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Chapter 1

 



“It’s sure nice to be back to normal,” Savannah said over breakfast on the last Saturday in April. 

	Michael chuckled. “Dear wife of mine, life with you is anything but normal.”

	“What do you mean?” she demanded good-naturedly. “We have a fairly ordinary life, don’t you think so?” When he looked askance, she said, “I don’t mean boring-ordinary.”

		He nearly choked on his coffee. “Yeah, boring, it’s not!”

	She grinned impishly. “Well, maybe we do have more excitement around here than most families, but think about it; things are calm now. We have nothing planned, there are no mysterious activities brewing.” She sighed. “I’m truly looking forward to a quiet summer, aren’t you?”

 	“I sure am.”

	“No drama. No crises. No calamities or catastrophes.”

He chuckled rather skeptically. “You’d better tell Rags that.”

	“Okay, where is he?” When she spotted the large grey-and-white cat sprawled across one of Buffy’s pink cat beds, she called out, “Did you hear that, Ragsie? We’re going to live like regular people this summer. No pranks, mischief, monkeyshines, or shenanigans. Okay, buddy?” She peered into the other pink canopy bed and smiled when she saw clear blue eyes staring back at her. “That goes for you, too, Buffy.” She shouted to be heard in the living room, “And Walter, we expect you to be on your best behavior.”

	Michael laughed. “Yeah, like Walter or Buffy ever get into any trouble. The worst thing they do is shed.”

	“And that’s all Rags is going to do this summer—shed, sleep, eat, and keep his paws to himself. Right, Ragsie?”

	Woof!

	Savannah gazed at their afghan-hound-mix dog and laughed. “Putting your two cents in, are you, Lexie?” 

	“No worries with you, huh girl?” Michael cooed, petting the silky fur on the dog’s head. “You don’t cause any trouble around here, do you?” Michael walked to the kitchen counter and rinsed his plate in the sink, saying over one shoulder, “I’d better get a move on. I’m part of Colbi’s and Damon’s hand-picked moving crew, you know.”

	“I know. It’s an exciting day for the newlyweds—starting their new life in their forever home.”

	Michael approached Savannah, wrapping his arms around her waist as she wiped their toddler’s face and hands. He stepped back when she lifted the baby from the high chair. “So you girls will meet me at their new place around noon?”

	“Yes,” she said, lowering Lily to the floor. 

“Don’t forget Iris. She’s planning to ride with you.”

“I know.” She faced him. “Oh, Michael, would you pick up the steaks at the butcher shop on your way over to Colbi’s? Tom set some aside for us.”

	“Sure.” He glanced out the kitchen window. “Craig’s here. Gotta go.” Before stepping out the door, however, he gazed into Savannah’s eyes. “Here’s to the first day of our normal life,” he said before pulling her to him and kissing her. 

	“Amen,” she muttered. “See you after while, hon,” she called, watching him leave through the kitchen door. When Lily ran past her carrying a stuffed owl, Savannah picked her up and walked with her to the window, exclaiming, “What a pretty day!” 

	“Ho,” Lily said when she saw Peaches across the yard in her corral.

	Savannah snuggled with the toddler. “Yes, there’s the horsie. Shall we go feed the horsie?”

 “Ho eat,” Lily said excitedly. 

“Yes, we’ll feed Peaches, then get you bathed and dressed up pretty for our little barbecue later.” Savannah spun around with the baby. “Want to go see Auntie Colbi and Aunt Ris-Ris?” When Lily giggled, she bounced gently with her and headed toward the door saying, “Uncle Craig, Uncle Damon…” Just then, she noticed Lexie dancing around her feet. “Oh, you want to go out, do you, girl? Come on,” she said, opening the door wide. She smiled upon seeing the dog trot down the steps of the wraparound porch and race excitedly across the expanse of grass toward the corral. Yes, she thought. It’s going to be a relaxing and fun summer.

Little did Savannah know that her pact with Michael would soon be broken, as another mystery was unfolding at that very moment—one that would shock the entire community, cause a major disturbance in their quiet neighborhood, and, of course, involve their venturesome cat.



	****


“That’s the last one,” Damon said, placing a cardboard box marked kitchen in the dining area of their new home just after noon. He pushed a swatch of curly dark-red hair off his forehead. “How does a person accumulate so much stuff?”

	Michael handed Damon a bottle of water, then twisted the cap off one for himself. “This is nothing. Just wait ’til you and Colbi have lived here for a while. The next move will take the whole weekend instead of…” he looked at his watch “…four and a half hours.”

	“Yeah, this was a piece of cake compared to some of the nightmare moving jobs I’ve been roped into,” Craig Sledge said from the front doorway. He held a Victorian Chateau lamp. “Where do you want this?” 

	Damon looked around. When he spotted Colbi entering the living room, he nodded in her direction. “Ask the boss.” He then squinted at Craig. “You don’t think this was a big job? I mean, when I moved into my apartment, it took me and a buddy maybe an hour.” 

	Colbi pointed. “It goes on that end table, Craig. Thanks.” She looped her arm in Damon’s and addressed the other two men. “You guys think this move was a piece of cake? For you, maybe. I’ve been packing since we got home from our honeymoon nearly two weeks ago. And it’s not over yet.”

	“It’s not?” Damon asked, his eyes wide.

	“Heck no.” She made a sweeping motion with one arm. “Now we have to unpack all these boxes and put the stuff away.”

	He grimaced. After thinking for a moment, he suggested, “Why can’t we just leave it in the boxes? They’re all organized with labels—we know where everything is.”

	“I’m not living out of boxes, Damon,” Colbi insisted. She chuckled. “…like you did for almost a year.”

	“Yeah, until you came over and ruined my routine.” He pulled her to him. “See, we should have left it in the boxes, then we wouldn’t have had to re-pack everything.”

	Colbi grinned at her husband. Before she could respond, they heard another voice. “Anyone hungry?” Savannah called as she walked into the house through the open front door carrying a large platter. 

Michael turned to greet her. “Oh, hi, hon. Where’s Lily?”

	“In the car; Iris is with her. Want to go release her from her seat?”

	“Sure,” he said, taking his usual long strides across the room and down the porch steps.

	Savannah glanced around the living room. “Gosh, this is nice. I love all the windows. Oh, and you have a perfect spot for your dining room set.” She stepped into the dining area and placed the platter on the table. “It’s actually similar to the layout of your old place, only larger and brighter.”

	“And no rickety staircase,” Colbi said, walking toward her. She grabbed Savannah’s arm. “And no groady1950s linoleum countertops. Come look at my modern kitchen. Watch where you step,” she warned. “The place is booby-trapped.”

	“Booby-trapped?” Savannah repeated, taking a step back.

	“Yeah, with boxes,” Colbi said, laughing. “There are boxes everywhere.”

	“Where are the cats?” Savannah asked, noticing the front door still standing open.

	“We’ll bring them over last, once things kind of settle down here. Probably this evening.”

	Savannah frowned. “What about your feral cats? You’ve been taking care of them for quite a while, haven’t you?”

	Colbi nodded. “Yes. I’ll miss them.” She bumped Savannah with her shoulder. “Believe it or not, Harrison has made friends with a few of them and he’s decided to take over the colony. There are only seven now, you know.”

Savannah shook her head. “Gads, your brother has come a long way. Just a short time ago, he was…”

“Yeah, wasting his life away with no ambition or purpose. And now…” Colbi choked up a little. “And now he’s studying to become a chef, he’s working at a job he loves, and he’ll be married soon. He has rejoined the human race.” She twisted her light-brown hair into a knot on top of her head and smiled. “He’s hoping to lure Fancy into the house. Remember Fancy—the young spotted kitty who seemed as if she wanted to make friends? Well, she got to where she’d come right up to the bowl when I poured their kibbles. Harrison can actually pet her now.”

	“Oh, it sounds like she’ll worm her way into the house soon.” Savannah said. “I’m glad to hear that your brother’s a willing schmuck. We need more schmucks in this world.”

“Schmucks?” Colbi questioned.

	“You know, patsy, sucker, softy, pigeon…like we are.”

She smiled. “Yes, that we are—at least when it comes to cats. I’m just thankful Harrison wants to continue caring for the ferals; otherwise, I’m not sure what I’d do with them, now that I’ve…” she winked at Savannah, “… moved on up.” She smiled. “Harrison’s really excited about having a place of his own.” Wincing a little, she added, “Only the old family homestead looks a little bare since we moved out all my furniture.”

	“What happened to the original furniture—your parents’ stuff?” Savannah asked.

	“I slowly edged it out into the garage in favor of things I like better—things I picked up at yard sales and thrift stores over the years.” Colbi pointed. “I found that cabinet with a free sign on it in front of a house out on Country Road.”

“You did? That’s really cute.”

“Yeah,” she gestured toward an ornate wall shelf, “and I got that from a gal at work who just wanted someone to haul it away. I’m glad I kept my dad’s old pickup truck. All I needed was muscle, which seems to be easy enough to find these days.” When Savannah looked puzzled, Colbi explained, “Men…men willing to help a damsel.” She grinned impishly. “Surely you have no trouble getting help carrying your groceries or lifting heavy packages of kitty litter, right?”

“Oh, I never thought about it. I guess…well, Michael’s usually there when I need that kind of help.” Savannah ran her hand over the shelf. “This is a nice piece, Colbi.”

“It was pretty ugly when I brought it home, but I sanded and painted it, then added the stenciling.” 

“No kidding? I didn’t know you were so talented.”

Colbi turned toward the living room. “I refurbished that mauve chair, too—even recovered the seat. I found the chair hidden underneath some stuff in a secondhand store. It was painted black and the paint was all chipping off. It had been orange at one time.” She raised her eyebrows. “Believe it or not, orange was a popular color for furniture—even walls, floors, countertops—in the sixties and seventies.”

“Very nice. And you’ve managed to make everything in here work together. That takes some thought and skill.” Savannah narrowed her eyes. “What do you think Harrison will do about furnishings? Is he interested in your folks’ original furniture? Will he move it back into the house from the garage?”

“No. He’s actually looking forward to making the old place his…with his own taste. But I told him he’d better wait until Leah gets here from the East with baby Charlie, because she might have some ideas of her own.”

	“What did he say to that?”

	“He agreed. But he’s sure they’ll have the same taste in furniture.” She giggled. “Savannah, he’s into retro—you know, the fifties look, like those chrome kitchen tables and chairs with shiny plastic seats in red, yellow, green...”

	“Oh, so he’ll sort of restore the old place back to the original décor, will he?”

	“Yeah, I guess.” Colbi laughed. “I tried my darnedest to make the place look modern and he wants to keep to the theme of the period.” She tilted her head and looked up at Savannah. “…sort of like you and Michael did. Your kitchen has been upgraded, but Michael seems to honor the antiquity of your place when he does any refurbishing. And your furnishings fit in with the scheme of things.”

	“Thanks to Iris.”

	“Thanks for what?” Iris asked as she joined the women in the kitchen.

	“For helping me decorate our house,” Savannah explained. 

	“It was a pleasure,” she said graciously. “Your place oozes with old-timey charm.”

	“Yeah, thanks to you,” Savannah insisted.

	“What do you have there, Iris?” Colbi asked.

	“Potato salad. Is your fridge plugged in? Got electricity?”

	Colbi nodded and rushed to open the refrigerator door.

	“Mother Hubbard,” Iris said, while slipping the bowl onto an empty shelf.

	“Yeah, gotta go shopping,” Colbi hugged her mother-in-law. “Thanks, Iris.”

	“You’re most welcome.”

	“What’s on the tray?” Colbi asked Savannah.

	“Fresh veggies and hummus. Auntie and Max are bringing chili beans.” She tilted her head and asked, “Michael brought the steaks, didn’t he? I told him to stop at the butcher shop on his way over this morning.” She pulled the refrigerator door open. “I didn’t see them in here.”

	“In the meat drawer,” Colbi explained.

	“Oh, okay.” Savannah turned, reaching for the large platter. “Hold the door, Colbi, and I’ll slide this in.”

In the meantime, Iris looked around the room. “Isn’t this a nice kitchen?” 

“Yes,” Savannah agreed, pushing the fridge door closed. She ran her hand over the countertop. “I love the granite. It’s some of the prettiest I’ve seen. I’m not usually a fan,” she said, scrunching up her face a little.

	Colbi smiled. “Me neither. But this I love.” 

	“Very nice,” Iris said. “And you have so much storage space—practically floor to ceiling cabinets.”

	Colbi grimaced. “Yeah, I imagine I’ll be using my step stool a lot.”

	“I’ll bet,” Savannah said, smiling down at her friend, who stood at barely five foot three.

When Colbi saw Michael walk into the kitchen holding Lily’s hand, she rushed to pick up the toddler and spun around with the baby in her arms. “Well, hello there. You’re just the little angel I wanted to see. Happy birthday, darling,” she said, kissing her on the cheek.

“Happy birthday?” Margaret questioned as she entered the dining room with Max following behind, carrying a pot of beans. “Did I miss something?” She looked at Savannah. “Oh, please don’t tell me I forgot my grand niece’s birthday.”

Before Savannah could respond, Colbi said, “Yes, she turned sixteen months old a few weeks ago, right Savannah? …while Damon and I were honeymooning.”

She nodded. “Yes, and she’s almost seventeen months old. We don’t usually acknowledge her month birthdays, though. But when she’s a year and a half—in June—we might celebrate that one.”

	“Ki-ki?” Lily said, glancing around the room.

	“Kitty? Did you bring your kitty?” Colbi asked.

 	Lily shook her head. “Ki-ki,” she said again, pushing one finger into Colbi’s chest.

	“She’s looking for your kitties,” Savannah explained.

	Colbi smiled. “My kitties are bye-bye.” When she noticed Lily was pouting, she said, “But I have a toy for you. Want a toy?”

	Lily nodded.

	Colbi placed the toddler on the floor and walked with her through the living room and into the hallway, calling, “Come take a look at the rest of the place, Savannah…Maggie.”

	Iris, too, followed. “I want to see it since you moved your stuff in.”

	“A ukulele?” Savannah questioned when Colbi handed Lily the child-size instrument.

	“Well, yeah, she likes music.” Addressing Lily, she added, “Don’t you, cutie pie?” 

	The four women watched as Lily’s eyes lit up. She took the ukulele from Colbi, hugged it to her, and began patting it.

	Margaret laughed. “She doesn’t know what to do with it.”

	“Like this,” Colbi said, showing her how to strum her fingers across the strings.

	The baby did the same, then looked at Colbi, who strummed the ukulele again. Again, Lily mimicked her. When Lily stopped playing and simply stood looking around at the others, Colbi gently took the instrument and began singing and dancing while continuing to strum it. She then put the ukulele in Lily’s hands and sang the first few lines of Little Brown Gal while she attempted a couple of hula moves she’d learned on the Hawaiian Islands a few weeks earlier. “Dance, Lily,” she encouraged. “Dance.”

After watching Colbi for a moment, the toddler began patting the instrument and rocking her little body as if to the beat. 

“That’s it; you go, girl,” Colbi said, laughing.

	“Oh my God,” Iris said. “That’s too cute. Where’s my phone? I gotta get a picture.”

	Iris couldn’t seem to find her phone, however, so Savannah eased hers out of a pocket. “Here, I’ll snap a few for you.” 

	Suddenly, they heard someone else laughing. “What is she—a little hula girl?”

“Hi, Son,” Iris greeted. 

	“Oh Brett, hi,” Savannah said, when she saw the teen standing in the doorway.

He nodded toward the women, then looked back at Lily. “She really thinks she’s playing that thing, doesn’t she? You ought to put her on YouTube. That’s pretty awesome.”

	“Yeah, got your phone handy, bub?” Iris asked. When he handed it to her, she began recording Lily just before she stopped patting the instrument, held it out, and dropped it to the floor. “Well, I got a few seconds of her, I think,” she said, handing the phone back to her son.

	“Uh, Mom,” Brett said, “Damon doesn’t need us anymore, so Chris and I are going to the park—there’s a pick-up basketball game we want to catch.”

	“Okay. You boys come back here to eat, if you want. I’m not cooking tonight, you know.”

	“We’ll try to do that.”

	Colbi stepped forward and hugged her young brother-in-law. “Thanks for the help. Sure do appreciate it.”

	“You’re welcome,” Brett muttered before turning to leave. He raised his hand. “See y’all later.”

	“Nice young man,” Savannah said. “He’s tall—is the boys’ father tall?”

	“Yeah, about Michael’s height. Their poor-excuse-for-a-mother is tall, too. I saw her once in court when I petitioned for custody of the kids after their father abandoned us. Damon’s the only shorty in our family.” She grimaced. “I wish he’d gotten my height.”

	Colbi put her hand on Iris’s arm. “He’s just right…perfect the way he is. He’s taller than I am,” she announced.

	Iris laughed. “A mosquito’s taller than you are.”  

	At that, Colbi ran to Margaret’s side and rested her head on her shoulder. “Maggie, they’re teasing me about my size again.” 

	Margaret stared sternly at Iris and Savannah. “You two giants leave my kind alone.”

	“Hey, I didn’t say a word,” Savannah said, holding her hands up in front of her. 

	Margaret looked at Iris. 

	“I just stated the truth. Colbi’s tiny.”

	“Are you girls ready for us to put the steaks on?” Michael asked when he appeared in the doorway.

	“Sure,” Colbi said. “Gals, let’s take it outside.” She shivered with excitement. “Wait ’til you see our pretty backyard.”

“What’s the punkin got there?” Michael asked when he saw his baby daughter pick up the small instrument and start patting it.

	Colbi smiled. “A ukulele from Hawaii. You ought to see her play that thing.”

	“And dance,” Savannah added.

	“Really?” He lifted the baby into his arms. “Well, come with Daddy. You can perform for us guys.”



	****


An hour later, the four couples were seated around the patio in mismatched chairs and on stools and benches with plates full of food. Savannah gazed from Colbi to Damon and asked, “So you loved Hawaii, did you?”

	They both nodded. Colbi lowered her fork and rolled her eyes dreamily. “It was…”

	When she hesitated, Margaret began laughing. “A writer at a loss for words?”

	Colbi looked at Damon, who chuckled before saying, “It’s such an awesome place.”

	“Magical,” Colbi managed. She took Damon’s arm and rested her head on his shoulder. “So romantic.” Sitting upright and speaking more excitedly, she added, “And there’s so much interesting history there. I’ve decided to make the islands the backdrop for my first novel.”

	Margaret narrowed her eyes. “Another Hawaii, huh?” When Colbi looked confused, she explained, “You know, that humongous novel…the one that’s so big only prisoners with a life sentence have time to finish it.” She glanced around at the others. “I think it has darn near a thousand pages! Wouldn’t you say so, Max?”

	“At least,” her husband agreed. 

	“No, Maggie,” Colbi said sternly. “My story will be completely different—unique.” She brightened. “I’ll bring some of the history into it, though.”

	“Like the author did in that other Hawaii story,” Margaret said smugly.

	“Yeah, only different,” Colbi insisted.

	Savannah smiled. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed your trip. It was nice of Damon’s grandmother to send you there. What a great unexpected wedding gift.”

	Damon nodded. “Yes, just finding out I have a grandmother was enough of a gift.” 

“How is Ellen?” Iris asked. “Have you been in touch with her?”

	Colbi nodded. “Yes. We called her from Hawaii and again after we got home. We also sent her a lot of pictures we took while we were there. We’re going to visit Grandma Ellen and Aunt Audrey in a few weeks.” She looked at Iris. “To answer your question, she seems to be doing well, don’t you think so, Damon?”

	“Uh-huh. She sounds good. Says she’s feeling okay.”

	Colbi’s face brightened when she announced, “She has picked out some names for our baby.” 

	Just then, Savannah stood and dashed toward her daughter. “No-no, Lily. You can’t pick Aunt Colbi’s flowers.”

	“Oh, that’s okay, Savannah.”

	“No, it’s not, Colbi. We don’t want her tearing up people’s gardens. She needs to learn respect for other people’s things and for nature.” Before Savannah could continue, she jumped back. “Oh,” she said, pulling the baby to her. “She was trying to pick up that bee. Yikes! No-no. That’s a bee. Bees bite, sweet pea.”

	“Bite?” Lily repeated, holding her hands against her chest and staring suspiciously at the bee.

	“They sting,” Max explained while dipping French bread into his beans.

	Savannah nodded and led the toddler by the hand to where she’d been sitting. “Yes; however, she doesn’t understand sting yet and she does know bite.”

	Max smiled. “Oh, I see; you have to speak her language when you want to make a point with her.”

	“They take a lot of your energy, don’t they?” Damon said, gazing at Lily. “I mean, she needs your constant attention to keep her safe.”

	“Oh yes,” Michael said. “Between Lily and Rags, we have to be on our toes every waking moment.”

	“And keep one eye open when we’re sleeping,” Savannah added with a chuckle.

	“At least one of them is learning,” Margaret huffed. “And it isn’t the cat. He’s beyond…”

	“Beyond what, Auntie?” Savannah challenged.

	“Well, he’s out of control, that’s what.”

	Before Savannah could respond, Iris jumped in, asking, “So Colbi, what does Ellen think you should name my grandchild?”

	“Our grandchild,” Craig said. “You’re not the only one entitled to spoil him or her; right, Colbi?”

	She smiled. “Right, Grandpa.” Addressing Iris, she said, “Ellen suggested Rosemary for a girl and Levi for a boy. These were the names of her favorite grandmother and grandfather. Actually, Damon and I kind of like both.” She glanced at Iris, then Craig. “What do you think?” Before either of them could respond, Colbi noticed Brett and Chris appear at the gate. “Oh good, you kids made it back.” 

“Those guys don’t miss a meal if they can help it,” Craig said, smiling at the teens.

	“Grab a plate and help yourself,” Damon invited. 	

“Thanks,” Brett said. “Sure looks good.”

	Max glanced around at the others. “It’s delicious. Accolades to the chefs.”

	“And to you, Max,” Iris said. “Your beans are out-of-this-world tasty.”

	“Excellent,” Michael agreed.

	“Chris, is that all you’re going to eat?” Iris asked, when she saw the small portions her younger son had put on his plate. 

	The teen avoided eye contact. “Yeah.” 

“That’s probably his appetizer,” Craig quipped. “If I know him, he’ll be back for seconds and thirds.” Craig and Iris watched the boy as he pulled a soda from a bucket of ice, sat down in a chair across from his brother, and took a few bites of his meal.

Brett, in the meantime, gazed at the others and said quietly, “Did you know that Mr. Kittleman’s missing?”

	“What?” Margaret blurted, dropping her fork onto her plate. “Leo Kittleman?”

	Brett nodded. “Everyone at the game today is upset.”

	Chris swallowed a swig of soda, then shook his head slowly. “No one can believe it. He was such a…”

	“What do you mean, he’s missing?” Margaret insisted. “What happened?” 

	“He just walked away from his house, I guess,” Brett explained.

	“Or was taken away,” Chris offered, sounding a bit defensive.

	“When?” Iris asked. She faced her husband. “Craig, did you know about this?”

	He took a deep breath. “The report came in last night.” He looked at Iris, then Margaret. “You know him?”

	“Yes,” Iris said, her eyes wide. “He was the best teacher ever.”

	“You got that right,” Chris said. He turned toward his mother. “How did you know that?”

	“He was my eighth-grade science teacher.” She gestured in Margaret’s direction. “Well, our teacher. We had that class together.”

	“Yeah, he was a peach, all right.” Margaret said reverently. She squinted toward the boys. “How do you know him?”

	“He taught at our middle school, too,” Brett explained. “I got to take his social studies class twice and boy, did he ever make it interesting. I learned more from that guy than any other teacher I ever had.” 

	“He really cared about his students,” Chris added.

	“I remember him,” Savannah said. “He coached our cross-country team when I was in grammar school. You’re right; he was a really nice gentleman. Everyone liked him.” She looked off into the distance. “He had a way of inspiring you to do your best.” She tilted her head. “He was a sort of advocate for kids who were struggling in school and in life.”	

“Craig, what do they think happened?” Margaret asked quietly. “I mean, I just saw him with one of his nieces at the farmers’ market last Sunday. He looked good.”

	Craig grimaced. “Well, they say he was starting to get confused. His nieces had recently taken his car keys away. They’re considering senior living for him. You didn’t notice he seemed confused, Maggie?”

	“No, but mostly I chatted with his niece, Carolyn. He walked off with her little boy to pet someone’s dog. He sure liked animals.”

	“You’re talking about him like he’s gone,” Michael said. “Give the man a chance. He’s probably just out adventuring on his own before lock-up in one of those senior facilities.” 

	Margaret thinned her lips before saying, “Well, anything could have happened. Craig, do they have a lead?”

	“Not yet. We’ve checked all the obvious places he likes to go: the pet store, the coffee shop…”

	“He does like his coffee,” Brett said, chuckling. “He always has a cup in his hand.”

	Iris leaned forward and laughed. “Yes, I remember that. So he’s still a coffee addict?” She frowned. “Gosh, I hope he’s okay. How long’s he been gone?”

“We just heard about it this morning,” Brett said.

	Craig nodded. “His nieces called it in last night. One of them went to his place to make sure he’d managed to get his cat inside for the night. The door was wide open and he was gone. After scouring the neighborhood, they called in a missing-persons report.”

	“What about the cat?” Colbi asked.

	Craig chuckled. “I guess when the niece arrived she found the cat in the kitchen, chowing down on a roast beef sandwich someone had left on the counter.” 

	“Speaking of cats,” Colbi said, looking at Damon, “we’d better gather up our two and bring them home before they think we’ve abandoned them.”

	Savannah glanced around the newlyweds’ backyard. “So will you let them out? Seems to be a quiet neighborhood and they probably wouldn’t be inclined to climb that high wall. Does it go all the way around the backyard?”

	“Yes. There are gates on both sides of the house, so it’s pretty secure…for a dog, maybe. But you know cats,” Colbi said. She pointed. “They could probably climb up in that camellia bush and leap to the top of the wall. Damon wants to build an outdoor kitty room off the back bedroom. We can open the window for them to come and go and close it when we want to keep them inside.” 

	“Wouldn’t they love that?” Savannah rested one hand on Michael’s arm. “We ought to do something like that for our cats.”

Margaret started to laugh. 

“Uh-oh,” Savannah said. “What snide remark are you going to make about Rags this time?”

“Well, I was just thinking that would provide another opportunity for him to escape and terrorize the neighborhood.”

“How?” she asked, puckering her brow. 

“Well, he could use wire cutters or tunnel out underneath the frame or claw through the…”

“Oh, Auntie, stop,” Savannah insisted. “He doesn’t have super powers.”

Margaret grinned impishly at her niece while acknowledging Lily, who was eating pieces of watermelon off her plate. “Boy, are you in denial, Vannie.”

“Ahem.” Colbi stood abruptly, scowling playfully in Margaret’s direction. “Shall we celebrate Lily’s birthday?” 

	“Birthday?” Michael questioned.

	“Well, her belated sixteen-month birthday,” Savannah explained. 

	“That’s not a birthday,” he insisted.

	“Yeah, we can’t make a habit of celebrating her birthday every month and half month for the rest of her life,” Savannah complained, while picking up a stack of dirty paper plates and a handful of plastic silverware.

	“Why not?” Colbi asked flippantly. 

“Here Vannie, let me take that stuff,” Margaret said, leading Lily toward her and reaching for the dirty dishes. She scrunched up her face. “Your daughter needs a fresh diaper.”

“Oh, thanks,” Savannah said, handing off the plates and scooping up the toddler. She returned to the patio at about the same time Colbi approached carrying a six-inch-round three-layer cake frosted in white with pink frosting roses trailing down the sides and a miniature tea set sitting on a tiny table on top of the cake. Wide-eyed, Savannah said, “Isn’t that exquisite? Where’d you have it made?”

	“Mom made it.” When Colbi saw Savannah’s puzzled look, she pointed toward Iris. “My mother-in-law, silly.”

	Savannah swooned. “Iris, your talents never cease to amaze me.” 

	“Yes,” Margaret said, “it’s beautiful.”

	“Flawless,” Max added.

	“Now, coming from you, Chef Max, I’m really flattered,” Iris said. “I took a cake- decorating class some years ago so I could make cute cakes for the boys’ birthdays. Haven’t used my skills in a while.”

	“I remember that,” Brett said, grinning from ear-to-ear. “You made me a race car cake once.” He squinted in his younger brother’s direction. “And didn’t Mom make you one with a cowboy theme?”

	Chris nodded.

	Max smiled. “Well, it’s really well done, Iris.” 

	“Let’s see how it tastes, shall we?” Colbi suggested.

	“And cut into it?” Iris groused playfully. 

Craig chuckled. “What are you going to do, preserve it for her sixteenth-year birthday?”

Iris tightened her lips, then said, “Well, let me take a picture first.” 

“I saved my fork,” Craig announced minutes later when Savannah and Margaret appeared from the kitchen with small paper plates and plastic forks. 

“Let’s sing ‘Happy Birthday,’” Colbi invited. 

	Lily sat on her daddy’s lap glancing around at the singers, most of them off-key, as Damon strummed her ukulele. Once the song was over, Lily leaned toward the cake, which was on a small table in front of her. “Bite?”

	“Yes, you can have a bite, birthday girl,” Colbi cooed. But before she could cut her a piece, the toddler leaned forward, removed the little table from the top of the cake, and began licking the frosting off it.

	“Oh no,” Iris said, grabbing Lily’s hand. “You can’t eat that little table.” She quickly cut a piece of the cake and handed it, along with a plastic fork, to Michael. “Here, Daddy will help you eat it. I’ll wash the little table and you can take it home to play with.”

“That was fun,” Savannah said as she and Colbi straightened the kitchen minutes later. “Thank you for making it special for Lily.”

	“Oh, it was fun. Anyway, I didn’t do anything.”

	Savannah looked around at the boxes still sitting here and there throughout the house. “Can I come over tomorrow and help you put stuff away?”

	Colbi shook her head. “No, that’s what husbands are for, isn’t it? Damon will be here tomorrow. I’ll have him do most of the bending and stretching.” She raised her arms in the air. “Although it would do me good to move, too.”

	“Yeah, how are you feeling after all the physical work these last few weeks?”

	“Pretty good; just tired. No more morning sickness, thank heavens.” Colbi smiled. “However, I think I was fortunate in that mine was fairly mild.”

	“That’s good. But being tired is certainly part of pregnancy. Don’t fight it, okay? Get plenty of rest.” Savannah rushed toward Lily before the toddler could pull a pottery pitcher from an open box. “I’m telling you, girl, you’ll need all the energy you can muster once that baby gets here.”

	“I can see that,” Colbi said, rubbing her barely bulging tummy. “Thanks for the advice.”

	Suddenly Iris burst into the kitchen from the patio. “We have to go, kids. Craig just got a call.” She hugged Colbi, then Savannah. “It’s been lovely.”

	“Is it about Mr. Kittleman?” Savannah asked, hopefully.

	She nodded and said quietly, “Maybe. They found a body.”

	Savannah put her hands over her mouth. “Oh no. Well, keep us posted, will you?” 

“Thanks for everything, Iris,” Colbi said, walking with her out onto the patio. When she noticed that Craig was about to leave through the side gate, she called, “’Bye Craig. Thanks for your help.” She looked around. “Where are the boys? I want to thank them, too.”

Iris winced. “They went out to the car. They’re kind of upset at the news.”

“But they don’t know if it’s Mr. Kittleman, do they?” Savannah asked.

“No.” Iris said. She put her hand on Savannah’s arm. “But what are the chances that it’s not? I think we must prepare ourselves for the worst.” 

Savannah saw tears forming in Iris’s eyes before she turned and walked away. 





Chapter 2

 


The Ivey household was quiet the following morning as Savannah prepared her usual Sunday bacon-and-egg breakfast. She placed a jar of her homemade peach jam on the table, then slumped into a chair across from Michael. “I’d like to go to church this morning.”

	“Huh?” he said, peering at her over the top of the newspaper.

	“I’d like to go to church and pray for Mr. Kittleman.”

	He laid the paper on the table. “Do you know if…”

	“If they found him last night? No. But whether that was him or not—whether he’s still missing or…dead…I want to pray for him,” she said. “…and I’d really like to go to church today.”	

“Oh, sure, we can do that. Do you think they’ll let us in?” he joked. “It’s been a while since they’ve seen us there.”

	“I know, and we need to change that. This would be a good time to start.” She glanced at Lily as the toddler tried to scoop up some cereal puffs with her spoon. “I just can’t stop thinking about that dear old man.” Sitting up straighter, she added, “Michael, did you know that he used to sponsor some of this community’s most disadvantaged children so they could attend summer camp? He did that for several years, as I recall. I was a kid then—nine or ten—and it was my first real opportunity to interact with some of those kids. I mean, you didn’t normally see them participating in sports and other after-school programs. That was an eye-opener.” 

She spoke more quietly. “Until then, I thought everyone had a family car, new clothes off the rack, and plenty of food to eat. I made friends with one of the underprivileged girls. In my eyes, Gloria was no different from me, until Mom took me to her house once to deliver a birthday gift I’d made for her. I couldn’t believe the way her family lived. Michael, her house was more like a…a…chicken coop—a refurbished chicken coop.”

“A chicken coop?” he repeated, disbelieving.

“Well, an out-shed, at least. It was one of several small buildings behind a house on a big lot. I think a lot of families lived there. Gloria invited me in to show me her new blouse. Imagine my surprise when it turned out to be one of my old ones that we’d donated to a clothing drive the week before. She shared a bedroom with several other kids—mostly cousins, I think. There was only one bed and it didn’t even have sheets on it. She kept her clothes in a cardboard box. I’d never seen anything like it. Until then, I’d only associated with kids who lived in real houses with closets and pretty comforters on their beds.” 

Savannah sliced part of a banana into Lily’s bowl. “I swear I’m a more compassionate person than I might have been because of my association with those kids Mr. Kittleman sponsored.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “To most people, it probably seemed that he was offering opportunities for disadvantaged children, but I know now that it was also a chance for kids like me to learn something about people I might not otherwise know. Gloria and I sure lived very different lifestyles, but we could relate as kids. I think we learned a lot from each other.” 

“Where’s Gloria now?” Michael asked. “What became of her, do you know?”

Savannah’s eyes lit up. “Yes. We follow each other on Facebook, although neither of us is on it with any regularity. I do know that she earned a scholarship to a business college and met her husband there. His father ran a landscape business down south in Orange County. When her father-in-law decided to return to Mexico, Gloria and Gabe took over the business and later opened a nursery in the area.” She sat in contemplation for a moment. “I wonder what her life would be like if Mr. Kittleman hadn’t intervened.” She looked at Michael. “You know, he arranged for tutors for students who could use the help. Many of them had parents who didn’t speak English and couldn’t understand the homework. Gloria told me that without the tutoring, she doubts she would have had the confidence or the credentials to finish or even enter the business college, let alone graduate from high school.” 

Michael thinned his lips and shook his head slowly. “Wow! What a story.” He took a sip of coffee. “I don’t know the man very well, but I can tell you, I like the guy. He was…uh…I mean is just an all-around good guy.”

	Savannah tilted her head, her blond ponytail flipping to one side. “You knew…I mean you know him? How?” she asked.

	“He’s a client. He’s been bringing Shorty and Bridget to us for quite a while now…well, until we had to put Shorty down last year. That was a sad day for all of us. Mr. Kittleman was just broken-hearted.”

	“I can imagine. Was that a dog or a cat?”

	“Dog. According to what Craig said last night, he still has Bridget, a long-legged tiger cat he rescued from the streets and halfway domesticated.” He motioned toward the dining room. “Is that your phone?”

	“Yeah.” She headed in that direction, calling over her shoulder, “Would you check the bacon? It should be nearly done.”

	“Sure.”

	“Hi, Auntie,” Savannah said into her phone. 

	“Good news,” Margaret said. She hesitated. “…well, sorta.”

	“What?” Savannah asked, holding her breath.

	“That wasn’t Leo Kittleman they found dead last night. Iris just called. I told her I’d let you and Michael know.”

	“Oh, thank heavens.” She spoke haltingly. “So…uh…they haven’t found him?”

“No.”

“I know what you mean about this being only sorta good news. I’m happy that wasn’t Mr. Kittleman, but it’s sad knowing someone died yesterday. And it’s still frightening not knowing where he is.” Upon hearing no response, Savannah said, “Auntie?”

	“I almost married that man,” Margaret said quietly.

	“What?” Savannah exclaimed. “Did you say what I think you said?”

	“Yes, what’s so surprising about that?”

	Savannah chuckled. “Well, for starters, he’s old.”

	“I like mature men. Max is eight years older than I am.”

	“What about your first husband? Didn’t you marry him right out of high school?”

	“Oh, pshaw, Vannie, he doesn’t count.”

	Savannah couldn’t help but laugh before she became more serious. “So tell me about Mr. Kittleman. When were you dating him? And why?”

	“He’s a great dancer—or at least he was thirty-five years ago—and quite the charmer, let me tell you! If it wasn’t for Tom Forster, I’d probably have walked down the aisle with Leo—Tom Forster and that floozy, Annabelle Watson,” she spat.

	“Ms. Watson, the gym teacher? What did she have to do with it?”

	“How did you know her?” Margaret asked. “You moved away before you entered middle school.”

	“She visited our grammar school sometimes and helped with PE the year our teacher was pregnant. Mr. Kittleman didn’t marry her, did he?”

	“No. He never married, as far as I know. But when that skinny witch began climbing all over Leo, Tom had already started wooing me, so I got interested in Tom and…” she paused. “…it was just as well. You know, Leo’s nieces came to live with him about that time. He took them in when his sister ran out on them. They were only four and five years old. So you see, that presented another problem. It’s as if Leo and I weren’t meant to be together.”

