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Chapter 1
  


“What happened?” Savannah asked when she saw Michael rushing toward her with Rags in his arms. 
 “He’s hurt badly; we need to get him to the clinic.” He glanced around, then sharply instructed, “Grab those towels, will you?” 
 When Savannah saw blood oozing from between Michael’s fingers, she gasped and stared in horror, unable to move. This isn’t happening, she thought. God, please wake me up and tell me I’m having a nightmare.

 “Now, Savannah!” he hissed. “We don’t have much time.” 
 Still somewhat dazed, she reached for the cotton towels and tucked them around the barely conscious cat. 
 Michael held tightly to the padding as he moved toward the church parking lot. “Let’s go. You drive.” 
 “I’ll get my purse,” Savannah said, turning just as her mother approached. 
 Gladys saw the dread in her daughter’s eyes. “Vannie, what’s wrong? Are you okay, honey?” 
 “Rags has been hurt, Mom. We’re taking him to the clinic. Can you and Lily get a ride home with Auntie? They’re at the playground.” 
 “Yes, but…” 
 “I’ll call you later,” Savannah said, hurrying toward the church office where she’d left her belongings. When she caught up with Michael, he was sitting in his veterinary truck, still holding Rags. The passenger door stood open. She leaned across her husband. “I’ll fasten your seat belt.” 
 “Never mind that. Let’s go.” 
 Savannah hesitated just for a moment, then closed his door and ran around to the other side of the truck. After tossing her purse and jacket into the vehicle, she scrambled into the driver’s seat, quickly fastened her seat belt, and sped off toward the Ivey Veterinary Clinic. 
 “Call Bud. I want him to assist.” 
 “Assist? You’re going to do surgery?” she asked, her voice strained. 
“Yes, make the call.” 
“While I’m driving?” 
 “I’ll pay for the ticket,” Michael spat. 
 “Bud,” Savannah said into her cell phone, “I’m so glad you answered.” She creased her brow. “Are you still at the church?” 
“No. Brianna and I had to help my mom with something. Pam took my place a couple of hours ago. Why? You sound upset.” 
“Bud, Rags has been hurt…” She paused and took a quick breath. Her voice cracking, she continued, “He needs surgery and Michael wants you to assist.” 
 Bud hesitated. “Of course, Savannah. Are you at the clinic?” 
 “On our way,” she managed. 
 “I’ll meet you there,” he said before ending the call. 
 “What happened, Michael?” Savannah asked, glancing down at Rags as she drove. 
 “Just pay attention to the road,” he snapped when he noticed their car had swerved a little too close to oncoming traffic. 
 Savannah wiped at her eyes. “Sorry.” A few minutes later she pulled into the parking lot at the clinic. “There’s Bud.” 
 “Good,” Michael said. “Come around and open the door, will you? I need to keep pressure on the wound.” When he stepped out of the car, he shouted, “Bud, use your key—get the room ready!” 
 Bud ran toward the back door of the clinic, glancing over his shoulder once. “Good God, Dr. Mike, what happened?” 
 “He was stabbed. Looks like it’s deep.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid there’s internal damage.” He scowled and looked down at the cat in his arms. “Damn it, anyway.” When Michael noticed Bud staring at Rags, he called out impatiently, “Let’s go. We’ve already lost too much time.” 
 Savannah watched with tears streaming down her face as the two veterinarians rushed toward the operating room. “Oh Rags,”
she murmured, walking slowly into the waiting room. He just has to be okay, she thought, her eyes darting nervously around the room. She lowered her head. “Please, God,” she prayed, “take care of him. He’s one of your creations and I know you love him as we do. You just have to let him live. Please, God. Please.” 
 She gazed into the hallway where her husband and his associate veterinarian prepared to work on her precious Rags. What could have happened? she wondered. Michael said he was stabbed. Did someone do this to him? Who? Why? One of the homeless who came to the church for Christmas dinner? Did they catch the creep? Has he been arrested? Maybe it was an accident. It probably wasn’t intentional. Rags is pretty adventurous. I’ll bet he got cut by a piece of machinery or a broken window or something. Then why would Michael be so angry? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that angry. 
 She chuckled through her tears. I should have listened to Auntie. She didn’t want to help feed the homeless from the very beginning. Did she have a premonition? Savannah thought back to that rainy Sunday in November when she and her family and friends discussed helping to serve the homeless during the holidays. 
 
 **** 
 “We should do this every Sunday after church,” Margaret suggested while scooping a second serving of tamale pie onto her plate. 
Savannah bumped her aunt’s shoulder with her own. “You want me to cook for ten people every week?” 
“You’re not the only one who can cook, you know,” Margaret grumbled. 
“So true,” Savannah said, glancing around at the others. “We actually have some pretty amazing cooks among us.” She nodded toward Max. “There’s our chef, of course.” She continued, “Auntie, you’re a good cook.” Smiling across the table, she said, “…and Iris sure knows her way around the kitchen.” She looked thoughtfully at Colbi. “I don’t know that I’ve ever eaten anything you’ve cooked.” Before Colbi could respond, Savannah began to laugh. “And then there’s my sister.” 
“What do you mean?” Brianna huffed. “I can cook.” 
Savannah squinted her eyes. “Yeah, I seem to remember you playing around in the kitchen at home when we were kids. And you made a couple of things when we were vacationing at the beach that summer. But I haven’t heard of you cooking lately.” More seriously, she said, “You know that’s one of those things that if you don’t use it, you lose it.” 
“I haven’t lost anything,” Brianna barked. She looked at Bud, who sat next to her. “Have I?” 
He put his hands up in defense. “Don’t get me involved in your sibling rivalry.” 
“So what have you cooked lately?” Savannah challenged. 
“Well, I…um…I made a…” Brianna sat up straighter and announced, “I made a grilled cheese and tomato sandwich for my dinner the other night.” 
Colbi snickered. “Is that what a single doctor living alone in the city eats for supper?” More seriously, she asked, “Who cooks when you visit Bud on weekends?” 
“I help his mom in the kitchen.” She looked sheepish. “She’s a fabulous cook and seems to like it, so I don’t interfere much.” 
Savannah smiled at her sister, then asked, “Bud, do you cook?” 
He sat back in his chair. “Not me. No. I’ll slop the pigs, brand the calves, exercise the horses, clean the stalls, but cooking just isn’t my thing.” 
Brianna giggled. “I saw you pour yourself a bowl of cereal once.” 
“How’d that go, Bud?” Michael quizzed good-naturedly. 
“It was deeelicious,” Bud exaggerated. He grinned slyly at Michael while asking Savannah, “Does Dr. Mike cook?” 
“He can, but he doesn’t do it much.” When Savannah noticed Michael looking inquisitively at her, she asked, “What?” 
“I grill,” he insisted. He then lowered his voice an octave. “I’m the grill master around here. That’s the man’s job, you know.” 
Everyone laughed. 
“You don’t cook, do you, Damon?” Margaret asked. 
He shook his head. “Not unless I’m given explicit instructions.” 
Colbi smirked playfully. “He’s not kidding.” She mimicked, “Walk into the kitchen. If it’s dark, turn on the light switch. Open the refrigerator—that’s the appliance where you find your beer. Take out the already-prepared casserole and put it into the oven…” 
“Good thinking, Damon,” Craig said. “Play dumb. You’ll get out of a lot of kitchen slavery that way.” 
Iris bumped her husband with her shoulder. “What? So that’s your game, is it? Okay, Mr. Ignorance, you just wait,” she threatened. 
Pretending to ignore her, Craig addressed Damon again. “Here’s another tip: break things, burn things, let food spill over onto the stove; she’ll never let you back in the kitchen again.” 
After the laughter had died down a little, Damon, who was still chuckling, asked, “Then how will I get a beer when I want one?” 
“That can be a problem,” Craig agreed, winking across the table at his stepson. 
Iris shook her head in disbelief at the banter between her husband and her son, then said, “Savannah, the tamale pie is delicious.” 
Once everyone had agreed, Savannah appeared a little shame-faced and admitted, “Helena made it.” 
“What?” Margaret screeched. “Vannie, do you mean that after all your complaining and poor-me drama, you didn’t even do the cooking?” 
“You know Helena likes to cook when she’s here cleaning the house,” Savannah explained. “Besides, I made the salad.” She stood and moved toward the stove. She opened the oven door, pulled out a large baking pan, and smiled as she displayed it for the others to see. “And I made the peach cobbler.” 
A flurry of comments ensued: “You just redeemed yourself, girl.” 
“Good save.” 
“Oh, yum. I love your peach cobbler.” 
Even twenty-three-month-old Lily, who had been eating her lunch with a little help from her Aunt Brianna, cheered. “Peach, Mama, i-cream? I-cream, Mama. Peach, i-cream!” 
“Yes, little one, you can have ice cream on yours,” Savannah cooed. 
“Kitty i-cream?” Lily said. 
Brianna tilted her head and looked at the toddler. “You want the kitties to have ice cream?” She scrunched up her face and became more animated. “Kitty-cats can’t have ice cream.” 
“Auntie Bri i-cream?” Lily asked. 
“Yes, I’m going to have ice cream.” 
“Daddy i-cream?” 
Brianna nodded. 
“Ris-ris i-cream?” Lily said, pointing at Iris. Before Brianna could answer, she asked, “Auntie i-cream? Max i-cream?” 
“Yes, you little nut,” Brianna said. “Everyone’s getting ice cream.” 
At that, Lily looked Brianna in the eyes and held her hands out in front of her in a shrug. “Kitty i-cream?” 
Michael laughed out loud. “You’re not going to win that one, Bri.” 
“Boy, I guess not,” Brianna said. “She has things all figured out, doesn’t she? If all of us are having ice cream, why not the cats?” 
“Here’s hers, Bri,” Savannah said, handing her sister a small bowl of peach cobbler á la mode. 
“Will you look at that,” Brianna said to the toddler. “Yum. Want a bite?” She laughed when Lily opened her mouth wide in anticipation. Once Brianna was served, she placed Lily’s bowl on her high-chair tray and handed the baby her spoon. Brianna then dug into her own dessert. 
Suddenly, Iris cocked her head, listening. “Is that my granddaughter?” 
“I don’t hear her,” Colbi said, gazing toward the bassinet. 
Damon stood and peered into the bed at the infant. “She’s sleeping like a baby.” He then pointed at Lily. “Uh-oh.” When everyone looked in her direction, Damon said, “Looks like the princess got her way again.” 
“Oh, my gosh,” Margaret said, laughing. “She’s letting the dog lick out of her bowl.” She leaned to get a better look. “What’s Rags doing?” 
“Well,” Damon said, chuckling, “it appears that Miss Lily has managed to pour ice cream on the floor and Rags is helping himself to it.” 
Savannah jumped up from her chair, took the bowl from the baby, and wiped up the floor with her napkin. “No-no, punkin.” 
“Kitty i-cream,” Lily insisted. 
Max grinned. “Not only does she get her way, she has the last word.” 
“Damon,” Michael said, laughing, “you look like a deer in the headlights. Did you just see your life flash before your eyes?” 
“Something like that,” he admitted. 
“Welcome to the reality of parenthood,” Michael quipped. 
“And you ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” Iris added. “There are many more sleepless nights to come, tantrums, worrying about teenagers out on dates with your car…” 
“Oh, don’t scare the kids,” Margaret said. “Let them enjoy little Rosemary while she’s still sweet and agreeable.” 
“Is it too late to back out?” Damon joked. 
“Damon!” Colbi scolded, slapping at her husband. 
Just then Iris let out a shriek as a couple of dishes slid off the table and onto the floor with a crash. 
“Rags!” Savannah shouted when she realized the cat had jumped up onto the dining room table. “What do you think you’re doing? Get down from there!” she insisted. 
“He stepped in my cobbler,” Iris complained. “Ick!” 
“Grab him!” Savannah commanded. “Grab him!” 
“Oh no,” Colbi said, laughing, “I think he dragged his tail through your plate, Craig.” 
“I’m done,” Craig said rather dramatically, scooting back from the table. 
“Come here, Rags,” Michael urged, moving closer to the cat. 
However, Rags wasn’t finished checking out the goodies on the tabletop, and he darted in Bud’s direction. Bud quickly picked up his unfinished bowl of cobbler. When the cat saw him holding the bowl in the air, he reached for it knocking over a glass of iced tea. 
“Got him,” Max said. He frowned when saying sarcastically to the cat, “Thanks a lot for wiping your dirty paws on my shirt, there, guy.” 
“So it appears the child has better manners than the cat,” Margaret said. She shrugged. “But then I already knew that.” 
“How embarrassing,” Savannah said quietly. “I’ve never seen him do that.” She looked at the others, some of them standing away from the table still holding their bowl and others busily soaking up spills with an array of towels. “Coffee, anyone?” she offered in a nonchalant manner. 
“Is it safe?” Brianna asked wide-eyed. “Maybe you should serve it in Lily’s sippy cups.” 
Savannah made a face at her sister. “Funny.” To the others, she said, “Pour yourselves a cup and bring it into the living room. I need to go clean up Lily.” 
In the meantime, Michael took Rags from Max. “Let me have him: I’ll wash his paws.” 
“Better feed him, too,” Margaret said in her usual crusty manner, “so he doesn’t start chewing the toes off Buffy.” 
Savannah rolled her eyes at her aunt before leaving the room with Lily. 
 
