together,” Michael said.
“Oh. What can she do?”
Michael and Savannah chuckled. She said, “She can sleep and she can eat—oh, and she can cry.”
“She can poop in her diaper,” Michael said.
Adam laughed. “You’re funny, Dad.” He then turned serious, “Does Rags still take her toys?”
“He’s more interested in her now, so he hasn’t bothered her toys as much.”
“He likes her?” Adam asked.
“Sure does,” Michael said, “except when she cries. That sound scares him a little.”
Adam laughed.
“Would you like to come see her?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah,” Adam said with enthusiasm.
“We’ll talk to your mom and find out when’s a good time, okay?”
“Okay. Oh, here comes Mom now,” Adam said. “Hey Mom, come look at Lily.”
“Hi Marci,” Savannah and Michael said.
“Hi.” She moved up close to the monitor and said, “She’s darling.”
“When can we go see her, Mom?” Adam asked.
“Whenever it’s convenient for your dad and Savannah,” she said.
“Anytime, Marci. We’d love to see all of you,” Savannah said. And then she added, “How about this—I haven’t even discussed it with Michael, yet, but I’ve been thinking about having a little welcome-home Christmas party for family and friends, say weekend after next. You could come for the day or the weekend. We have room for you all, if you’d like to stay.”
“Can we, Mom? Huh? Can we?”
Marci smiled over at Adam, ran her hand over his hair, and said, “Maybe we can. Let me talk to your other dad, okay?”
Savannah chuckled a little. Adam loved both his biological dad and his stepdad and referred to both of them as, Dad. And both sets of parents respected that.
Marci spoke into the microphone. “I’ll let you guys know.”
“Good,” Michael said.
* * *
Nearly two weeks later on a rainy Saturday, the holiday party at the Iveys’ home was in full swing.
“So you like your newest little sister, do you, Adam?” Margaret asked.
“Yeah, she’s okay.” He looked over at the baby as Colbi held her and he said, “She doesn’t know how to do much, yet.” He perked up when he saw Rags appear. “Hi Rags, wanna play?” he said.
“He’th playing with me,” Charlotte said. “But you can play with uth, too. Come on, let’th go thee what he’th been hiding in hith toy bocth.”
“Okay,” Adam said, enthusiastically.
Margaret watched the two children bound up the staircase and then she turned her attention toward Iris and Craig. “So Craig, you wrapped up another mystery, did you? Are we safe to go out and continue our work with the cats at the Fischer building?”
He laughed. “After all that has happened out there these past weeks, I’m surprised Engleson still allows you access.”
“Yeah, well, our new recruit might have some clout, actually.”
“Oh, who’s that?”
“Janice Tuttle. She’s interested in trying to rescue the remaining angoras and their offspring.”
“Cool,” he said. “That’ll give you ladies a break.”
“Yup, Savannah can concentrate on being a mommy, Colbi can take care of her own cat colony at home, and I can put more time in with my kitty menagerie.” She patted Max’s hand and said, “And my poor neglected husband.” Margaret leaned toward Craig and said, “You’ll never guess who’s going to help Janice out there.”
“Who?” he asked curiously.
“Leta Barnes.”
“Really? How did that come about?”
“Well, Savannah, my big-hearted niece, stayed in touch with Leta after all of the…excitement, and I guess got her to thinking outside of herself. Oh, and we introduced her to Frankie and Snowball. It was love at first sight.”
“That’s the new kitten and its mother?” he asked. “Isn’t Brianna taking those cats?”
“Yes, but we showed them to her as a lovely example of the success you can have with these colonies, and this somehow touched a nerve with Leta.” Margaret paused for a moment and then said, “Evidently, it brought back memories of some of her most treasured childhood moments with a white kitty named Booboo and—well, she was hooked.”
Craig looked across the room at Leta and said, “She looks a lot happier and more relaxed than she did a few weeks ago.”
“Yeah, sure does. Oh, and she got a job she thinks she’s going to like over at Twin Gardens Nursery.”
“What a difference a day makes, right?” Iris said.
Craig smiled at her. “Yeah.” He then looked over at Damon, who was sitting with Colbi and baby Lily on the sofa and said, “We’ve seen some awesome differences in our day, haven’t we, babe?”
Iris smiled. “Oh yes, and I predict more to come.”
Just then Savannah walked up to the small group gathered in the living room. “Everyone doing okay?” she asked.
“Sure are,” Iris said.
Margaret agreed, “Max and I are having a wonderful time. Thanks for doing this.”
“Oh, my phone,” Craig said. He pulled it from his pocket and stepped out on the porch to take the call. When he returned, Michael greeted him at the door and asked, “What was it— neighbors complaining about the loud party?”
“No,” he said. “Where’s your wife?”
Michael looked around and pointed toward where she stood talking to Brianna, Iris, and Margaret. “Why?” he asked.
“Come on, I’ll tell you both at the same time.”
“Honey, Craig has something to tell us; do you have a minute?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, what is it, Craig?”
“No need for you to leave,” he said to the others. “I think you’ll want to hear this, too.
“What?” Margaret asked.
“Well, you’re not going to believe this, but that was a reporter from the Los Angeles Times. They want to do a story featuring Rags and his crime-solving skills.”
Savannah and Michael were stunned into silence—a condition that did not affect their friends.
“Wow! Way to go, Rags!” Iris said.
“That’s my nephew cat,” Margaret said with a wide grin.
“And that’s not all,” Craig said. “He knows a film producer who may be interested in making a movie around Rags’s experiences.”
While everyone else expelled celebratory remarks, Michael and Savannah looked soberly at one another.
“The revenue could put Adam, little Lily, and their future brothers and sisters through college,” Craig said.
Savannah pursed her lips. “Well, that’s something we’ll have to think long and hard about,” she said.
Craig took out a pen and a business card and wrote something down. “Here’s the number in case you decide you want to talk to the filmmaker. His name’s Scott.”
Savannah took the card and then handed it to Michael. She looked toward the sofa, where Colbi still sat holding the baby. “All I want now is to enjoy my little family,” she said, looping her arm in Michael’s and looking up at him adoringly. He brushed his lips against her forehead and smiled.
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