“What happened? Why were the children a problem?”

“Vannie, you know me. If I’d wanted children, I’d produce them myself. I certainly didn’t want to raise someone else’s kids…like Iris did. Oh no, he became quite less attractive to me when those girls came into his life. He felt the same, I’m sure. He made a commitment to them and that left me out of the running as far as wife material goes. I knew it and he knew it.” Margaret let out a sigh. “It’s interesting how, with some people, the thing that makes them the most appealing can also be the same thing that causes you to reject them.” She paused. “I wonder if he ever took any pleasure for himself—you know—developed a passion for anything outside of helping others.”

“That’s not a bad legacy, Auntie. If that’s what gave him joy, then more power to him.” She caught herself. “Oops, there I go talking about him in the past tense again. Hey, we’re going to church this morning. I’d better eat breakfast and get ready. Are you going today?”

	“Yes. Just wanted to tell you the…uh…sorta good news. I’ll see you there.”



	****



“It’s wonderful to see you, Dr. Mike and Savannah,” Pastor Sheila said after the service. “Look how big your daughter’s getting.” She reached out to Lily. When the toddler took her hand, the minister smiled. “What a sweetheart.”

	“Thank you,” Savannah said. “It’s good to be here. It’s been too long and we have no legitimate excuses.”

“How refreshing,” the pastor said, laughing. “In fact, I think that’s original. I don’t recall anyone using that line before.” She glanced around the couple. “Where’s your son, Dr. Mike? Adam, right?”

“Yes. He’s with his mother this week. But we’ll bring him next time he’s here. He always enjoys…”

“Yes, I know,” the pastor said, chuckling, “the refreshments.”

 
	Michael grinned.

Savannah smiled, then addressed the pastor, “I’m sure we speak for many others when we say how much we appreciate you asking the congregation to pray for Mr. Kittleman.” 

	“Of course,” she said, her tone more solemn. “He and his family are active members of our little church.” She took Savannah’s arm and urged her to look off to the right. “You know his nieces, don’t you—Kathryn and Carolyn?”

	Savannah gazed at the two women. “Well, they’re familiar, but I don’t think we’ve actually met.” She stared at the women for a moment. “But I’d like to. Michael, do you mind?”

	“Uh, no,” he muttered.

	“Come on,” Pastor Sheila invited. “I’ll introduce you.” As the two women approached the sisters, Savannah glanced back and saw Michael gravitating toward the refreshment table with Lily in his arms. “Kathryn and Carolyn, I’d like you to meet Savannah Ivey.”

	The shorter sister flipped her waist-length blond hair to one side and offered Savannah her hand in greeting. “Hello. I’ve seen you around—at the mall, once at Dr. Mike’s clinic, and here at church during the holidays.” She smiled brightly. “It’s nice to meet you formally. I’m Kathryn, by the way.” She gestured toward her taller, dark-haired sister. “She’s Carolyn.”

	“Yes, you’re familiar to me, too. Nice to finally meet you both.” She squinted in Carolyn’s direction. “Don’t you have a little boy about three years old?”

	“Yes. He’s played with your daughter at Barbara’s day care once or twice.”

	“Tony, right?”

	“Yes.” She pointed. “He’s over there with his dad.” She laughed. “Looks like he’s trying to share your little girl’s cookie. And my husband’s probably bending Dr. Mike’s ear about his recent fishing trip to Alaska.”

	The pastor put her hands on Savannah’s and Carolyn’s arms. “Excuse me, please. I see someone I must speak with.”

	Savannah nodded after the pastor, then returned her attention to the sisters. Before she could speak, a teen-aged girl of around fourteen approached Kathryn. “Mom,” she said excitedly, “Chad swears he saw Uncle Leo Friday night outside the pizza place downtown.”

	“Really? What time? How did he seem?”

	“Chad didn’t talk to him, he just saw him walking by and didn’t think anything of it until he heard he was…you know…lost.”

	Kathryn gazed beyond her daughter saying, “Thanks, honey. Tell Chad thank you. I’ll pass that along to the deputy just in case it’s helpful information.”

	The girl hugged her mom, then rushed to join a group of her peers.

 	“I’m so sorry to hear about your recent family crisis,” Savannah said, addressing both sisters. “Your…a…Mr. Kittleman is so very well thought of within the community.”

	Carolyn winced. “Everyone’s been so kind. We’re just beside ourselves with worry that something awful has happened to him.”

Kathryn chuckled weakly. “I think he’s out doing what he always does—making people happy.” She wiped at one eye, adding, “I just hope he’s safe.” She put her hand on Savannah’s arm. “Did you hear about the scare we had last night? They thought they found him…”

“Dead,” Carolyn said, solemnly.

“Yes, our friend Detective Sledge is on the case.”

Carolyn smiled. “Oh, I love that man. He can be gruff, but underneath it all, isn’t he a sweetheart?”

Savannah nodded. “We are fond of him.” She glanced in Michael’s direction. “I’d better be going. Just know that there are a whole lot of people praying for your uncle and looking for him, too. I’m going out with a search group on horseback this afternoon.”

“Bless you,” Kathryn said. She hugged Savannah. “Thank you so much. We just have to find him.”

“He’s way too young and vital to lose so soon,” Carolyn added.

Savannah reached out and squeezed Carolyn’s hand. “Let me know if there’s anything we can do, okay?”

 
	“Will do. Thanks.” When Savannah approached Michael and Lily, the toddler began to fuss a little and reached out to her mommy. “Got a cookie, huh?” Savannah said, taking the baby in her arms.

	“Cookie,” Lily said offering her a bite.

	Savannah smiled at the toddler. “Thank you, sweet pea.” She then addressed her husband. “Hon, we’d better go. Bonnie’s picking me and Peaches up in a little over an hour.”

	“Oh, that’s right, you’re joining the search team. Yes, we’d better get you home. He turned to the man he’d been talking to and excused himself.



	****


“Thanks for joining up with us, ladies and gents,” the mounted posse leader said as the group of eight volunteer riders prepared to take instruction later that afternoon. Bonnie and Savannah were asked to cover the eastern-most section of the wilderness area. “We’ll use the buddy system. We don’t want any of you running into trouble out there alone. Everyone have a cell phone with plenty of charge?” 

When each rider responded in the affirmative, he suggested, “Punch in my number in case you need it—that is, in case you find anything or have a problem. Rattlers are starting to come out and enjoy this nice weather, so beware. Now here’s a picture of the gentleman we’re looking for. I understand that some of you know him. But I want you to look closely at what he’s wearing in this composite his nieces put together. Watch for anything that might be out in the open or hidden—a swatch of fabric caught on a bush, a body partially hidden…be alert to any possibility. If you’re not sure about something you’ve found, check with your buddy, take pictures, and mark the area just in case it’s significant.” 

He scanned the array of riders. “Any questions?” When no one spoke, he turned his gelding around and said, “Then be off and be safe. Let’s meet back here in ninety minutes.”

	An hour and twenty minutes later, Savannah and Bonnie rode back to the temporary base camp. They were met by a couple of sheriff’s deputies. “How’d you do out there?” the woman officer asked. “Find anything?”	

	Bonnie grimaced. “Just a few quail, a jackrabbit, and a roadrunner.”

	“And a dead coyote,” Savannah added. “Have you heard from the others?”

	“A few. It doesn’t sound like the guy’s out here anywhere. We’ll probably extend the search to the west hills. Sure expected to find him here—it’s a straight shot from his home. It’s the most logical scenario.”

	“Yeah,” her partner said, “since when do we stumble across the most logical, these days?” When the three women looked at him, he continued, “He could have hopped a train, taken a bus, or climbed in with a trucker. Chances are he’s no longer in the area, which could make it even more difficult to locate him.” 

	The female officer nodded. “Unfortunately, that’s true.”

	“How long do you keep searching for someone who’s missing?” Savannah asked the duo. “I mean, intensely like this?”

	The officers glanced at one another and he said, “Until we feel we’ve exhausted our options.” He looked out over the terrain. “And that could be soon.”



	****


“How’re you feeling?” Michael asked his wife early Monday morning as she changed Lily’s diaper.  

“Still reeling from the disappointing search yesterday, actually.” She placed the baby on the floor and watched her toddle down the hallway after Buffy. “It was frustrating, Michael. I so wanted to see results—to find a clue—something!”

	“Well, you tried,” he said. “There must be some satisfaction in that. They aren’t giving up, are they? They’re continuing the search?” he asked, as they followed Lily toward the kitchen.

	“Yeah, but not for long. One deputy told me they’ll quit when they feel they’ve run out of options.”

	He frowned. “What does that mean?”

	“Heck if I know. I think it means we’d better find him soon.”

	Michael watched as Savannah picked up their daughter and snuggled with her. “She’s a cuddle-bug this morning, isn’t she?” he said, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

	She smiled and held Lily close. “Yes she is.” 

	“Ho?” Lily said cheerfully, pointing at the back door.

	“You want to go out and see the horsie?” Savannah said. “Okay, we’ll go see the horsie after you eat your breakfast. Want some breakfast?”

	“Kitty!” Lily chirped.

	“Kitty?” Savannah repeated. “Michael, did you hear that? She said kitty.”

	He lowered his brow. “She’s been saying kitty for a long time.”

	“No, she was saying ki-ki. Just now she said, kitty, didn’t you, punkin? Tell Daddy ‘kitty.’”

	Lily looked at Michael, then pointed toward Buffy, who was sitting in her pink canopy bed. “Kitty. Meow!”

	He laughed. “Yes, she did say kitty. That’s Daddy’s girl…kitty meow…that’s a whole sentence.” He reached down and picked up the long-haired beauty. “Buffy,” he said, approaching the baby with the cat. “Can you say her name? Buffy.”

	“Kitty-cat meow,” Lily said. 

	Just then, they heard another voice. Meow!

	“Who’s that?” Savannah asked, scouring the area.

	“Kitty-cat meow,” Lily repeated, pointing at Rags as he entered the room and headed for his kibbles bowl. “Kitty-cat eat,” she added.

	“That’s right,” Savannah cooed. “The kitty-cat is eating. Time for Lily to eat, too.” She lowered the toddler into the high chair and handed her a homemade cereal bar and a sippy cup of apple juice.

“Planning another busy day?” Michael asked.

	“Yes, Iris and I are going over to help Colbi finish putting things away.”

	“They didn’t get it done yesterday?” 

	“They made some progress. But Iris said Colbi was pretty tired, so the newlyweds kind of kicked back and enjoyed their new space.”

	“What about Lily?” Michael asked.

	“What about her?”

	“Will she help, too?”	

	“There can’t be much left to do, so I’m sure we can get it done even with her help.” Savannah dropped a few cracked eggs into a pot of boiling water. “According to Iris, Colbi protested our offer. She said Damon could help her after work for the next few evenings. But I know how that goes. If you don’t get it done early on, you just may not get it done at all.” She faced her husband, hands on her hips. “Michael, there’s nothing worse than being halfway unpacked. I don’t know how people can exist like that. I once knew someone who lived out of boxes for a year or more. She’d only put stuff away when she needed it. She’d dig it out of a box, use it, and maybe then find a spot for it in her apartment.”

	Michael shrugged. “Sounds like a good system to me. After a year, whatever’s still in boxes should probably be thrown out anyway.”

	Savannah grinned at her husband. “Hmm, well, obviously you didn’t do that.”

	“What do you mean? How do you know I didn’t?” 

	She smirked playfully. “Do you remember when we moved in here? It was like pulling teeth to get you to unpack your boxes. I could tell that some of them had been stored in your garage for years—maybe decades.”

	“Come on, now you’re exaggerating,” he said while buttering a piece of toast.

	“No, I’m not,” she insisted. “A bunch of that stuff we threw out, remember?”

	“Like I told you, if you don’t need it, why unpack it?”

	“And why store it?” she nagged. “You stored all those boxes until we moved here and I made you get rid of all that junk.” She carefully placed two poached eggs on a slice of toast for Michael and one on half-slice for herself, which she would share with Lily.

	“Junk? How can you call my priceless belongings junk?” Michael asked, using a little salt and pepper.

	“Oh Michael. If it weren’t for me, you’d be a hoarder.”

	“What?”

	“Just last month, Antonio and I cleaned out the shed and tack room and got rid of a whole bunch of duplicate yard equipment and other stuff you’d been hoarding.”

	Michael grinned and continued enjoying his breakfast. Once she was finished, Savannah left the table to rinse her dishes. Michael gazed at her for a moment, then he joined her at the sink, pulled her to him and kissed her before turning and walking away.

	“Wait!” she called, sounding a little breathless.

	“What? Do you want to complain about me some more?” he asked good-naturedly.

	She walked toward him, a flirtatious grin on her face. Grabbing him by the front of his shirt, she said in a sultry manner, “No, I want another kiss like that one.” 

	He grinned and kissed her again.

	“Thank you,” she said, fanning herself in jest.

	“Thank you,” he said, saluting and leaving the room.

	When he returned several minutes later, he carried Rags in his arms. “I think your cat’s bored.”

	She glanced up from loading a few plates into the dishwasher. “Why do you say that?” 

	“Kitty,” Lily said, pointing. “Da-da, kitty.”

	“Yes, Daddy has our kitty, doesn’t he?” Savannah said. She turned to Michael. “What was he getting into, pray tell?”

	“This,” he said, releasing the cat and holding up a piece of jewelry. He studied it. “It’s your ankle bracelet, isn’t it?”

	“Yes, my anklet.” She frowned. “He was in my jewelry box?”

	“Yup. I guess you left it open.”

	“Oh gosh, I might have after putting my earrings away yesterday—you know, the ones I wore to church.” She winced. “Did he make a mess—tangle up my chains?” She put her hands up to her mouth. “Oh no, I hope he didn’t hide any of my stuff. I don’t think we know all of his hiding places. I still haven’t found that pendant Adam gave me for Christmas last year.”

	Michael cocked his head. “Are you sure Rags took it?”

	“What else could have happened to it? Oh yes, I’m pretty sure he’s our scoundrel, aren’t you, Ragsie?” she said, stooping over and scratching one side of his face. She looked up at Michael. “You know, I think I’ll take him with us today. Colbi said Dolly needs a playdate with him. Evidently Dolly isn’t adjusting to her new surroundings. Colbi said the little scamp keeps hiding from them.”

	“They’ve only lived there for one day,” Michael reminded her. “Some cats take a little longer to adjust. How’s the kitten doing?”

	“I guess Molly’s so busy being a kitten, she doesn’t care where she is. She’s happy. But Dolly seems a little fearful. Colbi said her confidence level is in the toilet. Yeah, maybe I’ll just take him with us and see if that helps. Those two are such great friends.”

	“Okay. Let’s hope playtime with Dolly helps him settle down, too.” When Savannah looked puzzled, he added, “You know, so he’ll stay out of our stuff.” He lifted Lily and gave her raspberries on the neck, then handed her to Savannah, kissing her briefly before leaving through the side kitchen door.

	“Have a good day at work,” Savannah called after him. She hugged Lily to her. “Let’s get ready to go help Aunt Colbi, shall we?”

	“Kitty,” Lily said as they left the kitchen.

	“Yes, we’ll take the kitty with us today. That’ll be fun, won’t it? Won’t that be fun to take the kitty bye-bye?”

	Lily looked at Savannah through her big blue eyes and nodded.



	****


“Iris, hi,” Savannah called when the two of them stepped out of their separate cars in front of Colbi’s and Damon’s house. She asked rather hesitantly, “Any word about Mr. Kittleman?”

	Iris tightened her lips and shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

	Savannah’s shoulders slumped. “Dang. Not even a clue?”

	“No. Craig says, ‘he’s been swallowed up in the city.’”

	“So he could be anywhere.”

	“Yes, and I guess that’s where they’re looking—everywhere.” She closed her car door. “The boys said there’s a candlelight vigil after dark tomorrow night. Chris said the students who knew him—which is most of the students—are having a rough time. Administrators brought in counselors for them to talk to. One teacher encouraged his students to tell their stories about how Mr. Kittleman has influenced them over the years—the kind things he’s done, the difference he’d made in their lives. Chris said there wasn’t a dry eye in the room, although they did have some laughs, too.”

When Iris heard sounds coming from Savannah’s car, she walked closer and peered in. She opened a back door. “Lily, hi, baby girl. How are you, sweet thing? Did you come to help us today?”

	“Yeah, I’m sure she’ll be a big help. I brought some toys she hasn’t seen in a while hoping they’ll keep her entertained so we can actually make a dent in emptying those boxes.”

	Suddenly Iris stepped back. “What’s that?”

 
	“What?” Savannah asked, frowning. “Oh, the cat. Yes, we brought Rags to help cheer Dolly up.” When Iris seemed confused, she asked, “Didn’t you know your grandcat is depressed?”

	“No, can’t say that I did. And Rags is going to…” Iris narrowed her eyes. “…do what?” 

 
	“Cheer her up.”

	“Yeah, how?” Iris asked, skeptically. 

	“Oh, who knows? Those two have a bond we don’t quite understand. Just watch—you’ll see. Dolly will be much more relaxed and settled after being with Rags for a while.”

	Iris gave Savannah a sideways glance. “Okay, if you say so.”

	“Hi,” Colbi called from the porch. “Are you going to stay out here all day and chat?” She walked toward them. “Come on, we have work to do.”

	“Already, she’s cracking the whip,” Iris teased.

	“You sound chipper, girlfriend,” Savannah said, easing Lily out of her car seat. “Feeling good today, huh?”

	Colbi nodded and reached for Lily.

	“No, you don’t,” Iris said, pushing in front of Colbi. “I’ll carry her. You can play with her once we get inside.”

	“Oh Iris, I’m okay.”

	“I don’t want you taking any chances with my grandchild,” Iris insisted.

When Savannah opened the back of her SUV and reached in, Colbi said, “Who else do you have in there, may I ask?” Savannah stepped out into the open with Rags in her arms and Colbi clasped her hands together. “Oh goodie! You brought him. Dolly will be so happy.”

	“I hope so. Where do you want him?” she asked as they stepped inside the house.

	“Um…”

	“Where will we be working? We can try to have the cats play in another part of the house, out of the way.”

	“Oh yeah, good idea,” Colbi agreed. “We have a little more to do in the kitchen, so we can let the cats have the living room and bedrooms for now. I think Dolly’s in our room at the end of the hall. Want to take him down there?”

	“Okay. Then I’ll set Lily up with some of her toys in the dining room where she can see us.”

	“Gosh, sounds like a lot of strategic planning and plotting,” Iris said, watching the activity around her. She placed the toddler on the floor. “How about if I start in the kitchen?”

	“Okay,” Colbi said. “That box on the counter is silverware and cutlery, kitchen towels, table clothes…that stuff goes in those drawers next to the dishwasher. You’ll see which drawers I’ve designated for which items. Thanks Iris,” she called as she took Lily’s hand and led her down the hallway after Savannah.

	“Hi, Dolly,” Savannah said upon noticing the tabby lying on the bed. “How cute you are with your head on the pillow.” She placed Rags next to Dolly. “I brought you a present.”  

	At first, the tabby cowered, but a split second later, she was on her feet, stretching and yawning. She rushed toward Rags and touched noses with him—evidently a prelude to the greeting dance that followed and involved a lot of sniffing. Soon, with a toss of her head, Dolly playfully patted Rags with one paw and the two of them darted down the hallway, one right after the other. 

	“There they go,” Colbi said. “They’re ready to rumble.”

	“Well, let’s start working. I never know how much time I’ll have for chores with the punkin around.” She picked up the toddler and turned to Colbi. “Hey, you’re probably ready for a break. Why don’t you entertain her while Iris and I put things away?”

	“Oh, that’s not…”

	“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Savannah persisted. “You can bark orders and tell us where things go. Think of it—Iris and I can even fill the higher shelves without the step stool.”

	“But I don’t want things stored too high,” Colbi whined. “Except for the excess—things we don’t use often.”

	Savannah led the way down the hallway. “Makes sense.” When the two women entered the living room with the baby, Savannah stopped. She leaned over and peered into the tunnel on a small cat tree. “Hi, Molly-kitty,” she said, lowering Lily to the floor so she could see the kitten. “See the baby kitty? That’s baby Molly.” She spoke to the kitten. “You’re getting to be a big girl, aren’t you?” When she picked up a wand toy and wriggled it for Molly, the kitten rolled over and batted at the feather on the tip of it. “Aren’t you just the cutest thing?” Savannah cooed. She reached in and picked up the kitten, holding her close. “She’s purring,” she said, smiling. Kissing the kitten’s little head, she placed her on top of the cat tree, then grabbed a few of the baby’s toys from a tote and spread them out in the dining area near the kitchen doorway. “Okay, Colbi, you can watch us from here. Now, where do you want me to start?”

	“You can unload the box in the laundry area. I think there’s room in those cabinets above the washer and dryer.”

	As Savannah walked through the kitchen, she stopped and chuckled. “You’re moving pretty fast there, Iris. Are you in a hurry or something?”

	“Yeah, kinda,” Iris said. “I’m meeting with a potential client this afternoon.”

	Savannah stopped and turned. “For your decorating business?” 

	Iris nodded.

	“Cool. How’s it going? Are you getting a lot of referrals?”

	“Yeah,” Colbi said. “Seems like it would be hard to find people who’ll pay for someone else to do their decorating. Unless they have no time and lots of money, I guess.”

	“Bingo,” Iris said. “You just described my client base.” She waved a hand in front of her. “Oh, sometimes I’m hired to help with a basic decorating project, when the client is confused about the type of furniture to use or lacks confidence about choosing a color scheme.” She smiled and clasped her hands against her chest. “I really love those homeowners who’ll let me knock out walls, replace windows, and build elaborate china cabinets.”

	“You do all that?” Savannah asked.

	“Well, I do the basic design and I work with architects, if necessary, as well as carpenters and builders.”

	“So who’s the lucky potential client?” Colbi asked as she wound up a Jack-in-the-box for Lily.

	“Siblings who recently inherited their mother’s old run-down estate out on Westin Road.” She glanced at the two women. “Near you, Savannah.”

Savannah nodded. “Oh yes, I’ve been hoping someone would show some love to that old, lonely place. It’s been boarded up for years, hasn’t it?”

Iris winced. “Yes; for a lot of years. It’ll be quite a challenge. They want to open a bed-and-breakfast there, so my job will be even more demanding than if it were to be simply a dwelling.” She shivered a little. “I’m excited, though. I do love a challenge.”

	By then, Savannah had made her way into the laundry room, where she began unpacking boxes. “Well, I’m excited for you, Iris,” she called. “Can’t wait to see the finished creation.”

	In the meantime, Colbi played peek-a-boo with Lily. When things became quiet, Savannah asked, “Hey, Ris-Ris, did you know my aunt almost married Mr. Kittleman?” When Iris didn’t respond, Savannah peered out at her through the laundry room door. “Did you hear me?”

	“Yeah, I knew. I didn’t know you knew.”

	“She just told me yesterday.”

	“Why?”

	“Heck, I don’t know. Was she really that serious about him? I mean, he’s so old.”

	Iris grinned. “He wasn’t old then. He was what you’d call hot, and boy, could he dance. I loved dancing with him.” She hesitated before saying, “I should have kept dancing with him, but oh no, I had to get myself tangled up with that creep Jackson.”

	“Aww, Iris,” Colbi said from the adjoining room, “then I wouldn’t be married right now to a wonderful guy and pregnant with his baby. I’m glad you married Mr. Jackson.” She wrinkled her nose and added, “…as creepy as he was.”

	“Yeah, I did get one good thing from him, that’s for sure.” Iris grabbed at her back pocket. “My phone.” Looking at the screen, she announced, “It’s Craig. Hi, babe,” she chirped, walking into the living room for a little privacy. Suddenly she shouted, “Yikes!” 

Savannah rushed to see what had happened.

	Colbi jumped to her feet and joined the two women, glancing back to make sure Lily was still playing with her toys.

	“Dang cats, nearly ran me down,” Iris complained before putting the phone back up to her ear and stepping out the front door. 

	Colbi and Savannah grinned as Rags and Dolly took turns leaping across the sofa onto a chair and racing back down the hallway. Molly watched the activity from atop the cat tree, her tail puffed up to twice its normal size.

	“What was that?” Colbi said in a soothing voice while petting the kitten. “A tornado? A hurricane?” She cooed, “You’d better stay out of the way, huh, tiny girl?” Just then Lily approached and reached for the kitten’s tail.

	“No-no,” Savannah said, picking Lily up and carrying her away to distract her. 

	“Kitty,” Lily said, fussing and leaning in the direction of the kitten. “Kitty-cat.”

	“Here’s your kitty,” Savannah said, handing her a musical cat and flipping on the sound. “Wanna dance?”

	Immediately, Lily began swaying her little body to the music and laughing.

	“Anything new?” Colbi asked when Iris returned to the living room.

	She shook her head. “Still no sign of Leo.” She let out a breath in exasperation, her eyes reflecting the sorrow she felt. “They’re going to drag the pond near his house.”

	“Oh no,” Savannah said. “Oh no.”

	“That doesn’t mean he’s there,” Colbi reminded them. When the other women looked at her, she added, “I’ve reported on a lot of missing persons cases. Heck, remember when we were involved in one during Iris’s birthday celebration up at the cabin? Just because they’re dragging the lake doesn’t mean that’s where he is. He could have had a brain freeze and can’t find his way home. He might be simply blending into the community. He’s probably just fine.”

	“Let’s hope so,” Iris said.

	Savannah nodded.



	****


The women had been working for a little over an hour when Savannah announced, “Colbi, all we have left is Damon’s and your clothes and a box of personal stuff. That’s probably something you two should do. It won’t take you long.” She entered the hallway and peered into each of the bedrooms. “Just look at how much we’ve accomplished. Iris,” she called, “how’s the bathroom coming along?” 

“Come take a look,” Iris invited.

“Oh, nice job,” Savannah said, peering in. “No wonder you’re getting so many home-decorating clients.”

	Colbi, who had squeezed through the doorway, held her hands to her cheeks and said with emotion, “I love it.”

	“Nice that you have towels in colors that complement the tile in here. It’s a perfect combination, don’t you think?”

	Colbi nodded. “Yes. And those silk flowers in that antique Oriental vase make a nice accent. You know, I had just stuck them in a mason jar and put them in the kitchen window.”

	“I know,” Iris said. “They belong in here.”

	“And my rose painting apparently belongs in our bedroom,” Colbi said, grinning.

	“Absolutely,” Iris agreed. “Did you see how it brings out the colors in your bedspread?”

	“Yes, I wouldn’t have thought to use it in there, but it looks great.” She swooned. “Oh Iris, I can’t wait for you to help me decorate the baby’s room.”

	“That will be a pure labor of love,” she said, choking up.

	Colbi smiled, then stepped out into the hallway. “How about lunch, ladies? I have a spinach, pecan, and cranberry salad ready for raspberry vinaigrette dressing, and a nice baguette.”

	Savannah’s eyes lit up. “Sounds healthy.”

“…and French,” Iris added. She looked at her watch. “I guess I have time to eat a bite.”

	“Well, come on, then,” Colbi invited as she headed into the kitchen. She called out over her shoulder, “This is so nice now that everything’s in its place. I sure appreciate the help, you guys.” She opened a drawer and began looking through it, suddenly squealing, “Uh-oh.”

	Savannah glanced up from opening a fruit pouch for Lily. “What?”

	“I can’t find my salad server.”

“In the second drawer next to your knife set,” Iris responded calmly.

	“Perfect,” Colbi said, pulling the server out of the drawer.

	Forty minutes passed, during which time the three women chatted over lunch—mostly about Colbi’s and Damon’s honeymoon trip to Hawaii. They had finished recapping some of their recent adventures together, when Savannah lifted Lily and kissed her cheek. “Someone’s tired and fussy. I’d better get her home for a nap.”

“And I’d better head out to meet the Kaisers,” Iris said, standing.

“Kaiser?” Colbi questioned. “As in the former crooked politician—the one with gangster ties?”

Iris hesitated before explaining, “Well, actually Scott and Melvin Kaiser and their sister, Melody Kaiser-Plumb. Yeah, the same family, I think. The heirs haven’t discussed their parents or grandparents except to say they closed up the home some forty years ago—in the seventies—before leaving town.

“And going to prison,” Colbi said, her eyes flashing.

“They didn’t tell me that,” Iris insisted. “I guess their mother recently died in an assisted living facility back East someplace and the home fell into their hands.” She looked at Colbi. “So who went to prison and why?” Before Colbi could respond, Iris asked, “And how do you know that?”

“When the news editor saw the death notice for Geraldine Kaiser come in, the name rang a bell, so he did some digging. I guess that house has a pretty colorful past, as do some of the former residents. You lived here then, Iris. Don’t you remember all the scandalous rumors flying around in the fifties and sixties?”

“No,” Iris said indignantly. “I was a mere child in the sixties.” After thinking about it for a moment, she said, “I believe the Kaiser offspring are around my age, but I don’t remember them.”

“That’s because they went to school abroad. In fact, the family lived out of the country much of the time,” Colbi said.

She tilted her head. “What was their family accused of?”

“Oh, it mostly had to do with crooked politics and bribery…things like that,” Colbi explained. “There were hints and accusations of worse—murder, missing persons…”

Just then, Lily let out a screech and threw herself backward in Savannah’s arms. “Hey, I’d better get this one home,” she said, breaking the baby’s fall. “Colbi, when do you go back to work?”

	“Tomorrow.”

	“Are you ready?” Savannah asked, snuggling and bouncing a little with the baby.

	“Yeah, I think so. I love my job and, yes, I’m ready to focus on my writing again—maybe even write that novel that’s rattling around in my head.” She grimaced. “You know, Damon has already started a novel. I feel left out.”

	“Hey, whatever happened with that story you were going to write about Arthur?”

“Who?” Iris asked, picking up her purse.

“You know, the young burn victim we met in San Francisco last year.”

Colbi added, “…living secretly in the basement.”

“Oh yes,” Iris said. “His mother kept him prisoner in that mansion for all those years. You’re going to write about him? In a novel?”

“No, probably not a novel. There was a time when Arthur wanted to tell his story,” Colbi explained. “I’m not sure that’s still the case. Arthur’s in a whole different place now and the timing might not be right. It may never be or it might be once he…you know, comes to terms with a few things.”

“Hey, I’m outta here,” Iris said, heading for the door. “Thanks for the lunch.”

“Sure. Thank you for helping.”

“Good luck with the new job,” Savannah said. When she noticed that Lily had settled contentedly against her chest, she asked Colbi, “Have you been in touch with Arthur and Suzette? I haven’t talked to them in weeks.”

	Colbi smiled. “Yes, Damon and I stayed an extra day in San Francisco on our way back from Hawaii and visited them before heading home. They’re doing well.”

	“And Ruth? Did you see her?”

 
	“No, but Arthur said she’s doing great.” She paused. “Let’s see, he said he doesn’t remember her looking so well, it’s as if, in his words, ‘she has been released from some sort of hell, herself.’”

	“Wow, maybe you have a story with her, as well,” Savannah said. “After all, she’d been Arthur’s caretaker for most of his life. She was also a virtual hostage of the mansion.”

	Colbi shrugged. “Could be a story there.” She faced Savannah and said excitedly. “Arthur and Suzette are getting married—we’re all invited to the wedding!”

	Savannah smiled. “Well, that’s not totally unexpected.” She shivered before saying, “But, wow. I’m really happy for them.” She put one hand on Colbi’s arm. “Did he have more surgery? How’s that going?”

	“Good. His face is almost back to normal. He’s happy with the results. Next, they’ll tackle the burn scars on his back that have caused his poor posture. He wants to stand up tall next to his bride at the altar.”

	“So their wedding would be…when?”

	“Probably in the fall or winter, I’m guessing.” Colbi reached out and smoothed Lily’s hair.

	“No!” she snapped.

	“Oh Lily is that any way to talk to your friend?”

	“You make Auntie Colbi cry,” Colbi said, feigning a sob.

	Lily stared at Colbi for a moment, then reached out and patted her on the head.

	“You are sooo cute,” Colbi said, taking her from Savannah and cuddling with her for a minute. 

	“Kitty,” Lily said, pointing.

	“Do you see those kitties?” she asked. “Oh, you’re pointing at Molly. Can you say Molly? That’s Molly.”

	Lily looked at Colbi, then at Molly, and said, “Kitty.”

	At that, Savannah headed for the kitchen. “Maybe she’ll let me help you with these dishes,” she said.

“Oh just leave them,” Colbi insisted. “I’ve got it covered.”

After placing all of the dishes on the sink counter, Savannah said, “Well, kitty girl, we really do need to get you and your kitty home.” She called in the direction of the hallway, “Rags, get ready to go, buddy? Come on. Time to go.”

Colbi chuckled. “They must have tired each other out and are sleeping in the back of the house someplace.” 

	“Rags!” Savannah called, walking toward the bedrooms. “Rags!” Within a few seconds, she reappeared. “Colbi, I don’t see them anywhere. Do you know where Dolly’s apt to hide? Maybe we closed them inside a closet.”

	“I don’t know,” Colbi said, heading quickly down the hallway with Lily in tow. 

	Minutes later, Savannah’s eyes darted around the master bedroom, searching for a place they hadn’t thought to look. “Did they sneak past us and go into the service-porch area? Or maybe they’re under the couch,” she suggested. But soon she had to conclude, “Colbi, they’re not here. Is there any way they could have gotten out?”

	“I…I don’t think so,” Colbi said. 

	“Let’s check the doors and windows,” Savannah insisted, pulling back the drapes in the living room, then the dining room. 

Colbi headed down the hallway again. “Oh nooo,” she called.

“What?” Savannah asked, a sinking feeling in her stomach.

	“The bathroom window; it’s open and the screen’s gone.”

	She joined Colbi in the bathroom, letting out a sigh of frustration when she saw the open window. “Darn. I guess Iris didn’t notice the screen missing.” 

“There was a screen,” Colbi said. “I know there was. I checked all the windows the first time we looked at the place. One screen was missing and I insisted they replace it, which they did.” She grimaced. “Those two rascals must have knocked it out and escaped.” She rushed to the front door, shouting to Savannah, “Maybe they’re still out in the yard. Come on, let’s look.”

	But no amount of searching resulted in finding the cats. Both Rags and Dolly were gone.	“I’m so sorry, Savannah,” Colbi said. “I had no idea…”

	“I know. It’s not your fault. These things happen.” Savannah clenched her teeth. “He just takes any advantage he can find. Makes me so mad.”

	“So you think he’s the instigator, do you?” Colbi asked, grinning.

	“Probably. In which case, I owe you an apology. I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have brought him over. I know what he’s capable of. I should have checked the windows myself.” She shook her head in disgust. “I just hope he brings her back before…”

	“Me too,” Colbi whispered. She said out loud, “I can’t bear to think of my Dolly running the streets.” When Colbi began to weep, Savannah put her arms around her in a hug. Soon, Colbi pulled back. “Thanks,” she said, sniffling. She dabbed at her eyes with a paper napkin. “I’m okay. I’m sure they’ll be back, unless…”

	“Unless what?” Savannah asked.

	“Unless they try to go across town to the other house.”

“Oh, I don’t think they’ll do that, especially with Rags in charge,” Savannah reasoned. “Hey, I’d leave that bathroom window open, Colbi, in case they come back.”

	“Good idea. But…”

	“But what?” Savannah asked. Then it dawned on her. “Oh yes, Molly. Probably she can’t get up there—that window sill would be quite a jump for her, but you can keep the bathroom door closed.” She grimaced. “That darn cat. Just when I think I can trust him…” When she noticed Colbi’s lower lip quivering, she said, “I’m sure they’ll be back.” She smiled weakly. “…probably in time for supper.”

	“But they don’t know their way around this neighborhood. Even outside cats should stay inside for a week when you move them to a new place.” Colbi’s eyes welled up. “Oh Savannah, what if they can’t find their way back here?”







Chapter 3

 


“We scoured the neighborhood,” Savannah told Michael that evening. “No one has seen the cats. I just hope they’ll go back to Colbi’s and Damon’s once they’ve exhausted their sense of wanderlust. Crazy darn cat,” she said, plopping down on the overstuffed chair across from where Michael sat, the evening newspaper spread across his lap. 

	He let out a deep sigh and shook his head. “He sure gives us a run for the money, doesn’t he? I’ve never known a cat who was so…”

	“So what?” she asked. “Exasperating, that’s what he is. We try to do the right thing and keep him safe and he just continues to break all the rules.”

	“Maybe it’s the two of them.”

	“What do you mean?” she asked.

	“Well, he was behaving okay until he started hanging out with Dolly. Don’t you think so?”

	Savannah couldn’t help but laugh. “I don’t believe this. You’re going to put the blame on Dolly?”

	“Well, she does have a feral background. She lived in that colony for a while. She’s probably showing him a few tricks.”

	“Could be, I guess, but…” Savannah hesitated, then picked up her phone and looked at the screen. “It’s my aunt calling. Hi, Auntie.”

	“Are you sitting down?”

	“Yes, why?” Savannah asked, worry lines forming on her brow. “Oh no, what has happened now?”

	“You’re not going to believe this, but I just talked to Iris and she said they have identified the guy they found dead Saturday. Vannie, he was our neighbor.”

	“Oh my goodness. What neighbor?”

	“Your next-door neighbor—the Crane’s brother or uncle or whatever. Isn’t his name Rodney? Is it Rodney Turner?”

	“Um, Rodney, yes. I don’t know about the last name. Oh my gosh, that’s creepy. What happened to him?”

	“Murder,” Margaret said quietly. 

	“Huh?”

	“He was murdered. His body was found in that field behind the park where we take Lily to play sometimes.”