 **** 
“So who signed up to help serve Thanksgiving dinner to the homeless?” Savannah asked when she joined the others in the living room with Lily, who was wearing a clean pair of leggings and a matching top with an elephant appliqué. 
“Bud and I did,” Brianna said. 
“We’ll be there—or one of us will,” Colbi said. “If we both go and if Iris goes, there’s no one to watch the baby, unless Uncle Harrison and Aunt Leah are available.” 
Savannah smiled. “How does your brother like his new niece?” 
Colbi giggled. “Oh, he’s so funny. He’s mesmerized by her. He’s already bugging Leah to have a little girl.” 
“Shouldn’t they get married first?” Margaret asked. 
Colbi jumped a little in her chair. “Oh, didn’t I tell you? They were married last week.” 
“What?” Savannah and Iris said in unison. 
“Yeah, they decided to just do it and they did it. Told us about it later,” Colbi said. “They may have a reception at some point.” 
“Wow! I’m stunned,” Savannah admitted. “I can’t believe Leah didn’t tell me.” 
“Oh, you know, Savannah, they’re pretty busy with the baby and Harrison’s culinary school and his job. Leah’s been looking for a job, too. She may go to work at a school for special-needs children.” 
“She’s a teacher?” Margaret asked. 
“No, but she’s enrolled in a program where she can earn the requirements for becoming an aide in this type of school,” Colbi explained. “It’ll also help her learn more about how to raise little Charlie to become independent, if his Down syndrome isn’t too severe.” 
“She’s a busy little bee these days. Who takes care of Charlie while she’s in school?” Savannah asked. 
“Harrison can be there with him sometimes during the day and they’ve hired a woman they adore through the program to help out.” 
“How old is the baby now?” Margaret asked. 
Colbi scrunched up her face thoughtfully before answering. “Ten months.” 
“And he’s a real charmer,” Iris said. She added, “Craig and I’ll help with the homeless—that is if Harrison and Leah can take over with baby Rosemary.” 
 “What about you, Auntie and Max?” Savannah asked. 
Max looked at his wife. “Yeah, what about us?” 
Margaret crossed her arms in front of herself and pouted. “Oh, I don’t know.” When she noticed all eyes were on her, she said, “I’m probably going to be busy that day.” 
Max frowned at his wife. “Well, I’m not too busy to help. I signed up to cook. In fact, I might run the kitchen.” 
“Cool,” Michael said. “Yeah, I imagine you’ve had a lot of experience doing that.” 
Max nodded. 
“Most recently at the Kaiser Bed-and-Breakfast,” Iris said, smiling. 
Max returned her smile. “That’s a fact. Say, how’s Mattie doing, by the way?” 
“Very well,” Iris said, shaking her head. “Things are going so smoothly at the inn that I’ve been pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.” 
“That’s wonderful,” Max said. “So the place is purring like a kitten, huh?” 
Margaret smiled at her husband, then asked, “How are those beautiful cuddle cats, Iris?” 
“Great. Francine has them all on a schedule. She’s like the pied piper of cats. You ought to see them follow her around.” 
“Are you getting a lot of requests for overnight cuddle cats?” Savannah asked. 
Iris nodded. “Yes. Probably three every weekend. We’re considering opening the inn full time, although I think I’ll ease into it by opening Thursday through Sunday during the holidays and maybe think about staying open twenty-four seven after the first of the year. It’s a little scary to make such a commitment.” She raised her eyebrows. “But Ruth and Rupert are doing a great job of managing the place.” She added, “Confidentially, I’m pleasantly surprised at how well they’re doing.” 
“But you’re still afraid to commit to being open more?” Michael asked. “Why?” 
Iris thought for a moment. “I guess what I’m afraid of is change. Don’t want to try fixing what ain’t broke.” 
Savannah smiled at Iris, then focused more seriously on Margaret. “So, Auntie, what’s the problem with you and the homeless people? Don’t you want to help the hungry?” She winked at her. “Or are you holding back, hoping you can take care of baby Rosemary that day?” 
Margaret’s face lit up. “Yeah, that’s it. I’ll watch the little kids while you all slop food.” 
“Can Lily play on the playground?” Colbi asked. “I volunteered to help entertain the children.” She looked at Brianna. “You signed up for playground duty too, right?” 
Brianna nodded. “Yes, preferably the little ones. They have that separate area for preschoolers. That’s where I want to be.” 
“Me too,” Colbi said. “What about it, Maggie? Want to help us entertain the children?” 
Her eyes wide, Margaret said, “Yeah, maybe I could do that. It’s just for kids, right?”
 “Well, yes,” Colbi said. “Why would any adults want to be on the playground?” 
Iris cocked her head. “And why would you care, Maggie?” 
“Yeah, Auntie, tell us why you’re so reluctant to help out,” Savannah urged. 
Margaret shrugged. “No reason.” 
“Don’t give us that,” Brianna scolded. “If you don’t tell us, I’ll call your sister.” She picked up her cell phone. “I’ll bet she knows.” 
Margaret let out a sigh. “No, don’t call your mother. Okay, I’ll tell you.” She glanced around at the others. “Well, Gladys and I volunteered to serve Thanksgiving dinner as a project through one of her women’s group years ago. Bri, you and Vannie were still small.” 
Brianna laughed. “I can see Mom doing it, but not you. Weren’t you kind of wild then? How did they rope you into it?” 
Margaret stiffened. “My first husband had just died and I was kind of floating through life without much purpose. I guess your mother thought volunteering would somehow help me and she talked me into it.” 
“So what happened?” Savannah asked. “Were you turned off by their bad table manners?” 
Margaret shook her head. 
“Was there a food fight?” Brianna asked, grinning. 
“No.” 
Craig looked across the room at Margaret. “A fist fight?” 
“No,” Margaret insisted. “But there was an altercation.” When she noticed everyone waiting to hear more, she said quietly, “It had to do with the animals.” 
“The people were acting like animals?” Colbi asked. 
“No, animals were being mistreated.” Margaret hesitated. “There was this dog with an awful abscess. I was clearing some plates from a table, when I accidently stepped on the dog’s paw. I didn’t see him. He was under a chair and his paw was sticking out. He yelped and, when I leaned down to apologize to the poor dog, I saw it.” She glanced around at the others before continuing. “…a nasty-looking sore. I approached the owner and told him the dog needed medical treatment. He practically spat in my face, telling me the dog was fine and it was none of my business. When his friends heard him raise his voice, they joined him and they began saying all kinds of ugly things to me.” 
“Why didn’t you just walk away?” Damon asked. 
“I started to do just that, but discovered I was surrounded by homeless people—smelly homeless people, all yelling at me. I was trapped and no one had the courage, I guess, to help me out of the situation. I’ll tell you, I was scared. I didn’t know what they’d do. And all because I wanted to help that poor dog.” 
“What happened, Auntie?” Savannah asked. 
“Finally, I saw a way I could escape between two of the men, so I squeezed through and just left. I locked myself in your mother’s car and waited until she came to rescue me. We didn’t have cell phones then. Of course, Gladys had looked all over for me before she found me. She had no idea what had happened. She said she saw the guys make a circle and she heard the shouts, but she thought they were just being a little boisterous, and she ignored them.” 
“How long did you wait in the car?” Colbi asked. 
“About twenty minutes, I think. And I swore I’d never do anything involving the homeless again.” 
Michael chuckled. “That sounds awfully frightening, Maggie. And good for you for trying to help the dog. But I don’t think anything like that will happen this time.” 
“How can you be so sure?” she challenged. 
“Because Bud and I’ll be on duty tending to their animals. Did you know that?” 
Margaret looked at him. “Yes, you mentioned that at Colbi’s and Damon’s shower last week. I’m glad you’re doing that. It’ll be a great service for the animals.” 
Michael nodded. “I, too, have noticed the plight of the animals that live with homeless people.” He glanced around at the others. “Not all of them, of course. Some of those animals are well cared for. But, as we know, there are disturbed people on the streets, barely able to take care of themselves and probably totally incapable of caring properly for an animal. The one thing most of them can’t afford is veterinary care.” He took a deep breath. “I discussed my concerns with Pastor Sheila and she has agreed to provide a room at the church where the homeless can bring their dogs and cats and other pets to Bud and me for a free check-up, inoculations, medications for infections, and, the most important thing, education.” 
Margaret put her hands together under her chin. “Bless you, Michael.” She nodded toward Bud. “What a great service the two of you’ll be providing. That does make me feel a lot better, but I’m still not sure I’ll ever be comfortable around those people again. I mean, I felt so helpless! I was certain I’d be beaten to a pulp. It was awful.” 
“I’ll bet it was,” Savannah said, putting her arms around her aunt. “I agree with Colbi. Why don’t you hang with her and Bri and keep an eye on the kids?” 
“What if it rains?” Margaret asked. 
Colbi’s face lit up. “They have that covered. They’re opening a Sunday school classroom for naps and quiet activities—coloring, puzzles, games... We can use it in case of rain.” 
Margaret took a deep breath. “Okay, yeah, I guess I could do that.” Her voice a mere squeak, she asked, “Can I bring a bodyguard?” 
Iris smiled across the room at her friend. “Maggie, you said it yourself last week; lightning doesn’t strike twice in the same place. You’ll be okay.” 
“But just in case,” Brianna added, straight-faced, “don’t step on any dogs’ paws.” 