	“Ewww, gross. Wow, I wonder what happened. I mean, why…”

	“Well, Craig’s working on the case, so maybe we’ll find out before long.”

	Suddenly Savannah thought of the children next door, especially the one she’d grown so fond of—the sensitive one. “Poor Kira. I don’t know how close she was to her uncle, but it has to be difficult for any kid to deal with the loss of a family member, especially when he’s been murdered.” She hesitated. “How, do they know that, by the way? Was he shot or what?”

	“Aren’t you the macabre one, Vannie—wanting details…”

	Ignoring her aunt, Savannah asked again, “Do you know what happened to him?”

	“Well, actually I do know a little about it. He was stabbed. I guess it was a bloody scene, and they found illegal drugs on him and cash,” Margaret explained. “…but no ID. It took them a while to figure out who he was.”

	“That’s odd, isn’t it? I mean drugs and cash are often a reason to kill someone, but who would kill him and not take that stuff?”

	“Someone who hated him, I guess,” Margaret said. “….or…”

	“Or what?” 

	“Or maybe they planted the dope on him to make it look like he was a drug dealer.”	

“Where do you get this stuff, Auntie?” She thought for a moment before saying, “Actually, that makes even less sense. Why would they go to that trouble if they were going to kill him, anyway?”

	“Well, if he was a drug dealer, maybe someone showed up at the scene and the killer didn’t have time to take the drugs and money, so he had to leave that stuff behind. Vannie, don’t you watch crime shows? I love trying to figure out a good mystery. I’m usually pretty good at it, too.”

	“You are? Well, how about telling me where Rags and Dolly are.” All Savannah heard on the other end of the phone was silence. “Auntie?”

“Vannie, are you saying…has that cat escaped again? What happened?”

“Oh, I took him to visit Dolly this morning and the two of them evidently conspired to leap out through an open window and go who knows where. It looks as if they pushed the screen out to make their escape. So what do you think? Can you solve that crime?”

Margaret hesitated before saying, “For that, I guess you’d need a crystal ball.” She giggled. “Ask Iris. That’s her territory.” She spoke more seriously, “Or your friend in San Francisco—the artist’s wife or girlfriend or whatever she is.”

	“Rochelle? It seems premature to get her involved. The cats could actually be back by now, or maybe in the morning when they get good and hungry.” Savannah let out a sigh. “In the meantime, I’d better see if I can be of any help to Kira’s family. I just feel so awful for them.” After pausing, she said, “And I feel somewhat violated, too.”

“What?”

“It’s just darned unnerving to have something like that happen to someone in your neighborhood, don’t you think so?” Before Margaret could respond, Savannah said, “Hey, I want to pay my respects to the Crane family. I’ll talk to you later. Thank you for letting me know.”

	“Bad news?” Michael asked hesitantly, as he returned to the living room with a bottle of water. When she didn’t respond, he said, “Savannah?”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, hon. That was my aunt with bad news.”

	“What has happened now?” he asked. He spoke more solemnly. “It’s not about Mr. Kittleman, is it?”

	She shook her head. “You know the body they found Saturday night—Auntie thinks it was Tiffany’s brother, Rodney. He was murdered—stabbed.” She folded her arms across her stomach. “It just makes me sick. Michael, they found drugs on him. But, according to my aunt, they’re pretty sure it was a plant.”

	“Good lord. What kind of people have moved in next door, anyway?”

	“Good people, for the most part,” Savannah said defensively. 

	“Well, the only one we’ve spent any time with is Kira and she’s just a child. What do we really know about her parents and this uncle who got himself killed?” he asked.

	Savannah gazed at him. “Not much. But I can say with certainty that those people are hurting. Michael, they just lost a family member. I feel like I should offer my condolences—maybe take them a casserole or something.”

	“Now, hon…” Michael started.

	“How can I not?” she challenged. Rushing toward the kitchen, she muttered, “I have a tamale pie in the freezer. I’ll take that over.”

	“Savannah, wait,” Michael said, gently grasping her arm. “Look at me, hon.” Once she faced him, he continued, “They probably just learned of his death—or maybe they haven’t even gotten word, yet. I suggest you wait until tomorrow or the next day to visit the family. I’m sure they don’t expect neighbors so soon after their loss. They probably want their privacy. Wouldn’t you?”

“I guess.”

“Now, let’s have supper and spend a quiet evening at home. Okay?”		

	She nodded. “You’re probably right.” She stood quietly for a moment before saying, “I’ll heat the Texas hash from last night and make a salad. Okay with you?”

	“Sure.” He pulled her to him and held her tightly for a few seconds. Suddenly, something caught his eye. “What’s she doing?”

	“Who?” Savannah asked. When she noticed Lily sitting under the dining room table, she squinted in her direction. “Yes, what is she doing?” She approached the baby. “Lily, what do you have there, sweet pea?” Suddenly she shouted, “My pendant!” She took it from the toddler and glanced around. “Lily, where did you get this?”

	“Look, there’s more,” Michael said, getting down on his hands and knees near where the child sat. “Here’s another necklace and that bead bracelet you were looking for last week.”

	She gasped. “Oh, my gosh. How…? Where…?” she stammered, taking the items from Michael.

	In the meantime, he crawled around, peering under furniture and pulling up the area rug. When he noticed Buffy and Walter watching the activity, he asked them: “Do you know where this stuff came from?” He scratched Walter on the neck and ran his hand over Buffy’s lush fur. “Come on, spill it,” he joked. When he saw Lily crawl past him toward a large dark-blue pot that held a silk ficus tree, he said, “Oh, so that’s the secret hiding place, is it?”

	“Where?” Savannah asked eagerly.

	Just then, Lily leaned into the pot and pulled out a freshwater pearl earring. She held it toward Michael. “Pretty,” she chirped.

	“When’s the last time you looked in this pot?” Michael asked.

	Savannah shrugged. “Maybe never. But you’d think Helena would see those things when she takes the plant outside and washes it.”

	“Unless Rags just discovered this great hiding spot,” Michael reasoned. He scooped up all of the items he could find and handed them to Savannah. “Better keep a lock on that jewel box.” He chuckled. “Or handcuffs on your cat.”

	She laughed. “Yeah, paw-cuffs.”

	“Now what’s this?” Michael asked, examining something he held between his fingers.

	“What?” she asked.

	He looked up at her and asked in a serious tone, “Hon, where did you get this plant?”

	She thought for a moment, finally saying, “Oh, Auntie left it here when she got married and moved in next door with Max. Why?”

	“Do you know where she got it?”

	Savannah shook her head. “No. I don’t recall her telling me that. Why, Michael?” she asked, impatiently. “What is that?”

	“A slug,” he said.

	She made a face. “A slug? Like a snail?”

	“No. I bullet. A spent bullet.” As if deep in thought, he added, “Now where do you suppose that came from?” 



	****


“You’re brooding,” Michael said, kissing Savannah on top of the head when he entered the kitchen the following morning and found her staring into her coffee mug.

	She jumped a little, sprinkled a few more pieces of fruit into Lily’s bowl, and encouraged her to use her spoon. “I was just thinking about Kira and how the news of her uncle might affect her.” 

	Before Michael could respond, there was a knock at the kitchen door. He looked up and saw a blue bow tied around a shock of brown hair barely visible in the bottom panel of the window. “I think that’s her now,” he said, heading for the door.

	“Kira,” Savannah said, “come in, honey. You look pretty—all ready for school?”

	The nine-year-old stepped into the kitchen and stood just inside the door. When Lexie approached, she petted the dog, then looked around the room. “Where’s Rags?”

Savannah winced. “I’m afraid he ran away from home again. We don’t know where he is.”

Kira stared at Savannah for a moment as if she wasn’t quite sure what to say. Finally she uttered, “I don’t want to go to school today.”

	“Oh?” Savannah paused, then said, “Kira, come sit down here. Let’s talk. Do you want a cup of cocoa?”

	Kira sat next to Lily and nodded. “Yes, please.”

	“I’ll get it,” Michael offered.

“I heard about what happened,” Savannah said quietly, easing into a chair near Kira’s.

	The child nodded. “About my uncle? He died.”

	“I know. You must feel awful.”

	Kira looked up at Savannah. “Someone killed him.”

Uncertain as to how to respond, Savannah remained silent. 

Dry eyed and rather trance-like, Kira continued, “He was killed and I know who did it.”

He doesn’t know I was there.” She took a quick breath and began to sob. “I can’t tell my mom. I can’t tell anyone. I don’t know what to do,” she wailed, throwing herself into Savannah’s arms.

	Savannah continued to hold the child, making eye contact with Michael as he placed a cup of cocoa on the table out of Lily’s reach. Finally, she felt Kira relax a little. “Honey, do you want to talk about it? You said you saw something?” When the child didn’t respond, she said, “Kira, if you know something that will help the police find the bad guy, you have to tell.”  

	“No! I can’t. He’ll…” she pulled away, looked up at Savannah, and started to say something more, then turned and fled out into the early morning mist.

	“Kira!” Savannah shouted, rushing to the door, but the child was already halfway home. “Oh my gosh,” Savannah said, facing Michael, her hands over her mouth. “Do you think she saw what happened? What in the world was she doing out in that field behind the park at night?” She moved toward the window, then turned back. “Maybe it happened during the day while the children were on the playground.” Her voice was quietly shrill when she said, “What if it’s someone she knows? Oh Michael, what should we do?”

	He ran his hand through his straight dark-brown hair and began to pace. “I don’t know.” He gazed out the window toward the Crane property. “I just don’t know. Ordinarily I’d say we need to tell Craig, but…”

	She finished his sentence, “But would we be putting the child in danger?”

	“That’s what we don’t know.” He looked at his watch, then spoke more directly. “Hon, I think we should forget about what we heard this morning.” When Savannah started to protest, he said more loudly, “just for now...until we know more about what happened. Okay?”

“Okay,” she agreed. “For now.”

He studied her for a few moments, then said, “I’d better get to work. I have a couple of surgeries scheduled this morning.” His tone became more upbeat. “We’re neutering a two of Luke’s male ferals.”

	After glancing once again out the window, Savannah took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus on the present. “So how’s he getting along at the cat ranch?”

	“I’d say Luke’s in his element. He’s more outgoing now that he doesn’t feel he has to hide. He seems to enjoy working for June and Nola. They gave him one of the small bungalows on the property and he and his cat Sunbeam have set up housekeeping.”

	“Oh, he gets room and board and a paycheck?”

	“Yes. I guess it’s not much, but enough to help build his confidence and make him somewhat independent. He bought a secondhand bicycle, so he has transportation. June furnished a helmet and insists he wear it. She seems to enjoy being a mother-figure for the kid.”

	Savannah smiled. “That’s neat. I’m so glad. And what about his schooling—do you know what the plans are?”

	“He has signed up for a summer-school program at the high school campus, where he’ll join just a handful of other students for a few hours each day. It’s kind of an accelerated program where the students are required to do most of the work on their own. Nola and June will make sure he gets the work done. So far, he’s okay with it. No meltdowns, according to Nola.” Michael picked up his lightweight jacket. Before kissing Savannah goodbye, he said, “Back to Kira, why don’t you see if you can talk to her again today—or get her to talk. Try to find out what the deal is. Once we know a little more about the situation, then we can decide what we should do.” 

	She nodded in agreement. “I just hope she’s not in any danger in the meantime.” She pressed her lips together. “If that big tattooed fraud of a preacher she calls a father has threatened that child, I’ll…”

	“You’ll what?” Michael asked.

	She looked up at him. “Michael, I don’t trust him. I don’t like him. I didn’t like him from the first day I saw him and heard how he talks to his children.” She shook her head, saying under her breath, “Phony-baloney Internet preacher.” 

	“Now hon, what do we actually know about him? All you have is an impression, and first impressions aren’t always valid. It might not be her father she saw. You don’t know that. Don’t jump to empty conclusions.”

	“Kira’s fear was no empty conclusion, Michael. That child saw something and she’s terrified. We have to find a way to help her and to keep her safe. And it’s not an empty conclusion that her father hated his wife’s brother. Remember when Kira told us that?”

	Michael pulled Savannah into a hug and murmured, “I’m sure Kira will be okay. Some kids have big imaginations.” He stepped back and searched her eyes with his. “Try not to worry. There’s nothing we can do right now, anyway. Okay?” When she didn’t respond, he said, “Hey, why don’t you and Lily meet me for lunch today? Would you like that?”

	She nodded. “Yes, that would be nice.” Taking a ragged breath, she quickly added, “I’d better call Colbi and see if the cats came home.” She kissed him. Her tone only slightly elevated, she said, “Thank you, hon. I’ll see you later, okay?” After checking to make sure Lily was still eating her breakfast, she placed a call to Colbi. “I’m almost afraid to ask.” 

	The response was immediate. “No. They didn’t come back. I checked for them nearly every hour on the hour last night—in the bathroom, out in the yard—nothing. No sign of them. Oh, Savannah, I’m so worried.” She raised her voice a little. “I’m going to call the animal shelter when they open.” She chuckled nervously as she quipped, “It could be that they got arrested.”	

“Yeah, wouldn’t that be a blessing? Actually, I called the shelter yesterday afternoon. Nothing. They have my number and yours in case the renegades show up.”

	“Where could they be?” Colbi asked. “Why do they do that?”

	“It’s in their blood, I guess.” Sounding frustrated, Savannah added, “I don’t know. Maybe they like worrying us. I vacillate from being worried to being angry.”

	“I hear you,” Colbi said. “Even little Molly’s upset.”

	“Aww. Sorry to hear it. She doesn’t like being an only cat?”

	“Well, she’s staying awfully close to me, like she doesn’t know quite what to do. She obviously senses that something’s wrong.” More excitedly, Colbi said, “Hey, I made flyers to put up. Want to help me do that later today—maybe during my lunch hour?”

	“Yes. Absolutely. That’s a good idea,” Savannah agreed. She hesitated before asking, “What time do you go to lunch?” 

	“Just about anytime I want. Why, do you have something else planned? I can probably work around your schedule.”

“Okay. How about if I come to your house around 11:30? Lily will be fresh up from her nap. We’re meeting Michael for lunch, but I’m pretty sure I can get him to take a late lunch.” 

	“Perfect. See you at 11:30.”

	“Colbi,” Savannah said before her friend could end the call, “what do you know about the murder?”

 
	“Murder?” she asked, her voice raised.

	“Yeah, it was evidently one of our neighbors they found dead Saturday—the one they thought might be Mr. Kittleman. Only I don’t know why they’d think that, since he’s much older than the victim. Maybe the body was mutilated or something.”

	“Ewww, Savannah, you sound gruesome this morning. No I haven’t heard the details of that case. How do you know about it?”

	“My aunt told me. She’d talked to Iris. I guess it took them a while to ID him, so I don’t even know if it’s been in the newspaper yet.”

	“Gosh, that’s creepy. I’ve been away from the office so much that I don’t know what’s going on. Maybe they’ll put me on the story today. Why are you so interested?”

 
	“Just curious, that’s all. I’ll let you get to work. See you later.”



	****


It was eleven thirty-five when Savannah rapped on Colbi’s front door. “I don’t see her car,” she told Lily. “Maybe she’s not home yet.” When no one answered the door, Savannah returned to her SUV with the baby. “Let’s get your stroller out. We’re going for a walk with Aunt Colbi. Want to go for a walk?”

	“Kitty,” Lily said, pointing.

	“Kitty?” Savannah asked eagerly, turning to face the direction Lily pointed. But when she saw that it was a black cat, she said, “Yes, that’s a kitty, all right, but not our kitty. It must live next door.” Addressing the cat, she murmured, “Hi, kitty. You haven’t seen any of your kind on the lam, have you?” After watching the cat wander casually up the street, Savannah placed Lily on the grass next to her car. “Stay right here, Lily,” she instructed, while she removed the stroller and opened it up—constantly keeping one eye on her daughter.

	“Kitty,” Lily said again.

	This time when Savannah looked in the direction the child indicated, she saw Molly peering out between the drape panels in Colbi’s living room window. “Hi, little Molly,” she said, lifting Lily into the stroller and fastening the buckle. Then she waved. “Look, there’s Aunt Colbi.” 

	“Any sign of them?” Colbi asked, easing out of her car.

	“No. Lily spotted a black cat.”

	“Yeah, I’ve seen him in the neighborhood. I think he lives across the street.” She looped her purse strap over her shoulder. “Let me use the bathroom and get the flyers. I’ll be right back.”



	****


The two women had walked for thirty minutes, talking to people and posting flyers with the cats’ pictures on them, when Colbi suggested, “Let’s cut through this tract and head toward the house. I have to eat lunch and get back to work. Damon and I’ll drive out beyond this area and leave more posters tonight.”

	“Okay.” Savannah let out a sigh. “It’s strange that no one we’ve talked to has seen those two.” 

	Colbi shook her head. “I can’t begin to imagine what they’re up to.” She faced Savannah, shading her eyes from the sun. “Oh, about the murder—it was a younger man named Rodney Turner—probably a druggie. They’ve made an arrest.”

	Savannah’s heart dropped, but she asked anyway, “Do you know who they arrested?” She thought about Kira’s visit and her shocking confession. Did she take my advice and tell what she knows? Oh, that poor little girl. I hope she’s okay. 

	“Savannah, did you hear me?” Colbi asked.

“Huh?”

“You tuned me out there for a minute. Are you all right?”

“Yeah. So do you know who they arrested?”

“I knew you weren’t listening. Yes, I said it was a transient. They found the murder weapon—a knife—and the prints match.”

	“Really?” Savannah said. “Why didn’t he take the money and drugs, I wonder?”

	Colbi peered suspiciously at her friend. “How’d you know about that?”

	“Iris told my aunt.”

	“Of course,” Colbi said, grinning. “Speculation is that the killer planted that stuff. It really wasn’t very much money…or drugs.”

	Savannah’s thoughts started to run away with her. How does a nine-year-old child know a transient, for heaven’s sake? Why would she have been out in that field to see this terrible thing occur? She muttered rather unconsciously, “Maybe they’ve arrested the wrong person.”

	“What?” Colbi asked.

	“Just thinking about the murder and the possible motive, that’s all.”

	Colbi chuckled. “You really should have been a detective rather than a veterinarian.”

Before Savannah could respond, Colbi continued, “Now I see why Craig’s always asking for your perspective on his tough cases. He respects your opinion, doesn’t he? Is that because you think outside the box?”

	“Well, sometimes, I guess.”

	“So what are your thoughts on this one?” Colbi asked, trying to keep pace with her long-legged friend as they continued making their way toward her house.

	“I don’t know enough about it to come to any conclusions. Anyway, it sounds like they’ve arrested someone.” Savannah paused. “It’s just so sad for the kids to lose a family member.”

	“What kids?” Colbi asked. 

Savannah responded, “Next door. Rodney Turner lived next door to us.”

Colbi stopped and looked at Savannah. “Oh no, the house with all the kids? He wasn’t their dad, was he?”

	“Their uncle. I saw Kira, one of the nine-year-old twins, this morning and she was pretty upset.” 

When Savannah started to reveal more, Colbi said, “Well, here we are.” She looked at her watch. “Gonna have to eat on the run again today. Thanks, Savannah, for helping me with this.” She clasped her hands together under her chin and stared into the sky. “God, let’s hope we get a call, and soon.” Leaning over, she kissed Lily on the cheek and cooed, “Always fun to see you, little princess.” She released the buckle on the safety belt and lifted the toddler out of the stroller, then watched as Savannah folded it up and placed it in the car.

“Colbi, are you doing okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I know how attached you are to Dolly. But you don’t seem as…you know…upset as you were when she ran off before.”

“Savannah,” she said, placing Lily in her mother’s arms, “I love her dearly and I am worried. But there are two things at play here. First, I’m going to have a baby and I know that worry and stress are not good for him or her, so I’m working hard to keep a healthy outlook. Besides, Dolly’s with Rags. He kept her safe during their last adventure.” She choked up a little when she said, “I’m counting on him to take good care of her now.” Before Savannah could respond, she added, “Plus, we have sweet Molly to keep us company when we miss Dolly. It’s not always easy, but I’m just trying to trust and stay positive.” Her eyes welled. “We will find them unharmed. I have to believe that.”

Savannah smiled at her friend and gave her a one-armed hug. “Good for you. Smart thinking. I’ll try to do the same.”

Once Savannah had strapped Lily and herself into her SUV, she drove off slowly, waving at Colbi. “Let’s go meet Daddy for lunch, shall we?” 

“Daddy?” Lily chirped.

“Yes, we’re going to have lunch with Daddy.” She glanced in the rearview mirror. “What did you say? Daddy?”

“Daddy,” Lily repeated.

“Oh my, aren’t you growing up—no more da-da. Now it’s daddy?” She smiled. “What a big girl you are…and so smart.” After driving a few more blocks, Savannah asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Cookie?” Lily said.

“Yes, we’ll get you a cookie and maybe some macaroni and cheese.”

“Cheese?” Lily repeated.

“Hi, hon,” Savannah said minutes later when Michael approached her parked car to help with the baby. 

“Da-da!” Lily squealed.

“Hi, ladies,” Michael said, lifting Lily from the car seat.

“What do you mean, da-da?” Savannah said, picking up the tote containing a few of Lily’s toys, snacks, diapers, and wipes, as well as her wallet and a bottle of water. When Michael looked confused, she said to the baby, “Daddy. Daddy.”

“Da-da,” Lily repeated.

“Dang,” Savannah said. “She called you Daddy on the way here—just as plain as day.”

“Oh really?” Michael said, his face lighting up.

She kissed Michael on the cheek. “Having a good day?”

He nodded. “So far, so good. How about you?”

“Well, the cats aren’t back,” she said solemnly. “But we must have posted fifty flyers and we talked to several people. Unfortunately, no one we spoke to has seen them.” Searching his face, she asked, “Michael, where could they be?” 

He shook his head. “Who knows? He marches to his own beat, that cat of yours.”

Savannah chuckled a little as she opened the door to the diner. “Hi Becky,” she greeted, letting out a sigh, as if exhaling the tensions of her morning. “Looks like you’re one of the chosen few.” When the young waitress looked puzzled, Savannah explained, “To take Iris’s place. You’re still here. I assume you’ve been hired on full-time.”

The young woman nodded and smiled. “Yeah, me and Joanne. I think we’re permanent. At least I hope so. Two and a half for lunch?” she asked, grinning at Lily. “Want a booth or…?

	“A booth is fine. Thanks.”

	“Dr. Mike; Savannah,” came a voice from behind them. 

	When the couple turned, Michael said, “Well hello Mrs. Robles.”

	“Anna,” the woman corrected. 

	“Anna.” He faced Savannah. “Hon, you remember Anna Robles. She has attended a couple of the Cat Alliance meetings.”

	“Yes,” Savannah said, offering the woman her hand. “How are you?”

 
	“Well,” she said, rather dramatically, “I was just fine until I heard the awful news about Leo Kittleman.” When she saw the look of apprehension on Savannah’s face, she leaned toward her, “Haven’t you heard? He’s missing.”

	Savannah nodded. “Yes. I…I thought maybe something…you know…had happened. No sign of him, yet?”

 
	The robust woman shook her head. “I’m just so distressed to hear this. He is one of the…” Without warning she began to cry. She waved a hand in front of her face and apologized. “I’m so sorry. It’s just that…”

 
	Savannah took the woman’s arm and spoke more quietly. “Anna, would you like to sit down with us for a moment? Come on,” she said, leading the distraught woman slowly toward their booth. 

As Michael got Lily settled with a crayon and paper in a booster seat, Savannah slipped into the booth across from them and invited Anna to scoot in next to her.

“She’s very cute,” Anna said, motioning across toward Lily. “She colors already? Look at that. How old is she?”

“Almost seventeen months,” Savannah said, smiling at her daughter. She turned toward Anna. “So Mr. Kittleman is still missing? There’s been no other news, then?”

“I guess not. I just heard this from Mr. Hodgeson when I placed my to-go order.” More haughtily, she explained, “I have people working at my house today—landscapers, you know. I came out to get them some lunch.” She sat straighter. “I don’t want them leaving to go find something to eat and taking hours to return. I need the yard completed in time for my daughter’s wedding.” She smiled. “Did you know my daughter is marrying a college professor from San Francisco? They’re moving into a gated community outside the city.”

“Nice,” Michael said. “You must be proud.”

She smiled broadly. “That I am.” Suddenly, she winced. “When I think of what could have happened to that girl…” She shuddered. “If it wasn’t for Mr. Kittleman…” Before continuing, the woman clasped her hands in front of her and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what would have become of her. I swear he is her guiding angel.” She started to sob into a tissue. “And now he’s gone….” she wailed.

Savannah put her arm around the woman. “He’s not gone, Anna, just missing. He’s become kind of confused and he may be lost. I’m sure they’ll find him.”

“God almighty, I hope so,” she said rather loudly.

In order to help her calm down, Michael asked softly, “How was it that he helped your daughter, Anna?”

	“Well, you see, after her father died, I had to go to work. When I came home, I had two small children and a teenager to take care of. It was a hard time for all of us. I knew Angelina was struggling, but I didn’t know how much.” She paused. “She started getting into trouble at school. Her grades dropped. She spent most of the time in her room sulking. And then one day Mr. Kittleman caught her fighting after school. He broke it up, sent the other girl on her way, and set Angelina down. Then and there he gave her a talking to like she hadn’t had since her father passed.” She leaned toward Michael. “I don’t know everything he told her—maybe he just listened to what she had to say. By then, you see, our relationship had become so dreadful that my daughter and I barely spoke to one another unless we were shouting. I was at my wit’s end with that girl.”

	She took a breath and glanced at Savannah, then Michael. Before she could continue, Becky approached Anna. “Your to-go order’s ready, ma’am.”

	“Thank you. I’ll be right there.” She then sat back so Becky could take Michael’s and Savannah’s orders.

	“Turkey sandwich,” Savannah said, “with coleslaw and an iced tea. And could you bring us a side of your macaroni and cheese—and crackers, please?”

	“The same,” Michael said. “…only I don’t need a side of macaroni and cheese.”

	Becky smiled, nodded, and walked away.

	“So what did Mr. Kittleman say to your daughter?” Savannah asked quietly.

	“Well, he managed to get her to talking about her art. She’s a wonderful artist. It’s something she has loved since she was small.” Anna leaned toward Michael. “You see, her grades were so bad that I made her drop her art class. Mr. Kittleman knew of Angelina’s talent and her obvious passion…he called it…for her art and he made a deal with her. He said he’d do everything he could to get her back into the art class if she’d raise her grades.” Anna turned to Savannah. “He used another bribe, too. He said he would not report the fight, which would surely result in detention or even being expelled, if she would accompany him to the Girls and Boys Club the following afternoon.” 

Anna’s face lit up. “Well, she kept her word and went with him—with my blessings, of course—and he got her involved in helping the younger children with an art project.” She raised her hands to the heavens. “My little girl came home that day just bubbling over with excitement telling me how much she loved teaching the children and how satisfying it was to see them look up to her, follow her directions, and actually create something. She said she remembered how good she had felt about herself when she was creating regularly—pursuing her art. Mr. Kittleman stayed in touch with us and later he urged Angelina to enter an art contest. That was the year she won the community festival poster contest. Her drawing was chosen for the poster that year.”

	“What a wonderful story, Anna,” Savannah said, smiling. “And now your daughter is getting married. What will she do in the city? Does she have plans?”

	“Make babies, I hope,” Anna said, laughing. “She wants me to move closer. In fact, once her brothers are both on their own, I may move into their granny flat so I can help take care of those babies. She’ll also pursue her art. She wants to open a studio in her home and teach. Oh, and she’ll volunteer in a program for at-risk children. You can bet she won’t give up on those kids.”

	“That’s really wonderful. What a tribute to Mr. Kittleman.”

	“Yes. So you can see that he is more than just a teacher in my world. He saved my daughter from what could have become a life on the streets or an early death, even. I will go to the church every day and pray for his safe return until he is found.” She looked across at the counter. “I’d better go take lunch to the workers before they abandon me. Very nice seeing you both and your sweet baby.”

	Savannah watched as Anna left the diner. Handing Lily a crayon that had rolled out of the baby’s reach, she said to Michael, “Wow! What a story.”

	“What a man,” he added. 

	Savannah nodded while opening a fruit pouch for the baby.

	“Turkey sandwiches and coleslaw with a side of mac and cheese,” Becky said upon approaching the Iveys. After placing the items on the table, she started to turn, but instead said, “I couldn’t help overhearing Mrs. Robles talking about Mr. Kittleman.” She hesitated. “Have they found him?”

	“No. Not that I know of,” Savannah said. When Becky continued staring down at her hands, Savannah asked, “Are you a friend?”

 
	She nodded. Her lip quivered when she said, “I consider him sort of my godfather.” When she saw the Iveys both looking up at her, she explained, “He gave my dad a kidney.”

	“Wow!” Savannah said. “Unbelievable, that man. Are you related to him?”

 
	“No. Not at all. My dad worked as a janitor at the high school for a really long time. When he got sick, Mr. Kittleman heard about it and he tested to see if he could be a donor. Sure enough he could, and it was just in time to save Dad. He got sick really fast. We were preparing for his funeral when the news of a donor came. It wasn’t until Dad was set up to receive the kidney that he learned it was Mr. Kittleman. Dad said later that he wasn’t totally surprised that Mr. Kittleman would do something like that. He’d always been kind to Dad, even though Dad was only a janitor.” She tightened her lips. “I just hope he’s okay.” Her eyes brightened when she said, “It’s my dad who organized the candlelight vigil. Are you coming tonight?”

	Michael glanced at Savannah. “Yes. Yes, we’d like to be there.”

	Savannah reached out and squeezed Becky’s hand. “I’m sure they’ll find him safe. Try not to worry.”

	The young woman smiled weakly and walked away.

	“Well look who’s here,” Savannah said, nodding toward the entrance.

	Michael turned to look. “Oh, Iris. Who’s that she’s with?” 

	Savannah took a bite of her coleslaw and shrugged. After a few moments, she said, “That’s odd.”

	“What?” Michael asked while wiping a smudge of cheese sauce from Lily’s face.

	“She barely acknowledged us.”

	He looked around. “Where’d she go?”

	“Into the dining room. I know she saw us and she just walked on past.” 

	“Oh, those people are probably clients and she wants to appear professional.” He started to take a bite of his sandwich. But when he noticed Savannah still staring after Iris, he said, “Come on, eat. You can talk to her later.”

	“Yeah, I guess.” She looked across the table at Michael. “So how’s your day going so far? Did you neuter Luke’s cats?”

	“Uh-huh,” he said while taking a bite of his sandwich. Once he’d swallowed, he continued, “Both patients are resting comfortably and we scheduled the last two surgeries for next week.” He chuckled. “I get such a kick out of Luke. It’s as if he has just discovered life and he has grabbed it by the tail.”

	“How so?” Savannah asked, giving Michael her full attention.

	“You’d think he was the first person ever to get a job and to be…well, sort of an independent agent.”

	“He was barely existing when we found him—or did he find us?” she said, chuckling. “You have to give it to him; he had figured out a way to survive without actually becoming a part of society. That took a certain amount of creativity and skill, don’t you think so?”

	“Sure, but the kid was scarely operating above the law—in fact, he was breaking the law by trespassing and taking things.”

	“Michael, he…”

	“I know, he only borrowed things…” He laughed. “…and bartered, but he was still trespassing and maybe even breaking and entering.” He shook his head. “At any rate, he’s now out in the open, no longer living underground, and he’s thriving. It’s refreshing to see.”

	“Michael, I think you have a crush on the boy.” 

	“A crush?” he said with a scowl.

	“Well, not in the lovesick sense, but you are kind of taken with him…you know, fond of him.”

	“I am impressed with him and I enjoy watching him blossom.” He rested his elbows on the table and looked at Savannah. “He reminds me a little of me.”

	“Really? In what way?”

	“Oh, I was kind of lost there for a while when I was in high school. My parents didn’t encourage me to follow a life path. I had this underlying dream to work with animals, but no idea, really, how to make that happen. I was just drifting with no real direction, until…”

	Savannah’s eyes grew larger. “Until what?”

	Before responding, he helped Lily take a sip of juice. “Until I spent a summer with my grandfather. He’s the one who asked me all the important questions and made me see what Luke now sees—that I could mold my life into pretty much anything I wanted by recognizing what was available to me, making the right choices, and reaching out. Grandpa’s world was filled with the things he loved—animals and nature. It didn’t take long for me to realize I was in my element there on his little ranch. I felt such a kinship with the barn cats, the old burro he kept as a pet, the pigs and goats, not to mention his array of dogs. And I especially enjoyed learning about the idiosyncrasies of each animal, according to Grandpa. When he saw how quickly I took to caring for them and the doctoring of them, he began kind of helping me to chart my life course. I finally saw the beginnings of a direction.” He sat back in the booth. “Yes, if it wasn’t for Grandpa and my experience that summer at his place, I might have become a mechanic, a short-order cook, or a gardener.” He laughed. “Or, I’d still be drifting.” He looked at Savannah. “Yes, I guess I do feel a connection to Luke, like I did with Grandpa Ivey.”

	Savannah reached out and took Michael’s hand. “That’s a beautiful story, hon. So your parents were able to support you through veterinary school?”

“No. Grandpa died and left some money earmarked for my education.”

“Wow! What a gift. And now maybe you can sort of pay it forward with Luke. I mean, do you think he would like to become a veterinarian?”

	He chuckled. “It’s too early to tell. For now, I think he needs to stay on track—get his high school diploma, tuck some work experience under his belt, and just grow as a young man.”

	She smiled. “How astute of you.” She jumped a little. “Oh, here comes Iris. Hi,” she called out.

	“Hi,” Iris said in a hushed tone. She glanced over her shoulder. “Didn’t mean to ignore you guys.” She smiled at Lily. “How’s our sweet girl today? Out to lunch with Mommy and Daddy?” she cooed.

	“Mama, daddy,” Lily said.

	Michael’s eyes lit up. “She said it! Did you hear that? She said daddy.”

	In the meantime, Savannah gazed toward the dining room. “Are those your new clients?”

	Iris nodded. She turned more serious. “It’s gonna be a long, drawn-out project, I’ll tell you. I’m a little nervous about it. Those people are kinda…” Suddenly, she straightened up and whispered, “Gotta go. See you later.”

	The Iveys watched as Iris headed toward the door with a man and a woman who appeared to be siblings as they were the exact same height, size, and coloring. “Gads are they twins?” Savannah asked. After getting a better look at the couple, she said, “Probably not, but they sure have similar features, don’t they? That must be Mrs. Melody Kaiser-Plumb and one of her brothers.”

	Michael looked at her. “Huh?”

	“Oh Iris told us a little about her clients yesterday. The brothers are Scott and Melvin, if I remember right. That’s really weird,” Savannah said. “It’s like those people have Iris under some sort of spell. I’ve never known her to be so…well…secretive like that.”

“Oh, hon, you’re probably just overreacting. She’s with clients—that’s her professional persona.”

	Without warning, Savannah glared across the table at her husband. “Must you always criticize? Just because you don’t have the same impressions and opinions as I do, you don’t have to stomp on mine. That’s really rather dehumanizing.”

	Stunned, Michael simply stared at Savannah. “Dehumanizing?” he repeated, quietly. When she started gathering up her things without responding, he said, “Hey, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to discount your opinions…really I don’t. Of course, you’re entitled to them. I’ll try to be more sensitive.” He reached out and put his hand on hers. “Savannah, I just don’t want you worrying unnecessarily, okay?”

	She nodded without making eye contact.

	Once in the parking lot, Michael buckled Lily into the car seat, then placed one hand on Savannah’s arm and waited for her to look at him. When she did, he said, “I love you. And I…”

	“I know, Michael. I’m sorry. I’m just so…”

	“Hey,” he said, trying to get her to look at him again. “I get it. You have a lot on your plate.” He grinned. “And you do worry about your people—those you care about. I need to be more sensitive to that. I’ll work on it, okay?”

	Savannah smiled and ran one hand down the side of Michael’s face. “I love you so much.”

	“I know,” he said, kissing her. “See you after work.”



	****


“What time’s the candlelight thing?” Michael asked as he and Savannah ate dinner in their kitchen that evening.

	“Seven thirty.”

	“Is the punkin going with us?”

	“Yes.” Savannah chuckled. “Everyone we know will be there. There’s no one left to watch her. The evenings have been mild. I’m sure she’ll be okay.”

	“Yeah, only heavy and active,” he said.

	“She’ll like seeing all the lighted candles.” She tilted her head. “Do you know if we’re supposed to bring our own or do they provide them? I’ve never been to one of those before.”

	“I don’t know. Let’s put some in the car in case.”

	“Good idea.”

	He looked over the top of his iced-tea glass. “So what did you girls do this afternoon after I left you?”

	“I put up a bunch more posters. I even drove around several neighborhoods looking for the cats and I visited the shelter to see if they’d found their way there since the last time I checked.” She moved her salad around on her plate. “Nothing. Not a sign of them anywhere.”

	Michael took her hand. “They’ll show up,” he said softly. “They just aren’t finished adventuring.”

	She grinned weakly. “Adventuring? Is that what they’re doing? Do we have a cat who must be free to roam? Are we damaging him by trying to keep him in?”

	“Hey, we’re doing the right thing by keeping him in. He can go outside when we’re with him. He has a lot of freedom. Don’t you think so?”

	“Obviously, he doesn’t think so.” She grinned. “You know, he’d probably be happier as a colony cat. Maybe he and Dolly are out soliciting space in a cat colony somewhere.”  

	Michael laughed. “Ever thought of writing fiction? Cat fiction?”

	“Yeah, Rags provides plenty of story material, that’s for sure.” She sat up straighter and took a deep breath. “So did Luke pick up his cats this afternoon? Did everything continue to go okay?”

	“Just fine. No problems, thank heavens. Luke is like a fretting hen over his flock. The fact that this went well will probably relax him a little for the next series of scheduled surgeries.” He took a sip of his tea. “Did you hear that Pearl had her kittens? Mother and children doing well.”

	“Oh, that’s one of the pregnant females in the colony Luke was taking care of when he was homeless?”

Michael nodded.

“What about the other cat? Did she have her kittens?”

	“I’m not sure. They haven’t brought that one in for a checkup yet. Maybe she got left behind when they trapped the others and took them to June’s cat ranch. I’ll have to ask,” Michael said. 

	Savannah looked up at the kitchen clock. “Hey, we’d better get a move on. I want to put Lily in her jammies before we leave.” She had just begun to clear the dishes from the table when she heard a rap at the door. 

“I’ll change her,” Michael offered, lifting the toddler from her chair. “You get the door.”

“Kira,” Savannah greeted. Looking beyond the child into the yard, she invited, “Come in. How are you? Everything okay?”

	“No,” Kira replied. When she saw Savannah’s puzzled look, she said, “It’s the secret. I can’t keep the secret anymore. It just wants to burst out of me.” She rushed to Savannah, putting and arms around her waist. “I’m so scared. I don’t know what to do.”

	Savannah held the child for a few moments, then pulled back. “Here, let’s sit down, okay? And you can tell me what’s bothering you.” Savannah took the child’s hands. “Now, can you tell me? Can you talk about it?”

	“I think so.”

	“What are you afraid of, Kira?” When the child continued to stare down at her hands, Savannah asked, “Are you still thinking about something you saw a few days ago? You saw someone do something bad, right? Was it someone you know?”

	Kira nodded.

	“Honey, they’ve arrested someone for…for hurting your uncle. You knew that, didn’t you? Is he the person you saw?”

	“No!” she shouted. “It couldn’t be him because I saw…”

	“What, Kira? What did you see?” When the child remained silent, Savannah decided to go out on a limb. “So you think they’ve arrested the wrong person?”

	Kira nodded.

	“And you can’t say anything about what you saw because you’re afraid this person will hurt you?”

	The child thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know.”

	“Do you fear for someone else?” When Kira didn’t respond, Savannah reworded the question. “Are you afraid this person will hurt someone else?”

	“Maybe,” Kira said. She glanced around the kitchen. “Did Rags come home, yet?”

	Savannah shook her head. “No, we’re still looking for him.”

	“He’ll be back,” the child said rather confidently. “I’m sure of it. Mr. Kittleman will be back, too.”

	“You know Mr. Kittleman?” Savannah asked.

	Kira nodded. “He sometimes helps in my Sunday school class. Didn’t you know that?”

 
	Savannah shook her head, saying rather absentmindedly, “He sure is deeply rooted in this community. Everyone knows him.” She focused on Kira. “So you like him?”

	“Oh yes. Mr. Kittleman has taught me a lot about sticking up for myself when someone picks on me. He has given me bravery.” Digging into her shoe, she pulled out a small coin. “See, it says courage right on it. That’s a very special gift, you know.” Her eyes lit up. “He gave Bethany respect.” She tilted her head. “Bethany was always talking bad about herself and making fun of others, so Mr. Kittleman gave her the gift of respect.”

	Savannah watched as Kira pushed the coin back into her shoe. “Honey, those are wonderful gifts. It sounds like you have faith, too, that you believe Mr. Kittleman will be found safe.”

	“Oh yes. God would never let something awful happen to someone like Mr. Kittleman.”

	Savannah studied the child, then leaned toward her. “Kira, maybe this would be a good time to use your gift of courage…I mean with regard to your secret. It seems to me that holding the secret in is harming you. The courageous thing might be to tell the secret. Maybe if you tell me, I can help you decide.”

	Kira spoke quietly and haltingly. “Gosh, that would take…bravery…I mean…to…to tell.”

“What do you think will happen if you tell, honey?”

“I…I don’t know. I might be punished.” She spoke almost inaudibly. “Someone might get in trouble and be mad that I told.”

Savannah took the child’s hands in hers. “You know, often the real consequence of a hard decision isn’t nearly as bad as what we imagine it will be. Ever notice that?”

 
	Kira thought for a moment, then spoke more animatedly. “Yeah, like the time I accidentally spilled my mom’s coffee on the sofa. I cleaned it as good as I could, then turned the pillow cushion over and prayed no one would notice. I was still scared someone would see what I’d done. Then one day I came home from school and the old sofa was gone and a new one was there. I guess no one ever saw the stain and they didn’t care because they got a new sofa, anyway. I worried for nothing.”

	“It’s human nature, honey. We all seem to do that sometimes. But it can become a real problem when we hide something so deeply that it begins to hurt us. Like your secret seems to be hurting you.”

Kira nodded. She then took a deep breath and said, “It…it was my dad.” 

	When Kira began to cry, Savannah said, “You think it was your dad who…”

	“Yes, who hurt Uncle Rodney.” She became more hysterical, speaking quickly. “I saw him. He doesn’t know it. I was outside. No one knew I was there. Sometimes I sneak out after everyone’s asleep. I like the sounds in the night. I listen and I watch. That night I heard someone arguing, then the voices stopped and I saw…I saw my father pulling something like a big sack along the ground toward a truck. He put the…you know…the sack in the truck and drove off. I…I never saw Uncle Rodney again and then Mom told me he died.” Her voice accelerated when she said, “I saw the knife. I saw my dad holding a big knife. I could see it in his hand shining in the streetlight. Savannah, could he have…do you think he…?”

	“Good heavens,” she said, embracing the child as she sobbed. “Oh my gosh, Kira. I’m so sorry.”

	“Dad hated him. I know he did, but he’s a man of God—he tells me that all the time when I get upset about something he does. He’s a man of God, so everything he does is okay. But…I…I hear different in Sunday school and Mom talks to us about things and…oh, I’m so scared. I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to do.” She looked up at Savannah. “If Dad hurt Uncle Rodney with that knife, that’s wrong, isn’t it? That can’t be right no matter what my dad says.”

	“No, honey, that isn’t right. Oh, it makes me so mad that you’ve have to carry this burden.” She held the sobbing child for a moment when suddenly, she thought she heard something. She looked up at the back door and saw a familiar figure through the window. “It’s your mom, Kira. Okay if I invite her in?”

	Kira pulled back and began wiping at her eyes. She thought for a moment, then nodded.

	Savannah stopped and studied the child before approaching the door. “Hi, Tiffany. Please come in.”

	“Thank you,” she said, stepping inside. She looked at Kira, then at Savannah. “Is something wrong?”

	“Please sit down, Tiffany.”

	“I can only stay for a minute,” she said, easing into a chair next to her daughter. “I was just looking for Kira. Klara said she thought she’d walked over here. Kira, honey, it’s late. You should be getting ready for bed.” When no one spoke, she looked from the child to Savannah. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

	“Is your husband with the children?” Savannah asked.

	“Yes.”

	Savannah put her hand on Tiffany’s. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother.”

	She hung her head. “Thank you. I’m so distraught. I can’t for the life of me believe he was involved in selling drugs. That’s what they tell me, that it was a drug deal gone bad.” She reached out and smoothed her daughter’s hair. “Kira has taken it hard. Is that why you’re here, Kira? Because you needed someone to talk to? I know I haven’t been very helpful as upset as I am. I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry. I know you and your uncle were close.”

	“No!” she shouted, pulling away from her mother’s touch. “You don’t know. You don’t know anything.”

	Before Tiffany could speak, Kira rushed out through the door and disappeared into the dusk.

	“I…I don’t know what to say…” Savannah muttered.

	“It’s okay,” Tiffany said, standing and peering out the window in the direction her daughter had run. “She’s a high-strung child with a wild imagination. She can’t take much stress and it has been a stressful week, as you can imagine.” She turned to Savannah. “I don’t know what stories she’s been telling you, but I’m sure it’s all figments of her imagination.” She chuckled nervously. “She lives in a world of fantasy and she can tell some wild stories.” She continued speaking as she edged toward the door. “Thank you for your kindness. I’m sure she won’t be coming over here and bothering you anymore.”

	“Tiffany,” Savannah said sternly, “she’s no bother. Kira is welcome here anytime she needs to or wants to visit.” She took a step toward the woman and started to say more, but Tiffany turned and stepped out through the door, walking swiftly toward her house.

“We’d better go,” Michael said quietly from the kitchen doorway. When Savannah didn’t respond, he asked, “Everything okay?”

 
	“Not really,” she said. “But I guess there’s nothing I can do about it—at least not right now. Yes, let’s go.”

“Here’s your jacket. Lily’s ready. I grabbed a couple of candles from the mantle.”

Savannah wrapped one arm around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, hon.”

“Sure. Sounded like it got kind of dicey in here. What seems to be the problem?” he asked.

 
	Savannah thinned her lips and glanced toward the Crane home. “I wish I knew. I get the impression that something’s brewing over there. If only I knew how to help. I just hope…”

“What?” he asked as they stepped out onto the front porch and walked toward their car. 

“That an innocent child doesn’t get hurt in the crossfire.”

He frowned. “You make it sound sinister.” After they were all strapped into the car, he said, “By the way, Max and Maggie are riding with us.”

“Okay.”

Once they’d picked up Savannah’s aunt and uncle and Michael had driven for several minutes while bantering back and forth with the two of them, Margaret said, “You’re quiet, Vannie.” 

When his wife didn’t respond right away, Michael explained, “It’s been a rough few days with Rags and Dolly missing—along with Leo Kittleman, and the little girl next door in crisis.”

“What’s wrong with the little girl?” Margaret asked. “Do you mean the quiet one…Kyla?”

“Kira,” Savannah corrected. “I’m not sure. It appears that she may have seen something quite shocking and she doesn’t know whether to tell or not. The secret is really upsetting her.”

“I saw her parents in the grocery store yesterday,” Margaret announced.

“Oh? Must have been while the kids were in school.”

“Yes. They had two small children with them and boy, was he making them toe the line. Lily would burst into tears if her daddy talked to her like that.”

“He is gruff,” Savannah noted. “And Tiffany is so meek.”

“You said he’s a preacher?” Margaret asked. “Doesn’t act like any preacher I’ve ever known.”

“Yeah, but is an Internet preacher really a preacher?” Michael asked.

“Good question,” Max said. “I guess there are surely some legitimate ones, just like there are legitimate cat breeders on the Internet as well as those who are scam artists.”

“Well, this Internet preacher may just be something far worse than a scammer,” Savannah said rather absentmindedly.

“What?” Margaret asked. “In what way? What do you know, Vannie? Tell us.”

After a brief pause, Savannah said, “I’m not really at liberty to say anything.” She waved a hand in front of her. “Heck, for all I know, it’s simply a big misunderstanding.” 

When Michael became aware of the awkward silence, he said, “Hey, Maggie, we found something of yours yesterday.”

“Huh?” 

“Yeah, a slug.”

She frowned. “You can’t blame me if you have slugs and snails in your yard. Those nasty critters go anywhere they please.”

“No,” Michael interrupted. “A bullet—a spent bullet.”

“What?”

“Yeah, we found it in that fake ficus you left when we bought the house—the one in the dining room.”

“A bullet?” Max questioned.

“Yeah, just lying there in that phony mossy stuff in the pot,” Michael explained. “Do you know where it could have come from?”

After thinking for a moment, Margaret said, “Well, I bought that plant at an estate sale about twenty years ago at the old Kaiser place.”

“Really?” Savannah said, her eyes wide. “I thought they boarded that place up over forty years ago.”

“Yeah, actually, you’re right. But someone came back in the nineties—presumably the Kaiser offspring—and sold off some of the stuff. I thought they were going to do something with the place then. But after the sale, they just closed it up again.” When no one else spoke, Margaret continued, “Yeah, I’m not surprised there’d be bullets around that property with all the trouble that man brought to himself.” When she saw that Savannah seemed interested in hearing more, she said, “According to my parents—your grandparents, Vannie—there were always stories in the paper and rumors about that place and the people who lived there.” She leaned toward Savannah and spoke more quietly. “There’s something not right out there, and the fact that they closed the place up attests to that, in my opinion.”

“Is that the place a few blocks over from us on Westin?” Max asked.

Margaret nodded. “Yes.”

“Well that’s where Iris is working. Did you know that? Michael and I saw her with some of the…um…offspring this afternoon.”

Margaret’s eyes became wide. “Holy cow! She didn’t say a word to me about that. Hell, that could be a huge can of worms.” She shook her head slowly. “I wonder if Iris knows what she’s getting into.” She tapped Michael on the shoulder. “You really ought to turn that bullet over to authorities. It just might be an important clue to some of the crazy things that have gone on in that place.”

“Yeah, maybe we should,” Savannah said, sounding weary. She then suggested, “How about we focus on Leo Kittleman this evening. We shouldn’t let anything interfere with all the positive thoughts we want to send for his safe return.” She faced her aunt, who sat next to her in the backseat of their SUV. “Did you bring candles? I think we have some extras, if you need them.”

“Naw, they supply candles at these things,” Margaret explained.

	“You’ve attended vigils before?” Michael asked.

	“Unfortunately, yes,” Margaret said, “…once.” When she noticed Savannah waiting to hear more, she explained, “Your folks had moved you to Los Angeles by then, Vannie, and I don’t think they told you about it.” When no one spoke, she continued, “That was a sad case. The little boy never came home and he was never found. Seeing his family there at that vigil some eighteen or twenty years ago…well, it was heart-wrenching, as you can imagine.” She faced Savannah. “You probably knew the family, actually. The little boy’s sister was about your age. Do you remember a girl named Alvarado?”

	“Gloria Alvarado?” When Margaret nodded, Savannah said. “Yes, I remember that she had a little brother—he was a baby—about three years old, when I knew her.” She stared off into space. “Come to think of it, she hasn’t mentioned him since we resumed contact with one another. What happened, Auntie?”

	“He was about eight when he disappeared. He’d spent the night with another family and in the morning he was gone. They thought maybe he woke up, discovered he was in a strange place, and tried to find his way back home. Someone might have picked him up, I guess.”

	Savannah cocked her head. “Didn’t he have a disability? I remember there was something…um…different about him.”

	“Yes, evidently there was trauma at birth. He didn’t speak until he was nearly eight, then his vocabulary was limited.” Margaret spoke more quietly. “I sure hope there’s a better outcome after this candlelight vigil.”

	




Chapter 4

 


“I’m home,” Michael called as he came into the house the following evening.

	“We’re in the kitchen,” Savannah said.

	When he joined her and Lily, he was barefoot. “There you are,” he said, sitting down and slipping on his flip-flops. 

“Shoe,” Lily said, pointing at Michael.

He smiled. “Yes, these are Daddy’s shoes.” Then addressing Savannah, he asked, “Any news of our missing folks—the human one or the furred ones?”

	She let out a sigh. “Apparently not. At least I haven’t heard. Colbi and I posted flyers far and wide today, although we can’t imagine the cats would travel over so much terrain as we covered.”

	“Yeah, but they could have hitched a ride.” When Savannah chuckled, Michael asked, “What’s funny?”

	“Oh nothing, just the image of those two cats alongside the road with their paw-thumbs out, holding a sign saying, “Need a ride to the nearest seafood restaurant.”

	He shook his head. “Well, your cat did ride a bus once by himself, remember?”

	“How can I forget? Darn it, Michael,” she carped. 

	“What?”

	“Now I’m even more worried. He and Dolly could be anywhere—even in another county or state.”

	“Hey, let’s not get carried away, okay?” He pulled a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, asking, “Did you talk to Craig today?”

	“No, but Colbi did. He said there’s nothing but dead-ends as far as Mr. Kittleman’s whereabouts. He’s afraid they’re going to call off the search.”

	“What does that mean?” he asked, easing into a chair and placing his water on the table in front of him.

	“I suppose it means they’ve given up hope and they’ll stop searching, at least in any sort of organized way.”

	After sitting quietly for a moment, Michael asked, “What’s for supper?”

	“That Mexican casserole you like.”

	“Yum.” He picked up Lily, who was toddling past him with a toy drum in her arms, and lifted her into the air. “Yummy, huh?”

	“Mummy,” she said, giggling.

	“No Mexican casserole for her,” Savannah asserted. “She’s having peas, carrots, and turkey.”

	“Ewww,” he said. When Lily looked at him, he repeated, “Ewww.”

	She laughed and wrinkled her nose, mimicking him, “Ewww.”

	“Michael,” Savannah said while rinsing a head of butter lettuce, “I called Gloria today.”

	“Who?” he asked.

	She placed several pieces of lettuce in a salad spinner. “My childhood friend, Gloria. After hearing about what happened to her brother, I just felt the strongest urge to reconnect with her.”

	“Is she still living in Orange County?” Michael asked, easing Lily to the floor and giving Savannah his full attention.

	She shook her head. “No, she’s actually back in Hammond, taking care of her mother.” She stared down at her feet for a moment. “I guess her mother has never been the same since her little boy went missing.”

	“Oh, so she talked about that, did she? I thought you said she’d never told you about it.”

	“Yes, she actually brought it up.” She took a deep breath. “Things can sure change…and  overnight sometimes.” She began spinning the lettuce over the sink. As she placed the spinner on the counter, she continued, “It’s a tragedy any way you look at it, because Gloria had to leave her husband behind in order to come back here. He’s evidently not happy about her bringing their two children to her family home. Michael, her mother still lives in that dangerous neighborhood where she grew up. Gloria and Gabe have a nice home down south with room for her mom, but Mrs. Alvarado won’t budge. She believes her boy will eventually come home and she wants him to be able to find her.”

	Michael shook his head. “Sad. Really sad. So will you get together with Gloria?”

	“Yes, I want to visit her mother and also see Gloria and meet her two little girls. She’s eager to meet Lily, too.” Her face brightened. “Oh, Michael, guess what? Her youngest daughter’s name is Lilliana. They call her by her formal name. What are the chances?”

	“Yeah, that is a coincidence. What’s her other child’s name?”

	“Um…what did she tell me? Oh, it’s Guinevere. Can you imagine? I guess her husband’s grandparents are Welch.”  

Michael picked up a doll Lily had tossed in his direction and placed it in her wagon as she pulled it past him. “That’s your phone, hon.” When he saw her start to remove the casserole from the oven, he offered, “Want me to get it?”

	She nodded. “Please.” 

Within a few moments, Michael burst into the room shouting, “They’re back! Savannah, they’re back!”

“Who?” she asked, momentarily confused and feeling a jolt of fear.

	“The cats. That was Colbi. She said they just showed up. They’re okay. They seem tired, but…”	

“But what?” she asked hesitantly.

	“Well, she thinks Rags has blood on him.”

	“Is he hurt?” she asked, her voice an octave higher than normal.

	“She doesn’t think so. It’s on his neck and one paw. You know Colbi, the reporter—she sees a story in everything.” Michael chuckled. “She said she’s not washing it off Rags because she thinks it’s some sort of evidence or maybe a clue.” 

	“Yeah, it might be,” Savannah agreed. 

	“So is dinner ready?” he asked. “Or do I have time to run over and pick up Rags?”

	Savannah thought for a moment, then she looked at him with tears forming in her eyes. She nodded. “Would you mind? I’d really like to have him home.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks, hon.”



	****


 “Rags!” Savannah exclaimed when Michael appeared at the front door with him in his arms. 

“Oh boy, does he want down,” he said, releasing the lanky cat and watching him rush to Savannah.

“Where have you been?” she asked, caressing his fur as he wrapped himself around and around her ankles. She cradled his face in her hands and peered into his green eyes. “Shame on you for running off like that. You were gone for over two days,” she scolded. She began scratching him alongside his neck. “What were you thinking? You can’t be luring Dolly away from her home like that. Bad boy.” 

	Michael laughed. “He thinks all of your words are endearing. He doesn’t know you’re lecturing him.”

	“Yeah, well, he is in trouble.” She awkwardly picked him up and kissed the top of his head, then sat down with him. “Let me see your paws, Ragsie.” 

	“I couldn’t find any sign of injury,” Michael said. “Maybe they caught something and ate it for dinner. It’s probably gopher or bird blood.”

	Savannah ran her fingers over the dried blood stain on his paw then examined the spot on his neck. “You know…” she started.

	“Oh no, you aren’t really thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

	“What?” she asked innocently.

“That there’s something sinister or evil attached to that blood.”

“Michael, there’s been a murder and a man is missing. Maybe…just maybe Rags wandered into the midst of something, as you said, sinister. Yeah, I think we should have Craig check out the blood and see if it’s human or animal.”

	“I can do it,” Michael said. “Well, you know that. Here, let’s cut some of that fur and I’ll take it to the clinic in the morning and test it.” When he saw the look on Savannah’s face, he sighed. “Okay, I guess I can do it this evening, although I don’t know what difference a day will make.”

	“There’s a lot going on, Michael. I’m stressed. Everyone’s stressed—well, you saw the huge turnout last night for Mr. Kittleman. She peered at him for a moment, then said, “Why don’t we eat, then you can go to the clinic and run the test while I get Lily ready for bed.”



	****


Savannah had just finished bathing Lily and dressing her for bed when her phone rang. She quickly edged it out of her pocket.

	“Savannah, it’s human,” Michael said. He hesitated before asking, “Want me to call the detective?”

	“No. I’ll do it. Thanks, hon.” She winced and added, “That’s not the answer I’d hoped for, but something we needed to know. Save the sample for Craig, will you? I’m sure he’ll want it.” After ending the call, Savannah engaged Lily in play with a couple of toys, then sat nearby and called Detective Sledge. “Craig, sorry to bother you. I’m sure you’ve been busy this week.”

	“Yeah. I was just sitting down to dinner—Iris made beef stew and biscuits tonight. Can you make it quick, Savannah? I’m hungry.”

 
	“Sure. Just wanted you to know, the cats came home, and…”

	“You called me to tell me the cats came home?” He paused. “I mean, I’m glad to hear it, but really, Savannah, is that important enough to interrupt my dinner?” he groused.

	“Uh…no. Sorry, Craig. There’s more. Rags has human blood on him.”

	After a few moments of silence, Craig asked, “He what?”

	“Human blood. He has human blood on his paw and his neck. Michael just tested it at the clinic.”

	“What type, does he know?”

	“No, only that it isn’t animal. He’s saving a sample for you.”

	“Is he still at the clinic? Can you have him bring it by on his way home?”

	“I’ll try to catch him. ’Bye, Craig.”

	“’Bye. And thank you for interrupting my dinner. This clue may…or may not…be worth it.”

	Savannah chuckled. “Any time. Talk to you later.” She quickly placed a call to Michael. When she heard his voice, she said, “I’m assuming you’re still at the clinic, because you wouldn’t be answering your phone while you’re driving, would you?”

	“Actually, I’m just leaving. Why?”

	“Can you take that blood sample to Craig? He’s home and eager to get his hands on it.”

	“Sure. I’ll see you later.”



	****


The following afternoon, Savannah had just put Lily down for her nap and was heading to the kitchen to make a batch of cookies for the Alvarado family when her phone rang. “Hi, Craig. What’s up?”

“Well, it’s not from the Rodney Turner murder scene.”

	She paused. “Oh, you mean the blood. Wow, have there been any other murders lately?” 

	“No.”

	“Maybe Rags scratched someone who tried to pick him up,” she suggested.

	After pausing, he said, “Probably not.”

	“What do you mean?” she asked. “Do you know where it came from…whose blood it is?”

	Craig cleared his throat and coughed. “Yes, we do. It’s very likely Leo Kittleman’s blood.”

	Savannah gasped. “Oh my gosh! How? Craig, what does this mean?”

	“I don’t know, Savannah. I guess it means that somewhere in his travels, the cat met up with Leo Kittleman; how and where is anyone’s guess.” 

“That’s freaky. I mean, he could be lying hurt someplace…or he’s dead.”

“Not necessarily,” Craig said. “He may be perfectly fine. This could have come from a small cut on his finger.” He chuckled. “You need to strap a camera on that cat of yours when he takes off like that.”

	“Wouldn’t that be a kick—to actually see what he does on one of his cat-ventures?” She changed the subject and spoke more quietly. “Craig, have you talked to Mr. Turner’s family…the people next door to us?”

	“Yeah, why?”

	“Um, is there anything suspicious in their stories or…?”

	“What are you insinuating, Savannah? Do you know something we should know? I don’t have time to play games. If you have pertinent information, tell me.”

	“Well, I guess actually I don’t. All I can say is, well, if I were you, I’d spend a little time talking to the Cranes and maybe some of the kids.”

	He coughed. “Savannah, is this coming from intuition or do you know something? Because if you have some sort of evidence, we’re going to need you to come forward with it.”

	“Um…I don’t know, Craig,” she said, sounding a bit frustrated. “I just…”

	“I get it, you can’t divulge, right?”

	“You might say that.”

	He was quiet for a moment. “We have a suspect in custody. You know that, don’t you?”

	“Yeah, I heard. But…”

	“Hey, if you say so, I’m going to listen. I’ve learned to pay attention to you and to your cat. Thanks. I’ll…um…listen and see what I come up with.”

	“Good. I just think there’s something wrong in that family…something terribly wrong.”

	Craig coughed and cleared his throat. “Thanks for the tip, Detective Savannah.”

She couldn’t help but smirk as she ended the call and headed down the hallway toward the nursery. Before she could step into the room, however, her phone chimed again. She ignored it. With her hands on her hips, she peered at her child, who stood up in the crib smiling. “Don’t feel like taking a nap today, huh?” She lifted Lily and walked with her toward the kitchen. “Want to help Mommy make cookies?”

“Cookie?” Lily repeated.

“Yes, we’re going to make oatmeal raisin cookies…” she looked down at her phone, which was chiming again, and sighed. “…after we call Uncle Craig.” She placed the toddler in a chair at her little table and handed her a bowl of fruit. “You didn’t eat this for lunch; maybe you’re hungry now.” When she saw the baby start to eat, she picked up her cell phone and touched the screen. “Hi, Craig. You called?”

“Yes, I had a thought.”

	“Oh?”

	“About your cat and Colbi’s cat.”

	“What about them?”

	After hesitating, he said, “I’d like to follow their trail.”

	“What?” she asked. “You want us to turn them loose again so you can follow them?”

	He laughed. “No. I want to see if we can find out exactly where their recent travels took them.”

“How are you going to do that?” Savannah asked, suspiciously.

	“Well, I have a plan. See what you think. They were gone for what—forty-eight hours?”

	“Yes, something like that, I guess—two whole days and two nights. We figure they got out around one on Monday afternoon and they came back last night a little after six.”

	“So around fifty hours,” he deduced.

	“Yes.”

	He cleared his throat. “What do you think about asking for help in tracking them?”

	“Huh?”

	“How many people do you know who’ve installed surveillance cameras outside their homes these days?”

“Well, I guess a few,” she said. “There are people with them in that tract behind us. They caught pictures of Rags taking stuff from their yards a couple of times during that fiasco a few weeks ago. And they got some fuzzy pictures of Luke borrowing things from them when he was…”

“Yeah, I know of the complaints that came in about that kid. But I guess things have calmed down over there since you cracked the case of the borrowing burglar and found the perpetrator a job at your friend’s cat ranch,” Craig said.

“Uh-huh, but I don’t think anyone actually identified Luke in any of their pictures. They don’t know who it was or that he’s no longer a threat to their privacy.” She laughed. “According to my aunt, some of those people are still watching for the burglar to reappear.” 

“The burglar who only borrowed things,” Craig said, chuckling.

“Yeah, I never bothered to tell anyone over there that it was Luke. I didn’t want them to go after him. Anyway, I figured things would settle down once he was out of the area.” She paused. “But yeah, I do know people with those cameras—paranoid people. And a lot of businesses use them. Don’t you think they’re catching more criminals because there are so many of those cameras around? And they’re identifying hit-and-run drivers, too!”

“Sure are,” he agreed. “But here’s my thought. If we can piece together the cats’ whereabouts during those fifty-some hours, we might be able to find Leo Kittleman. And with him being so well-thought of within the community, I’m pretty sure the response to our request for information and videos will be generous, don’t you think so?” 

“Sure. I can imagine people coming forward to help find him.” She sat for a moment, then said, “Wow! I’m speechless. That sounds like quite an elaborate scheme. Does the sheriff’s department have time to track cats, for heaven’s sake? Do you really think it would work?”

	Craig chuckled. “For someone who’s speechless, you have a lot to say there.”

	“You know, it sounds like a rather fun puzzle—a treasure hunt of sorts. How does one organize something like that? Do you have a plan?”

	“Yeah, I think so. We need to run public announcements on the radio, get TV coverage, and have Colbi put an article on the front page of her newspaper. Would you and Colbi get together and write up the story? Run it by me and we’ll contact radio and TV stations—hopefully by tomorrow—this evening, if you can get it together in time.”

	“I’m on it,” she said.

	“By the way,” Craig added, “if you need help with Lily this afternoon, I have Iris at the ready.”

	“Gosh, you’ve thought of everything, haven’t you, Craig? Thanks, I’ll call her.”

	“No need, she’s right here.”



	****


An hour later, Savannah and Colbi sipped water in the lunchroom at the newspaper office and brainstormed on how to proceed with the project Craig had handed them.

	“First we need a name for it,” Colbi suggested.

	“A name?”

	“Sure, a project needs a name—like ‘Mission Cat and Mouse,’ or ‘Operation Cat-Track.’”

“How about ‘Project Catventure’?” Savannah suggested.

 
“Huh?”

“You know, cats having an adventure—catventure.”

“It works as well as any, I guess. Okay, Project Catventure, it is. Now, what is the outcome we hope for—the goal?” She looked at Savannah. “To find Mr. Kittleman?”

	“Yes.”

	“And the method?” Colbi asked. “I guess we want to accumulate as much information as we can from all sources available in order to piece together the cats’ travel route. How, Savannah? How are we going to do that?” 

	“By questioning people—enticing members of the community to come forward with cat sightings during those critical fifty hours.”

	“And by soliciting videos and photographs inadvertently or intentionally taken of those two. We’ll have to get permission to look at surveillance cameras in public areas, businesses, and homes,” Colbi said. “That’ll be quite a task, don’t you think?”	

	“Well, the difficult part will be piecing all the information together.” 

Colbi nodded. “If people don’t come forward, you know, we may have to canvass neighborhoods, knock on doors, and visit retailers asking questions. That will take time and people-power.” 

“Whew. Maybe we can get some volunteers from the Hammond Cat Alliance to help with that.”

Colbi’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, those gals and guys like a challenge. And they’re always ready and willing to help with any worthwhile project that involves cats.”

	“According to Craig, already dozens of people have reported to the sheriff’s department their last sightings of Mr. Kittleman. People sure care about that man and they want to help. Maybe we can recruit some of them to join our posse,” Savannah quipped.

	“Yes, great idea.” Colbi raised her hand for a high-five. “I do believe we have an outline for an excellent plan.” She leaned forward. “Now, did Craig say he would contact the TV and radio stations?”

	“Yes, and they need you to run a piece prominently in the newspaper. The front page will do. And it had better be quick, before people are apt to erase what they’ve captured on their cameras during the week.”

“Okay,” Colbi said. “Let’s note the particulars we want to include in the article.”

“You sure are organized,” Savannah pointed out. “No wonder you’re so good at what you do.” When she noticed Colbi waiting for her response, Savannah said, “Okay, the time period we’re interested in is Monday afternoon, say around one or one thirty, through Wednesday evening, May second through the fourth. We need a picture of the cats, information about where they were last seen, and the reason we want folks to come forward; in order to find Mr. Kittleman.”

	“Let’s run a photo of Leo Kittleman, too.”

Savannah nodded. “Absolutely.”

After several minutes, Colbi picked up her notes and stood. “I think we’re ready to roll. Except for one thing.” 

	“Which is?”

	“Where do they take or send their videos, photographs, and other information?”

	“Hmm, good question. Let me call Craig and find out. I actually don’t mind taking calls from citizens. That might be kind of fun.”

	“Oh, I don’t know, Savannah,” she warned. “It could be time-consuming handling all those calls and you’re bound to get some cranks and calls from people who have nothing better to do than chat.”

	“Naw, I don’t mind. Let’s provide our landline number. It has an answering machine. I can call people back while Lily’s napping.”

	“Good idea, if you don’t mind.”

	Savannah picked up her phone and placed a call to Detective Sledge. “Hi. I think we’re ready to go with the newspaper article. We just have a couple of questions. Where shall we have people send their videos and photographs?”

	He was quiet for a moment, then said, “Have them sent to me. I’ll text you the information for publication.”

	“Okay, I think we can run it this afternoon if we get the info back from you in time.” She looked up at Colbi, who was motioning with her hands and pointing to her watch. “What?” she asked. 

	“Thirty-five minutes to press.”

	“Thirty-five minutes, Craig. Send it to Colbi’s phone, would you? And Craig, I’m going to take the calls from citizens, if that’s okay. I’ll use my landline.”

“That would be great, Savannah,” he said, “if you don’t mind.”

“No. I think it would be kind of fun.”

“If you say so. And send me your article, would you?”

“Yes, right away.”

After ending the call, Savannah started flipping through her cell-phone photographs. “Here’s a great shot of the two cats from when we were at the cabin. What do you think?” she asked showing it to Colbi.

	“Perfect. Yes. Text it to me; that’s the picture I’ll use.” She started to walk away, then turned. “You know, I’m kind of excited about this project. It’ll be fun knowing where the cats have been and what they’ve been doing, don’t you think so?”

	“Yes, I’ve always wished I had a camera on Rags when he wanders. This could be eye-opening.”






Chapter 5

 


 “You’re going to do what?” Michael asked, later that evening.

	“Here, read Colbi’s story. It’s on the front page. They bumped a political piece to run it; and it’s on all the local radio and TV stations.” Just then their landline phone rang. Savannah’s eyes widened. “Oh, that might be the first of our neighborhood cat-watch volunteers. I can’t wait to hear what people are saying.” She rushed to pick up the phone, only to return rather quickly. “Dang telemarketer,” she muttered.

	Michael chuckled and shook his head. “Well, it’ll be interesting to see what comes of your little plan.”

	She put her hands on her hips. “It’s no little plan, Michael. In fact, what we learn about the cats’ wanderings might go beyond finding dear old Mr. Kittleman. It might be useful in scientific studies—you know—explaining how animals navigate, how a housecat handles himself when out and about, how sharp a coddled cat’s instincts really are.” She bounced with excitement. “This may give clues as to a cat’s actual brain function—their thought processes.”

	“You think there are such studies, do you?”

	Easing onto the ottoman and pouting a little, she said, “You’re patronizing me, aren’t you, Michael?” She sat up straight. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do believe there are such studies. Don’t you? I mean, there are studies on everything imaginable.” Before she could finish making her point, her cell phone rang and she looked at the screen. “It’s my aunt. Hi,” she said into the phone. All she heard was laughter. “Auntie, what’s so funny?”

	“You and Colbi.”

	“What?”

	“I just read the paper. You’re going to try to retrace those cats’ tracks? Aren’t you afraid of what you might find out? I mean, if Rags wanted you to know details of his secret life, he’d invite you to join him on his escapades.” She broke out laughing again. 

	“Oh stop,” Savannah snapped. “It was Craig’s idea. It’s part of a well-thought-out investigation,” she said, trying to sound self-assured.

	“An investigation that’ll take you to the fish market and the city dump and maybe to a cat-food factory.”

	“Auntie,” Savannah said sternly, “if we can get people to call in with information about having seen the cats, we’re likely to find out where Mr. Kittleman is. Don’t you think that’s worthwhile? I mean, he’s been gone what, a week now? Yes, a week tomorrow. We could be running out of time.”

	Margaret remained quiet for a moment, then said, “Yeah, it would be nice if that happened, but knowing cats the way I do—especially your cat—and human nature, I kinda think this is a huge waste of manpower and our tax dollars.”

	“Tax dollars?” Savannah shrieked.

	“Yeah, don’t we support our local sheriff’s office?”

	“Auntie, for one thing, you should be the last person to doubt a cat’s ability to help in a crisis situation. You know cats and you advocate for them. Why are you so pissy about this plan? Is it because you aren’t included? Because you don’t have any cats involved?”

	“Naw, Vannie. I’m just needling you. I got a kick out of the story and the idea, that’s all. Yeah, it would sure be something if you can find Leo through the cats’ wanderlust. I hope you do.”

	“Good, because we might need your help to make it work.”

	“What? What do you want me to do, for Pete’s sake?”

	“It depends. Maybe canvass neighborhoods and talk to people, put up flyers…things like that.”

	After several seconds of silence, Margaret said, “Oh. Well, I guess I could do that.”

	“Good. We’ll let you know if we need your help.”

	Margaret said more quietly, “I’m still floored at how many people showed up for that candlelight thing Tuesday night. It sure was nice. There must have been two hundred people there, don’t you think so?” 

	Suddenly Savannah interrupted her aunt. “Hey, that’s the house phone. I’m taking calls about the cat sightings, so I’d better get it. Talk to you later, Auntie.”

	Before Savannah reached the phone, Michael had answered it. “It’s for you,” he called as she entered the room.

	“Thanks, hon.” Into the phone, she said, “Hello, this is Savannah Ivey.”

	“Hi, I saw the story in the newspaper and I’m calling to tell you I saw those two cats in the picture. They came to my back door one evening…let’s see…it must have been Monday. I’d just returned from my Zumba class and was putting food out for the neighborhood strays. I was pretty sure they weren’t feral; for one thing, they practically knocked me over with their appreciation.” She laughed. “And they’re both so healthy-looking—not at all like the scaredy, skinny cats that live behind me in the creek bed.”

	“Where are you located, Ms….?” Savannah asked, picking up the pen she had sitting next to a pad of paper.