Chapter 2
  
“Happy Turkey Day, Max,” Savannah greeted when she and Michael arrived at the church early Thanksgiving morning with Lily. 
 “Hi.” Max poked Lily gently in the tummy. “Gobble gobble.” 
 Lily giggled, then pointed. “Kitty. My kitty.” 
 “Yes, I see you brought your kitty.” Max leaned down and ran his hand over Rags’s plush grey-and-white fur. “Hi there, old boy.” 
 Savannah looked around. “Where’s my aunt?” 
 “Hiding out, I suppose.” 
 “Oh, is she still frightened of the homeless people?” 
 Max grimaced. “I don’t think she slept a wink last night.” He motioned with his head. “I believe she’s with Colbi and your sister at the playground.” 
 Savannah gazed in that direction. “Good, I’ll take Lily over there. Michael, do you need help setting up the clinic?” 
“I don’t think so. Bud should be here soon and our…um…guests probably won’t arrive for another few hours, right?” 
“Right,” Max agreed. 
“Guess I’ll go to work in the kitchen then,” Savannah said. “Max, that’s where you’re headed, right?” 
 “Sure am. We cooked the turkeys and hams yesterday and carved them last night. The pies are ready to bake. We’ll do that first thing this morning. Then we’ll heat the meat and dressing in the oven while we cook the mashed potatoes and vegetables.” 
 “Sounds like you can use some help; I’ll join you in a few minutes,” she promised. 
 Michael glanced out over the tables and chairs set up on a grassy area and spilling onto the parking lot. “Looks like they expect a crowd—what, maybe a hundred?” 
 “Yeah, but the diners will most likely come and go,” Savannah said. “…so there could be twice or three times that number.” 
 Michael scratched his head. “That’s right. Better go get set up. Hope we have enough products.” He took Lily from Savannah. “I’ll help you get her settled.” When Savannah protested, he said, “I want to see where she’ll be.” 
 “Oh, okay,” she agreed, taking Rags’s leash from him. “The little kids’ playground is right around the corner there.” 
 “This is pretty nice,” Michael said as they approached the enclosed area, which featured several pieces of colorful playground equipment designed for small children. “I’ve never paid much attention to this area before. Why haven’t we brought her in here to play?” 
 Savannah shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know; maybe because she’s usually dressed in her Sunday clothes when we come to church.” 
 “You brought your cat?” Margaret shrieked when she saw Savannah and Michael come through the playground gate with Lily and Rags. 
 Savannah ignored her comment. “Hi, Auntie. How’re you feeling?” 
 Margaret stared down at the cat. “I was okay until I saw him here.” 
 Savannah let out a sigh. “Now, Auntie, let’s not be overly dramatic. Michael’s going to keep him in the exam room. You know he’s been a therapy cat before. Well, he’s Michael’s therapy cat today, for dogs and cats that might be frightened or timid.” 
 When Margaret looked up at Michael, he shrugged. “That’s what she tells me.” 
 “Well, keep him away from my children; that’s all I ask,” she grumbled good-naturedly. 
 Savannah shook her head disgustedly at her aunt. “What do you mean? He loves children.” 
 “What do I mean?” Margaret repeated, looking Savannah in the eye. “Must I remind you of the messes he’s gotten us into? You really want to risk him causing trouble here?” 
 “Oh Auntie, you exaggerate.” She ran her hand over the cat’s fur. “He’s a good boy, aren’t you, Ragsie?” 
 “Yeah, when he isn’t running away from home, stealing, and digging up things better left buried.” 
 “Swing,” Lily chirped. “Slide.” She took Michael’s face in her little hands so he would look at her. “Swing, Daddy?”’ 
 Margaret reached for the toddler. “Auntie will take you on the swing. Want to swing with Auntie?” 
 “Be a good girl,” Michael said, kissing Lily on the cheek before relinquishing her to Margaret. “And have fun. Looks like a fun playground.” He glanced around. “Maggie, is there a place where she can rest if she wants to?”
 Margaret pointed. “Yes, they can nap in the classroom there and paint, play with puzzles, eat their lunch.” She hugged Lily to her. “We’re going to have lots of fun, aren’t we, sweetie? Tell Daddy bye-bye.” 
“Bye, punkin,” he said, waving. He took the cat’s leash from Savannah and said, for Margaret’s benefit, “Come on, Rags before you live up to your reputation.” 
 Margaret frowned. “You have a cage for him, don’t you, Michael?” 
 “Yeah. I’ll set it up in the exam room.” He grinned at her. “Don’t worry; he won’t bother any of your children.” He blew a kiss to Lily. “Daddy will see you later. Have fun with your aunties.” He then picked up the lanky grey-and-white cat and left through the gate. 
 “Bye, hon,” Savannah called after him. 
“Hi, Savannah and Miss Lily,” Colbi greeted as she approached. “You’re our third customer.” She took the toddler from Margaret and spun around with her. When she stopped, she pointed. “See, Lily, there’s your Aunt Bri coloring with Blake and Sierra.” She said to Savannah, “Their parents are helping out today, too. You know Tad and Carmen.” 
Savannah nodded, then asked, “So you have access to the pre-school classroom? They have nap pads in the closet there. Lily might want to take a nap around eleven. Will there be someone to sit with the children inside?” 
“Yes. There’ll be two other women, so we’ll have two for inside the classroom and three for the playground.” 
“Unless we get swamped on the playground, then they’ll come out here and help,” Margaret explained. 
“Or we’ll entice some of the children into the classroom,” Colbi said. “We can’t have more than a handful of kids on the playground at one time unless we have enough help. We don’t want little children running in front of the swings or falling off the slide.” 
Savannah smiled. “Sounds like you have it all figured out. Let’s hope everything runs smoothly and no one gets hurt.” She handed a tote bag to her aunt. “Here are Lily’s snacks and water. I put sunscreen on her. There’s more in the bag.” She leaned toward Margaret and spoke more softly. “She’s wearing her big-girl diaper panties today. She might use the potty for you. If not, there are a couple more pairs in there.” She kissed Lily on the cheek and smoothed her hair. “Be good for all of your aunties. Mommy will come check on you later.” She pointed. “Auntie, Michael’s in that room right there—a hop, skip, and a jump away, in case you need anything.” Before leaving, she waved at Brianna, who was still involved in a coloring project at a child-sized picnic table with the other two children. 
 Lily chirped, “Bye-bye, Mommy,” just before wriggling from Colbi’s arms and rushing toward the swings with Colbi and Margaret following behind. 
 
 **** 
“So how’s it going?” Max asked several hours later when Savannah entered the church kitchen with an empty serving pan. 
 “There are a lot of hungry people out there. We need more mashed potatoes and we’re almost out of stuffing.” 
 “Not a problem,” he said, pulling a large pan of potatoes out of the oven. When Savannah reached for it, he offered, “I’ll carry it out for you.” He nodded toward the stove. “Want to stir the gravy?” 
 “Sure.” She’d been standing at the stove for just a few minutes when Iris entered the kitchen carrying another empty stainless steel serving pan. “Hi, girlfriend,” Savannah greeted. 
 “Hi. So have you and Max switched places? I saw him on the serving line just now.” 
 “Oh? I thought he’d be right back,” Savannah said. “Guess he needed a break.” 
 Iris set the pan on the counter top and took a bottle of water from a cooler. “Want one?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. “Thanks.” She giggled. “So how’s the detective doing out there? He seemed a little awkward when I saw him handling that serving spoon.” 
 Iris laughed. “Yes, that’s why they reassigned him to clean-up duty. But that didn’t go well. He was a real butterfingers when he tried to carry stacks of dirty paper plates and utensils. So now he’s helping to serve the pie.” She leaned toward Savannah. “I’ve already seen him eat two pieces. He does love his sweets, that man.” 
 When Max returned, Iris said, “Oh, Max, we need more stuffing. Is there any left?” 
 “Yes. Come on, I’ll take it out for you,” he offered. Before pulling the serving tray out of the oven, he peered into the gravy pan. “Doing okay?” he asked Savannah. 
“Yes, it’s nice and warm in here.” 
 He wiped his brow with a towel. “Hot, if you ask me. But that’s the nature of a kitchen.” He removed the pan of stuffing and walked out with it, returning several minutes later. 
 “What took you so long? I’m tired of stirring,” Savannah complained light-heartedly. 
 “I was cooling off. I took your place in the serving line for a change of pace.” 
“Got pie?” Craig asked, stepping into the kitchen with a stack of empty pie pans. 
“Sure, Detective,” Max said, motioning toward a large tray of freshly baked pies. “All cut and ready to go on the pie plates.” He reached into a grocery bag. “Need more plastic forks?” 
“Yeah, probably,” Craig said, placing a couple of packages on the tray. He picked it up. “See ya’ll later.” 
After watching Craig leave, Max approached the stove. “I’d better replenish the gravy while I’m at it,” he said, pouring some into a large stainless steel pitcher. 
 “How many people do you think we’ve fed so far?” Savannah asked as she followed Max out to the serving area. 
 “I’d say close to a hundred. We have enough for maybe another hundred.” He asked Savannah, “Are people leaving after they eat or hanging around and eating more?” 
 “Well, I think a lot of them are staying. I’ve seen several in the line more than once. I’ve noticed quite a few people taking plates to the grassy area and eating under the trees. Most of them, it seems, have dogs. Michael and Bud are probably busy. Did you know they’re providing meals for the animals, too?” 
 “Really?” 
 “Yeah, a local pet store donated kibbles for dogs and cats as well as flea-control meds.” She laughed. “One guy had a rat with him. He said he feeds her dog food.” Savannah looked at Max. “Hey, I want to go check on Lily before the next onslaught of hungry people.” She laughed. “I’d better check on my aunt, my sister, and Colbi too. I’ve seen a lot of children headed toward the little tots’ playground. They’re probably overwhelmed by now.” 
 Max shook his head. “I’ll hear all about it tonight.” 
 “Oh hi, Bud,” Savannah said when she saw him walking toward her and Max. “How’re things going at the clinic?” 
 He tilted his head. “Interesting.” 
 “In a good way or a bad way?” Max asked. 
 “Well…” he stalled, “both, I guess. We’ve been able to help some of the animals. We just hope pet owners will follow up with us. Some of the dogs and cats should have tests we can’t do here and some will probably need continuing treatment or at least medication.” He began to laugh. 
 “What’s funny?” Savannah asked. “It all sounds rather dismal.” 
 Bud cocked his head. “Oh, there are certainly bright spots. We’ve been able to protect quite a bunch of dogs from getting parvo and distemper and we’ve inoculated a few cats.” 
“How do you know what they need?” Savannah asked. “I mean, most of the owners probably don’t have a clue about their pets’ medical history, do they?” 
“You’re so right,” Bud said. “But we now have access to simple tests for serious diseases for both cats and dogs, to be used in situations like this—in the field, you might say. We can determine if a dog or a cat is protected against certain diseases in a matter of minutes.” 
“No more sending samples to an overnight lab?” she asked. 
He shook his head. “We use the lab in most cases, but these quick tests are perfect in situations like we’re dealing with here today.” He chuckled again. “What I was laughing about is your cat.” 
 “Uh-oh, what did he do?” Savannah asked hesitantly. “Has he been a good diplomat for the patients?” 
 “Well, kinda-sorta, I guess.” Bud became more serious. “He does seem to calm the cats and even some of the dogs who are nervous or frightened. But he sure plays favorites.” 
 “How’s that?” Max asked, chuckling. 
 Bud scratched his head. “Well, he seems to prefer small dogs, which I can certainly understand, and he favors tabby cats.” He grinned. “Doesn’t matter the color—orange, grey, dilute—but when a little dog or a tabby comes in, he’s right up on the table with them, sniffing around. He’ll sit and watch them while they’re being examined and if a cat or a pup seems nervous, he’ll bump them with his head or lie down next to them. Sometimes he makes it a little awkward for us to do our job. But what are you going to do? He definitely calms the animals.” 
 “Awww, my good boy,” Savannah said, smiling. 
 “Yeah, he’s one of a kind, that cat,” Max said. He turned to leave. “Better get back to the kitchen. See you both later.” 
 “Bye, Max,” Savannah called. 
 Bud nodded in Max’s direction, then addressed Savannah, “He has spent time with the homeless, hasn’t he?” 
 “Who, Max?” she asked. 
 “No, your cat.” 
 “Oh, yes, he has. When he found Mr. Kittleman,” Savannah recalled. 
 “I think he’d like to go back,” Bud said. 
 “What?” 
 He grinned. “Well, he keeps trying to leave with some of our patients. Michael’s had to put him in the pen a couple of times because he was so bent on following a cat or a dog out. Some people have even tried to negotiate a trade for him.” 
 “What?” Savannah yelped. “What kind of a trade?” 
 Bud winked at her. “Oh, so you’d consider it if the bounty was high enough?” 
 “No, of course not,” she insisted. “I was just curious. What would a homeless person have worth trading?” 
 “Oh, a fancy watch this guy’s father had supposedly given to him when he graduated from college; a packet of food stamps, which I’m pretty sure were outdated; and one gal offered Dr. Mike a massage.” 
 She frowned. “A massage?” 
 “Yup. He said no. I guess he likes your cat.” 
 “Well, he tolerates Rags.” She smiled. “But I’m glad to know Rags is actually helping rather than hindering today.” 
 “Yeah, well, pretty much. Hey, I need to scoot. I want to get us a plate of food before it’s all gone.” 
 Savannah glanced toward the serving table. “I’d better get back there, too—after I check on Lily.” 
 “I just saw her with Brianna. She seems to be having fun.” He grinned. “She’s sort of a rainbow child at the moment.” When Savannah gave him a questioning look, he explained, “They were finger painting and your daughter is wearing just about every color in the rainbow on her face, arms, hands…” 
 “I hope it’s the washable stuff,” Savannah muttered under her breath. When Bud asked what she had said, she shook her head. “Nothing. Thanks, Bud. See you later.” She spotted Lily immediately upon approaching the little tots’ playground. How cute. Bri’s pushing her around in that child-size car. Looks like she’s having a blast. “Hi, punkin,” she called. “Are you driving a car?” 
 “Auntie Bri, me, drive car,” she chirped. “Me drive, Mommy.” 
 “Yes, I see that. Are you having fun?” she asked. 
 Lily nodded. 
 “I hear you were painting,” Savannah said. 
 At that, Lily stood and started to climb out of the car. Brianna lifted her to the ground and the toddler ran to the activities table. 
 “I think she wants to show you her painting,” Brianna said. She hurried after Lily and caught up to her as the child started pushing the painted pictures around on the tabletop. “Wait, Lily, here’s yours, princess. It’s still a little wet. Let Auntie Bri help you, okay?”
 “Me paint.” Lily looked at her hands, which were still slightly stained with a variety of colors. “Paint hands,” she declared, holding them up for Savannah to see. 
 “Yes, you sure did paint your hands. Pretty,” she said, kissing the palm of one pudgy hand. “And your picture is beautiful. Mommy loves it, punkin.” 
 “Kiss picture?” Lily invited. 
 “No, I don’t think Mommy will kiss your picture, honey. In fact, if you’re doing okay here, I’d better get back to my station. Someone might be hungry.” 
 “Me hungry,” Lily said. 
 “Oh, how could you be hungry?” Margaret asked, approaching with two children in tow. You just ate a plate of mashed potatoes and a bunch of turkey.” 
 “Peas,” Lily said. 
 “Yes, and peas.” 
 “Peas,” she repeated. 
 “You want more peas?” Brianna asked. 
 Lily nodded and sat down at the table, waiting to be served. 
 “Do you have more here or do you want me to bring you some from the kitchen?” Savannah asked. 
 Brianna thought for a moment, then said, while walking away, “I think there are a couple more helpings in the classroom.” 
 Savannah looked around the playground. “So how are you ladies doing?” 
 “Good,” Margaret said. “The kids are so cute at this age.” She gazed out toward the playground for the older children. “I don’t think I’d be able to handle those kids. Look how wild they are. I prefer these tiny tots.” She moved closer to Savannah and said more quietly, “There was one bully, but he didn’t stay long.” Her eyes wide, she continued, “And once we had over a dozen little ones running around in here. Six is manageable. That’s one for each hand for each of us.” She looked at the two children she’d ushered over. “Aren’t they cute?” 
 Savannah smiled down at the little boy and girl with Margaret. “Sure are.” She then asked, “Is Lily interacting with the other kids okay?”
 “Actually, no one pays much attention to the others,” Brianna said, returning with a bowl of peas for Lily. “I guess they don’t play together at this age.” 
 Suddenly, Margaret took a quick breath. “Uh-oh, here he comes again. Grab him!” she shouted. 
 When Savannah looked in the direction Margaret indicated, she let out a sigh. “Rags.” 
 Brianna chuckled. “Yeah, this is the third time he’s joined us out here. I think he wants to play with the children.” She reached down and petted the cat as he rubbed against her legs. 
 “Cat!” one of the toddlers shouted. 
 “My kitty,” Lily said. 
 “No, mine,” the child insisted. 
 “My kitty,” Lily repeated more loudly. 
 Colbi walked up and grabbed Rags’s leash. “Oh dear, don’t tell me we have another debate going on.” She handed the leash to Savannah. “Want to take him back?” 
 Margaret chuckled. “Here comes Bud.” She called out to him, “Not getting much work done are you?” 
 He shook his head. “He’s high-maintenance.” When he saw Savannah, he said, “Oh hi, Savannah.” 
 “You didn’t tell me he’s been escaping, Bud.” 
 Looking sheepish, he said, “Didn’t want you to think we don’t have a handle on things.” He winced. “I had no idea he was as…um…creative as he is. He’s had me on the run all afternoon.” 
 “Getting your exercise, are you, babe?” Brianna asked. 
 “I guess I am.” Bud picked up Rags. “Come on, cat. I think you need to spend some time in your pen.” He scratched Rags around the neck. “Want a time-out, huh? How about a nap? Lord knows, I could use one.” 
 The women laughed as Bud walked away, still muttering to the wily cat. 
 