	“Oh, it’s Myrna Jones. I’m on Foster Avenue…1112 South. I guess they had to walk down the creek bed from Lilac Drive, where the article said they came from. It runs behind those newer houses all the way to the highway, you know. So they must have walked a long ways before landing here for supper, unless they hitched a ride.”

	“How long did they stay with you?” Savannah asked.

	“Oh, they didn’t stay. They did an eat-and-run routine. I had to fill the bowls twice that night so the ferals could eat. Yeah, the tuxedo cat and the tabby ate, then moseyed off in the direction of the creek bed toward the highway. That’s the last I saw of them. Nice cats, they were. It was a pleasure meeting them.”

	“Thank you very much. This might give us some idea of their route.” Before ending the call, Savannah asked, “Did you happen to notice if either of the cats had anything on their fur—mud or a stain of any sort?”

	“Nooo, nothing that I noticed.”

	“Well, thank you.”

	“Yes, let’s hope they lead authorities to Leo Kittleman.” Ms. Jones’s tone suddenly became more reverent as she continued, “He was the only teacher I ever had who made me want to go to school. I learned more from him about life than anyone I think I’ve ever met. I even hired him to tutor my own children when they had trouble in school. I believe he’s the reason they stayed on a good path.” Her voice became a little higher when she said, “Oh, they had temptations of the worst kind. The kid two doors down started dabbling in drugs. He became a thief, stealing from all the neighbors. My boys hung out with him when he first started getting into trouble and I had just about lost control of them. But Leo had a way with the boys. He was more than just a tutor, he became sort of a father figure or big brother, you know, and he encouraged them in some of the positive things they were interested in. Best of all, he taught them that it is okay to say no and, in fact, sometimes the best thing to do.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “You know, it seems that what Leo said and how he felt mattered to my boys and they ended up staying out of any major trouble. They’re grown now. One of them is an attorney who works with some of the street kids. I mean, he tries to help them find a positive direction to follow. My other son became a psychologist. They both plan to join the wilderness walk this weekend in search of their beloved mentor. That is, if your cat doesn’t lead authorities to him before that.”

	“Thank you so much Myrna. You’ve been most helpful and I enjoyed hearing your story. Very touching.” When Savannah joined Michael in the living room, he handed her her cell phone. “It’s Craig. Says he’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

	“Hi, Craig. I got my first call about the cats. So far, we’ve traced them approximately a quarter of a mile, where they stopped in for a free meal with a bunch of feral cats.”

	He chuckled, then said, “Well, we’ve received a few videos, too. There’s one showing what looks like them behind the grocery store on Evans. Do you know the one?”

	“Yes. When was this, do you know?”

 
	“Tuesday night. So that means they covered a mile.”

	“Or more. Ever watch a cat travel? They don’t walk a straight line. They meander and wander. I wonder if they hitched a ride. What were they doing there…at the store?”

	“Snooping around in the trash bin. Didn’t look like they found anything and they moved on. We got another video taken a few hours later across the street, where the cats curled up on a porch chair after drinking quite a bit of water from what appeared to be a dog’s water bowl.”

	“Yikes, where was the dog?”

	“Didn’t see one. Must have been in the house. Savannah, the reason I called is that we were able to pan in on Rags and there’s no sign of blood as of Tuesday night, so the information we get for Wednesday is going to probably be crucial. Just wanted to mention that in case you start canvassing or get more calls. Wednesday is the day the cats evidently ran into Mr. Kittleman—hopefully alive.” 

“Okay. Or it could have been later Tuesday night. Cats are nocturnal, you know.”

“Oh yeah, I guess they are.” He paused. “Didn’t see you at the vigil.”

	“I didn’t see you, either.”

“So you were there?”

“Yes,” she said. “Sure was well-attended.”

“Sure was,” he said. “I never heard so many accolades about anyone. He was popular with all ages, it seems. I saw teens as well as seniors crying, for heaven’s sake.”

	“Oh, the landline’s ringing, Craig. I’d better answer it. It might be another clue. I’ll talk to you later.”

	As Savannah rushed to the phone, Michael shook his head and grinned.

	“Hello?”

	“Hello, Mrs. Ivey? This is Brandt Jeffers. I checked my surveillance cameras after I read the article in the paper tonight and thought you might be interested in what I captured. It’s those two cats pictured in the paper and shown on TV and a dern rattlesnake.”

	“What?”

	“Yup. I can’t tell from the recording if they were bitten, but the big cat sure gave that snake a run for his money.” He chuckled. “It seemed that the spotted cat had a curiosity for the serpent and the grey cat, obviously more savvy, was doing his best to keep her from getting bitten. I think the smaller cat was simply curious—wanted to maybe play with the snake, not knowing the dangers. But the other cat sure seemed to know. When he couldn’t keep the mottled cat away, he started trying to attack the snake. After a while, it appears that the smaller cat lost interest and the two of them wandered off and so did the snake. But that bigger cat looked kinda tired after the fiasco.”

“Oh my goodness. That’s terrifying.”

“Do you want me to send that tape to you?”

	“Yes, please send it to CSledge@gmail.com. We’d appreciate it. Thank you, Mr. Jeffers.” Before she hung up, she added, “Oh, can you tell me when this was?”

“Yes. If the dates on my camera are correct, it was around three Monday afternoon.”

Once Savannah had hung up the phone, she went in search of Michael to tell him about what she’d just heard.

	He had a story of his own, however. “Hon, come in here,” he urged.

	“What?” 

	“There was a news report on local TV from someone who saw Rags and Dolly. He said he was trapping along the riverbank when something streaked past him. He wasn’t alert enough to see the first one, but then there was a second streak of fur running to beat the band, and he believes now that it was Dolly.” He looked Savannah in the eyes. “She was running from a coyote.”

	“What? Oh my gosh!”

	“Yes, the coyote was right on Dolly’s tail. He picked up his phone and started recording her, not knowing what would happen next. That’s when he realized there were two cats—fitting Rags’s and Dolly’s description.”

	“Yikes,” Savannah screeched. 

	“Wait ’til you hear the rest of the story,” he said, his eyes wide. He shook his head. “Evidently, Rags and Dolly ran back toward the trapper and past him up the tallest tree they could find. The man started yelling and waving his arms in the air and that got the coyote’s attention. But something else had caught the animal’s attention, as well. The trapper had left a couple of dead rabbits a ways upstream and the coyote spotted them and helped himself to a rabbit dinner. He said the cats were still in the tree when he left. He couldn’t lure them down and he doesn’t know where they went from there.”

	“Oh Ragsie,” Savannah crooned when the lanky cat walked up to her and lay down. “What a harrowing experience.” She looked into his eyes. “See why Mommy doesn’t want you out there running loose in the dangerous world? You could have been eaten by a coyote.”

	Michael grinned. “He’s an adventurer, that one. A feline Daniel Boone or Christopher Columbus.”

	“More like Evel Knievel or Steve Irwin,” Savannah suggested. She laughed when Rags suddenly rolled to his back, his legs sprawled in all directions. “Now you look like a cute, old, pussy cat,” she said, reaching down and ruffling his fur. “Oh! The phone,” she said, standing. She looked at the cat. “Probably another report about you.”

	“Yeah, Rags, another tattletale,” Michael quipped.

	“Hello,” Savannah said into the phone, a smile still on her face.

	“Mrs. Ivey?”

	“Yes.”

	“I own Clausen’s Nursery on Market Street and I wanted to let you know I saw your cats here earlier in the week.”

	“Oh? Do you recall what day that was?”	

	“Tuesday. We’re closed Monday, but they had apparently found their way in and had made themselves comfortable overnight. They were there when I opened Tuesday morning.” She laughed. “I actually thought I’d somehow inherited two nursery mascots. I recently lost my best mouser and was hoping these two had come to apply for the job. I understand they returned home. They were just out sowing wild oats, were they?”

	Savannah chuckled. “Yes, I guess that’s what they were doing, all right. So how long did they stay with you?” she asked.

	“Long enough to wrap me around their little fingers and charm several customers. It appeared that they’d actually done some hunting overnight. An employee found mouse remains. I offered them some food, but they weren’t interested. They were quite the spectacle, though.”

	“Oh?” Savannah asked suspiciously.

	“Yeah, the tabby posed for pictures. She seemed to always be peering out from behind a plant in full bloom or she’d sit and stare out from inside a colorful pot. The big guy sure kept an eye on her. Once, she climbed into a wagon a little boy was pulling around for his grandmother and the bigger cat must have thought she was going to be carted away, because he kept pawing at her like he was trying to get her out of that wagon. Then he used his body to herd her away from the children.” She laughed. “It was fun to watch the interaction between them. In fact, my surveillance camera captured some of their antics, if you’d be interested in seeing it.”

	“Yes, please. Did you see the article about the cats in the newspaper?”

“Yes.”

“Can you send the video to the email address in the article? We’d appreciate it.”  

“Sure.” 

	“And thank you very much for being kind to them and for letting us know about their visit.”

She let out a sigh. “Oh yes, I would have kept those two in a heartbeat. But I’m glad to know they found their way back home.”

	“Thank you again. Goodbye, now.”

	When the phone rang again, Michael appeared at the door. “Savannah, don’t you think that’s enough for tonight? Let it go to voicemail, will you?”

	She stood and stretched. “Good idea.” She grinned. “The stories are fascinating, but I’m tired. Let’s get some sleep.” She started to walk away with Michael, when she remembered something. “Oh, I do need to text Gloria and confirm our date tomorrow. I’m visiting her and her mom,” she said, picking up her phone and tapping the screen.

	“At her house?” he asked.

	She shook her head. “No, we decided to meet at the park in town. Her mother likes to go there sometimes and watch the kids play.”

	Michael relaxed. “Oh, good. I really don’t want you girls going into that area where she lives. It seems there have been a lot of problems down there, lately.”

	She grimaced. “I know. Gloria is beside herself with fear. She had bars put on all the windows at her mother’s house and even sprang for an alarm system. I just wish she could get her mother to move out of there. But, according to Gloria, there’s no reasoning with her.”

	“Well, let’s go to bed and hope for a better tomorrow, shall we?” Michael suggested.

	Savannah turned and smiled at him. “That was poetic.” She looped her arm in his and they walked toward the bedroom. “Yes, let’s hope for a much better tomorrow for those people we love who are hurting and struggling.”



	****


“Gloria, hi,” Savannah said, embracing her childhood friend the next morning. Savannah pulled back and smiled at the baby in Gloria’s arms. “This must be Lilliana. Aren’t you adorable?”

	“And shy—well, at first, anyway,” the attractive Hispanic woman said. She stood about three inches shorter than Savannah, at five feet, six. Her thick dark hair flared over one shoulder as she glanced behind Savannah. “Where’s your Lilliana?”

	“Right here in the car,” she said, opening the back passenger door to release the toddler from the car seat. 

	“She’s a big girl,” Gloria said. “…at least up next to my eighteen-month-old. This one takes after my mom—petite.”

	“Lily, look,” Savannah said, holding her to face Gloria and her child, “this is another Lilliana, like you, and almost the same age.”

	“Hi, Lily,” Gloria said, running her hand over the baby’s arm. “You’re a doll.”

	Savannah looked around. “Where’s your other daughter?”

	“With my mom over there near the swings. Can I help you carry anything?”

	“Well, let’s see, I have some cookies for you.”

	“Oh, cookies. Sounds good. We were just starting to get hungry for a snack. Bring them. We’ll share our water bottles and juicies with you.”

	“Perfect,” Savannah said, picking up her tote bag and following Gloria to where her mother sat. When they approached, Savannah placed her tote bag on the grass and reached for the woman’s hand. “You may not remember me, Mrs. Alvarado. I’m Savannah Jordan Ivey.”

	“Hello,” she said. “I do remember you. You were Gloria’s school friend. You came to our home when you were both just girls.” She took Lily’s hand. “And this is your baby?” 

Savannah nodded. “This is Lily—actually, Lilliana like your granddaughter.” 

The woman gazed at her daughter, then at Savannah. “Just look at you. You’re no longer girls. You’re grown with families of your own. Come, sit with me and tell me about your life, Savannah.”

	“Mama,” Gloria said, “Savannah brought cookies. Would you like one?”

	“Homemade?” she asked suspiciously.

	“Yes,” Savannah assured her. “Oatmeal-raisin.”

	Mrs. Alvarado put one hand to her chest. “My favorite.” She reached into the container and Savannah smiled when she took two. “So life is good for you?” Mrs. Alvarado asked.

	“Yes, very good. I’m married to a wonderful man and I love being a mommy. How about you, Mrs. Alvarado, is everything going okay? You must love having your family around you.”

	“Yes, yes, I do, only…” She began to weep. “I miss my Bennie. Nothing is the same without my Bennie. Why won’t he come home?” she asked pitifully. “I know he is close, but he doesn’t come home. Has he forgotten us?”

	Savannah looked to Gloria for guidance. 

	In the meantime, Lily sat on her lap munching a cookie and watching the other children on the playground. 

	“She is sensitive,” Gloria explained. “Mama senses things and she’s usually right. She has sensed that my little brother is close by from the very beginning and she still feels him close. She sometimes says…”

	Her mother finished the sentence, “He’s so close I can almost touch him.”

	Going out on a limb, Savannah asked, “Is it his spirit you feel?”

	At that, the woman recoiled. Her dark eyes pierced Savannah’s. “He is not dead!” she asserted. “He lives!” she shouted. “And he lives close to me. I just wish he would come to me.”

	“Savannah, come meet my other daughter,” Gloria invited, leading her and Lily to where a four-year-old curly-top girl played. “This is Guinevere.”

“Gwennie,” the child corrected.

Gloria smiled and repeated “Gwennie. Mija, this is my good friend, Savannah.”

	“That’s a funny name,” the child said, squinting up at Savannah.

	“Yes, it is.” She laughed. “My little sister used to call me Savannah Banana.”

	The child giggled. “That’s funny.”

	“What does your little sister call you?”

	Gwennie looked at Lilliana and said, “Sissy.”

	Gloria smiled. “She hasn’t attempted her name, yet.” She placed Lilliana on a strip of grass with a couple of toys and watched as Lily walked over and joined her. Once the children were engaged in play, Gloria said, “Let’s sit here and talk, shall we?” She glanced at her mother. “I see that Mama is chatting with Julian’s grandmother.” 

Savannah gazed in Mrs. Alvarado’s direction. “I don’t remember your mom speaking much English.

“No, she didn’t. But she does now, thank heavens. I thought it was important for her to learn and kept urging her in that direction.” Once the two women were settled on a bench near the toddlers, Gloria said, “It’s so good to see you.” She stared at Savannah. “Do you have any idea how much I admired and loved you when we were young?”

	Taken aback, Savannah said, “Well, we were good friends. I considered you one of my best friends. We had so much in common.”

	“Yet so little.”

	“What?”

	“Oh, you know the demographics—you were privileged and I was not. Your home was safe and I was a sitting duck for every type of crime you can imagine. I can tell you, though, what doesn’t kill you sure can make you tough.” She gazed at her mother. “Only, damn, I wish I didn’t have to be tough and be put in the position of protecting my mother and my children. It’s a nightmarish way to live.”

	“Why don’t you go back home, Gloria?”

	She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “If only Mama would come with us. I can’t leave her here. I just can’t. She’s already been mugged twice, her house has been broken into, the teen next door was killed in a drive-by shooting—I mean, we hear gunfire almost every week in the neighborhood. Even still, she won’t leave. She just knows my brother will one day come home. She says she will stay until that day.”

	“Gosh, that leaves you with few choices, doesn’t it?” Savannah turned to look at her. “Hey, will she go on a vacation trip? Could you get her out of the house, say every few weeks or so, and take her to stay with you in LA or rent an apartment locally where all of you can sleep more safely? Take her home a few days a week just during the day.”

	Gloria tilted her head. “Savannah, that’s something I never thought of.” She gazed in her mother’s direction. “I wonder if she would…” She bit her lower lip. “Gosh, that just might be a solution. That way she won’t be giving up the house—but she’d be—we’d all be—safer more of the time.” She clapped her hands together. “Thank you for the idea. I love it, and if I play my cards right, I just might get her to agree.”

	Savannah studied her friend for a moment. “I just heard about your brother recently, Gloria. So he just disappeared? He was what, eight?”

	Gloria nodded. “Yes. Authorities believe he’s dead—that he became lost and disoriented and drowned during a heavy rain.” She gestured toward her mother. “But as you heard, Mama doesn’t believe that.”

	“And you?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Of course, I want to believe he’s well. But it’s been nearly twenty years. He wouldn’t have been able to care for himself. As you may recall, he had a mental disability.”

	“He was only three or four when I last saw him,” Savannah said.

	“And he was eight when he disappeared. I was fifteen. You had already moved away with your family and I had very little support. I had to grow up fast and be there for my mother. If it wasn’t for Mr. Kittleman, I…I just don’t know where I would have ended up.”

	“Oh?”

	“He helped me to focus on my education. Oh, I was there for Mama, of course. She continued to work, although how she held her job, I’ll never know. She had lost her will, but her employers kept her on, probably out of the kindness of their hearts. Mr. Kittleman arranged for me to use the computer lab after school. I’d get home about the same time she got home from work and I’d fix dinner while she rested and prayed. She set up an altar to my brother and she prays morning and night. Most nights, after dinner, I’d read the Bible to her until she was able to sleep. Then I’d study in my room for another few hours.”

“Oh, my gosh, Gloria, you must have been exhausted,” Savannah said.

“Yes, and sad, and frustrated. Sometimes I felt as if I could not go on, but Mr. Kittleman made sure I did, with his gentle prodding.” She smiled. “I managed to get good enough grades to earn a scholarship to a business college. It was offered through the Hispanic community.” 

Savannah choked up when she said, “Oh, Gloria, I had no idea what you were going through. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m not. I feel privileged to have had the experience—to learn just how much you can accomplish through hard work.” She smiled. “I have a good life, Savannah, and I appreciate it more than probably most people would. But…”

“But what?”

“But I’m just now learning how important it is to take time off to be with good people—you know—those who can lift your spirits—and to play.” She winced. “I didn’t learn, growing up, how to play.” She smiled. “Oh, I have memories of summer camp and the glorious fun we had as children. So carefree. I’m trying to recapture that feeling now as an adult, and my children certainly help with that.” She laughed. “Gwennie and I belong to a mommy-and-me roller skating group. Can you imagine? Me, who never owned a pair of skates!”

	“Sounds like a great start,” Savannah said, laughing. Before she continued, she glanced at the children. “No-no, punkin,” she said, rushing to Lily. “Lilliana had that little shovel first. Here’s your shovel,” she crooned, handing her a red one.

	“Mine!” Lily said, pouting. She threw the red shovel on the ground and reached for the blue one, whining. “Blue,” she said. “Blue…mine!”

	“Oh, what difference does it make,” Gloria said. She took the blue shovel from her child and handed it to Lily. 

	At that, Lilliana began to cry. The baby stood up, ran to Lily, and grabbed the blue shovel out of her hand.

	“No!” Lily shouted, reaching for the shovel.

	“Oh my,” Savannah said, her eyes wide. “What do we have here—a couple of prima donnas?”

	“Yes, playground prima donnas who both seem to like blue.” Gloria laughed. She said, “Wait. I think I have another plastic shovel.” She walked away, promptly returning with a wide smile and another blue shovel. She gleefully handed it to Lily, who took one look at it, tossed it on the grass, and began fussing and reaching for the shovel Lilliana had.

	“You know what?” Savannah said, picking up Lily. “I think I’ll take her home and put her down for a nap.”

	“Oh, nap time, huh? Lilliana is used to a morning nap, too. That’s probably what she needs, as well.” Gloria reached for Savannah’s hand and squeezed it in hers. “It is wonderful seeing you and meeting Lily. Let’s stay close.”

	“I would like that, Gloria. This has been so nice.” She glanced at Mrs. Alvarado. “I hope you can get your mom out of that place and that you’ll all be safe real soon.”

	“Me, too. Thank you so much for your great idea. I just pray we can arrange something before…”

	“Before what?” Savannah asked with concern.

	“Oh nothing. It’s just that things seem to be escalating in our neighborhood and I want us out of the line of fire.”

	Savannah hugged her friend. “Good luck. Take care.” She pulled back and looked into her face. “Be safe, and please let me know if there’s anything I can do.”






Chapter 6

 


“You’ve been on the phone ever since I got home,” Michael complained when he happened to catch Savannah between calls.

	“I know. There were a lot of messages. I thought I’d be able to take care of them rather quickly.” She grimaced. “I hope you don’t mind sandwiches and soup for supper tonight.” 

	“No. What kind of soup?” he asked, suspiciously. 

	“Oh, I could make tomato or lentil. How about chicken vegetable?”

	“Could you make your hearty broccoli soup with white beans and bacon?”

	“Yeah, I guess I could,” she said. “Let me make one more callback and I’ll go get it started. What’s Lily doing?”

	“We were having a tea party, but she just replaced me with her pink teddy bear.”

	Savannah chuckled. “Replaced you? What happened? Weren’t you using good table manners?”

	“I thought I was. Hey, how about if I move her tea party into the kitchen and I’ll start cooking the broccoli.”

	“Oh, that would be great. Thank you. I should be there in a few minutes.” Once Michael had left the room, Savannah made her last call. “Hello, is this Carrie Drost? This is Savannah Ivey. You called earlier?”

	“Yes. I wanted to report a cat sighting. Is this the right number?”

 	“Well, yes, for the cats pictured in last evening’s newspaper.”

	“I saw them on TV—the grey-and-white one and the striped one. They were here. I do quilting in my home. I have a machine set up in my garage, actually. It was a pretty day, so I had the door open. I was working on a quilt, when suddenly I realized I had company. I looked down and there they were—the two cats sitting in the doorway watching me. I love cats, you see, and I stopped what I was doing to greet them. I’d never seen them around before and was puzzled about where they’d come from. After we visited for a few minutes, I figured they might be hungry, so of course, I fed them.”

	“Of course,” Savannah said chuckling.

	“Yes, they scarfed down the tuna and milk, then took a leisurely licking bath before moving on. I never saw them again until I turned on the TV last evening and heard their story. Oh, I hope they can help you find Mr. Kittleman—that dear, dear soul.”

	Savannah was as interested at this point in hearing more about Leo Kittleman as she was in tracking the cats. “You know him?”

	“Goodness yes. He’s the reason I’m alive today.”

	“Oh?” Savannah said.

	“Well, yes. I was just a freshman when a girl in my class started bullying me. I was shy. I didn’t know what to do or how to make her stop. All I knew was I was scared—so scared that I couldn’t sleep.” She lowered her voice a little. “And I was humiliated. Do you have any idea how humiliating it is to be ridiculed in front of your peers?” The woman didn’t wait for a response. “I started skipping school. Boy, was I in trouble when my parents found that out. One day Mr. Kittleman saw me sneaking into the school grounds. I guess it was obvious that I was afraid of something. He stopped me after school and asked why I’d come into the school grounds from the east side when all the other students walked in through the front entrance. He knew something was wrong and he took the time to sit down with me and try to engage me in conversation. I wasn’t about to share my secret. I didn’t want to add to my terror by talking about it, and who would believe me, anyway? The other girl was popular. I had no friends, thanks to her. I’d just about decided that I had no way out of the situation, but to take my life. I couldn’t stand it any longer. Mind you, I knew how I’d kill myself; my dad had plenty of pills I could take to end it all.”

	“Gosh, you must have been terrified.”

	“Yes, but not of dying. Dying would be my way out. Well, that day, somehow Mr. Kittleman got me to talking. He helped me to see that I had options—lots of them. I could let Anita get to me and ruin my life, or I could grow a backbone, maybe get help from an authority figure, and make the bullying stop. He convinced me that I could and should trust myself and those who loved me. He said there were people who would help me if only I’d ask, including him. What an empowering moment. That’s it. Mr. Kittleman gave me my power back and, from that moment on, my life changed, little by little at first. But when I look back at what would have happened—what was about to happen—and then I embrace what did happen and all because of that man, I am so grateful. He is a miracle worker.”

	“Wow, what a story. I appreciate you sharing it with me. Now what day did you see the cats in your quilting room?”

	“Let’s see, I was working on the Brackston’s quilt and that was Wednesday morning—yes. That’s right. Around mid-morning, actually.”

	“And where do you live?”

 
	“On Cactus Road, right up against the wash. In fact, that’s where I saw the cats heading when they left here—toward that wash.”

	“Oh my gosh, really? How far from Lilac Lane are you, Carrie?”

	“Not far, really—only a few blocks, I’d say—maybe three or four.”

	“That’s what I thought. I sure do thank you for calling. It’s been a pleasure and I’m pretty sure this information could helpful in finding Mr. Kittleman.” Before she hung up, she said, “Oh, Carrie can you tell me whether either of the cats had a stain on their fur when you saw them?”

“Um…no. Not that I recall. In fact, I remember noticing how white their little paws were. I love cats with white paws.”

“Thank you,” Savannah said. “Thank you very much.” Her adrenalin rushing, she raced into the kitchen. “Michael, the wash behind Colbi’s tract. No one looked there for Mr. Kittleman, did they?”

	He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

	“I’m going to call Craig,” she said, punching his number into her cell phone. When he answered, she said, “Craig, the wash behind Colbi’s tract.”

	“What?”

	“I think we should look for Mr. Kittleman in that wash—the cats were in that vicinity Wednesday. They were actually seen headed in that direction around mid-morning. I think we ought to check it out.”

	“I believe we covered that area, Savannah. Wait, let me check the map.”

“You have a map of where you’ve searched?” she asked.

“Uh-huh. Yes,” he said. “We had searchers down there and they came up with nothing. Anyway, what would Kittleman be doing that far away from his home? He lives at least two miles from there, doesn’t he?”

	“I guess, but as the crow flies, maybe fewer.”

	Craig chuckled. “So you think he flew down there, do you?”

	“No. But he might have walked through property or he could have taken a ride. You say you looked there already?”

	“Yes; not a sign. All they saw down there were a few homeless camps.”

	She paused for a moment, then said, “What if we take Rags out there?”

	“Why? Do you think he can do what a search team couldn’t?”

“He did come home that day with Mr. Kittleman’s blood on his paw. He knows where the man is.”

Craig coughed and cleared his throat. “You’ve got a point there.” He hesitated before saying, “How about if I pick you and Detective Rags up around eight in the morning. Can you get away?”

	“Probably. Yes. I’ll say yes. If there’s a problem, I’ll let you know.”

	“Okay. See you then.”

	“Uh, Craig, have you received anymore videos?” she asked.

	He chuckled. “As a matter of fact, yes. People are sure coming out of the woodwork. And you?”

	“Oh my gosh, Craig, Michael talked to a guy last night who saw the cats being chased by a coyote. And another one caught Rags fighting with a rattlesnake in someone’s backyard.”

	“Fighting with a rattlesnake?”

	“Well, outsmarting the snake, I guess you’d say. Dolly wanted to make the reptile’s acquaintance, but Rags knew better and he managed to steer her clear of the thing.” She shuddered. “Oooh, creepy. Oh yes, and they entertained customers at a nursery and even did a little hunting while they were there.”

	“Hunting?”

	“The gal said they killed a mouse or two. She lost her mousing cat recently and was grateful for the help. So what else were the cats doing while they were out and about, dare I ask?”

	Craig chuckled. “Dare you? How much do you really want to know about your cat, Savannah?”

	“Well, that’s a good question. Why? What could be worse than Rags tangling with a rattlesnake and a coyote, pray tell? Oh, don’t tell me those two met up with a bear or a mountain lion?”

	He laughed. “I don’t think so. But they did have an encounter with some ornery kids with slingshots.”

	“Oh no. How do you know that, Craig?”

	“Well, evidently they visited a yard where there was a litter of puppies. The parents were at work and their ten and twelve-year-old boys were home alone.” He laughed. “The kids must have forgotten their dad had a camera going. They spotted the cats coming toward the puppies and thought they were going to harm them, so they gathered the puppies up and took them in the house. But the cats kept hanging around, so the boys decided to take it upon themselves to do some pest control. When the cats wouldn’t leave, they started shooting marbles at them with their slingshots. It looks like they hit your cat with one of them.” He laughed. “He jumped straight up in the air and took off running, up and over a six-foot fence, leaving Dolly in his dust. She didn’t know what to do or which way to go. Poor cat.”

	She gasped. “What happened? How’d she get away?”

	“Well, the camera was still rolling and it captured Rags coming back over the fence. He glanced around the yard and, evidently saw another way out. Brad Coffman said one gate was open and the boys told him that Rags bounded off the fence, raced toward Dolly, bumped her hard—evidently to get her attention—then he showed her the way through the open gate. She followed and the two cats disappeared.”

	“Whew—I’m glad the boys weren’t better shots,” Savannah said. “Poor cats. They must have been terrified.”

	“And the boys got in trouble when Mr. Coffman got home, too. He said from the looks of the recording, the boys overreacted. The cats weren’t out to hurt the puppies; they looked to him as though they were just tired and hungry. He confiscated the boys’ slingshots and sends his apologies to you and Colbi.”

	“Oh, nice of him. Well, I’ll see you in the morning then, Craig. Thanks.”

	“Hey, Iris wants to talk to you.” He chuckled. “Do you have time for one of those long-winded gossip-fests you gals enjoy?”

	Savannah heard Iris use a scolding tone with her husband. “Oh Craig, stop it. Give me that phone. Hi, Savannah. How are you? I haven’t seen you in a while, except in passing.”

	“Yeah, we’ve been busy tracking the cats and listening to stories about Mr. Kittleman.”

	“So I’ve heard.”

	“Iris, how’s your new job going?” When Savannah didn’t hear a response, she said, “Iris?”

	“Oh, it’s going okay. It’s a dream job, you know, except…”

	“Except what?”

	“Except, those people are kinda crazy and there’s something about that place…”

	“Savannah, where’s the zester thing?” Michael asked from the kitchen.

	Into the phone, she said, “Just a minute, Iris.” Then, “It’s in the back of the silverware drawer.” Apologizing, she said, “Sorry, Iris. My husband is working on supper. I don’t know why he’s using the zester, though, to make broccoli soup.” After a brief pause, she asked, “So what about the place? You said it’s pretty old and run-down.”

	“Yes, but there’s more. Savannah, this house has a lot of stories to tell. The owners have shared a few, but I’m curious about those that are untold. I feel…well, all I can say is if this old house could talk, it would make a great suspense story.”

	“Really? Why do you say that?”

	Iris spoke more quietly. “Well, I found what I believe is a bullet hole in the wall behind an old buffet yesterday. That’s clue number one. But there’s more. You know how I can sometimes sense things? Savannah, this old place reeks of…”

	“Hon, do we have any limes?” Michael called.

	“Iris, I’m sorry. I think I’m needed in the kitchen. It’s good to hear your voice. I miss seeing you. Let me know when you have a break from your job and let’s have lunch, okay?”

	“Yes, definitely. Goodbye, Savannah.” She laughed. “I hope your dinner turns out okay.”



	****


 “Hi, cat. Ready for another adventure?” Craig asked as Savannah lifted Rags into the detective’s car the following morning.

	“Are you kidding? He’s always up for an adventure,” Savannah said, laughing.

	“Who’s with Lily?” he asked as he drove out of the driveway.

	“Michael. They’re going to visit the hardware store today, then ride the kiddy train through the mall.”

	“Fun.” As they headed out onto the highway, Craig asked, “Where do you think we should start? That wash is kind of wide.”

	Savannah pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket. “Here’s the address of the quilting woman. She saw the cats head out behind her house, so I’d say we should start there.” She gazed at him. “Did anymore videos come in?”

	“Yes, actually, we have another clue. A home surveillance camera showed the cats late Wednesday afternoon not too long before the scoundrels arrived back home. They stopped a block or so from Colbi’s and Damon’s and evidently took a long licking bath in the Freeman’s backyard. A few days later, when they checked the video, Mrs. Freeman recognized the cats from the story in the paper and contacted us.” He glanced at Savannah as he drove. “The blood was on Rags’s foot then. He was trying to lick it off. So it seems that he picked it up sometime between Wednesday morning and Wednesday afternoon. And if the quilter saw him head into the wash, it’s highly likely that’s where he met up with Kittleman.” He shook his head slowly. “I can’t even imagine him being out there for this long and…”

	“I know—surviving.” Savannah grimaced. “Our discovery today could upset a lot of people.” She sat quietly for a moment, then said, “Craig, what do you know about the Alvarado boy who went missing some twenty years ago?”

	“Huh? You mean Bennie? You remember that?”

	She shook her head. “No. I didn’t hear about it until recently. But I know the family.” She turned to him. “What happened, do you know?”

 
	“Well, the boy had spent the night with another family—cousins, I think—and they believe he got up in the night and was disoriented or frightened and he went outside, maybe planning to walk to his home, which was only a few blocks away. But he never made it home and was never seen again.” He thought for a moment before saying, “The only real clue we found led us nowhere.”

	“What was it?” she asked.

	“A military medal.”

	“What?”

	“It was his dad’s. He carried it with him everywhere he went. We found it…” Craig paused, then looked over at Savannah. “Actually, it was found out there in the wash a couple of years after the kid went missing. There was a lot of rain that year and one of our dispatchers’ daughters came across it. She brought it in to show us and sure enough, it was the one belonging to Bennie Alvarado. The case was closed with an apparent drowning ruling slapped on it. The body was never found.”

	Savannah spoke quietly. “Mrs. Alvarado believes he’s alive.”

	“What?”

	“His mother. I spoke with her yesterday. She says she feels his spirit and she says it isn’t coming from the other side.”

	“Oh, Savannah, some people just don’t have a grip on reality. They carry hope to unrealistic levels.” He pulled into the tract east of Colbi’s and Damon’s. “That must be where the quilt lady lives,” he said, pointing. “Let’s see if we can find a way into the wash without going through someone’s backyard.” He drove around the block and parked the car. “Looks like as good a place as any to start. What do you think?”

“Sure,” Savannah agreed, as she climbed out of the car with Rags on his leash.

“Let’s go, Detective Rags,” Craig said, waiting for the cat to lead the way. “Where’s he going?” 

	Savannah shrugged. 

	When the cat tried to head into a thick covering of brush, Craig stopped and looked around. “Well, he wants to go in that direction. Let’s see if we can find a trail. I’m not crawling through brush.”

	Savannah picked up Rags and walked along the rim of the wash. “Here,” she said. She shook her head. “It’s obviously not well-travelled, but it may get us where he wants to go.”

	They walked along the narrow path for several minutes. When Savannah picked up the cat and carried him, Craig reminded her, “We’re supposed to be following him.”

“It’s too brushy,” she said. “I don’t want him to get a foxtail in his ear or his eye.” When Craig frowned, she insisted, “He’ll let us know if he wants to go in any particular direction.” 

	When they approached a fork in the trail, Craig suggested, “Here, put him down and see what he does.” 

	Savannah lowered the large cat to the ground and she and Craig watched as he turned in a circle, then sat down and sniffed the air.

	“What is that?” Craig asked.

	“What?” she asked, looking around. “I don’t hear anything.”

	“I smell something,” he said. “Smells like food—maybe ham.”

	“Oh, could be someone cooking breakfast in one of those homes back there,” she suggested.

	“Well, your cat smells it, too. Hey, he wants to go in that direction—east. Let’s follow him. Good, the trail’s getting wider. My slacks are full of stickers.”

	The pair had followed the cat for twenty minutes when Craig said, “We’re not making much headway. He’s not the best trailblazer, is he?”

	“He’s a cat, not a dog, you know,” she reminded him. “Cats meander.”

	He laughed. “Yeah, I noticed that in the videos—they never did walk in a straight line or seem to know where they were going. They just—as you said—meandered. Wait, I think he hears something.”

	“Or remembers something,” Savannah said, watching as Rags sat down and cocked his head. “What is it, Rags?” she said quietly. 

	Suddenly he stood and began trotting through the brush.

	She held tightly to the leash. “Darn, Rags, this stuff’s thick. Ewww, and dusty.” She sneezed. 

	Let me take him,” Craig said, reaching for the leash and moving ahead of Savannah.

“My pleasure,” she said, sneezing again.

Suddenly Craig stopped abruptly and motioned for Savannah to do the same. He stepped out again, moving more slowly as Rags led the way.

	Savannah could hear something in the brush. I hope Rags knows what he’s doing, she thought. That could be anything moving around in the bushes—a snake, bear, coyote—but Rags doesn’t seem concerned. He’s pretty much on a mission there. Does he know something we don’t know?

	Without warning, Craig stopped again. The cat continued to pull, however, and the detective held tightly to Rags’s leash. He placed one finger against his lips in a shushing gesture toward Savannah, then took a breath and followed Rags several feet farther before stopping. “Well, hello. How are you this morning? I’m Craig.”

	Before she could see who he was talking to, Savannah heard a gravelly voice. “Hi, kitty-cat. You came back to visit, did you? And you brought people. I told you we don’t want no people here. Maybe you should scat. Scat, kitty-cat!”

	Overcome with curiosity, Savannah edged closer to Craig eager to see who the voice belonged to and a little wary, at the same time. Suddenly she gasped. Oh my gosh, what’s she doing out here like this? she thought upon seeing the wrinkled old woman sitting in a worn and faded canvas chair, poking a fork at three slices of spam in a pan over a small camp stove. 

“I knew we should have ate it cold,” the woman grumbled. She glanced at Craig, her gray hair straggling alongside her weathered face. “You smelt it, didn’t ya? That’s what brought ya.” She looked at Craig, then Savannah. “Or did the cat show ya the way? He’s been here before, ya know.”

	“Yes, I figured he had,” Craig said.