 **** 
“Well, you survived a day of serving the homeless, Auntie,” Savannah said after almost everyone had left, the kitchen had been cleaned, and the tables were cleared and put away. “How do you feel?”
 “How do I feel? Tired, that’s how. I must have walked—no run—twenty miles chasing after all those little ragamuffins.” 
 “Ragamuffins?” Savannah questioned. 
 “Yeah, cute, adorable ragamuffins. It was fun but, my oh my, exhausting.” 
 “How’d you do, Craig?” Savannah asked. “I hear you ate more pie than you served.” 
 Before he could respond, Iris squealed in delight and walked quickly toward the parking lot. “Hi, Son,” she said as Damon approached carrying three-week-old Rosemary. “I’ll take her,” she offered, scooping the baby into her arms. She returned to the group, who were milling around near the church kitchen recapping their day. 
Damon followed. When he saw Colbi, he walked up and kissed her. 
 “How did it go this afternoon?” Colbi asked him, gazing at their baby in Iris’s arms. 
 “Piece of cake,” Damon said, smiling. “She was asleep when I picked her up from Leah and Harrison. They said she’d been asleep most of the time she was there. I got home with her around two and she slept, ate, pooped, burped, and slept some more.” He studied Colbi’s face. “You look tired.” 
 “Yeah, I found out today how much energy we’re going to need when Rosemary turns two.” 
 After Savannah and Margaret both approached the new grandmother and took a peek at the baby, Iris asked, “So nothing awful happened today, right, Maggie?” 
 “No, thank heavens. Everyone was pleasant.” She crinkled her nose. “There were some weirdoes, of course. But most of the parents were pretty normal—just having some rough times, I suppose.” 
 “Bingo,” Damon said. “Not all of the homeless are druggies and criminals. When I was living in that world, I met some cool folks who had made some poor financial decisions or gotten caught up in a scam or something and had no one to turn to for help. Some only lasted on the streets for a short time…it took a few a lot longer to recover.” 
 “Some never do get it together,” Craig added. “In my line of work, I run into the same knuckleheads on the streets getting into the same kind of mischief over and over.” 
 “You’re right there,” Damon agreed. “They’re usually mental cases who don’t think they need to take their medications or who are searching for their peace in drugs. I saw all of the above during the few hours I was helping out here this morning.” 
 “Did you see anyone you know?” Brianna asked. 
 “A couple. I don’t think they remembered me.” 
 “Yeah, but look how much you’ve changed,” Margaret insisted. 
 Colbi ran her hand over Damon’s curly dark-red hair and smiled. “I wouldn’t recognize you either, from that picture you showed me with those awful dreadlocks and the way you were dressed.” 
 “That wasn’t dreadlocks,” Damon said. “Just tangles.” 
 Colbi rolled her eyes at him. “Yeah, right.” She then said, “I saw some of the women we met that time we wrote the newspaper story about the homeless and visited them at their camp. One of the gals recognized me and we spoke briefly. Remember Carol and Florence?” 
 “Sure, how are they?” 
 “The same.” 
 Damon nodded. “Yeah, that’s how it is with some. They stay the same. They figure out how to live minimally—find their comfort zone—and there they stay.” 
 “Well, we sure gave them a nice Thanksgiving meal they won’t soon forget,” Max said. “I guess they’re doing it again at Christmas. Did anyone sign up?” 
 Savannah looked at Michael. “I think we will. How’d it go with the cats and dogs?” she asked him. “Bud said you were pretty busy.” 
 “Mostly chasing your cat,” Margaret said, laughing. 
 Michael grinned. “He was a bit of a distraction at times. But I swear he did his job well, calming the frightened cats and small dogs.” He laughed. “He even helped one large pit bull-mix—I don’t know why those people insist on adopting pit bulls, of all animals. But we saw a lot of them today, didn’t we, Bud?” 
 “Sure did.” 
 “What did he do to help the pit bull?” Savannah asked, wide-eyed. 
 “Well, the poor dog was so nervous. You know, she probably hadn’t been inside a building before. I’ll bet that’s what had her freaked out. But Rags walked up to her and sat a distance away at first. When the dog saw him, she just stood there and stared. There was no aggressive behavior, just curiosity.” 
 “Yeah, but what happened next was the shocker,” Bud said. 
 “What?” several of the others asked. 
 Bud glanced at Michael. “Well, once the dog—Roxie was her name—once she sat down, Rags walked up to her and bumped her like he does.” 
 Savannah gasped. “Oh my gosh, a pit bull?” 
 “A large pit bull,” Michael said. “Probably part mastiff. There’s more.” When everyone gave him their attention, Michael continued, “Rags sat with Roxie for a few minutes at the doorway, then he walked into the room slowly and she followed.” 
 “Everyone stood in awe,” Bud added, “watching the cat lead this big scary dog into the clinic.” 
 “Wow!” Savannah said. “And did the dog cooperate during the exam?” 
 “Yes, as long as Rags stayed close.” Michael chuckled. “When someone brought an orange tabby in, Rags took off to check him out. The tabby didn’t want to be friendly though, so Rags came back to sit with Roxie.” 
 “Incredible,” Colbi said. “You know, you can’t make up the stuff he does.” She said to Savannah, “You ought to keep a Rags journal.” 
 “Yeah, I should.” 
 “Will you be doing a clinic at the Christmas feast for the homeless?” Max asked. 
 Michael looked at Bud before responding. “If it appears there’s a need.” 
 “I think there’s definitely a need,” Bud confirmed. 
Damon took advantage of the break in conversation and whispered to his wife, “Let’s get you home.” He took Rosemary from Iris, who kissed the baby on the head before giving her up. “See you all later,” Damon called, walking away with his family. 
 Iris looped her arm through her husband’s. “We’d better go home and see what’s brewing with the boys.” 
 Craig grinned playfully. “You say brewing? Yeah, I’m ready for a brew. Where are you parked?” he asked. 
 Iris gazed into the parking lot. “Oh, out there somewhere. Bye, y’all,” she called out as the couple walked off. 
 Savannah waved. “See you later, Iris…Craig.” 
 “Hey, Sis, when’s Mom coming?” Brianna asked. 
“Middle of December—in about three weeks. She’ll stay until after Christmas.” 
“I thought she was going to help out here today. What happened?” 
“Oh, I guess something came up. But she’s looking forward to helping with Christmas dinner. Bri, will you have any time off while Mom’s here?” 
 “Yeah, actually. I’m taking the week before Christmas.” 
 “Are you going someplace?” 
 “Maybe for a few days.” Brianna looked coyly at Michael. “…if Dr. Mike will let Bud off.” 
 “Sure, probably. Steve and Pamela can take over.” He looked at Bud. “But I would like to have you work with me at the Christmas clinic if we decide to do one.” 
 Bud nodded. 
 Max looked at Michael. “Aren’t you taking any time off to enjoy the holidays?” 
 “You know, I just might be able to work something out. Good idea there, Max.” He addressed Savannah, “Hey, when’s the last time we went someplace? Two summers ago to Peter’s beach house?” He raised his eyebrows as he recalled, “And we went to Hawaii last year in February.” 
 “Yes, and you’ve taken a few days here and there. You’ll want to spend time with your son while he’s here. I talked to Adam the other day and he said he wants to help serve the homeless on Christmas day, too.” She chuckled. “…after he opens his gifts.” 
 “Won’t he have Christmas with his mom?” Brianna asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. “Marci and Eric are flying to Baltimore with their daughter to visit Eric’s parents for ten days and they gave Adam a choice. He said he’d rather stay with his dad and me.” 
 “Cool,” Margaret said. “He’s such a great kid.” 
 Michael smiled. “Yes, he is.” 
 “So, shall we celebrate together on Christmas eve?” Savannah asked the others. 
 “Yeah,” Margaret said. “Maybe Max can get someone else to cook the turkeys and hams that night at the church so he can join us.” 
 “That would be great.” Savannah turned to her sister and Bud. “You two will be with us, won’t you?” 
 Before Brianna could respond, Michael said, “Can’t you gals figure all that out through texts? I’d like to go home and put my feet up.” 
 “Oh, sure. I’ll text you the particulars,” Savannah said to Margaret and Brianna. 
 