	While Craig chatted awkwardly with the woman, Savannah looked around the campsite. It’s well-outfitted and well-hidden. What’s inside the shelter there? I guess that’s her sleeping quarters. Someone must have helped her set this up; she’s so crippled, I’m sure she couldn’t have done it herself. Suddenly Savannah realized the woman wasn’t alone. She could see a form on a cot under the canvas shelter. 

	“Turn him loose,” the woman insisted. “The cat knows his way around our camp. Let him be,” she said, waving her fork in Craig’s direction. 

He looked at Savannah and she nodded. “Just leave the leash on,” she muttered.

	They watched as Rags headed for the shelter and jumped up on the bed. Then they heard another voice—a man’s voice. “Smokey, you’ve returned.” The form on the bed sat up and Savannah could see a hand reach out and pet Rags. 

	“Hello,” Craig called, moving slowly toward the man.

	“Who are you?” he asked.

	“Craig Sledge. And you must be…”

	“Leo Kittleman,” he said, swinging his legs over the side of the cot and offering Craig his hand. “Where’d you get my buddy Smokey?”

	“The cat brung those two here, Leo,” the woman said. 

	“Well, how nice. It’s always nice to have company.”

	“Are you okay, sir?” Craig asked.

	“Me?” Leo said. “Never better. Especially since my buddy came back. He’s my buddy, you know.”

	“Mr. Kittleman, do you know where you live, sir?”

	“Well, I live right here now, with Alice. I used to live…” he thought for a moment, then motioned absentmindedly with one hand, “…in a house over there somewhere. I forget where.” He shook his head. “My girls will surely be wondering where I am. They don’t know I moved to this house.” Deeper worry lines formed when he said, “And Bridget. Who’s going to feed Bridget her breakfast?” He started to edge off the bed. “I’d better find the girls and tell them to feed Bridget.”

	“Leo, now you’ve tried that before,” Alice scolded. “You know you can’t recall how to get back to that house. You’re safer here with me.”

	“I guess you’re right, Alice. I just don’t want to worry my girls.” He smiled. “They’ll probably give Bridget her breakfast.”	

	Craig studied Alice, then focused on Leo. “Mr. Kittleman, everyone in town is worried about you. You’ve been gone for a week now and people have been out looking for you. I guess Rags…uh…Smokey…was the only one who knew where you were, and he brought us to you this morning. I’d like to get someone out here to take you home.”

	“Before I’ve had my breakfast?” he asked.

	Craig looked from Savannah to Leo. “Well, I guess there’s no harm in you having your breakfast first.” He studied the man as he moved to a second canvas chair that had been patched in a few places. “Mr. Kittleman, you look to be in good shape.”

	“Oh yes, Alice takes very good care of me. I live like royalty here.” He slapped a military-style cap on his head and looked inquisitively at Craig. “People have been looking for me?”

	“Yes,” Savannah said. “And they’ve held a vigil for you—hundreds of people came together to pray for your safe return. You’ve touched a lot of people in this community, Mr. Kittleman. You’re well-loved.”

	“Oh,” he said, his eyes welling up. “I do have some special and wonderful friends, but I didn’t know I had that many.” He looked at Craig, then at Savannah. “So I have to go home? You’ll take me to my home…to see my girls and Bridget?” He appeared grim for a moment and said, “Shorty’s gone. Shorty isn’t waiting for me anymore.”

	“Yes,” Craig said. “We’ll take you to your home.”

	“Can Alice come? She needs a home.”

	“Oh stop it, Leo. I don’t need nothin’ of the sort. I live here and I like livin’ here. You’re not puttin’ me in no regular house nowhere nohow.”

	Leo displayed a faint grin and said quietly, “She’s a bit stubborn. She’s not all that well anymore and shouldn’t be living out here like this.” He leaned toward Craig. “She thinks she’s been helping me. Well, I can tell you, it’s the other way around. She’s the one who needs help. I straightened up the place, built the shelter, found the camp stove someone had abandoned…and brought the extra mattress from over yonder.” He looked around the camp. “It’s a good time for her to leave here and live a more normal life. Can you help her to do that?”

	“We’ll do our best,” Craig said. “There are people who work with the homeless. I’m sure they can help her find suitable housing. Do you know if she has kin?”

	“Yeah, there’s Jesse.” He looked around, his brow furrowed. “Where is Jesse, anyway?” He continued, “She talks about a nephew sometimes. But she doesn’t know where he is. Maybe I can help her find him, if only she’d let me.”

	“Or you can mind yer own beeswax,” Alice said. “Just go on home with these folks, Leo and leave me be, will ya? I’m not long for this earth anyway, and I want to go in peace. Here’s where I find my peace, among nature and all her bounty.”

	“How long have you lived out here?” Savannah asked.

	Alice squinted up at her. “Here? Dern near a dozen winters, save those when the water ran too wide and I had to skedaddle to higher ground. Since they changed the flow of the river, it don’t happen much no more. Used to live out near the craggy hills, but, there was too many people there you couldn’t trust…things was gettin’ rough. So we moved down here.”

	Craig pointed to a couple of tree stumps. “Okay if we sit?”

	“Suit yerself,” Alice said, stabbing a piece of the Spam with her fork and reaching it across to Leo. 

He took it gingerly with his fingers. “Hot,” he said, dropping it into his lap. 

“Take an orange,” Alice told him. “That’s the last of them. They was good while they lasted.”

“Sure were,” Leo said, leaving the Spam in his lap and peeling one of the oranges.

Easing down onto one stump and gesturing toward another for Savannah, Craig asked, “So Alice, how do you get your supplies?”

“If you mean how do I pay for them, that’s private. To get them here, I walk to the ninety-nine-cent store over yonder with my shopping basket there.” She pointed at a small basket on wheels. “I can get all kinds of food and other stuff for next to nothin’.”

“Ninety-nine-cent store?” Craig questioned. 

“It’s on First and Lemonwood,” Savannah explained.

He stared at Alice. “That’s nearly a mile from here, isn’t it?”

“If you say so,” she muttered. She squinted at him from under her heavy brows. “I might look old, but I kin walk a mighty piece, right Leo?”

“That’s right, Alice,” he said, smiling. “That’s where I met her, you know—at the dollar store…”

“Ninety-nine-cents!” she shouted. “The dollar store’s too pricey for my likin’. Why, if I buy ten things, that’s a whole nother dime I’d be spendin’ that I don’t need to spend.” She leaned toward Craig and Savannah. “Besides, they put higher prices on some things. Did ya know that?” She tightened her lips and nodded. “Yessir, some things cost more than a dollar. Not at the ninety-nine-cent store. You can count on everything costin’ the same, no matter what.”

“So you met her at that store?” Savannah asked Leo. 

“Yes, and I helped her bring her things back here…”

“No, no, Leo. That ain’t true.”

“It’s not?” he asked, looking confused.

“Well, only partly.”

“I remember falling coming down that hill and getting cut,” he said, lifting his pants leg to reveal a makeshift bandage of cloth wrapped with string around his ankle, and pointing to a smaller wrapping around one elbow. “Alice fixed me up and invited me to rest here for a few days. We take turns sleeping on the cot and the mattresses.” He smiled. “It was my turn on the cot last night.”

Alice nodded. “Yes, that part’s all true. Ceptin’ he’d been here for a few days before he fell.” 

Leo took a bite of his Spam, then picked a piece off and offered it to Rags, who sat at his feet.

“Oh, I don’t think he should have that,” Savannah said.

Alice snapped, “And why not? He’s probably hungry like he was t’other day. They ate beanie weenies and tortillas. Didn’t even mind them cold and raw.” She leaned toward Craig. “We don’t cook much around here—don’t want to be noticed, you see.”

Savannah and Craig exchanged looks, then Craig leaned forward toward Leo. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’d like to have someone check you out, Leo, so we can determine the best way to take you out of here.”

“I can walk,” he insisted. 

Craig thought for a moment, then said, “I’d rather not take any chances. Let’s request an evaluation.” When he wasn’t able to get a signal on his phone, he walked up the trail a short distance and made a couple of calls. The second one was to Leo’s niece.

“Is this Kathryn?”

“Yes.”

“This is Detective Craig Sledge. We have good news—we’ve located your uncle. He’s okay. Has just a few scrapes and scratches and seems to be a little confused at times.”

	“Where? Where did you find him?”

	He cleared his throat. “In a homeless camp. An elderly woman has been taking care of him and…” he chuckled. “…and he’s been taking care of her.”

	“Leave it to my uncle,” she said, laughing. She added, “We’ve noticed Uncle Leo getting more and more forgetful lately. Now with this happening, I imagine it’s time to find another living situation for him. My sister wants to take him in and I think that would be a good solution if only we can convince him.”

	“It may not be left up to him at this point.”

	“I understand,” she said quietly.

	Once Craig had finished the calls, he returned to the camp and sat down again. “So when did you find Mr. Kittleman, Alice?”

	Savannah looked at the woman. She noticed she wore layers of clothes…maybe everything she owns, she thought. Khaki slacks, at least two pair of socks, sport shoes with run-down soles, a dark-colored print dress, a tee shirt—maybe more than one tee shirt—and a ragged stretched out sweater. 

	“Dern near a week ago. As he said, I was shoppin’ and when I was on my way back here he saw me and asked where I was goin’—offered to help me with my stuff.”  

“Yes, yes, I saw her struggling to get her shopping cart up the curb.” He pointed. “There it is right there—that shopping cart. She had it full of things she’d found and bought.”

	“And things people’d give me, too,” she said definitively. 

	Craig squinted and looked around. “How did you get that cart back in here? We had trouble just walking in with the cat.”

	“Where there’s a will, ya know…” Alice said. “And there’s a will. Yes sir, there is. I want to live out here and I need stuff, so I have to know how to get it here, or there’s no chance of me having my way.”

	Leo rocked his body back and forth and smiled. “She fixed my cuts,” he said, pulling up his shirt sleeve and one pants leg again to reveal the makeshift bandages. “I tripped and fell and got all cut up. Hey, that was the day the cats visited. That one,” he pointed, “and another one.” 

	“Yeah,” Alice said, “I had to go out and find cloth to use on his scrapes.” She gestured. “That quiltin’ lady throws scraps away. I bring them here to use as bandages, washing cloths, hair ties, and the sort.”

Suddenly Leo looked around and asked in a panic, “Where’s the other one?”

“Other what?” Craig asked.

“The other cat—the splotchy one…Sugar. I named her Sugar.”

	Savannah smiled. “She’s at home. Both cats have homes. They escaped last week, and that’s when they found you and Alice.”

	Just then the woman glanced around rather nervously. “Not a good time to be seen,” she called. When she saw that Craig and Savannah were staring at her, she forced a smile and explained, “We have wild things out here that visit us, you know. I don’t want them coming in here and…you know…uh…putting a scare in the cat. Best you critters wait ’til these people’s gone,” she said rather loudly.

	“Oh, they won’t hurt Jesse.” Leo gazed off to the left. “Come on, Jesse. Come get your breakfast. It’s okay.”

	“No!” Alice demanded. “Stay put, wild thing.” She glared at Craig and Savannah. “These folks’ll be goin’ soon.”

	“I’m hungry,” came a muffled voice.

 
	At that, Leo stood and pushed through a clump of brush, returning with a young man who appeared to be in his twenties.

	“Dern it, Leo,” Alice said. “You just can’t leave well enough alone, can ya?” She addressed the other man. “Well, come sit.” Then, stabbing the remaining piece of Spam, she handed it to him along with the last orange. “This is a…a…neighbor,” she said to Craig and Savannah. “He lives over yonder—comes to visit sometimes, right, Jesse?”

	“Yes, Mama,” he said.

	At that, Alice stuttered and stammered, “Jesse, I told ya…uh…haven’t I…I said…now don’t call me that. I’m Alice.”

	“Yes, Mama,” he said, finishing the Spam and starting to peel the orange.

	About twenty minutes later they heard someone shout, “Detective!”

	“Paramedics?” Craig asked.

	“Yeah. Where are you?”

 
	Craig stood as tall as he could and was still unable to see over the brush. He looked around and found an old broomstick. As the others watched, he tied his handkerchief to one end, then waved it in the air, shouting, “Can you see the flag? Just follow the trail in this direction.”

	It wasn’t long before a young man and a woman, both dressed in dark-blue uniforms, appeared. He carried a small first-responder bag. “Hello, I’m Derek. This is Sonya.” He looked around. “So who’s the patient?” 

	“Hi,” Craig said. The others nodded. Craig gestured toward Leo. “I’d like you to examine this gentleman and see if he’s fit to walk out of here, or should we get some other means of transport for him?”

	Derek walked toward Leo, Sonya trailing behind. “Hello, sir,” he said, removing a stethoscope from his bag and looping the ear pieces around his neck. “How are you feeling, sir?” he asked, lifting Leo’s sleeve in preparation for the blood-pressure cuff. “Oh, looks like you met with an accident,” he observed when he noticed the crude bandage on his arm. Derek looked into the older man’s face and smiled widely. “Oh my goodness! Mr. Kittleman, is that you?” Before Leo could answer, Derek said, “Everyone’s been looking for you.” He glanced around at the others before focusing on his patient. “Why, I took my kids out all over town last night, hoping to find you, and here you are. Oh, this is great! Everyone was so afraid for you. Are you all right, Mr. Kittleman?”

	“Yeah, I think so. I don’t know why you were all so worried. I knew I was okay here with Alice.”

	Derek glanced at the woman before asking Leo, “Do you remember me, Mr. Kittleman? You helped me pass math and science. In fact, you are the reason I chose this career. I’ve been a paramedic now for three years and it’s all because of you, Mr. Kittleman. You’re my inspiration. In fact, I’m studying to become an RN.”

	“Really? I…I don’t exactly recall that, Derek. But I do remember you.” He laughed. “You were quite a rascal in your teens. Didn’t want to study. Oh, you had a brain; you just didn’t want to use it. But boy, did you take to science once we finally got you interested.”

	“So you do remember. Yes, you were a miracle worker, that’s for sure. You knew how to get me interested. Your methods were way more successful than old Mr. Benson’s.”

	Leo chuckled. “All I did was show you how fun it can be.”

“And how interesting,” Derek added.

“You picked up on that pretty quickly, as I recall,” Leo said. “And now you’re a paramedic. Derek, I think that’s wonderful. Just wonderful.”

	“Let’s check you out, okay, Mr. Kittleman?” After a few minutes, Derek announced, “Vitals are good.”

	“He has some wounds that might need attention,” Craig said. 

Derek frowned. “Yeah, I saw the one on his arm.”

“Check out his right leg, too,” Craig suggested.

	When Leo lifted his pants leg, both paramedics chuckled quietly. “That’s some mighty fancy dressing, there,” Derek said, glancing at Alice. “Your handiwork?”

	She nodded straight-faced.

	“Love the floral pattern,” Sonya said. Speaking more seriously, she added, “But colored fabric isn’t the best thing to use. If you don’t have bandaging material, unbleached fabric is better.” She looked around the camp. “Maybe we can leave you some supplies in case something like this happens again.”

	Alice thinned her lips and appeared to be disinterested.

	“Alice, did you use any disinfectant on the wound?” Derek asked after he cut the string from around the fabric and examined the scrape. 

	“I used what I had,” she said, matter-of-factly. She stood, shuffled off into the shelter and returned with a large tube.

	“For athlete’s foot,” Derek read from the label. He glanced at the others. “Well, it doesn’t look too bad.” After wiping the area with alcohol, he pointed out, “There’s a puncture wound here. Did you notice that, Alice?”

	“Yeah, I saw it. Didn’t look too deep.”

	“Well, it’s a little infected, but I don’t think it’ll cause any problems.” He treated the area with salve and bandaged it, then removed the bandaging material from Leo’s arm. “This looks good. I’ll just redress it, then I want to see if you can walk, okay, Mr. Kittleman?”

	 Once he and Sonya got him on his feet, they encouraged him to take a few steps. “He’s in pretty good shape, actually,” Derek said. “But I suggest you get some sort of all-terrain vehicle to take him out of here.” He asked Leo. “Would you like to ride on the back of an ATV this morning?”

	Leo frowned. “What’s that? One of those funny-looking objects they fly over crowds and film the goings-ons?”

	“A drone? No,” Derek said, laughing. “It’s like a three-wheeled motorcycle.”

	“A motorcycle? Yeah, I’ll go for that.” Leo stared off into space for a moment, saying, “Always wanted to join a motorcycle gang and ride with the American flag pasted on the back of my leather jacket.”

	Everyone chuckled. 

	“Okay, we’ll see what we can do about that leather jacket, okay?” Derek said. He turned to Craig. “Want to make the call?”

	“Already did,” Craig said, returning to the small camp from the ridge just above. Letting out a sigh, he approached Alice. “Are you sure you don’t want to go with us?”

	“Mind’s made up. No. This is where I’ll live ’til I die.”

	Craig looked at Jesse who was petting Rags. “What about you, son, would you like help finding a more suitable home?”

	“He stays with me,” Alice said sternly.

	Craig walked closer to the young man. After studying him for a few moments, he asked, “How did you come to live here with Alice?” He glanced at the woman and back at Jesse. When the boy remained silent, he looked to Alice for an explanation.

	“He’s a…a neighbor, you see…he…lost his mother at an early age,” she said while she fidgeted with a loose button on her sweater. He thinks of me as his ma…helps me ’round the place. A strong young person is a mighty useful thing to have when you start losin’ your abilities.”

	“I imagine so,” Savannah said.

	Sonya scrutinized Jesse, then Alice. “Do you have everything you need? Is there anything we can help with other than those bandaging materials and antiseptics we left for you?” She looked around. “Where do you get your water? Do you have water out here?”	

	Alice looked down at her hands. She winced, then said, “Yeah. We fill bottles at the gas station—sometimes out of a neighbor’s hose.” She pulled back a section of the canvas sleeping area and revealed a half-dozen gallon bottles full of water. “See, plenty of water for our needs.”

	Sonya stared at the woman for a moment, then glanced at Derek. “Well, I guess we’re finished here. Good-bye now. Take care.”

	“Yes, take care,” Derek said. He turned back to Leo. “Good to find you well, sir. Hope to see you again soon.”

	“Yes, now stick to your studies, will you, young man?”

	“Sure will. I have a family to support now.” 

	“Sounds like your ride’s here,” Sonya said, upon hearing the hum of the approaching ATV. 

	Craig quickly raised the makeshift flag to signal their location. At the same time, he heard Alice complain, “Gonna have to move, Jesse. Too many folks knows where we are now.” 

	Everyone watched as Leo was made comfortable on the back of an ATV. Before the driver could leave, Craig said, “I must know, how’d you get that thing through the brush? That trail’s narrow in places.”

“You’re telling me,” he said, pulling a machete out of a bag draped over the front of the machine. He chuckled. “It’s not so thick now.”

“Good,” Craig said. He waved at the driver and Leo. “We’ll meet you up top.” 

	“Yeah, a couple of women are waiting up there for him,” the driver said, before easing the vehicle out of the camp. 

	“Alice,” Craig said before he and Savannah headed up the trail to their car, “here’s my card. Please contact me if you need anything—or decide you want to get into more adequate housing.”

	“This here’s adequate for my needs. ’Ceptin’ we need to move every now and then to keep hidden. I learnt that from old Fly-Boy John. He came back with war wounds, you know—the kind that go deeper than the skin—and he learnt me a lot about livin’ out like this so’s no one kin find ya.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “That was some years ago—like twenty or thirty, maybe—before Jesse here was even born.”

	“My dad was in the war,” Jesse said. He dug into his pocket for a few moments, then pulled his hand out again. “Oh yeah, I forgot I lost it. Can’t show it to you,” he said, walking away from the group.

	Craig watched the young man disappear into the brush while Savannah gathered up Rags in preparation for their trek out of the wilderness.

	The pair emerged from the brush-covered trailhead just in time to see Leo’s nieces ushering him into an SUV. Once the elderly gentleman was settled in the front seat, Kathryn rushed to Craig and Savannah. “I can’t tell you how much we appreciate you finding him.” 

Carolyn approached, smiling through her tears. She threw her arms around Craig, then Savannah. “Thank you so, so much.” She stooped and petted Rags. “And you, too, pussycat.”

“So you’re taking him to be checked out?” Craig asked.

The women nodded. Kathryn glanced at her uncle. “Sure are. He looks good, but we want to be certain. Besides, he’s been off his medication all week. We don’t want to get him home and have him crash or something.”

“You might consider an alarm system,” Craig said. “Or childproof locks on the doors.”

“Absolutely,” Carolyn said. “We’ll make darn sure this doesn’t happen again. Thanks again,” she called, walking swiftly to her car.

Savannah and Craig waved as the car pulled away.

“You’re quiet, Craig,” Savannah observed on their way home. “What’s on your mind?”

	“Huh?” he said, as if he’d been drawn out of deep thought. “Oh, nothing.”

	“It has to do with Jesse, doesn’t it? Do you think he’s actually Alice’s son—hers and Fly-Boy John’s?” she asked.

	He glanced at her a couple of times as he drove. “What do you think?” 

	“Me? I have no idea. But you sure seemed interested.”

	“He isn’t familiar to you?” he asked.

	“Uh, no. I don’t think so. Why, should he be?”

	“I guess not. Here we are—thanks for your help today, Savannah…and Rags. Good job, team,” he quipped.



	****


“I must apologize to you, Vannie,” Margaret said as she and Savannah sat in the Ivey kitchen later that day, sipping ginger lemonade.  

	“Why?”

	“Well, because I doubted your cat. I didn’t believe he could do it. But darned if he didn’t do what none of the trained searchers could do. He found Leo.”

	“Yes, but we couldn’t have done it without the community’s help.” She looked across the table at her aunt. “You know, I almost feel as though we should have a hero’s welcome for Mr. Kittleman, or maybe a community celebration honoring all of those who were involved in locating him.”

	Margaret looked suspiciously at her niece. “After all that’s happened, do you really feel like organizing a community event?” 

	“Good point,” Savannah said, glancing up at the clock. 

“Do you have to go someplace?” Margaret asked.

“No, just wondering how long Lily’s going to sleep. I guess she and Michael had a busy morning at the mall.”

“Where is he?”

“Oh, Damon needed a little help with a project.”

Margaret smiled. “Sure is nice to have a skilled handyman in the family. Michael was a big help when we put in that new cat enclosure a few months ago.”

“And we appreciate having a chef in the family. I always look forward to Max’s gourmet payments for Michael’s help. Hey,” she said, grinning, “I wonder if Michael would agree to have Max pay for his veterinary services with meals.”

“I don’t think we ought to go there, Vannie, do you?” Margaret leaned forward. “Hey, I wanted to ask, did you take that bullet to the police?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so. I didn’t, and Michael hasn’t mentioned doing it.”

“You really ought to tell Craig about it,” she insisted. 

Savannah was quiet for a moment, then said, “Have you noticed that Iris seems a little disenchanted with that job out at the Kaiser place?”

“No. Why would she be? She should make a pretty penny and have an amazing portfolio to show after she completes that job.” She studied Savannah for a moment. “What do you think is bothering her, the work or the people involved?”

“I don’t know what the problem is. We’ve only spoken about it briefly.” Savannah sat straight, her eyes wide. “She told me she found a bullet hole.”

Margaret slammed her hand on the table. “Oh, my God! No wonder she’s disenchanted. Do you think she’s signed a contract? Does she have an escape clause?”

Savannah frowned. “I don’t know. But Auntie, that place has been boarded up for decades and I believe the people who lived there are all gone. Who cares if there was something sinister going on there eons ago?” She smiled. “Besides, Iris likes a good mystery as well as you and I do.”

Before Margaret could respond, the women heard the thumping of footsteps on the wraparound porch followed by the sound of frantic knocking. Savannah flashed a puzzled look in Margaret’s direction, then pulled the door open. “Kira, honey, what’s wrong?” she asked when she saw the child standing there, tears streaming down her face. Kira glanced over her shoulder, then slipped in through the door and wrapped her arms around Savannah’s waist. 

	Struggling a little to catch her breath, she said, “I think he saw me. He knows I was there,” she wailed.

	Savannah led the girl into the room, eased herself into a kitchen chair, and put her hands on Kira’s arms. “Who? Who saw you? Honey, look at me. What has you so upset?”

	When Kira didn’t answer, Savannah pulled a chair out for her. “Here, sit down. Tell me what’s happened.” 

Kira finally made eye contact with Savannah and began to speak in bursts: “He knows. He knows I saw him.” She sobbed into her hands. “I don’t know what he’s going to do. Savannah, I’m scared.”

	“Are you talking about what you saw the night your uncle…died?”

	She nodded and glanced toward the back door.

	“Is someone following you?” Margaret asked.

“Maybe,” she said, quietly.

	Margaret stood and walked toward the large window next to the door. After staring out into the yard for several seconds, she said, “I don’t see anyone. Who is it you think might be after you, honey?” 

	The child looked at Margaret, then Savannah. She swallowed hard.  “My…my father.” 

Savannah felt a surge of anger. Trying to contain herself, she asked, her voice cracking, “So you think it was your father who…who hurt your uncle?”

	She nodded. “And he put Rodney in the back of a truck.”

	Savannah narrowed her eyes. “But your dad doesn’t have a truck, does he?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know whose truck it was. It all happened so fast. I ran and hid. I think he knows I saw him. He’s mad at me all the time now. He won’t hardly look at me,” she wailed.

	“Kira, could you be imagining this?” Savannah asked gently. “Sometimes our minds can play tricks on us when we’re upset.”

	“I just don’t know.”

	“What made you run so fast over here just now?” Savannah asked.

	“I came home from Sarah’s house up the street.” She smiled a little. “We made ice cream and ate hotdogs. Mom wasn’t home when I got there, just Dad.” Kira began getting agitated again. “He yelled at me for slamming the door.” Insistently, she added, “Savannah, I didn’t slam the door—at least, I didn’t mean to. He was so mad and…well, I just didn’t want to be home alone with him.”

	“Where are your brothers and sister?”

	“I…I don’t know. Can I stay here for a while…until my mom gets home?”

	“Sure, Kira, but hon, then what? Are you going to go through your life like this? Don’t you think you should face what it is you think you saw? You’re going to make yourself sick living in this kind of fear.”

	“But my dad…”

	“The truth has to come out, hon, and it seems as though you’re the only witness to the truth. I know you’re only nine, and what I’m suggesting is a very grown-up thing to do, but you must talk to someone.”

	“I talked to you. I told you.”

	“Yes, but you haven’t agreed that I should tell anyone. Kira, listen to me. You must tell what you know. I have a good friend who’s a detective and he’s actually working on your uncle’s case. They’ve arrested someone for the murder. Did you know that?”

	She nodded. 

“Without your story, an innocent man could be convicted and given the death penalty for something that maybe he didn’t do. That shouldn’t happen to anyone.” She looked Kira in the eyes. “And honey, no one should have something like that on their conscience.”

	“But what if I tell and my father gets arrested? Then I have that on my conscience and…and…and my sister and brothers and mother—my whole family will hate me.”

	“I don’t think that’s so, Kira. We don’t know for sure, but what we do know is that whoever is responsible for your uncle’s death should be made to suffer the consequences. Don’t you think so? Isn’t that what your dad teaches in his ministry?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know, but that’s what my Sunday school teacher says. He read us a story about it. And that’s what Mom teaches us. If we’re wrong, we have to pay in some way—sometimes it’s by apologizing, other times…worse.”

	“Worse?”

	“Yeah, we have time out or we get no dessert or we have extra chores. Punishment, you know.”

	“Do you believe in punishment?”

	Kira thought for a moment before answering. “Yeah. I don’t like it when I have punishment to do, but I think people should be punished for the things they do wrong. Yes. I believe in it.”

	Savannah studied the child for a moment. Before she could speak, Margaret stood. “Okay if I go check on Lily?”

 
	“Yes. Thank you, Auntie.”

	“She’s your aunt?” Kira asked.

	Savannah nodded. “Kira, is it okay if I call my friend the detective? He’ll know what to do. And I’m pretty certain that he can find out the truth about what happened without ever involving you.”

	Her tear-stained face brightened a little. “Really?”

	“Absolutely. There’s no reason why anyone has to know it was you who told the truth, unless you want them to know.”

	She thought for a moment, then looked up and smiled at Lily, who rode into the room in Margaret’s arms.

	“Ki-a,” Lily said pointing at the child. “Ki-a.”

	Kira smiled and reached for the baby. “She knows my name. You said my name, didn’t you, Lily? How cute.” Kira sat holding Lily on her lap for a few moments, then turned to Savannah. “Yes, I want to talk to your friend and maybe I’ll stop being so scared all the time.”

	“Good,” Savannah said, picking up her phone, punching in a number, and stepping out onto the porch. In a few minutes, she returned. “He’s on his way over.” She brightened when she said, “He’s bringing you an ice cream cone. Want a vanilla ice cream cone?”

	“Sure,” Kira said smiling. “I can be bribed.”

	Margaret and Savannah laughed.

	




Chapter 7

 


“The ice cream’s good,” Kira said. “Thank you.”

	Craig nodded. “You’re welcome. It was nice of you to share with Lily.”

	Kira glanced at Lily and back at Craig.

	“Kira,” he said, “Savannah tells me you saw something the night your uncle was…uh…hurt…uh…something you think might be important. Do you want to tell me about it?”

	The child looked at him and spoke slowly. “I saw my father hit him with something—maybe a knife—and put him in a truck and drive away.” She let out a sigh.

	Savannah patted the girl’s hands and smiled at her.

	When Lily whined for Savannah to pick her up, Margaret said, “How about if I go for a walk with Lily. I’ll take her over to my place and you can come get her later.”

	“Okay,” Savannah said. “Good idea. Her sweater and hat are in her room. The stroller’s on the porch. Thank you.”

	“So you’re sure it was your father?” Craig asked the child. When she nodded, he asked, “Where did this take place, Kira?”

	“Almost in front of our house. I went outside and I was sitting on a rock just listening to the frogs and crickets and I heard something else.”

	“So it was dark?”

	She hesitated. “Yes, only the street light was on.”

	“Where’s the street light, hon? Right in front of your house?”

	“Across the street, actually.”

	“Now tell me exactly what you heard,” Craig prompted.

	“It was a sort of a yell, like when someone holds their hand over your mouth and you yell…”

	“Muffled?” Savannah offered.

	“Yeah. Like that. Then I heard something drop.”

	“Like a body?” Craig asked.

	“No, like something metal—a tool, maybe or a metal cup, like those you take camping.”

	“Where did the sound come from?”

	“I wasn’t sure. I sneaked around the side of the house to the front yard and that’s when I saw him.”

	“Who did you see?” Craig asked.

	“My father.”

“In front of your house?”

Kira shook her head. “Well, sort of—partly in front of our house and partly in front of the neighbor’s house. He lifted something like a sleeping bag or blanket with something wrapped in it. It looked heavy. He put it in the back of the truck.”

	“His truck?”

	She looked puzzled for a moment. “No. We don’t have a truck. Someone else’s truck.”

	“Do you know whose truck?”

	She shook her head. “No. I didn’t pay much attention to the truck. I was just wondering what was wrapped in that blanket. I decided later it must have been Uncle Rodney.”

	Craig took a breath and glanced at Savannah. He addressed Kira again. “Then what happened, hon?”

	“My father drove away.” She stopped. “No, there’s more. He picked up something off the ground. That’s when I saw it was a knife. A big knife. Not like one from the kitchen, but like the one Uncle Rodney sometimes wore in a holster on his belt. He threw the knife in the back of the truck and drove away. Later on my mother told me Uncle Rodney was dead. When I heard he had been stabbed, then I knew for sure what my father had done that night.”

	“Can you describe the man you saw—the one you think was your father?” Before she could speak, Craig said, “Now Kira, think very carefully. I don’t want you to describe your father. I want you to describe the man you saw that night.”

	“But it was…”

	He held his hand up. “Just concentrate on what you saw that night, okay? What did this person look like? What was he wearing?”

	“Well, he was tall and sorta wide, you know—big. His back was to me mostly. He was wearing a baseball cap—black, I think, or dark blue. His clothes were black or maybe dark blue or dark green.”

	“So what kind of shirt was he wearing?”

	“Oh, he had a jacket on. It looked like a black jacket with something on the back.”

	“Something printed on the back? Do you know what it said?”

	“Like a picture and writing. No, I don’t know what the picture was. I was too busy being scared.”

	“Did you see his face at all?”

 
	“No. Just his back.”

	“Kira,” Savannah said, “the jacket and the baseball cap—have you ever seen your dad wear something like that before? Does your dad own clothes like that?”

	She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “No. Well, I have seen him wear a baseball cap maybe only a couple of times at Timmy’s soccer game. And the jacket—no, he’s never worn that before that I remember.”

	Craig grinned at the child. “Kira, you’re a brave girl and you’ve done the right thing. I want to thank you for bringing us the truth. You may have saved an innocent man from being punished.” He took her hand. “I also want to leave this with you. I want you to stop being afraid. It doesn’t sound like anyone saw you watching that night. No one knows you were there. And there’s also the very real possibility that the person you saw that night was not your father at all. From the sounds of it, the person you saw could be a stranger.”

	“But he looked just like my dad and why would he be mad at me if he didn’t know I saw him? He acts like he’s mad at me.”

	“Like I told you, Kira,” Savannah said, “that could be purely your imagination—because you’re afraid he saw you. Now that you’ve gotten this off your chest, maybe you’ll relax some and you’ll notice a difference in the way your father behaves around you.” She then said, “Hon, I need to talk to the detective for a minute, do you feel okay about going back to your house now?”

	After thinking about it, she said, “Yeah. My mom’s probably home now. I’m okay.” She turned toward the door, then looked back again, adding, “Thank you.” 

	“Cute girl,” Craig said, watching the child leave. “What a burden she’s been carrying.”

	“Yes, I sure hope that wasn’t her father she saw.”

	“She seems pretty sure that it was.”

	Savannah grimaced. “Craig, I wanted to ask you how Iris is? I haven’t seen her in a while—I’ve only spoken to her briefly.”

	“Yeah, she’s been busy with those new clients of hers.”

	“Is she enjoying the job?”

	He hesitated before saying, “Actually, I don’t know. She doesn’t talk much about it other than to say those people are kind of strange.”

	“I get the impression she’s worried about something. She doesn’t seem to be as excited about this project as most others she’s taken on.”

	Craig looked sideways at Savannah. “Has she said anything to you?”

	“No, it’s what she doesn’t say that has me concerned.”

	“Well, I can tell you that she’s working her butt off. She hopes to create a showplace for her talent and the fact that it will be open to the public—a bed and breakfast, you know—means there’ll be more opportunity for that.” He grinned at Savannah. “She’s probably just more focused than usual on the work because there’s more at stake.”

	Savannah tilted her head. “Okay, if you say so. If you’re not worried, I’ll stop worrying.” When he started to stand, she said, “Oh Craig, did Michael tell you we found a bullet in our house?” She laughed. “Well, Lily found it.”

	“Huh? No, where? Where did you find it?”

	“Well, Michael says it’s a slug—you know, it was fired from a gun—and it was in that artificial ficus tree in the dining room. Auntie said she got that thing—believe it or not—at the old Kaiser place, where Iris is working, a long time ago.”

	He rubbed one hand over his chin in contemplation, then shook his head. “Well, as I hear tell, there were some strange things occurring out there in the sixties, long before I joined the ranks of the department. There was scuttlebutt about gangsters using it as a hideout…things like that.” When he saw Savannah’s eyes widen, he said, “I didn’t take that seriously. There were no open cases at the time and Benjamin Kaiser had gone missing by then. It was believed that he was dropped into the ocean wearing cement boots.”

	“So they closed the case on a missing person?” Savannah asked.

	“Well, from what I hear, the sergeant at the time was up to his ears in a hornet’s nest of other problems, so his superiors seemed to think that gangsters killing gangsters should be pushed down low on his priority list. The trouble ceased when the Kaiser family moved to parts unknown and, well, you know—out of sight, out of mind.”

	“Strange way to run a department.”

	“Yeah, I guess. Sometimes, though, a case will slip through the cracks. It happens.” When Craig noticed Savannah staring off into space, he shifted in his chair. “Uh-oh. What are you dreaming up?”

	“Dreaming up?” she asked.

	“Yeah, I can see the wheels turning. There’s something on your mind.”

	“No, not really. I just have to wonder…”

	“Wonder what?” he almost demanded.

	“Well, maybe that old house holds secrets and Iris is tapping into some of them, either intuitively or in actuality.”

	“Savannah, Savannah,” Craig said, letting out a deep sigh. He stood and walked toward the door. When Michael suddenly entered the room, Craig stepped back and the two men greeted each other. “Hey there Michael, you startled me!”

	“Everything okay?” Michael asked, looking from Craig to Savannah.

	“Sure is,” Craig said, “only…”

	Michael cocked his head, a look of concern crossing his handsome face. “Only what?”

	Craig chuckled. “Oh nothing. It’s just your wife’s imagination.”

	“Oh, it’s on overdrive again, is it?” Michael asked playfully.

	As the two men centered their attention on Savannah, she simply thinned her lips and stared back at them. “Thanks, Craig,” she said, “for talking to Kira. Let me know what you find out.”

	“Sure will. Thanks for the tip. It may or may not pan out.”



	****


The following Monday morning around eleven fifteen, Craig called Savannah’s cell phone.

“Do you know someone by the name of Troy Marston?”

	Savannah pondered, then said, “I don’t think so, why?”

	“He’s practically a neighbor of yours—lives over on Maple Street next to the Cranes.”

	“I guess I haven’t met him. My aunt might know him—she knows several people over there. Wait, I think she just drove up; let me ask her. We’re on our way to lunch with Colbi and Iris—a sort of celebration for finding Mr. Kittleman.”

	“Are the cats invited?” he asked.

 
	“No, why?”