 **** 
“What’s for supper?” Michael asked around six that evening. 
 “Supper?” Savannah repeated. “Didn’t you get enough turkey and stuffing today? And ham, mashed potatoes and gravy, yams and peas? Not to mention pie. Did you know they used Max’s famous recipe for the coconut-pumpkin pie?” 
 “No. Actually, I didn’t get enough. I grabbed a plate just before the crowds arrived—around eleven. That was lunch. Then Bud and I got busy, and when we finally got a chance to eat this afternoon, there wasn’t much food left. I hear some people took to-go boxes.” 
 She chuckled. “To-go boxes? Yeah, paper plates piled high and covered with napkins.” She grinned. “Not a bite was wasted. I’ve never seen so many clean plates left after a meal in my life.” She turned to Michael. “I don’t think everyone who came to eat were homeless. I’m pretty sure we also fed families and elderly who have homes, but are living at the poverty level. They’re the ones who were taking food home to put in their refrigerators for their next meal.” 
He nodded. “I think you’re right. I got the impression that some of the cats and dogs we treated today were house pets.” 
“So, the food was gone by the time you got around to eating this afternoon?” she asked. She then said, “I saw Bud around three. He was headed to the kitchen to get you guys a plate. Didn’t he bring you anything?” 
 “Well, yes. He managed to find us some scraps.” Michael glanced at Rags, who was sprawled across one of Buffy’s pink canopy beds, sound asleep. “But I’m afraid your cat beat me to it.” 
 “What? You let Rags eat stuffing and gravy and pie, for heaven’s sake?” 
 “Savannah, I didn’t let him. He sneaked behind my back and…” 
 “Oh, no, Ragsie,” she scolded, “you can’t be eating that kind of stuff.” She giggled a little when the cat raised his head and squinted in her direction. 
 “Well, he left most of the pie—but the cat does like pumpkin. And he’d only eaten part of the turkey when we caught him. I didn’t know what else he’d licked or spit on—I wasn’t going to eat after him. And we didn’t have another chance to get a plate. So yeah, I’m hungry.” 
 “Oh, hon, I’m sorry,” she said, running her hand along his face and kissing him. “Let me see what I can find for you to eat.” 
 “Thank you,” he said, taking hold of her hand and squeezing it before she left the room. 
 Savannah had just delivered Michael a hot chicken pot pie she’d made the week before and frozen for such occasions, when her phone rang. “It’s Iris,” she muttered. Into the phone, she said, “Hi, girlfriend. Have you recovered from our big day? You were a house afire on the chow line.” 
 “Yes, I was,” Iris said. She paused. “Um, Savannah, have you seen Craig?” 
 “Craig? No. I thought he went home with you.” 
 “Well, we had separate cars. I thought he was right behind me.” 
 “Oh, he probably stopped for gas or a beer, maybe,” Savannah suggested. 
Iris sighed. “Yeah, I guess. But Savannah, he’s not answering his phone.” She hesitated. “You didn’t hear him say anything about making a stop on the way home, did you?” 
“No,” she said. “So, how long has it been since you two left—a couple of hours?” 
 “Yeah. Oh, he’ll show up. He’s done this before. I don’t know why it’s bothering me this time, only…” 
 “Only what, Iris?” 
 “I don’t know. It just seems that something’s not quite right, but I don’t know what it is or why I feel this way. Savannah, I’m worried. I have no basis to be, but I’m worried and a little scared.” 
 “I don’t know what to say, Iris. Normally, I’d tell you it’s silly to be concerned. But kiddo, I know how freakishly accurate your hunches can be and you’re scaring me a little, too. Logically, though,” she said in a stronger voice, “I think it’s too soon to be concerned, don’t you? I’m sure he’s just passing time with some of his detective friends or maybe catching up on some paperwork and he turned his phone off so he won’t be disturbed.” 
 Iris paused. “I guess so. Okay, I’ll try to relax. I have paperwork of my own. I’ll see if I can concentrate on that. Hopefully, he’ll walk through the door before I’m finished.” 
 “Something wrong?” Michael asked after Savannah had ended the call. 
 “I hope not,” she said quietly. 
 “What is it?” 
 “Well, Craig isn’t home yet.” She sat down next to Michael on the sofa. “Did you hear him say where he was going when he left the church?” 
 “Not that I recall. He left with Iris, didn’t he?” 
 “Yes, in separate cars. There’s nothing to indicate anything’s wrong, and he often turns his cell phone off. But for some reason, Iris is concerned and I’m a little worried because she’s concerned.” 
 After thinking about it for a moment, Michael said, “It’s probably just the environment you gals were in today.” 
 Savannah lowered her brow. “What do you mean?” 
 “Well, there were some rough-looking characters at the church feed.” 
 She rolled her eyes knowingly. “So you think that rubbed off on Iris and that’s why she’s feeling kind of…maybe vulnerable or something?” 
 “Could be, I guess.” Michael sat forward and tested his chicken pot pie to make sure it had cooled enough to eat. 
“Pie?” Lily said, approaching her daddy and peering into his plate. 
He put his arm out to stop her. “Hot, punkin.” 
She looked up at him. “Hot pie, Daddy?” 
“Yes, hot pie. Are you hungry?” 
Lily nodded. 
“I thought she’d be in bed by now sound asleep,” Savannah said. “She had quite an active day.” 
He chuckled. “Yes, she did. I checked on her every once in a while and she was a busy girl.” Using gestures, he spoke more animatedly to the toddler. “Lily went swinging. Lily went sliding. Lily played in the paint.” 
“Paint,” she repeated. 
Michael continued, “Lily played in the sandbox.” He asked the child, “Did Lily take a nap?” 
The toddler just stared at him. 
Savannah smoothed Lily’s hair. “Brianna said she rested with a book. They had story time and she was quiet for a while. But yeah, she was an on-the-go little gal.” 
When Lily continued to stand near Michael, staring at his dinner, he tested a piece of the chicken to make sure it was cool, then offered her a bite. 
Lily shook her head and pointed. “Peas, Daddy. Peas.” 
“I’ll get her a plate,” Savannah said, standing up. “Go ahead and eat your supper.” She took Lily’s hand. “Let’s go get you some peas, okay, sweet pea?”
 “Sweet pea,” Lily repeated, trotting along with her mother. 
After finishing his meal, Michael sat back on the sofa. When he noticed that Lily had finished her bowl of peas, he suggested, “Hey, punkin, want Daddy to read you a story? Then we’d better tuck you into bed.” 
 “She is kind of wound up. Yes, a quiet activity is a good idea,” Savannah said, lowering herself to the floor and pulling a few of Lily’s books from a shelf. Before she could show them to the toddler, their Himalayan-mix cat, Buffy, strolled up and rubbed against her. “Oh hi, Buffy,” Savannah crooned. “Want to hear a story?” When Buffy began sniffing the books, Savannah said, “Lily, the kitty wants to read a book. Shall we let Buffy pick one out?” Lily watched her mommy lay a few books across the floor. “Which one shall we read?” Savannah asked the cat. 
Suddenly Lily ran to where the books lay and picked one up. “Puppy,” she said. 
“Oh, you want to read the puppy story?” 
 Lily nodded, then climbed up into her Daddy’s lap with the book. “Kitty, sit,” she insisted. 
 “You want the kitty to sit with you? Sure,” Savannah said, lifting Buffy and placing her on the sofa next to Michael and Lily. 
 “All set?” Michael asked, petting Buffy’s luxurious fur. When Lily nodded, Michael kissed her cheek and began to read the story. 
 
 **** 
Lily had been asleep for a couple of hours when Savannah checked her watch. She placed her Kindle on the coffee table and yawned. “I can’t stand it any longer.” 
 “What?” Michael asked, looking up from his newspaper. 
 “Wondering what’s going on with Craig.” She picked up her phone. “I’m going to call Iris.” But before she could place the call, her ringtone chimed. “It’s my aunt,” she said, sounding disappointed and feeling a little impatient. “Hi,” she said into the phone. 
 “Have you recovered?” Margaret asked. 
 “Yeah, I guess.” 
 “You don’t sound like it. You sound kind of grumpy.” 
 “Well, I was hoping to hear from Iris.” 
 Margaret’s tone became more serious. “That’s what I’m calling about. Did you know that Craig hasn’t made it home yet?”
 “Oh no. I thought for sure he’d be back by now. Does anyone know what’s going on?” 
 “No,” Margaret said. “Iris is beside herself. The boys are with her—Brett and Chris. She hasn’t called Damon. We agreed it’s premature. I mean, how long’s he been gone—four or five hours?” 
 “I guess so. Poor Iris. Auntie, she senses that something’s wrong and I tend to agree with her. She’s usually right about these things. God, I hope she’s not this time.” She sat with her thoughts for a few moments, then said, “I wonder what Craig might be involved in. Does Iris know anything about his recent cases?” 
 “I doubt it. As you know, she pretty much stays out of his business—mostly because he would rather she not be involved. Vannie, she called some of his coworkers and they haven’t heard from him, either. Ramon said he would do some checking, but he didn’t think there was anything for Iris to be concerned about.” 
 “What do you think, Auntie?” Savannah asked. “Are we all overreacting? I mean, Craig does keep strange hours and sometimes he’s secretive about his detective work.” 
 “Like you said, Vannie, Iris has good instincts and she’s pretty worried.” 
 “But what can we do? Do you know? It’s too early to report him as a missing person, isn’t it?” 
 “Yeah, well Iris said his buddies are going to make some calls.” 
 “Based on her intuition? Wow!” 
 Margaret sighed. “I guess so. Craig’s well thought of among law enforcement. Of course, his colleagues are going to watch his back.” 
 “But where will they start?” 
 “Good question. They probably have more information than we do, though, and they know how to do a search,” Margaret reminded her. 
 “So we just stay in wait mode?” 
 “I guess so, unless you have a better idea.” 
 “None that Michael and Max would approve of,” Savannah lamented. 
 “Huh? Oh you mean we could dress in black and start prowling the slums in search of him? No thanks. I’ll wait here by my phone.” Margaret’s voice softened. “I just hope we hear from him soon.” 





Chapter 3
  
“Still no word, Iris?” Savannah asked the following morning into the phone. “This is getting scary.” 
 “Tell me about it. I reported him missing around two this morning. It had been ten hours by then. Ramon and Bart were beating the bushes for him last night. You remember them. Ramon is Craig’s partner and Bart was a security guard at my open house.” 
 “Sure. So Bart’s working with Craig now?” 
 “Yeah, part time. He thought he had a lead, but he came up empty and so did Ramon. Savannah, I talked to Damon this morning; he actually has an idea.” 
 “He does? What?” 
 “He saw Craig have some sort of altercation with one of the homeless men yesterday. He said this guy’s street name is Gravel. Damon recognized him from—you know—from when he spent time on the streets.” 
 “An altercation?” 
 “Yes, at the time, Damon thought the two of them were sort of bantering with one another. But he says now that it could have been more menacing than that.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Are those your son’s words, Iris? He’s quite the wordsmith, isn’t he?” 
 “Yeah, he is,” Iris agreed. “Who would have guessed he’d become a writer? Although, Savannah, he was one smart cookie as a boy—articulate beyond his age.” 
 “So did he tell authorities about this Gravel guy?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh yes. I had Damon talk to the detectives and give a description and all. They’re on it. At this point, he’s their number-one suspect.” 
 “Suspected of what?” Savannah asked. 
 “Well, maybe of grabbing Craig and holding him.” Iris began to choke up. “God, Savannah, I don’t know. I just hope he’s not—you know, dead or bleeding to death someplace.” 
 Savannah remained silent for a moment. “Iris, do you want me to come over there? Would you like company?” 
 Iris sniffled. “Oh, no. I’m okay. Brett’s here. Chris had to work this morning and he’ll be home soon. There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing any of us can do but wait.” 
 “Hey, maybe someone else saw something. Have you talked to Pastor Sheila, Brianna and Bud, and some of the others who were there yesterday?” 
 “I plan to do that this morning. I’m using the house phone to make calls and leaving my cell free in case…” Iris began to weep. 
 “Okay,” Savannah said. “Good thinking.” 
 “He’s just got to be okay. I don’t know what I’d do…” Iris paused. “Savannah, Brett says a detective is on the other phone. Gotta go.” 
 “Still nothing?” Michael asked as he poured himself a cup of coffee. 
 Savannah shook her head. “This is so crazy awful. What could have happened?” She looked up at her husband from where she sat at the kitchen table. “I guess Damon saw some sort of conflict yesterday between Craig and a homeless man named Gravel.” 
 “Gravel?” Michael said, frowning. 
 “Yeah, that’s his street name. Some of the homeless people take on nicknames or maybe other homeless people give them the names. I don’t know how that works.” 
 “How’s Iris?” Michael asked, sitting down at the table across from his wife. 
 “Oh, having a rough time, of course. Poor thing. Brett’s with her and Chris is coming home after his morning shift at work.” 
 “The boys are attending the community college, aren’t they?” he asked. 
 “Yes, and working part time. I think they’re planning to attend college down south next year. They’ve both decided to go into the financial field—banking or accounting or something.” 
 “Good for them. They’re good boys. They never actually gave Iris any trouble growing up, did they?” he asked. 
 “No. I guess they’re grateful to her. You know, she didn’t have to raise them when their father abandoned the family. Their alcoholic mother sure wasn’t going to step up to the plate. Iris was all they had and she was happy to make a home for them.” Savannah placed some of her scrambled eggs on Lily’s plate. “She should be proud of how they turned out.” 
 “I’m sure she is. They seem fond of Craig,” he said. 
 “Oh yes. I guess it was a little rough at first, but from what I understand and have observed, the boys have really bonded with the detective.” 
 Michael squinted. “You and Rags have something going on today, don’t you?” 
 “Oh, my gosh, yes. I’d almost forgotten. Rob set up a book signing for the cats’ children’s books this morning at the library. You know, the kids are out of school this week. Auntie’s bringing Jack this time. If he doesn’t cooperate, she can run him home and exchange him for Layla.” 
 “And what if Rags doesn’t cooperate?” 
 She grinned. “I have no substitute for him.” 
 “You have Buffy.” 
 Savannah winced. “I don’t think I want to subject her to the chaos that can occur in a room full of children. Besides, she’s not in the books, so what would be the point?” She started to take a sip of her orange juice when her cell phone rang. “I hope that’s Iris calling with good news.” 
 Michael looked at his watch. “Who else would call this early? Of course it is.” 
 “Nope,” she said to him before taking the call. “Hi, Auntie. Are you ready for our big day?” 
 “I guess so. What time do we have to be at the library?” 
 “Eleven. What’s wrong?” Savannah asked. “You sound down.” 
 “What’s wrong?” Margaret repeated. “Craig’s missing, that’s what’s wrong. Vannie, what do you suppose has happened? How could someone with Craig’s instincts and experience be...um…well, missing?” 
 “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem possible, but he is human. He isn’t some superhero.” 
 “He isn’t?” Margaret challenged. “To me, he is. He’s done some incredible things. He’s always there when others are in danger and now he’s…oh, Vannie, I’m so worried for him and for Iris and the boys.” 
 “They have a lead. Did you know that?” Savannah reported.
 “No. What? What sort of lead?” Margaret asked excitedly. 
 “Well, Damon saw him have some sort of altercation with one of the homeless men yesterday. Someone named Gravel.” 
 “Gravel…Gravel…” she repeated. “Is he a sort of tall wiry guy with messy hair, faded clothes, and a gravelly voice?” 
 “I don’t know.” Savannah chuckled. “I think you’ve pretty much described all the men who showed up to eat yesterday.” She asked more seriously, “What do you know about this guy?” 
 “Well, I just thought of something I’d forgotten about. Vannie, I saw Craig talking kind of rough to someone out by that old elm tree yesterday afternoon. I think it was around twelve thirty or one.” 
 “Really? Could you hear what they were saying?” 
 “No. They were too far away.” 
“You said the guy had a gravelly voice,” Savannah reminded her. 
“Yeah, after Craig left him and headed back to the serving line, the other guy walked past the playground and he was talking to himself. You know how the homeless weirdoes do.” After pausing, Margaret said, “Your cat was there. Ask him what they were arguing about.” 
 “Rags? What do you mean?” 
 “Bri brought him out to visit the children, and he escaped. When she caught up to him, Rags was sitting next to the trunk of that old elm, watching Craig. Hey, maybe Bri heard their conversation. Has anyone talked to your sister?” 
 “I don’t think so, but I’ll tell Iris about it right away—or are you going to call her?” After thinking about it, Savannah suggested, “Why don’t you call and give her that information? I really need to get busy around here if I’m going to be ready for the book signing.” 
 “Is Lily coming with you?” 
 “No, I’m taking her to Barbara’s day care to play with the other children.” 
 “Okay, I’ll call Iris. What time will you pick me up?” 
 “How about ten thirty? I have to stop and drop off Lily.” 
 “Sure. See you then.” 
 
 **** 
“Rags, no!” Savannah screeched later that morning when he slipped past her out through the open car door. He raced down the sidewalk in front of the library, dragging his leash behind him. 
 Margaret laughed. “Oh boy, I can see this is going to be one of those days with your cat.” She opened the tailgate of Savannah’s SUV and started to remove the cat carrier. “Come on Jack, but don’t pay any attention to Rags. I don’t want you being influenced.” When she turned to speak to her niece, she saw her running along a narrow strip of lawn, chasing after Rags. 
“Darn it, Rags. Stop!” Savannah shouted, knowing full well that no cat, even Rags, will respond to verbal commands, especially when he doesn’t want to. 
When Margaret saw what was happening and noticed the traffic danger, she quickly closed the tailgate and hurried off to see if she could help corral the errant cat. 
Both women were shocked at what happened next. 
Before they could catch up to Rags, he suddenly stopped and began sniffing the air. When he noticed a man sitting on a low block wall just to his left, Rags lowered his head and walked toward him. 
“Crazy cat,” Savannah called out to her aunt after slowing her pace. “He never misses an opportunity to get petted.” 
But it wasn’t petting Rags wanted. He seemed more interested in settling a score. When Savannah saw the cat draw closer to the man and growl, she darted toward him, but not before Rags had lashed out with one paw. The unkempt man screamed and threw himself over the wall, landing in a planting of yarrow. 
Before Savannah could get her hands on Rags’s leash, he dove at the man again, landing in the middle of his chest, then he quickly jumped up onto the wall and watched the man struggle awkwardly to his feet. 
“Oh, my gosh, Rags!” Savannah said, grabbing the cat’s leash and quickly picking him up. “What was that all about?” She grimaced. “Rags, what’s wrong with you?” She couldn’t help but stare after the man who was limping away as fast as he could. When she heard Margaret approaching from behind, she spun around, asking frantically, “Auntie, did you see that?” 
“I sure did,” Margaret said breathlessly. “Vannie, that man…” She leaned over with her hands on her knees and tried to catch her breath, then pointed. “He’s the one…” She took a couple of quick breaths. “...I’m pretty sure he’s the one.” 
“What one?” Savannah asked impatiently. 
“That’s the dude Craig was pushing around yesterday. Vannie, he’s the one I told you about.” 
 “Oh, my gosh.” Savannah looked at her aunt. “You said Rags saw Craig arguing with him?” 
Margaret nodded vigorously before muttering, “Uh-huh, he sure did. And it looks like Rags remembers him.” 
“We’d better call Iris.” Savannah placed Rags on the ground, handed Margaret the leash, and pulled her phone out of her jacket pocket. Seconds later, she said into the phone, “Iris, hi. It’s Savannah. Hey, you know that guy Damon and my aunt saw Craig fighting with yesterday?” 
 “Fighting?” Iris repeated. 
 “Well, you know, arguing with.” 
 “Yeah. I told the detectives about that.” 
 “Well, we know where he is,” Savannah said, her voice an octave higher than normal. “Rags just attacked him.” 
 “What?” Iris shrieked. 
 Speaking more quietly, Savannah explained, “We’re down here at the library for a book signing and that guy was sitting on the wall—you know, the wall that goes around the library. Rags must have recognized him.” 
“Your cat?” 
“Yeah, Auntie said Rags was there when Craig and the man were arguing. Did you know that?” 
 “No,” Iris said. “So what happened?” 
 “Rags got away from me just now and pounced on the man. Iris, the cat meant business. I saw blood on one of the guy’s arms.” 
“Is he still there?” Iris asked. 
“No. The last time we saw him, he was limping north on Spruce Street. Oh wait,” she said, “I can still see him. Hey, make the call to the sheriff on your other phone. We’ll follow him so he doesn’t get away.” 
“We’ll do what?” Margaret asked, sounding panicked. 
“Come on.” Savannah gestured, picking up Rags with one arm and moving in the direction the man had gone. 
 “Yes, Savannah, keep an eye on him,” Iris instructed. “I’ll call Ramon. Stay on the phone and let me know where he goes.” 
 When Rags began struggling to get down, Savannah handed Margaret her phone. “Here, you talk to Iris.” Once she had a better grip on Rags, she hastened her pace. 
 “Vannie,” Margaret complained, “we’ll be late. The kids are already starting to arrive.” 
 Savannah slowed and looked back at the library. “It’ll be okay if we’re a little late. It’s for a good cause.” After thinking about it, however, she said, “Auntie, maybe you should go back and let them know we’re here.” 
 “And miss out on all the fun? I don’t think so,” Margaret protested. 
 Savannah grinned at her aunt and shook her head. Within seconds, Iris came back on the line. “Okay, I’ve made contact with Ramon. Can you still see the guy?” 
 “Hi, Iris. It’s Maggie now. Vannie’s trying to manage her cat. We’re on the guy’s tail. He’s heading toward Bailey Street. Oh, he cut through the alley behind the shoe repair shop. Shoot. Come on, Vannie, we don’t want to lose him.” 
 “Please don’t lose him,” Iris pleaded. 
 Shortly, Savannah placed Rags on the ground and held tightly to his leash. “I see him.” More excitedly, she said, “Rags sees him, too. He’s really pulling.” 
Into the phone, Margaret said, “Iris, he’s crossing Bailey toward Richmond.” She stopped to catch her breath. “Hey, there’s a sheriff’s car. They’re pulling over. Darn, the homeless guy saw the cops and he’s running the other way. They’re out of the car and chasing him now.” 
 “Oh no, he can’t get away,” Iris said. “Are they catching up to him?” 
 “I’m not sure,” Margaret said, sounding winded. “They went around the corner where we can’t see them.” 
Savannah glanced over her shoulder at the library. “Auntie, we’d better get back to the signing. A lot of people are starting to show up.” 
“Iris,’ Margaret said, “we need to get back to the library.” 
“Let me talk to her,” Savannah said, reaching for the phone. “Iris…” she started. 
 “Oh hi, Savannah. Please, can’t you stay just until they catch him?” 
 After thinking about it, Savannah said, “Okay.” She faced Margaret. “Auntie, go back, will you? I promised Iris I’d stay with the perp. Go let the librarian know we’re here.” When Margaret balked, Savannah said, “Please, Auntie.” 
 She turned toward the library. “Oh, all right.” 
 “Okay, Rags,” Savannah said, “let’s go.” 
 “Do you see them?” Iris asked. 
 “Rags knows where they went. I’m following him.” 
 “You sound out of breath.” 
 “I am. He’s moving pretty fast. Oh, Rags, you can’t go out into traffic. Whew, that was a close one. I see them, Iris,” Savannah reported. “I see the officers. I don’t think they caught up to the guy. Dang it. Rags is still pulling, so I’m still trying to keep up with him.” 
 “Ma’am,” one of the officers said when he saw Savannah coming toward them, “you’d better move back.” He put up his hand. “Stop there, ma’am. We’re in pursuit and we don’t know where the dude is or what he’s likely to do.” 
 When Savannah noticed Rags continuing to pull in the opposite direction from where the officers were searching, she pointed. “I think he went that way.” 
 “Huh?” the officer said. 
 “My cat seems to sense he went that way.” 
 The officer smirked. “That’s the direction of the Busy Bee Café.” He glanced at Rags. “I’m pretty sure they have clam chowder on the menu today. That’s probably what he’s after.” 
 “Oh hi, Savannah,” the second officer said when he spotted her. 
 “Hello, Ben.” She nodded to the right. “I was telling the deputy that Rags seems to think he went that way.” 
 “Thanks,” Ben said. He motioned to the other officer. “Come on, Franco.” 
 “What?” he asked. “…just because the cat…? What’s the deal, man?” 
 “Come on, I’ll clue you in later.” But before heading out, Ben turned to Savannah. “Can we take him with us?” 
 “Sure, I guess,” Savannah said, relinquishing the leash. She noticed that Franco was lagging a bit behind Ben, looking down at the cat and scratching his head. 
 Several minutes later, the officers returned with Rags still on his leash and the homeless man in tow. 
 “Hey, I’m the victim here,” Gravel ranted as Franco helped him into the backseat of their patrol car. “That evil cat clawed me all up. I’ll probably die of rabies!” he shouted. 
 “Thanks, Savannah,” Ben said, handing her Rags’s leash. “He was hiding in a trash bin and Rags led us right to him, didn’t he, Franco?” 
 “I’ve never seen anything like it,” the deputy said, closing the car door and walking toward his partner. “A cat?” 
 “This isn’t your ordinary cat,” Ben explained. “He’s actually one of us—an honorary member of the force.” 
 “No kidding?” Franco said, still disbelieving. 
 “Yeah, he’s helped us locate missing persons, saved a woman from a burning house, acted as an eyewitness…he’s a pretty incredible cat.” 
 Franco chuckled. “They ought to make a movie about him.” 
 “They did,” Ben said. “Didn’t they, Savannah?” 
 She nodded. “Hey, he’s doing a book signing today at the library and we’re late. We’d better get over there.” 
 “A book signing?” Franco said, shaking his head. 
 Savannah grinned and swiftly headed back to the library with Rags trotting alongside. 
 