 
	“Well, don’t you think they should get the credit? What did you gals do, anyway?”

	“Oh Craig, those two have had enough freedom and excitement for one year. No, they’re grounded. Oh, here’s Auntie. Hey, do you know a Troy…” She asked into the phone, “Troy who?”

	“Marston,” Craig said.

	“Troy Marston,” Savannah repeated.

	Margaret nodded. “Yeah, he lives over on Maple Street. He’s one of those who was ready to string up the cats for messing with his stuff. Why?”

 
	“Did you hear that, Craig?”

	“Yeah, let me talk to her, will ya?”

 
	“Here, Auntie. Craig wants to talk to you. I’ll go get the punkin ready.” When she returned with Lily, Margaret had ended the call and Savannah took her phone. “So what was that all about?” she asked her aunt.

	“I think Craig considers that jerk some sort of suspect.”

	“In what?”

	“Mr. Turner’s murder, presumably.”

	“Wow, does he own a truck and look like Mr. Crane?”

	Margaret shrugged. “Uh, I don’t know about a truck, but you know what? He is built kinda like that phony pastor.”

	“Interesting,” Savannah said, picking up her tote bag. “Shall we go? We’re meeting the gals at the Prime Lodge.”

	“How’s that little neighbor of yours?” Margaret asked as they drove along the highway toward the restaurant.

	“Seems much better, poor little thing. I talked to her briefly yesterday when she brought Peaches an apple.” She laughed. “Off our tree, of course.”

	“Funny. Reminds me of when I used to pick my grandmother’s flowers to put in a basket for her on May Day.” She focused on Savannah again. “So she’s relaxed some, has she?”

	Savannah nodded. “She said her dad’s being nicer, but now she’s afraid they’re going to arrest him and put him in prison and she wonders who will bring money to the family.”

	Margaret shook her head. “She’s a little worrywart, isn’t she?”

	“Yes, I hope she outgrows it. What a burden for someone so young.” Savannah glanced at her purse. “That’s my phone, Auntie, will you get it? It could be Iris or Colbi changing plans.”

	“It’s Kathryn,” she announced, “Mr. Kittleman’s niece. I recognize her number.” Into the phone, she said, “Hello Kathryn, this is Maggie Sheridan, Savannah’s aunt.” After a brief pause, she said, “Well, she’s driving right now and asked me to take the call. I’d be happy to pass along your message, or she can call you back.” After a brief conversation, she said, “Well, I sure will. Yes, thank you for calling.”

	“What was that about?” Savannah asked.

	“She wants to thank you and Colbi and the cats for finding their uncle. She said he’s doing okay. He’s staying with her sister now—he and his cat. And he seems to be doing well. She said they’re all stunned and grateful for the outpouring of love for the man.” She turned to face Savannah. “I nominated him as Grand Marshal in the Independence Day parade.”

	“This year? Isn’t it kind of late? Don’t they pick the Grand Marshal a year in advance?”

	“I don’t know. If not this year, then next. He would be a crowd-pleaser. Everyone would come out for Leo.”

	“Here we are. Oh, there’s Iris and Colbi. Look how cute Colbi is with that little protruding belly.”

	“Yeah, little is the operative word. I hope she doesn’t get very big; she’ll fall over.” After watching Savannah release Lily from her car seat, Margaret said, “Hey, now who’s Alice?”

	“Alice?” Savannah said. “Oh, Alice is the homeless gal who took care of Mr. Kittleman down in the wash behind Colbi’s place. Why?”

	“Kathryn said they want to help her get a place where she’ll be safer. She thought you’d like to know that.”

	“Gosh, I wonder if Alice will budge. She seemed pretty content with her lifestyle. She has things worked out exactly how she wants them.”

	“Who is content with her lifestyle?” Iris asked as they caught up with one another and entered the restaurant.

	“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Savannah said before responding to the hostess. “Four and a high chair, please.”

	Once the women were seated and Lily was enjoying a cracker and a sippy cup of water, Iris asked, “Now, who were you talking about?”

	“Alice,” Savannah said, “the homeless woman who was taking care of Mr. Kittleman.”

	“It was Alice?” Colbi asked. She gestured with her hands. “Old, wrinkly, stooped, and rather cantankerous?”

	Savannah laughed. “Yup, that’s her.” She tilted her head. “How do you know her?”

	“When Damon and I did that big spread on the homeless last year for the newspaper, we interviewed her. She was down in the river bottom then. Where’s she living now?”

	“In your neighborhood,” Savannah said grinning. “In the wash behind your house.”

	Margaret laughed. “That ought to bring home prices down.”

	“Oh, Maggie,” Iris said, “how would anyone know about her?”

	“Well, now that Colbi knows, she would have to disclose it. Full disclosure is the law.”

	“How do you know so much about real estate, all of a sudden?” Savannah asked.

	“I know about a lot of things. I’m well-rounded,” Margaret declared. She turned to Colbi. “Well, Alice might not be living in your outback much longer, anyway.”

	“Why?” Colbi asked.

	“’Cause some people want to help her find a safer place to live.”

	“Oh, she won’t move out of there,” Savannah said. “Craig talked to her about it and she just dug her boots in and said there’s nothing that would make her move. She wants to spend the rest of her days right there.”

	Colbi shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine, isn’t it? I mean, I like to go camping, but I’m always happy to come home where I can plug in my phone, watch a little TV, open the fridge and find food that’s safe to eat, and sleep without fear of bears, bugs, and storms.”

	“So what part of camping do you like, anyway?” Margaret asked.

	Colbi thought for a moment before saying, “The s’mores.”

	 After a round of laughter, Iris said, “So how old is this Alice gal, anyway?”

	“Hard to tell,” Savannah said. “What do you think, Colbi? Don’t you think she looks about ninety? But she could be a weathered seventy-five-year-old.”

	“Right,” Colbi agreed.

	Iris picked up her menu, then lowered it again. “How does she get her supplies… water… food?”

	“Well, it’s interesting,” Savannah said. “Colbi and Damon might be supplying her with water.”

	Colbi looked up from her menu. “What?” 

	“Yeah, she fills containers from neighborhood hoses. She also checks your trash barrels for useable items. She takes fabric from a quilter who lives a few streets over from you and uses it for bandages, among other things.”

	“Resourceful,” Margaret said.

	“Yeah, sounds like an interesting person,” Iris agreed.

	Savannah peered impishly at the others and asked, “Do you guys want to meet her and see her place one day?”

	Iris looked wide-eyed at the others. “Um…”

	“Yeah, maybe she’d like you to do a renovation for her, Iris,” Margaret joked.

	“We actually could take her some supplies,” Colbi suggested. 

	Margaret grinned. “Yeah, that would be the neighborly thing to do.” 

	“You’re all kidding, right?” Savannah challenged. “You don’t really want to hike down there, do you?”

	“Why not?” Colbi challenged. “Yeah, now that I know she’s there, I kind of feel an obligation not to ignore her, know what I mean?”

	“I guess it would be nice of us to thank her for taking care of Leo,” Margaret suggested.

	“Hey, if you guys are going, so am I,” Iris said. She looked at Lily. “Not today, though, right? I mean, we shouldn’t take Lily down there.”

	“Oh no,” Savanna said. “No. I wouldn’t take her.” She looked at the others. “Michael’s off tomorrow. Want to go buy some food and take it to her tomorrow morning?”

	The other three looked from one to the other, finally all agreeing to the outing. 

	“Okay, dress for the brush,” Savannah advised. “Cover your arms and legs. Wear sturdy shoes or boots.” She faced Iris, “The kind you can hike in, Ms. Fashionista.”

	“I know,” Iris said. “What time?”

	“What time will you have all your make up on?” Margaret teased.

	Iris smirked playfully at Margaret. “Any time you say.” 

	“I’ll pick up Auntie at nine. Iris, we should be at your house by nine ten, and Colbi’s by nine twenty. We’ll walk from Colbi’s place.” She let out a sigh and reached for her phone. After glancing at it, she said to the others, “Craig.” She spoke more quietly into the phone. “Hi Craig. I’m at lunch with your wife. Is this important or can I call you back?”

	“Of course it’s important,” he snapped, “or I wouldn’t be calling you. I want to talk to some of the residents on Maple Street and I want you to go with me. Will you?”

	“Yeah, I guess. When?”

	“Whenever you say. I’m free this afternoon. Say around five twenty-five?”

	She chuckled. “That’s pretty precise for someone who’s free all afternoon.” When he didn’t respond, she said, “Yes, I can do it. Want to pick me up?”

	“Sure. See you then.”

	“So what are you two working on now, Detective Savannah?” Colbi asked.

	She frowned. “The murder of Rodney Turner. It seems that someone might have seen something that could free the suspect they’ve taken into custody.”

	“Oh,” Colbi said. “Is that all you can tell us…the condensed version? The CliffsNotes?”

	Savannah nodded.

	“So both of your neighborhoods have drama,” Iris said. “Savannah’s and yours, Colbi.”

	“I guess so,” Colbi said. “At least the drama in my neighborhood has been resolved and the cats and Mr. Kittleman are safe.”

	“Iris,” Savannah said quietly, “what about you?”

	“What about me?” she asked flippantly. 

	“I was wondering how you like your new clients. It seems as though you’ve been kind of stressed since you started that job.”

	“It’s a big job—could take months—and I’m dealing with a lot of contractors.” She frowned. “Yeah, the clients are strange as all get out. They can’t agree on anything. And when they finally do agree, someone changes their mind. It’s probably the most stressful project I’ve taken on so far.” She smiled at the others. “But what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?”

	“Sure,” Margaret said, “if the process is worth it.”

	Iris tightened her lips, then said quietly, “I’m kinda hooked, you know. There’s a lot of history in that place and I’m really interested in what it’s revealing.” Her expression brightened. “I’m keeping a journal.”

	“A decorating journal?” Colbi asked. “That could actually be of real significance to the owners and maybe the bed-and-breakfast guests.”

	Iris nodded and said quietly, “Maybe even the historical society and authorities.”

	Before anyone could comment, their waiter appeared, ready to take their orders.



	****


It was five twenty when Craig knocked on Savannah’s back door. 

	“Oh, hi. Ready to do some interrogating?” she quipped.

	“Hi Craig,” Michael greeted as he entered the kitchen behind her. “Borrowing my wife again, I see.”

	Craig cleared his throat. “Yeah, I guess I am. She’s an asset to have along for questioning such as this,” he explained.

	“Well, I hope you get the information you’re looking for,” Michael said over his shoulder as he followed Lily out of the room.

	“See you later, hon,” Savannah called, picking up her sweater and accompanying Craig out the door. “So Craig, what’s the latest?” she asked as they climbed into his official unmarked car. 

	“I think you know that the murder weapon had our current suspect’s prints on it, which is why we hauled him in. And he doesn’t have an alibi for the time in question. But neither does he own or seem to have access to a white pickup truck or a motive for killing Mr. Turner. It could be that he’s telling the truth when he says he found the knife partially buried in some loose dirt and handled it before realizing it had blood on it. He says he tossed it back in the general area and didn’t learn until later that the knife was connected to a murder. That’s his story and he’s sticking to it.”

	“So he could be telling the truth?” she asked.

	“I think we’ll know more after we get a few answers from some of your neighbors.” He parked his car in front of a blue Cape Cod trimmed in white and ringed by generous beds of colorful flowers. Before stepping out, he turned to Savannah. “I went back and looked at the report taken the morning they found Turner’s body. There were fresh tire tracks in the field near where the body was found, and they’re from big tires such as those on a truck. So it looks as if your young friend’s story has merit.” He opened his car door. “Let’s start with the folks closest to where the Cranes live, shall we?” He motioned toward the house to the left of the Cranes’. “Do you know those people?”

	“No, but I met the woman who lives across the street and a man who, I believe, lives in the third house to the right on the same side of the street as the Cranes. Like I said, my aunt knows some others.”

	Craig stepped out of the car and glanced around the neighborhood. “Let’s start with those you know, then.” He pointed. “What’s the name of the people in that house?”

	“Carol Pepper.”

	The doorbell was answered promptly by a stout balding man. “Can I help you?”

	“Mr. Pepper?”

The man nodded.

“I’m Detective Craig Sledge,” he said, showing his badge. “This is Savannah Ivey. We have a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

	“Regarding?” the man asked.

	Craig thinned his lips. “Well, I’m sure you’ve heard about the recent homicide involving one of your neighbors.”

	“From the Crane family…yes.” He nodded toward the Crane house. “He was the kids’ uncle, I guess.” He focused on Craig. “So what is it you think I can help with, Detective?”

	“Just wondering if you or any members of your family saw anything unusual April twenty-ninth. That was a Friday night, sometime after dark—around eleven or midnight.” When Mr. Pepper shook his head, Craig asked, “Maybe one of you heard something.”

	“I don’t think so. But I can ask my wife.” He looked Craig and Savannah up and down, then said, “Won’t you come in? We were just preparing dinner. By the way, my name is James Pepper.” As they approached the kitchen, he gestured. “This is my wife, Carol.” He turned to her, saying, “This is Detective…”

“Sledge,” Craig said, nodding toward the woman.

 Her husband continued, “He wants to know if we saw or heard anything the night of the murder.”

	“Oh.” She took a second look at Savannah. “Don’t I know you?”

	“Yes, we met when we brought back things my cat…”

	“Oh yes,” she said, laughing. “Your cat. Savannah, right? Good to see you again. Thanks for keeping your cat at home.”

	Savannah smiled rather cautiously and nodded.

	“Come sit here at the table. Can I get you a glass of water or something?”

	Both Savannah and Craig declined the water. “Thank you,” Craig said, continuing to stand. “We won’t take much of your time. So on the night of Friday, April twenty-nine, do you recall hearing or seeing anything alarming or unusual, Mrs. Pepper?”

	“Oh, I remember that night, all right.”

	“You do?” James asked.

	“Yes, you don’t remember me telling you I was up at around ten and heard someone yelling. I looked out and saw lights on at the Crane house. I guess someone over there was having an argument.”

	Craig appeared interested. “Oh? Around ten you say? Was it men or women arguing? Can you identify the voices?”

	“Voices sound different when they’re raised, but I think it was men.”

	“Did you see anyone?”

	“No. The shouting stopped and I got my drink of water and went back to bed.”

	“Mr. and Mrs. Pepper, I didn’t see a surveillance camera out in front of your house. Do you know of any neighbors who have one?”

	“Oh yes. Tom Engles, next door, has them in his front and back yard,” James said, motioning toward the east.

	“Next door, huh?” Craig said, looking at Savannah. He handed Mr. Pepper a business card. “Thank you very much. If you think of anything, anything at all that might help in our investigation…”

	Before they could leave the room, Carol Pepper said, “I thought you arrested someone. I’ve been sleeping at night believing the murderer was locked up. Why are you questioning us now?”

 
	Craig coughed and cleared his throat. “Um…it’s policy. Even when a suspect comes to us all wrapped in a pretty bow, we must still do the legwork to make sure we have the right person.”

	She nodded. “Oh, that makes sense. Good.”

	Once outside, Craig said to Savannah, “Let’s visit Mr. Engles, the neighbor with the surveillance camera, shall we?” However, after ringing the doorbell and knocking a couple of times, he decided, “Hmmm, not home, I guess.”

	“But there are two cars here,” Savannah noticed. “I’ll bet they’re out back.”

	“Yeah, probably with a couple of Rottweilers.”

	Just then, a child rode up the street on a bicycle and pulled into the yard. “Hi,” he said.

	“Oh, hello, do you live here?”

	The pre-teen nodded.

	“I’m trying to get your mom’s or dad’s attention,” Craig said. “Do you think they’re home?”

	“I’m pretty sure they are. I’ll go check.”

	“Thanks. Please tell them Detective Sledge would like to ask a couple of questions.”

	After a few minutes, the boy answered the door, invited Craig and Savannah in, and led them through the house into the backyard, where they found a slightly built man trimming a hedge. He’d just removed earbuds.

	“Hello,” Craig greeted. “I’m Detective Sledge and this is Savannah Ivey. I’d like to ask you a few questions about a recent murder, if you don’t mind.”

	“Tom Engles,” the man said, glancing from one to the other of his guests. “Oh, you mean the Rodney Turner murder? Yeah, I’ve been following that story.” He peered up at Craig. “I thought you arrested someone.”

	Grimacing, Craig said, “Yeah, we’re just making sure we have the right man.” He looked around at the eaves of the house. “I see you have cameras out here. I thought I saw some in front, too. Do you run them regularly?” Before Mr. Engles could respond, Craig said, “What I’m most interested in is the night of April twenty-ninth—that’s ten days ago. Were the cameras on that night?”

	Engles removed his ball cap and scratched the top of his head before sliding it back on. “Gosh, I’m not sure. We kind of quit using them once things stopped going missing around here.” He chuckled. “To think most of that was attributed to a cat.”

	Savannah cringed a little and did not respond.

	Craig glanced at her, grinning, then asked Mr. Engles, “When’s the last time you checked the video in that camera out in front of your house?”

	“Gosh, a while—maybe a couple of weeks.” He thought for a moment, then said, “You know, we could have video in there we actually forgot about. We’ve been so busy getting things ready for a family reunion—you know, sprucing up inside and out, planting new flower boxes.” He pointed. “We even built that barbecue area.” He thinned his lips. “Seems to be the only time we do serious upgrades is when we’re expecting company.”

	“That’s real nice,” Craig said. Then staying on focus, he continued, “Can you check your camera out in front and see if you happened to catch anything on film the night in question?”

	The homeowner shrugged. “Sure, I guess.” Once they were in the front yard, Tom Engles removed the video. “Yeah, we still have something on there.”

	Eager to see what might have been caught on the tape, Craig said, “Great. Would you mind if we take a look at it? I could take it with us and bring it back once we’ve finished with it.”

	Mr. Engles thought for a moment and looked at the DVD. “Oh, it’s just as easy for me to play it back for you. Come on,” he invited. “Let’s go inside and see what we got, if anything.” 

	When nothing showed up on the DVD early on the evening of the twenty-ninth, Craig suggested fast-forwarding it to eleven o’clock. After a few moments, Engles said, “Oh, my God!”

	Craig pressed his lips together and let out a sigh. “Well, there it is, just as she described it.”

	“Is that Mr. Crane?” Engles asked. “I mean, Pastor Crane? Oh, my God. I can’t believe it.” 

“Run that again, will you?” Craig asked. He then demanded. “Stop it there. Now, you say that’s Mr. Crane?”

Upon closer examination, Engles said, “Well, it’s hard to tell. But it looks like him. It sure could be him.”

“Who’s truck is that?” Savannah asked.

“That’s Troy Marston’s truck.” He looked at Craig.  “Oh, he really had it in for that kid.”

	“Mr. Marston did?”	

	Engles nodded.

	“He had it in for what kid?”

	“You know, Rodney. He still blames him for all the things that have gone missing around here.”

	“You’re not missing things anymore, are you?” Savannah asked.

	“As a matter of fact, no. That nonsense seems to have stopped. But as you can probably understand, we’re still somewhat shaken.” He nodded toward the Marston home. “Some more than others. We feel violated, having people come into our yard. That’s why I had the cameras installed.”  He shook his head and stared down at the video recording. “Marston was convinced it was the Turner kid who was causing the trouble. Neither of us got a good look at him, but the images we did catch sure could have been Rodney Turner.” He paused, then said, “I wonder if the preacher thought so, too.” He shook his head. “I knew he was a hothead, but…” 

	“May I take this DVD with me, Mr. Engles? I think it will help us in our investigation.”



	****


“Gosh, that’s not good news,” Savannah said, as she and Craig left the Engles property.

	“What, that a murderer lives in your neighborhood?”

	“Yeah, and that it could be…”

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions, okay?” Craig said. He pointed. “Let’s pay Mr. Marston there, next door to the Cranes, a visit, shall we?” 

	“Yes, sir,” Savannah mumbled.

	“That’s odd,” Craig said after they’d stood on the Marstons’ front porch for a minute or so. “Did you see that?” he asked in a near whisper.

	“What?” Savannah asked.

	“I’m sure I saw the blinds move—like someone was looking out.”

	“Could have been a pet,” Savannah suggested. When he looked at her, she said, “Cats and dogs are curious creatures. Rags loves to look out the window when someone rings our bell.”

	“Could have been a cat, I guess…or dog,” he agreed. He rang the bell again and pounded on the door with his fist. “Anyone home?”

	Suddenly, they heard the sound of the deadbolt disengaging and the door opened a few inches. A man’s voice asked, “Yes? Can I help you?” 

	“Mr. Marston?” Craig asked, showing his credentials. “I’m Detective Craig Sledge and this is Savannah Ivey. I want to ask you a few questions.” When there was no response, he said, “It’ll just take a minute.”

	“About what?” the man asked, still holding the door open only a few inches.

	“About the murder of your neighbor, Rodney Turner.”

	“Oh, well, can you come back? I’m sick in bed.” He coughed several times, then said, “I’m sorry, I really must go lay down.”

	Before Craig could respond, the door closed and they heard the bolt slide into place. 

	Perplexed, Savannah asked, “What do you do in a situation like this?” 

	Craig winced and said, “Bring back a warrant.”

	“Don’t you need to have some sort of evidence before you can get a search warrant?” she asked.

	He pointed offhandedly. “There’s a white pickup parked in his driveway. Let’s see what else we can find out.” He approached the truck and began scraping something from inside the fender wells with his pen and depositing the debris in an envelope. “Looks like this vehicle’s been driven out in a field, recently.”

	“He’s probably one of those off-road nuts,” Savannah offered.

	“Then the rest of the truck would be dirty instead of just the wheels and wheel wells.” 

	“So you think he’s a suspect?”

	Once they were in the car, Craig looked back at the Engles house and noticed the blinds move. “If I didn’t before, I might now. He’s about the size of Mr. Crane, wouldn’t you say?”

	“I don’t know. I couldn’t see him.”

	“Didn’t you see the size of his hands and feet? He was stooping some, but it appeared that he stood nearly a head taller than me. I’ve only seen the pastor next door twice, and he looked to be a hefty six-footer, wouldn’t you say?”

	Savannah nodded. “So what are you going to look for if you get a search warrant?”

	“I’ll head right for Marston’s closet and see if he has a black jacket with a picture and writing on it. If not, then I’ll look in Crane’s closet.”

	“So you think Mr. Crane may have borrowed Marston’s truck that night?”

Craig nodded. “It’s possible.” He turned to Savannah. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to the little girl until we’ve tied up a few loose ends, okay?”

	“Okay, Craig. I just hope she doesn’t come over before you’ve finished making all those bows.”

	He grinned at her, then changed the subject. “Hey, I hear you gals plan to take Alice some supplies.”

	“Yes. Can you believe that Colbi knows her? From a story she did a few years ago. She was tickled to learn where she is—practically a neighbor.”

	“Well, be careful out there, will you?” he said. “It’s still wild down in that gulch.”

	Savannah smiled and nodded.



	****


“Ready?” Savannah asked as she, Margaret, and Iris arrived at Colbi’s house the next morning.

	“I guess so,” Colbi said. She handed Iris a backpack.

	When Margaret saw Iris roll her eyes, she asked, “What’s in there?”

	“I’m not sure,” Iris said. “Colbi just told me to put it on.”

	“It’s fresh veggies, some paper goods, and a few canned fruits,” Colbi said.

	“No wonder it’s so heavy,” Iris complained.

	“Here’s your pack, Auntie,” Savannah said.

	“Huh?” Margaret picked it up. “What’s the old gal going to do with bricks, for heaven’s sake?”

	“Bricks?” Colbi asked.

	“Feels like bricks to me. This thing’s heavy.”

	“Just put it on,” Savannah said. Before Colbi could slip into her pack, Savannah grabbed it and held it up. “Here, let me take a couple of things out of there. You don’t need to be carrying that much extra weight.”

	“Aww,” Margaret whined. “She’s only pregnant. Iris and I are old.”

	“Speak for yourself, Maggie,” Iris carped.

	“Come on, it’s not far, and just think of the positive side,” Savannah said.

	Margaret frowned. “What, that we’re feeding some old gal?” 

	“No, that your packs will be empty on the way out.”

	“Unless,” Colbi said.

	“Unless what?” Iris challenged.

	“Unless we need to bring some garbage out. They don’t have trash service down there, you know.”

	“This good deed is becoming less and less appealing to me,” Margaret grumbled.



	****


The four women had traipsed through the brush, following behind Savannah for about fifteen minutes, when Iris said, “Hey, trailblazer, are you sure you know where you’re going?”

	“I think so,” came the meek reply. Savannah stopped and looked around. “Oh wait, there’s the fork in the trail. Now I know where we are. We go right here.” She called back to the others, “We’re almost there.” 

	Margaret let out a long sigh. “I hope so. My legs are tired. And my jeans are getting full of stickers.”

	“You should have seen it before the ATV driver used his machete out here. It was just wide enough for Rags and Dolly.”

	“How’re you doing, Colbi?” Iris asked. “Need to rest? You’d better hydrate.”

	“I’m fine, mother hen. Exercise is good for me. And I just had a couple swigs of water. Doing well. How about you?”

	“Uh, as well as can be expected, I guess.” She sneezed, then swung her arms around in front of her. “Sure is dusty down here, and brushy.” Suddenly she yelped. “Yikes. What was that?”

	“What?” Margaret screeched, stopping with her hands against her chest.

	“Are you talking about that lizard?” Colbi asked, laughing. “I saw a lizard slither through the weeds.”

	“I think it was a snake,” Iris said, taking a few steps back.

	“Come on, you guys,” Savannah called. “You probably scared the poor thing away. Now let’s go.” After several more minutes on the trail, Savannah suddenly stopped. She raised her hand toward the others, indicating that they should be quiet.

	When they caught up with her, Iris’s jaw dropped. “Good God,” she said, under her breath.

	“Holy cow,” Margaret muttered.

	Colbi was last to catch up. She peered around the others. “Oh no,” she said, dropping her head. “Poor Alice…”






Chapter 8

 


In the meantime, Craig stood on the front porch of the Marston home. His knock was answered by a woman. “Is Troy Marston at home?” He showed her his credentials. “I’m Detective Craig Sledge. I spoke briefly with him yesterday.”

	“I’m afraid you missed him. He just went out on a bike.”

	“Oh, he feels well enough to ride today, does he?”

	The woman crinkled her brow. “Huh?”

	“He was sick in bed when I came by yesterday.”

	“Well…I…uh…I don’t know…um,” she stuttered.

	“Ma’am, I have a search warrant here and I’d like to be invited in to do my job.”

	“Search warrant?” she asked, barely above a whisper. She then spat, “Whatever for? No! I won’t let you in…not until Troy gets home.” With that, she started to slam the door shut.

	“Now that won’t be necessary, ma’am,” Craig said, blocking the door. “You see, the thing is, I am going to come in and search Mr. Marston’s closet and maybe your laundry hamper, with or without your permission.” 

“Who says?” she insisted, boldly.

He gestured toward two officers standing on the curb outside their patrol car. “They do.”

With that, the woman relaxed a little. “Well, what are you looking for, anyway? Maybe I can help you find it. I can’t imagine…”

“At this point, all I want to see is Mr. Marston’s closet.” He stood his ground until the woman stepped back and allowed him to enter. 

“It’s the second door down the hall,” she huffed. “His closet’s on the left.”

“Thank you,” Craig said, walking in the direction she’d indicated. Before disappearing into the bedroom, he addressed the two officers who had arrived at the front door. “Would you fellows entertain Mrs. Marston for a few minutes?”

“What are you taking?” the woman asked loudly when she saw Craig return to the living room carrying a large plastic bag. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll bring it back when we’re finished with it. Thank you, Mrs. Marston.” When Craig and the officers reached the front door, he turned back. “What time do you expect your husband home?”

 
	“Any time. He’s just test-driving a bike he’s been working on. He does mechanic work in our garage, you know.”

“Now what, Detective?” Officer Grady asked, once they’d left the Marston home.

“Let’s go next door. There’s an eyewitness I want to talk to.” Craig’s knock was answered by a boy of ten or eleven. “Is your mom or dad here?” 

	“Um, my mother is.” The boy turned and called into the room, “Mom! Someone’s at the door!”

	When Tiffany saw Craig and noticed two uniformed officers standing near the patrol car behind him, she gestured to the children who had gathered, saying, “You boys go play in your rooms.”

	“Aww,” Jacob said. “I was just going outside.”

	“Okay, outside then—in the backyard. Either outside or in your rooms, please. All of you. Kira and Klara,” she called more loudly, “come get the babies, will you?”

“Why?” Klara whined.

“Just entertain them for a few minutes. That’s all.”  She turned to Craig. “Please come in.”

	“Mrs. Crane, I have some questions for you and also for one of your daughters…the one named Kira,” he said, peering into the hallway in the direction the children had gone. 

	“Oh…uh, sure. I’ll get her.” She stopped and frowned in his direction. “Why do you want to talk to Kira; may I ask?”

	“I understand she might have some information for me.”

	After staring at him for a moment, a look of confusion on her face, she walked into the hallway and reappeared with the child.

	“Hello, Kira,” Craig said, a genuine smile on his lips. 

“Shall we sit here in the living room?” Tiffany suggested.

Craig watched as mother and daughter eased onto the sofa. He chose a chair across from them. Tightening his lips for a moment, he looked at Kira, then Tiffany. “Mrs. Crane, I don’t know if Kira told you, but she saw something the night that your brother was killed.”

	Obviously shocked, the woman put her arm around her daughter, saying, “She didn’t tell me. But then, she is a rather secretive child. What is it you saw, honey?”

	Craig cleared his throat. “Well, she saw someone out in front of your house dressed in a baseball cap and a dark jacket with a logo on the back.”

	“A picture and some words,” Kira corrected quietly.

	“Yes, a picture and some words,” Craig repeated. “Mrs. Crane, she thought this person looked like your husband and I just want to follow up on that. Can you tell me if Mr. Crane—or, I guess that’s Pastor Crane—has a dark baseball cap and a dark jacket like the one she describes?”

	She shook her head. “That doesn’t sound familiar.” Her eyes wide, she said, “Uh…he does have a couple of baseball caps, but he doesn’t usually wear them.”

	“I’d like to take a look in his closet, if you don’t mind.”

	“Well, I…I…don’t know…”

	“Mrs. Crane, I have a search warrant here, but I would rather have your permission. I just need to take a quick look, that’s all. May I?”

	“Yes. Yes, I guess it’s okay.” She hesitated, a look of uncertainty on her face. “My husband won’t be home for another hour or so.” She stood. “Please come this way.”

	Craig motioned for Kira to follow her mother. “I’d like you to go with us.”

	Once the threesome had entered the large bedroom, Tiffany stepped over a pile of bedding on the floor. “Excuse the mess. It’s laundry day.” She pushed against a louvered accordion door. “This is his closet.”	

Stepping aside, Craig said, “Kira, do you see a jacket like the one you described to me?” He addressed Tiffany. “Would you go in there and kind of move the clothing along the rack so we can get a better look?” Suddenly, he pointed into the closet, “Wait, I see a dark-colored jacket. Is there anything on the back of it?” he asked. When Tiffany pulled it out of the closet, he said, “No, that one’s just plain.” After a few moments, he asked, “Kira, do you see the jacket you saw him wearing that night?”

	The child shook her head. “No. I don’t see it. I never have seen it before. I didn’t know he even had a jacket like that.”

	“I don’t think he does,” Craig said, quietly.

	“Then why did you ask us to go through his closet like this?” Tiffany asked, rather impatiently, leading the detective back toward the living room.

	“Just needed to be sure.” Once they’d returned to the living room, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and showed a picture to Kira. “Is this the jacket you saw?”

	Her hands went up to her mouth and she stepped back. “Yes! That’s it! That’s the jacket.” She looked Craig in the eyes, searching for an explanation.

	Tiffany also appeared confused. “Whose jacket is that?” she asked.

	“I’m guessing it belongs to the man who killed your brother.” Tiffany gasped and Craig continued. “We believe your daughter saw the murderer that night…a man who was somewhat familiar to her and who had an uncanny resemblance to your husband...” he looked at Kira, “…to her father.”

	“Mr. Marston!” Kira said, her voice trailing off. “It was Mr. Marston? Petra’s dad?” she asked, her eyes as big as saucers. 

	“Yes,” Craig said. “I believe you’re right.”

	“Why?” Tiffany asked, weakly. “Why would he want to harm Rodney?”

	“Evidently, he thought Rodney was the man who’d been terrorizing the neighborhood recently.” He let out a deep sigh. “Maybe he was drinking that night. He might have seen your brother lurking around outside his place and he went off the deep end and attacked him. Unfortunately, your little girl here witnessed the whole thing and thought the perpetrator was her daddy.”

	Tiffany looked at her daughter, who had begun to weep. She put an arm around her and pulled her close. 

	“I’m sorry, Mommy. I…”

	“Never mind that, honey. You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, I’m proud of you for speaking up.”

	Craig nodded. “Yes, we need more brave citizens who are willing to get involved.”

	When Kira saw Craig smiling at her, she returned the smile, though weakly.

	Suddenly, they heard a booming voice. “Where’s my family?”

	“Oh, Ray, we’re in here,” Tiffany said, just as her husband appeared at the doorway.  “This is Detective Sledge. He has arrested Rodney’s killer.”

	“Well, not so fast there,” Craig said. “The formal arrest hasn’t taken place yet.” He gazed out a window into the front yard, saying, “But it will soon.”

	“Oh?” Pastor Crane questioned, looking at Craig. 

	“Yes.” He winked at Kira. “Thanks to your brave little girl.” 

Ray Crane looked at his daughter, then smiled warmly and wrapped her in a bear hug. “Leave it to my Kira to make things right.” He looked at his wife. “Well, as right as they can be when a member of our family is gone.” He turned to Craig. “Thank you for bringing us the news.” He looked sideways at Craig. “Are you sure you have the right guy this time? I heard they arrested a drifter.”

	“Yeah, that fellow evidently was in the wrong place at the wrong time and his fingerprints ended up on the murder weapon. I think the evidence we collected today will exonerate him.”

	“It was Mr. Marston,” Tiffany said quietly.

	“What?” the pastor asked, looking from one to the other of them. “Why?”

	“I guess he had it in for your brother-in-law for some reason—it may have been a huge misunderstanding,” Craig explained.

	Ray dropped his head. “A shame. A darn shame all the way around.” He looked at his wife and daughter. “But life goes on and we’ll be just fine,” he said smiling and squeezing Tiffany and Kira to him. “Right?” he asked, Kira.

	She smiled a genuine smile. “Yes, Daddy.”



	****


Meanwhile, the four women stood stunned in the wash, staring at the man sitting before them.

	“She’s asleep,” he said, sobbing into his hands. “Mama can’t wake up!”

	Savannah’s eyes rested on the body that was lying still on the cot next to him.

	“She laid down to take a nap and she never got up,” he wailed.

	Savannah removed her backpack and approached Alice. After checking for a pulse, she turned toward the others. “She’s gone. I’m so sorry, Jesse. I know how much she meant to you. She’s at peace now.” 

	“Oh my gosh,” Colbi said, dropping her pack. 

	Iris also relieved herself of her pack and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’d better call Craig.” 

	“I think you’ll have to walk up to that rise, Iris,” Savannah said. “Phone service is sketchy down here.”

	“What did you bring?” Jesse asked, eyeballing the packs.

	“Things we thought you could use,” Savannah muttered. She looked at Alice and asked, “How long has she been like this, Jesse?” 

	“Yesterday,” he said, burying his face in his hands again.

	When he began to wail and rock back and forth on the tree stump where he sat, Colbi and Margaret looked at one another with raised eyebrows and watched as Savannah tried to comfort him. “It’ll be all right. We’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

	“No!” he shouted. “I want her to come back. I’ll stay here with her until she comes back.”

	Savannah glanced at Margaret and Colbi who stood quietly on the fringes of the encampment.  

	“He’ll be right here,” Iris said, joining the others. She cocked her head. “He told me he’s bringing something that might—what did he say? That might open up a new world for someone.”

	“What?” Colbi asked, frowning.

	Margaret chuckled nervously. “Is he going to open heaven’s gates for the poor woman?”

	Iris laughed nervously. “Well, that’s absurd, Maggie.”

	“I wonder what he meant by that,” Savannah said thoughtfully. She looked at the young man. “Oh, maybe a home for Jesse.”

	“No!” Jesse shouted. “I won’t leave here. There are bad people out there; Mama said so. She said I should never leave the camp. I won’t go.” His eyes filled with fear, he lurched off the stump and started to run into the thicket.

	“Jesse!” Savannah shouted. “Jesse come back.”

	When she didn’t hear anything, she took a chance and said in a soothing voice. “Alice wouldn’t want you to leave her. Jesse, think of Alice…your mama. You don’t want to abandon her now. She would want you close by, don’t you think so?”

	The four women waited silently, then heard rustling in the brush and Jesse appeared, his head hanging. He walked to Alice’s deathbed and stood staring down at her. “I won’t leave you, Mama.”

	After several minutes of silence, Savannah asked, “Jesse, can we fix you something to eat? Have you eaten anything today?”

	He shook his head, his eyes fixed on Alice’s body. “Not hungry.”

	Several more awkward minutes had passed before Savannah thought she heard something in the brush. 

	“What is that?” Iris asked in a squeaky voice. “Some sort of wild animal?” She backed up, staring in the direction of the rustling sound.

	Colbi grabbed Iris’s arm. “Sounds big,” she said.

	“Yeah, about as big as a snake or maybe a badger,” Margaret said, stepping up onto one of the tree stumps.

	Savannah chuckled rather nervously, also watching in the direction the sound came from. Suddenly, Jesse’s face lit up and he said, “Sugar! Sugar, you’ve come back!”