 **** 
“So how did the book signing go today?” Michael asked over dinner that evening. He gazed toward one of Buffy’s pink canopy beds, where Rags lay sprawled out on his back. “Looks like you wore the star out.” 
 “Well, yeah. He had a really big day. Not only was he the center of attention at the book signing, he sniffed out a suspect for Ben and his new partner, Franco.” 
 “He did what?” Michael asked, almost choking on his iced tea. 
 “Well, my aunt and I spotted that Gravel guy—the one who’d had some sort of conflict with Craig yesterday at the church.” 
 “Where, for heaven’s sake?” 
 “In front of the library. Auntie recognized him and we called Iris.” 
 Michael narrowed his eyes inquisitively. “Yeah, so how did Rags get involved?” 
“Actually, it was Rags who first identified the guy.” She widened her eyes. “He attacked the man.” 
“Attacked him? Why?” 
“Auntie said Rags saw the incident when Craig was arguing with the homeless man and he must have remembered the guy.” 
“I don’t believe this,” Michael muttered. 
“So I called Iris and told her we’d found that Gravel guy and she asked me to stay on the line and keep an eye on him. He ran off and we followed him. Ben and Franco showed up, and they lost Gravel’s trail, so Rags helped them find him.” She chuckled. “He was hiding in a trash bin.” 
 “Good Lord,” Michael said shaking his head slowly. “While I’m at work, my wife and our cat are out chasing bad guys.” He looked across the table at Savannah and asked more seriously, “So did this guy lead the authorities to Craig?” 
 “I don’t know. The last time I talked to Iris, she said nothing had come of it.” She pushed her plate away. “I can’t eat any more. I think I’ll call her again.” She picked up her phone and placed the call. “Hi, Iris. Anything?” 
 “No. That Gravel guy seems to be a dead end, dammit. Oh Savannah, where is he? What has happened to my husband?” 
 “Iris, you two didn’t…” 
 “No, Savannah,” she said sharply. “The cops asked me that, too. Were we fighting? No. We’re fine—in fact, we’re better than fine. They wondered if maybe he was losing it—you know, getting dementia, or something. But I’ve seen absolutely no signs of that, have you?” 
 “No.” 
 Iris spoke more quietly. “Did I tell you they found his car?” 
 “No. Where?” Savannah asked eagerly. “Were there any clues in it or around it?” When she saw Michael look at her with interest, she reported to him, “They found his car.” She asked into the phone, “Where, Iris?” 
 “It was left with the keys in it down in the brush near the river. They searched the area, thinking Craig might have become ill or something. And they checked the car for fingerprints. So far, nothing. What would he be doing down there? Why would he drive into the brush like that?” 
 “Maybe he didn’t,” Savannah suggested. 
 “You mean he was kidnapped and the kidnappers hid his car? That’s even more frightening.” Iris began to choke up. “I want my husband home.” She paused, then said, “Savannah, it’s Ramon on my other phone. I’ll call you back.” 
 When Michael saw Savannah’s face, he grimaced. “No news, huh?” 
 All she could do was shake her head. Within minutes, her phone chimed again. “Hi, Iris.” She held her breath. 
 “Ramon said they had to let that Gravel dude go, but they’re keeping a tail on him.” 
 Savannah remained quiet for a moment before asking, “Iris, do you need anything?” 
 “Just my man,” she said quietly. She let out a deep sigh. “No, Savannah. The boys have been wonderful. Of course, they’re torn up too. But they’re staying close and helping out.” She chuckled a little. “You should see Tommy kitty. He’s really attached to Craig, you know, and he seems to sense that something’s wrong, because he’s sure staying close to me. He’s on my lap right now. He didn’t eat his breakfast—maybe just a few kibbles. Poor thing. He’s hurting, too.” She paused before saying, “Well, kiddo, I hope to call with good news soon.” 
 “Me too, Iris. Let us know if you need anything, okay?” 
 “Sure.” 
 After ending the call, Savannah began clearing away the dinner dishes, when Michael asked, “So did Rags get to sign any books after all the excitement?” 
 Savannah turned to face him, then gazed briefly at the cat. “Yes, he did. We were a little late getting to the library and, as you can imagine, Rags was pretty wound up. By then, the children were sitting quietly on the floor listening to a volunteer read one of our books. Jack was mingling with the children and the librarian suggested I turn Rags loose.” 
 “Oh no,” Michael said. “You didn’t do that, did you?” 
 “Well, I was kind of rattled after the chase, and I agreed. Of course, Rags wasn’t ready to settle down. He wanted to run around the room and race among the children. The more the kids squealed with delight, the more rambunctious Rags got.” She shook her head. “When things started to get out of hand, Auntie helped me corral him. I snapped the leash on him and tried to calm him down. But the damage had already been done.” 
 “Damage?” he asked. 
 “Well, yeah—the kids were acting up, the librarian and volunteers had pretty much lost control, and,” she took a deep breath, “Rags had upchucked on the mayor’s wife’s cashmere sweater.” 
 “What?” 
 “I’m afraid so.” She explained, “Mrs. Kittredge had brought her grandson to story time. Somehow her sweater ended up on the floor—I guess it slid from the back of her chair. Later, she told me that Rags had hurled a hairball on her sweater.” She sighed. “I said we’d pay for having it cleaned or for a new sweater, whichever she wanted.” 
 “Oh, my gosh,” Michael said, resting his head in his hand. 
 “Matter, Daddy?” Lily chirped from her high chair. “Matter, Daddy?” 
 “What’s the matter?” he repeated. “Your cat, punkin, that’s what. Rags is a bad boy.” 
 “Bad cat,” the baby said, shaking her finger at Rags. “No-no, kitty!” she shouted. 
 Savannah and Michael laughed. 
“So did you see him upchuck?” he asked. 
 “No,” she said. “But the woman showed me the stain.” Savannah cringed. “There’s more.” 
 “Oh no. Don’t tell me he caused a car accident.” 
 “No, Michael.” 
 He looked concerned. “Did he scratch a child?” 
 “No, just that Gravel guy.” 
 “Okay, give it to me. What did he do?” he asked. 
 Savannah walked to the buffet and picked up her handbag. “Well, I think he stole some money.” 
 “What?”
 “Either that, or I have a fairy godmother.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a small velvet pouch, opened it, and revealed a handful of bills. “All hundreds,” she said, looking askance. “Michael, I don’t have the slightest idea where this came from.” 
 “Good lord,” he said, scooting his chair back and running his hand through his straight dark-brown hair. He took the money from her and examined it. “Is there anything else in the bag?” he asked. “Any sort of identification?” 
 “Not that I could find. I even turned it wrong-side out.” She thinned her lips. “There is something else, though. This very expensive-looking diamond ring.” 
When Michael saw what his wife held in her hand, he let out a long, low whistle. 
“What’s that, Daddy?” Lily asked, glancing around. “What’s that, Daddy?”
 “What’s what?” he asked. When Lily tried to imitate the whistle sound with her voice, he laughed. “Daddy whistled.” He demonstrated for her. “That’s Daddy whistling.” 
 The toddler simply stared at him, a puzzled look on her face. 
 In the meantime, Savannah sat down next to him. “Michael what are we going to do?” 
 Instead of responding, he began counting. “Forty-five hundred dollars.” He picked up the ring again. “And this…” 
 “It must be worth thousands,” she said. 
 Michael leaned back in his chair. “You found this in your purse? And you don’t know how it got there?” He sighed deeply and gazed at her. “When did you first notice it?” 
 “I didn’t find it until Lily, Rags, and I got home around one. I reached into my purse for my sunglasses case and came up with this.” 
“Where else did you go today?” he asked. 
“The grocery store, Barbara’s day care. I’m sure it wasn’t in there before Auntie and I arrived at the library, because, when we got to Barbara’s, Lily saw Bradley with a My Little Pony and she wanted hers. I dug it out of my purse for her. The pouch wasn’t in there then.” 
 After thinking for a moment, he said, “So your purse must have been out of your sight at some point. I can’t imagine you carrying it with you while you were chasing after the homeless man.” 
 “You’re right. Actually, I didn’t have time to get it out of the car when Rags took off. But Auntie was there.” Suddenly she frowned. “Oh, dear. The car may have been unlocked while we were both chasing after Rags.” She winced. “I had the keys in my jacket pocket. When my aunt went back to get Jack out of the car, it had to have still been unlocked. She took the cat and both of our purses into the library and that’s when she locked the car.” 
 “Up, Mommy,” Lily chirped. “Up,” she insisted. 
 “Are you finished eating?” Savannah asked. “Want down?” 
 Lily squirmed in the high chair and nodded. 
 “Let me wash your hands and face,” Savannah cooed, running a baby washcloth under the warm water for a few moments. 
 Once Savannah had released Lily, Michael watched the toddler race toward the living room, then focused on Savannah, as she loaded the dishwasher. “So where was your purse when you were in the library? You say Maggie had it with her?” 
 “Well, it was sitting on the floor with hers behind her chair. So I guess someone could have walked past and dropped the pouch into it without either of us seeing them.” 
 Michael chuckled. “Usually you don’t leave a purse unattended for fear someone would take something out of it, not that someone would put something into it.” He thought for a moment, then asked, “So who was in the library besides young children and their parents this morning?” 
She turned and faced him. “Let’s see—a few older students who seemed to be working on a school project, patrons dropping off books and checking out more books, people seeking shelter from the little squall we had around noon. That’s about it, I guess.” She laughed. “Ben and Franco stopped in just as we were finishing up. They said they wanted to see how a cat signs a book.” 
“Were they in uniform?” 
She nodded. When Michael became quiet, she asked, “What are you thinking?” 
“Well, someone might have robbed a store and ducked into the library so they would blend in. When they saw the officers, they panicked and stashed the cash in your purse.” He picked up his phone. “I’d better call…” He let out a sigh. “…I started to say, Craig.” 
 “Yeah, we always rely on Craig, don’t we?” 
He nodded sullenly, then said, as if thinking out loud, “I’ll let the deputies know what we have in case they’re aware of any robberies in the area.” 
Savannah smiled brightly. “So this may not have actually been Rags’s doing, huh? That’s refreshing.” 
 “We can’t be sure of that. Let’s see what we find out from Jim or Ben.” 
Before Michael could make the call, Savannah suggested, “Maybe that’s someone’s life savings and they accidently dropped it into my purse instead of their own.” 
He looked at her. “If that’s the case—if it legitimately belongs to someone who was at the library today—it makes more sense that Rags was involved in the little bait-and-switch operation.” 
He picked up the ring and examined it again “And if it legitimately belongs to someone, they’ll surely report their loss to the sheriff’s office.” He turned his phone on. “Yeah, let’s call Jim and see if we can solve this mystery.” 
 Before Michael could make the call, the house phone rang. “Probably a telemarketer,” Savannah said, walking toward where the phone sat on the buffet in the dining room. “Hello?” 
 “Hello, this is Lenore Kittredge. Is this Savannah Ivey?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I want to let you know, I spoke with my attorney and I have a bill ready for you with regard to the cashmere sweater your cat ruined today.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “Now, you must understand, this is no ordinary cashmere sweater. I bought it in Scotland. I hand-picked the goats whose wool would be used and had it spun special for me—the dye lot is mine alone. So you see, that sweater cannot be replaced by one off the rack at a department store, as you so cavalierly suggested. It will cost thousands to travel to the small town where the mill is and go through the whole process again. That, my dear, is what you’ll be paying for.” Before Savannah could speak, Mrs. Kittredge added, “The bill will be hand delivered some time tomorrow. So watch for it. And I expect prompt payment, Mrs. Ivey, for the horrendous damage you allowed your cat to bring about.” 
 “Who was that?” Michael asked, when he noticed Savannah still staring down at the phone after she’d hung up. 
 Stunned, she looked up at him. “Um…that woman I told you about at the library. The one whose sweater Rags decided to cough up a fur ball on.” She tilted her head and announced as if disbelieving, “She wants travel expenses.” 
 “Travel expenses?” he repeated. “To the dry cleaners?” 
 “No, to Scotland to have another sweater made.” 
 “What? Is this some sort of joke, Savannah?” 
 “That’s what she said.” Savannah addressed Rags, who was sitting nearby licking one of his paws. “Oh, Rags, couldn’t you have hurled your hairball at that homeless guy? Why this loony-tunes woman?” She turned to her husband. “Michael, she has an attorney!” 
 “Well, I don’t care if she has a whole courtroom full of attorneys, I’m not paying for a trip to Scotland so she can buy a sweater, for cripes’ sake.” 
Savannah grimaced. “She wants to pick out a special goat—a cashmere goat.” 
“What? Give me a break. That woman’s so full of it, Savannah.” He squinted at her. “Who is she, anyway?” 
“I told you. Lenore Kittredge, the mayor’s wife.” 
“Ohhh,” he said, rolling his eyes. “That woman.” 
“You know her?” 
“I know of her.” He shook his head. “Of all the people you could possibly have angered, your cat had to choose Lenore Kittredge.”
 Near tears, Savannah took a deep breath and asked, “What did you find out when you called the sheriff’s office?” 
“I talked to Jim. He said there have been no rings or large sums of cash reported missing. He’ll let us know if a report comes in. In the meantime, I suppose if someone put this pouch in your purse intentionally, you’ll be hearing from them before too long.” 
 