	“What?” Margaret said. “A cat?”

	“Colbi,” Savannah yelped. “It’s…isn’t that…?”

	“Dolly!” Colbi said disbelieving. “How…? I mean, I can’t believe this.”

	“Why not?” Jesse asked. “Sugar’s my friend. She came with the big cat, Smokey.” He smiled through his tears. “And now she has come back to tell Mama good bye.” He scooped up the tabby and hugged her to him.

	“Well, actually, young man, that’s my cat and she’s not allowed outside. I can’t imagine how…”

	“Mama and Leo said she wants to be here. That’s why she comes.”

	Before Colbi could make any sense of what was going on, they heard another voice. “Hi all,” Craig said as he walked into the camp with a paramedic. “Sonya, I think you’ve been here before. You met Savannah and…uh…Jesse. This is my wife, Iris, my daughter-in-law, Colbi, and Margaret Sheridan.” He glanced around at the women, saying, “What they’re all doing out here, I don’t know.” He looked at the body and then at the young man. “But I guess it’s a good thing someone checked on these folks.” He stepped back when he saw Dolly. “You brought a cat?” he asked.

	Colbi shook her head. “No. It seems that Dolly escaped and came here on her own.”

	“I told you Rags was a bad influence on her,” Margaret cranked.

	“So…uh…Jesse, what happened out here, son?” Craig asked gently.

	“She can’t wake up,” he said. “I think she’s gone and died.”

	Sonya stepped forward. “Well, let’s take a look, shall we?” After a brief examination, she said rather solemnly, “Yes, I’m afraid she’s gone. Doesn’t appear that she suffered.”

	“No, ma’am,” Jesse said. “She just went to sleep, that’s all.” He wiped at his eyes with one hand and held more tightly to Dolly.

	“So you’ll call the coroner?” Craig asked quietly.

	Sonya nodded and walked out of the camp to make the call.

	In the meantime, Craig studied the young man. He cleared his throat and said, “Jesse, I’d like to show you something.”

	“Uh…okay, I guess.” 

	“Let’s sit here, shall we?” Craig suggested, motioning toward a pair of tree stumps. Before sitting, Craig pulled something out of his pocket. He then eased down onto the stump and watched Dolly wriggle from Jesse’s grip. He sat in contemplation for a moment, then finally opened his hand and held it out to Jesse so he could see what lay in the center of it.

	The young man looked at the object, then at Craig. “What is it?” he asked.

	“Look more closely, Jesse. Have you seen this before?”

	“Uh…I…” Suddenly, the young man’s expression changed. His eyes widened and he gasped. He pointed and attempted to speak, but seemed unable to formulate his thoughts. “It’s…yes…I…” Suddenly he burst into tears. “I know it. I seen it before.” He hesitated, then said, “It was my…my father’s.” He looked to Craig for confirmation. “That’s what I remember. It was mine after my father died. I…I lost it.” He looked imploringly at Craig. “Is it mine?” 

	Craig nodded. “Yes, I believe so. Go ahead and pick it up,” he urged. 

	“Can I?” Jesse asked.

	Craig smiled and moved his hand closer to the lad. Once Jesse had handled the military medal for a few moments, Craig asked, “Do you remember your father, Bennie?”

 
	“Bennie?” Savannah said quietly. She quickly slapped her hand over her mouth, he eyes wide and searching.

	Craig motioned for her to suppress her shock. “Do you remember your father and your mother?” he asked again.

	“My father died,” Jesse answered in monotone. After an extended silence, he said quietly, “Mama.” He started to cry. “I couldn’t find Mama. I called and called for her and I couldn’t find her.” He stopped and thought for a moment, rubbing his fingers over the medal. “I was a little boy when I found Mama.” He glanced up at Craig. “…my new mama.”

	“And you’ve lived with her ever since?” Craig asked.

	He nodded, then looked into Craig’s eyes. “Do you know where my mama is?” He smiled. “And Sissy?”

	“Your sister?” Craig asked. “Yes, Bennie, we know where they are and they’re waiting for you to come home.”

	The young man took a couple of stutter-breaths, then relaxed a little. He looked at Alice’s body, then smiled and said, “I’m ready to go home.”



	****


“So did you get to witness the homecoming?” Michael asked after Savannah told him about finding Gloria’s brother.

	“No,” she said. “I was busy trying to help Colbi get her naughty kitty home.” She laughed. “It was refreshing to know Rags wasn’t involved in the mischief this time.”

	“How did she get out, does Colbi know?”

	“I guess it’s that darned bathroom window screen. It just doesn’t fit right and Dolly has figured out the combination for shaking it loose.”

	“And she remembered where Alice lived?” Michael asked.

 
	“Either that, or she trailed us there. It was a bit of a challenge getting her back home without a harness and leash. We had to take turns carrying her—even when she didn’t want to be carried. Colbi stuffed her into her pack once, but she didn’t stay put. It was a long and arduous trek with that headstrong cat of hers.”

Abruptly interrupting her, Michael said, “Sounds like someone’s at the back door.” 

“Oh, it’s Kira,” Savannah said when she saw the child standing on the porch. She opened the door for her. “Hi.” When she noticed Kira smiling broadly with her hands behind her back, she asked suspiciously, “What are you doing, Missy?” 

“For you,” Kira said, holding out a bouquet of freshly picked flowers.

“Aww, how sweet,” Savannah took the flowers and smelled their fragrance. “I love them. Can you come in?”

Kira nodded. She stepped inside and hugged Savannah around the waist. “They’re a thank-you for being a good friend.” She looked up at Savannah. “I just love you.”

“Oh, honey, I love you, too. I’m so glad you’re feeling better. Everything okay with your dad? The detective told me they arrested the real bad guy this time.”

She nodded. “Yes, and it wasn’t Daddy.” Her face brightened. “He got a regular job. Mom is so happy.”

“Oh, what kind of job?”

“Working with computers…what’s it called…technolo…”

“Technology?” Savannah suggested.

“Yes, a technology company.” He’ll be working for a technology company—he’s really good with computers, you know. He’ll be bringing home regular money. The bad part is we may have to move away, closer to his job.” She looked at Savannah. “I’ll miss you and Lily so much.”

	Savannah frowned. “Where’s his job? How far away would you have to move?”

	“Straley.”

“Oh, that’s not far. We can still visit, but you’ll be over-the-top busy with school and meeting new friends.”

“Yeah. And guess what? I love writing letters.”

“Me, too,” Savannah revealed.

Kira tilted her head. “There’s one thing I’d like to do before we move.”

“What’s that?” Savannah asked.

“Go horseback riding.”

“Oh, what a great idea,” Savannah said, smiling widely. “Sure, we can arrange that. Do you remember my stepson, Adam?” When Kira nodded, she continued, “He’s coming this weekend; maybe we can all go riding then. I can borrow a couple of gentle horses from my friend, Bonnie, and…”

Kira jumped up and down. “Oh that would be so, so, so fun! I can’t wait to tell my mom.” At that, she raced out through the door and down the porch steps.

“You made her day,” Michael said, smiling after the child. 

“Yes, it’s wonderful to see her happy again. I really do love that little girl. I will miss her,” she said, tears forming in her eyes. She sniffled and took a deep breath. “But now I’d better focus on getting supper made.” 

“Uh-oh, now someone’s at the front door,” Michael said, taking his usual long strides toward the living room.

“Want some supper?” Savannah asked Lily.

“Cookie?” the baby said.

“Sure, I’ll get you some crackers and fruit. Want to sit at your little table or the high chair?”

Lily rushed to the little table and pulled out a chair to sit in. 

“Okay, the table it is,” Savannah said, wiping it down and placing the snack in front of her. She then opened the refrigerator to start assembling the ingredients for their meat-loaf supper.

“Hon, we have a surprise visitor,” Michael called from the kitchen doorway.

Savannah turned and was stunned to see him holding a baby in his arms. “What…?” she started, confused. Just then a young woman appeared from behind him. “Leah! Oh my gosh, what a surprise,” she said, darting across the room and hugging her. “And baby Charlie,” she said, standing back and taking a good look at him.

“You didn’t recognize him, did you?” Leah asked. 

“No. You caught me completely off guard.” She ran her hand over Charlie’s head and down one cheek. “He is adorable.” Looking into Leah’s dark-brown eyes, she said, “It’s so good to see you both. What a cool, unexpected surprise.” 

Leah laughed. “Yeah, I made a snap decision—or I should say, Harrison and I did.” She rolled her eyes. “I loved spending time with my family; it was a healing experience—just wonderful. But my place is with Harrison. We decided not to spend any more time apart. We want to be together now.” She shrugged, smiling widely. “So we hopped a plane and here we are. Harrison’s working this evening, so I thought I’d surprise you.”

“And you sure did. Oooh,” she squealed. “It’s so nice to see you looking so well.”  

Suddenly, Leah noticed Lily. “Look at this big girl. She’s grown almost as much as Charlie has.” Her voice softened. “She is so cute.”

“Uh-oh, he’s getting a little squirmy,” Michael said.

“Here, let me get Lily’s big quilt and he can play on the living room floor, okay?” Savannah asked.

“Baby,” Lily said, sliding off her chair and edging toward her daddy. 

“Yes, that’s baby Charlie,” Savannah cooed. “Come on, let’s go find your toys.”

At that, Lily ran to a toy box in one corner of the dining room and looked through it, finally grabbing a blue rattle. “Baby,” she said, tossing it in his direction.

“Gentle, little one,” Michael said, picking it up and showing it to the baby. “What a grip,” he said, when Charlie grasped one of his fingers.

“Yes, he’s strong-minded, too,” Leah said, smiling at her baby. “According to the doctors back East, he’s actually a high-functioning Down’s baby. At least, at this point.”

“What is he, three months old now?” Savannah asked.

“Just about. But he’s wearing six-month-size clothes.”

Everyone was quiet for a moment, then Savannah asked, “So Leah, what are the plans?”

“Happiness for us all,” she quipped.

“I like it,” Savannah said, smiling. Suddenly something caught her attention. “Is he giggling?” 

“Yes, at Rags,” Michael said. “He just watched Rags roll over a couple of times and thought that was pretty funny.”

“He loves animals,” Leah said. “All of my relatives—my folks, grandparents, aunts and uncles—have pets, so he’s gotten used to seeing cats and dogs. Good thing he likes them. Did you know that Harrison is now the proud caretaker of a whole colony of cats?”

“I heard,” Savannah said. “Charlie will be out there taming them in no time.”

“Seven cats in the house, no thank you,” Leah said.

“So what are your plans?” Savannah asked.

“Hon,” Michael cautioned, jumping up and diverting Lily’s attention from pushing her lawnmower into the baby.

“What?” Savannah asked.

“Maybe Leah doesn’t want to talk about her personal plans.”

“Oh no. You folks are like my second parents—they gave birth to me and you saved my life. So of course I want you to know. Yeah…well, I think Harrison and I will do the sinful thing for a while. We’ve had a long-distance relationship for many weeks now. I think it’s a good idea to find out if we can stand each other in person before we take the next step.” She thinned her lips. “It’s not exactly how I want it, but I have to agree with…” she shrugged. “…well, with today’s way of doing things. Living together is a good choice economically, and we really should know one another well before we make the final commitment.”

Michael chuckled. “You make it sound like a death sentence.”

Leah waved her hand in front of her. “Oh, you know what I mean.”

Savannah spoke more quietly. “You really have things planned out, don’t you, honey?”

 
When Leah didn’t respond, she continued, “And that’s a good thing—to think ahead, but doggone it, there’s no way we can see into the future. All we have is now. I mean, sure, we should certainly use common sense, learn by the mistakes and successes of others, as well as follow our gut.”

“Yeah?” Leah questioned.

“I mean, even when we plan carefully, there are unknowns out there just waiting to surprise us—good ones, of course, and sometimes unexpectedly bad ones.”

“God laughs at those of us who make plans, right?” Leah said laughing.

“It could be,” Savannah agreed. “No-no, Lily,” she said, quickly reaching for the toddler.

“She’s okay, Savannah,” Leah said. “She just wants to lay with Charlie.”

“I thought she was going to roll over on him.” 

“He’s used to bigger kids. Some of my friends and cousins have toddlers. He’s been roughed up a time or two.”

“A tough little boy, huh?” Michael said. He looked at Savannah. “When are we going to get one of those?”

Savannah smiled. “You have one of those—his name’s Adam.”

	“But he’s not a baby,” Michael groused.

	Savannah rolled her eyes at Michael, then asked Leah. “So how do you like the way Harrison is decorating the old homestead?” 

	“Changing the subject, huh?” Michael said, standing. “I’m going to get a water. Anyone want anything?” When neither of the women responded, he left the room.

	“Well,” Leah said. “There’s not much decorating going on there, yet.”

	“No? But Colbi moved out over a week ago—I thought he had a design in mind.”

	“Yeah, retro,” she said, frowning. “Not my cup of tea.”

	“Uh-oh,” Michael said as he returned to the living room. “Your first disagreement?”

	Leah laughed. “Not really. We are pretty much on the same page with many things, but there are a few areas where we don’t think alike.”

	Savannah smiled. “That’s to be expected. That’s healthy.”

	“You mean we don’t have a healthy relationship?” Michael asked, feigning concern.

	“Huh?” Savannah asked. “What do you mean by that? We don’t see eye to eye on every single thing.”

	“We don’t?” 

	“No.”

	“Oh, I thought we did.”

	“You think I agree that we should have six children and I should be a home-school mom?”

	At that, Leah began to laugh.

	“Well, yeah,” he said. “Don’t you?”

	“No, Michael. I don’t.”

	He winked at Leah. “She doesn’t like my sawdust, either.”

When the younger woman looked confused, Savannah explained, “When he’s working on a project around here, he doesn’t clean up after himself.”

“Oh, sounds like you two have some serious issues,” she said, tongue in cheek. After the laugher had subsided, Leah said, “I hope Iris and Craig are okay.”

Frowning, Savannah asked, “What do you mean?”

Leah glanced at Michael, then Savannah. “Oh, maybe I’m not supposed to say anything. It’s just that…” she stammered. “Well, I saw Iris over at Colbi’s yesterday evening and she seemed a little preoccupied, like something’s wrong. After she left, Colbi seemed concerned about her—said she hasn’t been herself lately.”

“Oh really? I was with her today and I didn’t notice anything.” She raised her eyebrows, “But we were rather distracted today by a lot of drama.”

“It’s probably nothing. Sorry I brought it up.” Leah then stood and scooped up baby Charlie. “I told Harrison I’d fix us a romantic after-dinner for when he gets home tonight, and I still have to go to the store. I’d better scoot.”

“After-dinner?” Savannah repeated.

“Yeah, he gets home around ten tonight and I thought I’d serve maybe some shrimp cocktail…” Her eyes flashed when she said, “He already made the shrimp sauce and some pate. I’ll buy the shrimp and some crackers and choose a nice bottle of bubbly,” she said, grinning impishly. She lifted Charlie from the floor. “I might pickle some artichoke hearts and little onions like my grandma taught me.”

“Sounds like you’re interested in the culinary arts, too,” Savannah said.

Leah nodded. “Yes, but Nana’s way is different from the way Harrison is being taught, so there’s another possible area of disagreement for us.”

“Certainly nothing serious enough to cause a rumble in a marriage, though,” Michael observed.

“Naw,” Leah said. “I just love Harrison to pieces. And I’m very proud of him.”

“I’m so happy for you,” Savannah said, wrapping her arms around Leah and baby Charlie. “So good to see you.”

“You, too.” She started to open the front door, then turned back toward the Iveys. She looked at them both. “You know, you two really did save our lives—mine and my son’s.” When her eyes welled, she blinked and smiled. “I owe you so much.”

“Seeing you happy is all that matters to us,” Savannah said. “Take care,” she called, waving as Leah stepped into her car. “Now what do you suppose is going on with Iris?” Savannah said upon closing the front door.

	“Oh no,” Michael said. “Even if there is something, which I doubt, leave it alone, will you?” He followed her as she headed toward the kitchen with Lily in her arms. “Hon, forget about it. It’s probably nothing…”

	Reaching the kitchen, she turned and looked at him. She placed Lily in her high chair with some goldfish crackers and picked up her phone. 

When he saw this, Michael grimaced, ran one hand over his hair, and turned toward the living room, letting out a disappointed sigh as he did so.

	Before Savannah could place her call, however, her phone rang. “It’s Gloria,” she said loudly for Michael’s benefit. “Hi, Gloria. How are you?”	

	“Wonderful, thanks to you and your detective friend. Oh, Savannah, I don’t know how to thank you.”

	“So you have your brother home? How’s that going?” Savannah asked.

	“I think it’s going to be just fine. Mama is so happy. She can’t stop hugging him.”

	Savannah asked more quietly, “Does he…has he…?”

	“Remember us?” Gloria said. “He’s starting to. He spent a lot of time exploring his room, of course it’s changed a little since my girls have taken it over. But Mama insisted we leave his posters and things on the walls and his clothes are still in the closet. I think this helped him to remember. Oh, Savannah, do you know what he did the first thing?”

	“What?” she asked.

	“He went out back and sat on the swing. As a kid he loved just sitting on that swing and twisting around in it. Rather than swinging back and forth, he’d twist and spin. Obviously, he remembered that swing.” She laughed. “He doesn’t quite know what to think about Lilliana and Gwennie, though. It’s funny to watch him interact with them.”

	“I’m just thrilled for you, Gloria. Do you think you can get your mom to move now?”

	“I sure hope so. My husband has already found a place for her near our home in Orange. I told him it must have a swing set, so he’s working on that.” She paused, then said, “Oh, Mama needs help in the kitchen. I’d better go. Thank you again, Savannah, from the bottom of my heart.”

	“You’re welcome, Gloria. Stay in touch, will you?”

	“Absolutely.”

	When Michael returned to the kitchen and saw Savannah’s fretful expression, he asked, “Did you call Iris?”

She shook her head. “I decided not to.”

“I think you should,” Michael persisted.

	“Why?” she asked.

	“Why?” he mimicked. “So you can relax and stop fretting about it.” 

	“Oh, you mean so I’ll quit bothering you by talking about it.” When he simply looked at her without commenting, she let out a sigh. “Yeah, maybe I should call her.”

	“Good,” Michael said, picking up her phone from the counter and handing it to her. “I’m going to go read my paper.”

“Okay.” Savannah watched him curiously before she called Iris. “Oh darn—voicemail,” she said under her breath. Then, “Hi, Iris. It’s Savannah. Uh…just calling to chat. Hey, give me a call when you get a chance—no hurry. Uh…talk to you soon.” After pausing, she added. “I hope everything’s okay with you. Okay, later…” Reluctantly, she ended the call and went down the hall to the study. “Michael, she’s not answering her phone. There must be something wrong if she won’t answer her phone.”

	Michael took a deep breath and laid the paper in his lap. “Maybe she’s out at a movie or dinner and doesn’t want to be disturbed. Could be she went to bed early and turned her phone off. Savannah, there are a million reasons why she isn’t answering her phone.”

	“Or she could be upset about something,” Savannah said, staring off into space. Suddenly, her phone rang. “It’s Iris,” she said, putting it up to her ear and stepping out into the hallway. “Hi. I wondered where you were.”

	In the meantime, Michael muttered, “Thank heavens,” and went back to reading his paper.

	“Hi, Savannah. I’m sorry. Just didn’t get to the phone in time.”

	“Oh? Busy, huh?”

	“Not really.” When Savannah didn’t respond, Iris asked, “Everything okay with you?”

	“Yeah.” She spoke more cheerfully. “Leah came by with the baby. It was sure good to see them. She’s come a long way since she arrived in Hammond homeless and pregnant, hasn’t she? I hear you saw her at Colbi’s this week.”

	“Yes,” Iris said. “Yes, I did. Cute baby.”

	“They both look healthy and happy.”

	“Yes. Yes they do.” 

	“Iris,” Savannah finally said, “is something wrong?”

	“Wrong? No, not really. We’re fine.”

	“Liar!” Savannah said, a bit tongue-in-cheek. 

	“Huh?”

	“Iris, something’s wrong. What is it?” When she remained silent, Savannah said, “If it’s something you’d rather not talk about—something personal—I’ll honor your decision not to tell me. I just want to be sure that you’re okay. Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked.

	After hesitating, Iris said, “No, I don’t think so…it’s just that…Savannah, have you ever found yourself being drawn into a situation where you sense, in your gut, that something might be wrong, but your brain urges you on?”

	“Uh…well…I’d be inclined to say no, but…” she chuckled. “…my aunt would probably say otherwise. What’s up? What is this push-me-pull-you issue you’re dealing with?”

Iris began speaking more softly. “It’s my new client and my dream job, Savannah. It could be a real feather in my cap. A building block to getting more of the work I truly love—remodeling upscale homes, you know.”

“Yes.”

“Well, it started out okay. I was enjoying the heck out of it, until…”

“What happened?” Savannah asked.

“Savannah, there’s something wrong in this house.”

“So you’re still there at the Kaiser place?”

“Yeah. I don’t know what it is, but it’s terribly wrong.” Before Savannah could respond, Iris said, “Oh. Oh no. Kiddo, I have to go. Let’s talk later.”

“Iris!” Savannah shouted. “Iris, wait.” When Michael walked into the room, Savannah was looking at her phone screen. “She practically hung up on me, Michael. She’s frightened.” She looked at him. “Something has Iris scared out of her wits and I think it has to do with her new clients.” 

“Don’t you think you’re exaggerating a bit?” He lowered his brow. “I mean, those people are rather strange, but I doubt they’re dangerous.” 

“You know the Kaisers?”

“Yes. Mrs. Melody Plumb and her brother Melvin live in the Hill tract. They back up to a eucalyptus grove evidently full of cats they take care of. They have quite an array of them inside and out…mostly older and ailing cats. The two of them are always bringing me a problem.”

“A problem?”

“Well yeah, they want me to set up hospice programs for some of the cats and we’ve arranged for specially-made apparatus for disabled cats and those who can no longer climb up onto the bed.” He grinned and leaned forward. “A few months ago, they brought in a cat to be tattooed.”

“Oh, a white cat with ears sensitive to sunburn?”

“No,” he said. “The cat had lost a lot of fur from severe malnutrition and they wanted to—get this—build his self-esteem by making him more attractive.”

“With a tattoo?”

“Yeah, they wanted a red heart with his littermate’s name on it.”

“So did you do it?”	

He shook his head. “I advised against it, but gave them the name of the tattoo artist we use for white cats and horses, just in case they decided to ignore my recommendation.”

“Well, they don’t sound scary.”

“No, just a little off kilter, I’d say.”

“Then what has Iris so upset, do you think? Do you know anything else about the Kaisers?”

Michael was quiet for a moment, then said, “Not about them, per se, but there was a rumor.”

Her eyes lit up. “A rumor?”

 
	“As the story goes, it’s something that happened years ago—a mystery that was never solved. Some believe it remains in the house.”

“What? What does that mean? A ghost or something?”

“No,” he shook his head slowly. “I don’t think so. But I’ve actually talked to people who are aware of it or who know something about it. You know me, Savannah, I’m not as curious as some are to delve into other people’s business. And as I understand it, this is private.” He looked at her. “But if Iris was invited into that place with those people and is involved in exploring the depths of it, as I imagine she’d have to do if she’s there to help with a remodel, it’s entirely possible that she has become caught up in whatever malevolence oozes from the crevices of that place.”

“Michael,” Savannah said sternly. “I’ve never heard you speak that way. So you believe there’s something evil in that home, do you? Do you think Iris is in danger? How do you know about this…oozing malevolence? Michael, you’ve been in that house, haven’t you?”

Unsmiling, he nodded. As if his mind were a million miles away, he said, “Yes. I’d pretty much forgotten. I did my best to push the memory of it out of my mind. But it’s evidently…you know…one of those things that, well, it kind of attacks or attracts your very essence.” 

“Michael, the look on your face. I’ve never seen you look so…”

“So what?” he asked suspiciously.

“Well, sort of vacant-like.” She shuddered. “It sounds creepy as all get out. And for whatever it is to have affected you that much—I’m really concerned for Iris.”

“Yeah, after making myself remember,” he said quietly. “I’m a little concerned about her, too.”

“Gads, Michael, we’d better see what we can do to get her out of the clutches of those people.”

“And that house.”














Stay in touch with Patricia Fry, author of the Klepto Cat Mysteries




Subscribe to her Catscapades Blog: http://www.matilijapress.com/catscapades




Contact her here: PLFry620@yahoo.com




Like the Klepto Cat Mysteries on Facebook








Other books in the Klepto Cat Mystery series




Catnapped (Book 1)

When Savannah Jordan agrees to help her aunt while she recovers from a broken foot, she doesn’t expect to walk into a mystery, become part of a not-quite-legal surveillance team, be kidnapped by a deranged stranger and meet a steaming hot veterinarian. 

Beloved neighborhood cats are missing—the community can only guess at their fate—and Aunt Margaret’s life is being threatened. Is it because she has a clue to the missing cats or is it something more sinister? Of course, as in all of the Klepto Cat Mysteries, Rags, an ordinary cat with a most unusual habit, has a paw in saving the day.

If you like light mysteries with only a little terror, if you’re infatuated by interesting cats and if you love a love story, you must read this book.


Available at Amazon.





Cat-Eye Witness (Book 2)

Savannah and Aunt Margaret open the old Forster home to the Hammond Cat Alliance for a fundraiser to help rehabilitate the abused horses rescued months earlier from the catnappers.

Before the afternoon is over, the collected funds go missing and someone is murdered in an upstairs bedroom. 	

Suspicion surrounds Iris, a local waitress and Savannah’s new best friend. The only witness to the murder is Rags, Savannah’s cat. With the assistance of a cat psychic and Rags’s good friend, Charlotte (the young girl with Downs), the cat helps to “paw” the killer… but not before an attempt is made on Rags’s life. The case is solved only after Rags comes face-to-face with the killer for the second time. 

Detective Craig Sledge is new to this book, as is Damon, Iris’s errant son. Sledge finds this to be one of the muddiest cases he has ever worked, with inconsistent clues and no apparent motive. He’s constantly surprised, perplexed and impressed by the cat’s uncanny ability to come up with clues he has missed. His fascination with the attractive Iris Clampton also mystifies the detective. 

In this story, one of the rescued horses goes into labor and there’s a night of high drama at the ole corral as veterinarians Savannah and Michael work to save the foal. This experience renews Savannah’s deep interest in horses and riding, which ultimately serves to help her bond with a very important surprise character who finds his way into her life and Michael’s just as they prepare to say their wedding vows. 	

While Rags is the animal star, he isn’t the only animal featured in this story. Layla is back in all of her tangerine feline beauty. And Rags makes friends with Buffy, a perky almost Himalayan cat and the inseparable duo, Walter, an all black cat and his sidekick, Lexie, a charming Afghan mix dog. Savannah’s new ride, Peaches, also debuts in this story. An incident with this mare adds another dimension to Savannah’s and Michael’s relationship. Can he hold her with open arms? 

Some say this is a love story with a mystery in the background. And it’s a story of family and friendship as newlyweds Margaret and Max continue to be a meaningful part of Savannah’s and Michael’s world.

Available at Amazon.







Sleight of Paw (Book 3)

In this story, Michael Ivey, the local veterinarian (Savannah’s new husband) is attacked by an enraged client and then later accused of this man’s murder. The evidence quickly stacks up against Michael, until Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat, starts digging up clues implicating the unlikely suspect. 

Coinciding with the details of this challenge is the discovery that the old house, which the couple purchased from Savannah’s aunt, is cursed. Is this why the couple has not been blessed with a child? 

Savannah’s sister Brianna comes for a visit. She teams up with the Iveys’ vet tech, Bud, to discover how to break the gypsy spell and they fall hard for each other. Will their courtship be strengthened or weakened by a frightening carjacking incident? 

Detective Craig Sledge is prominent in this story as the lead investigator in the murder case. As usual, he engages in some creative tactics to get the information and the confessions he’s after. He has also become embedded in Savannah’s friend, Iris’s family. He’s dating Iris and helping with her son, Damon’s rehabilitation in prison. If you read the 2nd in the series, you know that Rags (the cat) helped to put Damon in jail.


Available at Amazom.






Undercover Cat (Book 4)

A popular local journalist goes missing just before she has the opportunity to turn in her story exposing unscrupulous cat hoarders. Not only is Colbi a friend of Savannah’s and Michael’s, Damon (now out of prison and employed by the local newspaper) has a strong personal interest in her. In fact, Damon breaks some rules and some trusts in his search for Colbi.

	Is this a love connection? It’s doubtful because Colbi is a strong advocate for the feral cat population and Damon hates cats—or so he believes. 

	Colbi’s rescue is almost too late. She needs time to heal both physically and emotionally. So the Iveys invite her to recuperate in their home. Just when Colbi begins to feel safe, a body is discovered in the Iveys’ orchard and Rags (their kleptomaniac cat) goes missing. Can someone in a nearby homeless camp shed some light on the evolving mystery? 


Available at Amazon.




The Colony Cat Caper (Book 5)

Savannah Ivey, a veterinarian out on maternity leave; her aunt Margaret, the founder of the Hammond Cat Alliance; and Colbi Stanton, a reporter for the local newspaper take on a cat colony at an old, abandoned building. Odd activity around the place makes them wonder if it actually is vacant; some believe it’s occupied by something other-worldly. 


When a stranger comes to town and suggests the Alliance open the old building to a fund-raiser, everyone gets involved, including Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat. He finds something that day that stirs a lot of people—both law-abiding and crooks—into action. Are the feral cats and their caretakers in serious danger? What (or who) lurks inside the old building? What secrets does it hide? And who has the key that unlocks the mystery?  

Available at Amazon. 




The Celebrity Cat Caper (Book 6)

Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, opens up a whole new bag of tricks, when he becomes a therapy cat in a children's reading program. A documentary film crew arrives to capture the cat in action and they get more than they bargained for. Find out how Rags handles his sudden celebrity status.


In this story, Savannah and Michael Ivey invite strangers into their home during a torrential rainstorm and learn that one of them has a sinister past. Someone is murdered, Savannah is stalked, Michael's life is threatened, and Rags helps to uncover an old mystery that, until now, has everyone baffled.


The Iveys' baby Lily is three-and-a-half-months old and, along with nine-year-old Adam, provides some sweet and warm moments throughout this fast-moving story with many twists and turns.


Avalable at Amazon




The Corral Cat Caper (Book 7) 

The Corral Cat Caper    features a lot of horse energy. It's rich in adventure of the feline as well as equine sort. In one scene, Rags attempt to save their sweet kitty, Buffy,     from a catnapper and Savannah helplessly watches this drama unfold via a surveillance camera app on her phone.



    This story is full of sweet and evil surprises, unexpected twists and turns, and plenty of action and adventure.

Available at Amazon





The Gallery Cat Caper (Book 8) 

An old friend of Michael’s, who has become a successful artist, invites the entire Ivey family to his beach house. But their vacation is not all fun-and-games. It appears that someone is out to get the artist; and the Iveys and their friends keep stumbling upon clues to the tangled mystery.


Rags is up to his old klepto tricks, and it’s a good thing because, not only do his uncat-like antics prove to be amusing, he manages to save two lives.



Join the hilarity and suspense as this mystery unfolds. Enjoy some of your favorite human and animal characters as well as a few new ones, all of them giving this story a light and rich quality.

Available at Amazon




Mansion of Meows (Book 9)

Rags's documentary is scheduled to debut. The showing will take place at the investor's San Francisco mansion, where the Ivey family and film crew will stay. Of course, the mansion holds secrets and Rags is instrumental in letting the cats out of the bag.


Savannah and Aunt Margaret share another daring adventure and, of course, find themselves in deeper than they expected.


This mystery may be the most eerie in the Klepto Cat Mystery series.

Available at Amazon




PAWtners in Crime (Book 10)

When Michael and Savannah invite young burn victim and heir Arthur Spence into their home, they don’t expect danger to follow. The sensationalism around his family’s dark secrets have the paparazzi in a photo-snapping frenzy and the young man isn’t yet equipped to deal with their shenanigans. Are they issuing the unnerving threats to Arthur’s life, or is it a beloved family member? Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, has a new PAWtner in fighting crime and what a team they make. They delight in sticking their noses and digging their claws into the facts of the frightening matter. Hold onto your seats—there are some harrowing moments in this story, and some startling surprises.

Available at Amazon




PAWSitively Sinister (Book 11)

The Ivey family travel to San Francisco to help Arthur and his long-time friend, Suzette, clean out the mansion. News of the massive estate sale lures a variety of people, including former residents and long-ago visitors, each carrying stories of bizarre activities occurring there in the past.
When the klepto cat, Rags and his pawtner Koko make some ghastly and ghostly discoveries, everyone goes into research mode and they’re stunned by what they uncover - evidence of people gone missing, a treasure-trove of loot, and spirits unable to rest. This is by far the most PAWSitively Sinister story in the series.

Available at Amazon.





The Purrfect Lie (Book 12)

When the Iveys and the Sheridans find a deathbed confession letter, Savannah and her Aunt Margaret spring into action. Is Savannah’s imagination playing tricks on her or has she stumbled upon the unaware kidnap victim mentioned in the letter? In the meantime, there’s trouble at the Sheridans’ cat shelter and Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, leaps right into the middle of the tangled mess. Only the cat knows who is putting his feline friends in danger. Meet some interesting new characters in this story and be prepared to laugh and to cry. The feel-good ending is worth the admission price of this book.



Available at Amazon.






A Picture-Purrfect Christmas (Book 13)


A spellbinding story of love, hope, and a child's innocent Christmas dreams. When Savannah Ivey agrees to teach photography to a group of at-risk children, she doesn't expect a sweet-spirited little crippled girl to steal her heart and become an important part of her family. Even Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, is captivated by the child named Marissa. When she goes missing, everyone, including Rags, experiences the pain of loss.





Detective Craig Sledge fears that Marissa's unscrupulous, non-custodial father may be behind her disappearance and the search escalates into high gear. When even a pack of rescue dogs can't find the child, the detective turns to Rags and everyone prays for a Christmas miracle. Can Rags succeed where the others have failed?





While this story involves some intense drama, it will also make you smile and even laugh out loud. Bring out the tissues for the beautiful ending. A Picture-Purrfect Christmas is one of those feel-good holiday stories you'll want to read over and over again.

Available at Amazon.








Meow for the Money (Book 14)

In this story, Rags, the klepto cat, saves a beautiful Himalayan when he finds her near death one chilly night. Did this pampered kitty escape or was she abducted? Her wealthy owner, June Balcomb, can only guess. June is so grateful to Rags that she embraces the entire Ivey family, and Savannah and Rags become frequent visitors at the Balcomb estate. It doesn’t take Savannah long to realize someone close to June is out to harm her. 



The plot thickens when those June relies on most come under attack, her grandnephew is kidnapped, her attorney stabbed, and a trusted employee dies. When someone attempts to poison one of her cats, June agrees to bring in a whole new staff—all friends of the Iveys. Against the advice of others, she also hires a young woman who was only recently released from jail. Will things calm down for June once she has sent her staff and relatives away? Not until Detective Craig and Savannah, with a lot of help from Rags, start stirring things up.

Available at Amazon.







Claws for a Cause (Book 15)

Just when Michael and Savannah Ivey think their tropical vacation is over, a stranger arrives from the islands with demands they cannot fulfill. Imminent danger follows as a frantic search for the mysterious missing item ensues. Savannah is drawn into a friend’s dilemma when Colbi’s long-lost brother returns—an event that becomes personal for Savannah. When Rags, the klepto cat, finds incriminating evidence that this man might not be who he claims to be, chaos becomes the order of the day and Colbi’s life begins to unravel. In the meantime, there are rumors of wolves terrorizing the neighborhood and locals take up arms against them with some frightening results. All the while, Rags keeps a secret that puts his family in peril, but two unlikely friends team up to thwart a potentially bloody duel.

Available at Amazon.








Cabin FURvor (Book 16)

A girls’ fun getaway weekend quickly becomes something that would rival any Fright Night flick. The women run into the infamous mountain monster, they’re visited by an escaped kidnap victim, and they’re privy to rumors of a deranged serial killer who may live secretly in their cabin. Just when Savannah, Aunt Margaret, and their two best friends think the worst is over, they make a grisly discovery that shakes up the mountain community. This thriller is also rich in hilarity and features plenty of cat action, as Rags and his tabby friend Dolly tag along on this fur-raising adventure.

Available at Amazon.



 
MEOWvelous Witness (Book 17)
Chaos is the order of the day as Colbi and Damon plan their wedding. Colbi fears she has an incurable illness. In order to cheer her up, Savannah organizes a trail ride and Iris, Colbi’s future mother-in-law, joins in on the fun. Aunt Margaret’s surprise—to drive up and bring Rags and Dolly to the picnic—backfires when Margaret, the two cats, and their lunch go missing in the mountains.
In the meantime, an unwanted visitor shows up in town and starts making threats to Damon and his mother. When the stranger is found dead, Iris confesses to the murder in order to save her son. But Detective Craig Sledge goes out on a limb and invites Rags and Dolly to a line-up. The two cats shock everyone when they paw the real killers.

Available at Amazon.



 
Cats in Cahoots (Book 18)
A Fur-Raising Adventure A girls’ fun getaway weekend quickly becomes something that would rival any Fright Night flick. The women run into the infamous mountain monster, they’re visited by an escaped kidnap victim, and they’re privy to rumors of a deranged serial killer who may live secretly in their cabin. Just when Savannah, Aunt Margaret, and their two best friends think the worst is over, they make a grisly discovery that shakes up the mountain community. This thriller is also rich in hilarity and features plenty of cat action, as Rags and his tabby friend Dolly tag along on this fur-raising adventure.

Available at Amazon.
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