 **** 
“No word from Iris since last night, huh?” Michael asked the next morning when he joined Savannah in the kitchen. 
 “No. I checked the machine on the landline and voicemail on my cell. Nothing.” 
 When he noticed that his wife seemed stressed, he asked quietly, “Have you talked to Rochelle?” 
 She turned away from the stove where she’d been scrambling eggs. “No,” she said. Her face brightened. “Rochelle—what a good idea! Maybe she can use her psychic powers to tell us where Craig is. Yes, I should call her.” She wrapped her arms around Michael’s neck. “Thank you,” she said, breaking loose and reaching for her phone. She hesitated. “It’s only seven. Is it too early to call, do you think?” 
 “It’s pretty important, Savannah,” he reminded her. “I’d call.” When he saw her pick up her phone and start to walk away, he asked, “Want me to turn off the eggs? Are they done?” 
 “Oh yes. They should be. Yes, take them off the stove. There are biscuits in the oven.” 
 “Okay, got it. Go make the call.” 
 “Hi, Rochelle. Sorry to call so early, but it’s really important.” 
 “It’s okay, Savannah. I always enjoy hearing from you. And I am a bit of an early bird.” She asked, “What is it? You seem worried about something.” 
 “Rochelle, Craig’s missing and I wondered if you could possibly shed some light on what has happened and where he is.” All Savannah heard on the other end of the phone was silence. “Rochelle?” 
 “Oh, sorry. You caught me off guard.” She paused again. “You may not believe this, but I’ve been having these strange flashes and thoughts of the detective.” 
 “What kind of flashes and thoughts?” 
 “Oh, like a glimpse. I should have called someone—you or Iris, maybe—but we’ve been so busy here, I chose, instead, to try dismissing it. So you’re telling me he really is in trouble? I’m so sorry. I should have paid attention to what I was seeing.” 
 “What were you seeing?” Savannah asked eagerly. 
 “Let me focus for a moment.” It wasn’t long before Rochelle said, “It’s a bit unclear…oh wait…Savannah, I see him in a blind, behind a blind of sorts.” 
 “Like venetian blinds or mini-blinds?” 
 “No, like a duck blind—reeds, yes, reeds.” 
 “So, near a body of water?” Savannah asked, her tone becoming shrill. 
 “Yes, a pond perhaps, or small lake…” 
 “Could it be a river?” 
 “Could be,” Rochelle said. “Savannah, there’s something wrong.” 
 “Well, obviously, or he would be home.” She hesitated. “Do you know what it is? What’s wrong?” 
 “He’s been hurt. He’s not mobile.” 
 “Is someone holding him against his will?” Savannah asked. 
 Rochelle thought for a few moments. “I’m not sure. There are restraints, but I can’t see what the nature of them are. I mean, he could be hurt and unable to move or he could be physically restrained.” 
 “Can you sense anyone around him?” 
 “No.” After several moments, she said, “Savannah, I can’t be sure…it doesn’t seem realistic, but I’m aware of cats.” 
 “Cats?” Savannah repeated. 
 “Yes.” More excitedly, she said, “the image is becoming clearer. Yes, he has met with an accident. It could have been deliberate. It appears he’s immobilized near a body of water and yes, there are cats with him.” She took a deep breath. “Now, Savannah, I’ve been wrong before, but this sense is pretty strong. I believe this is where Craig is waiting for someone to find him.” 
 “Where, Rochelle? Can you be any more specific about where this is?” 
 After thinking about it, she said, “No. Just look for the tall reeds around the water…and the cats. That’s where you’ll find him.” After hesitating, she added, “He’s not too far from his home.” 
 “Oh, that’s helpful,” Savannah said. “Thank you—so he’s somewhere local here. That’s a huge help. I’ll call Iris right away. Thank you so much, Rochelle.” 
 “Certainly. Call me once he’s home and safe, will you?” 
 “Yes.” 
 Before ending the call, Rochelle said, “Oh, Savannah. Be careful. Tell whoever goes after him to be careful. It’s a…how should I put this…rather volatile situation. I sense danger.” 
 Savannah hesitated, then thanked Rochelle again and ended the call. 
 
 **** 
“Cats?” Margaret repeated later that morning when Savannah told her about Rochelle’s message and warning. 
 “Yes. Iris has passed along the information to authorities and they’re out searching all the bodies of water and waterways in the area.” 
 “There are a lot of ponds and lakes around here and some of them have hundreds of acres around them,” Margaret said. She spoke more excitedly. “Vannie, there may be a quicker way to find Craig if Rochelle’s right.” 
 “What?” 
 “Through the cats.” 
 “The cats? What do you mean?” 
 “Well, a number of our cat alliance members, as you know, are feeding feral cats. One of them might be taking care of the cats Rochelle sees with Craig. Let’s get a phone chain going. Maybe we can find someone who’s caring for a colony in an area such as she described.” 
 “Great idea, Auntie,” Savannah said. “Email me the membership list and I’ll start making calls. Colbi might help and I’m sure we can get others from the cat alliance to help. Oh, we’ve just got to find him before he freezes out there. Rochelle said he’s immobilized. What if whoever has him isn’t keeping him warm and feeding him?” Suddenly, Savannah murmured, “Oh darn.” “What?” Margaret asked. 
 “Someone’s at the door. Why don’t you email me the list when you get it together? I’ll talk to you later.” 
 “Sure,” Margaret agreed. 
 “Yes?” Savannah said, upon opening the front door. 
 “Are you Savannah Ivey?” the young bespectacled man asked. 
 “Yes.” 
 “This is for you,” he said, handing her an envelope just before he trotted down the stairs toward his car. 
 Savannah turned the envelope over in her hands a few times. When she noticed it was from an attorney’s office, she muttered, “Yeah, sure, thanks a lot,” as she backed into the house and closed the door. She started to open the package, but quickly changed her mind. Rubbing her barely protruding belly, she said, “We have enough to worry us right now, don’t we, son?” And she tossed the envelope onto the buffet. 
 
 **** 
“Hi, Iris,” Savannah said into the phone later that afternoon. “Any word?” 
“No, nothing. Did you and Maggie have any luck finding that cat colony Rochelle told you about?” 
“I’m afraid not. Evidently, that colony, if it is a colony, is not being managed. We checked with all the local shelters and individuals we know who are into cat rescue. Nothing. I’m in the process of calling pet stores and other veterinary clinics to see if I can get a clue about where these cats are. Michael will be home shortly; I’ll ask him what he knows.” 
“He’s working today? It’s Saturday, isn’t it?” 
“Yes, he usually works Saturday morning. They had a rabies clinic today, so he’ll get home a little later than usual.” 
 “Okay. Well, let’s hope we tap into something concrete, and soon. Savannah, thank you for calling Rochelle. I think her vision is probably correct. All we have to do is figure out where the hell it is.” 
“Oh, Michael’s home. I’ll call you back, Iris.” Once she’d ended the call, she approached her husband. “Hi, hon,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. 
 “Well, hi. What’s up? You seem a little more hopeful this afternoon.” 
 She gave his words some thought. “Yes and no.” 
 “Huh?” he asked, sitting down and taking off his shoes. 
 “Daddy shoe,” Lily said, reaching under a side table and pulling out one of his flip-flops. She handed it to him. “Daddy shoe.” 
 “Thank you, punkin,” he said, hugging the toddler. 
 “Well, I told you this morning what Rochelle saw in her vision and Iris said the authorities have been all over in areas that even remotely fit the description. We did a phone chain and contacted cat alliance members and shelters to ask about cat colonies near bodies of water. Nothing. So far, absolutely nothing. I called local pet stores and other veterinarians. I’m waiting for a few callbacks.” 
 “What are you looking for, exactly?” he asked. 
 “We’re trying to find a cat colony or even just a few cats—it may not be a colony at all. In fact, these may not be feral cats. But they presumably hang out near a body of water where reeds grow and that’s where Rochelle thinks Craig is. As I told you, she sees cats with him.” 
 Michael sat in thought for a few moments, watching Lily play with one of her educational toys. “Has anyone been out to the Lander place?” 
 “Where?” she asked. “Oh, do you mean north of town? They have cows, right?” 
 “Well, they used to. I’m not sure what’s going on there now. A young couple brought a cat to me a month or so ago. They said they were staying at the Lander place. This cat had been snagged by a fishing lure. He had a pretty nasty infection. As I recall, the Landers had a nice-sized pond on their property. And from the sounds of it, this couple…” he grinned, “…their names were Honey Bird and Jessup… Well, they mentioned some other cats they’d managed to pull through after rather serious injuries. One had supposedly tangled with a rattlesnake they keep as a pet.” 
“A pet rattlesnake? Heavens, who are these people?”
 “Strange people, that’s for sure. Fortunately, the snake had just eaten, so the cat didn’t get enough venom to do a lot of harm. But he does suffer some paralysis. They told me about another cat that they think was poisoned. They don’t use poisons and insecticides around the Lander place, but they say a neighbor does.” 
 “So what happened to the Landers and all the cattle?” 
 He shook his head. “I don’t know. They must have sold out or died and the offspring took over. Yeah, that might be a good place to look. Where did they find Craig’s car?” 
 “I think that was closer to where Colbi and Damon live, in that wash behind their house. The Lander place is a good six or seven miles away from there, right?” Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “But not too far from where Craig and Iris live. Michael, Rochelle said where he’s being held is close to their house.” 
 “And the church isn’t too far from Colbi’s and Damon’s,” Michael said. “I talked to Damon today and he said they think someone sideswiped Craig’s car and caused him to swerve off the road into that brush. The driver’s side window was broken out. Because of where they found the car, they think this must have happened shortly after he left the church on Thanksgiving.” 
 “Really? That’s how they got the drop on him, huh? Must have been a crowd of bad guys with a lot of guns for them to get their hands on Craig,” Savannah spat. 
 “Hmmm. Hey, you might want to call Iris and tell her about the Lander place. They may not have thought to look there. I mean, not many people know about the pond, which was actually a reservoir, I imagine. And they probably aren’t aware of the cats.” 
 “Great idea. Thanks hon. Oh, I so hope they find Craig and soon.” 





Chapter 4
  
“Michael, it’s the sheriff’s department calling,” Savannah said apprehensively the following morning when she looked at the screen on her cell phone. “Hello?” 
 “Hi, Savannah, this is Deputy Ben.” 
 “Hi, Ben.” 
“Uh, Savannah, I was wondering if we could borrow your cat.” 
 “Our cat?” she asked, frowning in Michael’s direction. “Rags?” 
 “Yes, we’d like to take him out to the Lander place. So far, we can’t find any cats out there and the residents aren’t cooperating. If the detective is there someplace, maybe your cat can help us find him.” 
 “How?” 
 “Well, if there are cats with him, a good start would be to have Rags locate the cats. I’m guessing an intuitive cat like Rags could flush out frightened cats or at least discover where they’re hiding. Don’t you think so?” 
 “Yeah, I guess,” she said. “But I’d rather not send him off…” she started. 
 “Oh, we expect you to come with us, Savannah—either you or Dr. Mike. I wouldn’t want to take responsibility for a cat like yours. No way.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Sure. When?” 
 “The sooner the better. We need to find Sledge.” He paused. “Can I pick you up in half an hour?”
 “Half an hour?” she repeated. She said to Michael, “Ben wants me and Rags to go…” 
 “Yes, go,” he said before she could finish. “I’ll take care of Lily.” 
 “Yes, Ben, we’ll be ready in thirty minutes.” She laid her phone next to her purse on the buffet and noticed something. “Oh, Michael, I forgot to show you this.” 
 “What is it?” he asked, gazing at the document she’d picked up. 
 She handed it to him. “It’s a notarized bill from that Kittredge witch.” 
 “Three thousand dollars!” he shouted. When Lily looked up from her puzzle and stared at him with big eyes, he said, “Sorry punkin.” He tossed the document onto the buffet and began pacing. “This is B.S.” He added, “Pardon my French.” He stopped and faced Savannah. “No way. I’m not paying that crazed woman to travel back to Scotland or Ireland or anywhere else to steal hair from goats to make a sweater.” 
 “I know, Michael,” Savannah said quietly. “I agree. I’ll offer again to have the sweater cleaned. And if it can’t be cleaned, I’ll give her enough money to buy a new cashmere sweater at a department store. But this is ridiculous!” She paused before saying, “I’m a little worried, though. As you can see, this came from an attorney’s office, Michael. It was delivered by messenger.” 
 “I don’t care if it has the Presidential Seal on it, I’m not paying it!” he snapped. “Tell them no way. Like you said, let them know what we’re willing to do and if they push back, we’ll get an attorney of our own.” 
 She nodded. “My response, exactly.” She turned toward the hallway. “I’d better get ready. Ben will be here soon.” 
 
 **** 
Deputy Ben, Savannah, and Rags arrived at the old Lander homestead at eight forty-five that morning. Savannah glanced around. “Gosh, it sure isn’t how I remember it from when I was a kid. What happened?” She stared at the house through the windshield. 
 “Transients,” Ben said. “They’re crashing here and nobody seems to care.” 
 “What about the lien holder?” 
 “As we understand it, the place is owned by an out-of-state bank. The Landers died and the cattle were sold at auction. Actually, one of the residents is the former owners’ son.” 
 “Rory?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yeah, I think that’s his name. Do you know him?” 
 “Not really. I knew who he was in school. That’s all.” 
 “Well, let’s not waste time,” Ben said. He drove a short distance past the house and turned left onto a gravel road. “I want to park out near the pond, where we can’t be detected from the house.” 
 “Do you know where the pond is?” she asked. “I’ve never seen one out here.” 
“Yeah, we have an aerial photo of the place.” He grinned. “Technology can be quite a boon to law enforcement.” He paused. “Unfortunately, sometimes to criminals, as well.” After following a series of dirt roads, Ben pulled over and parked. “They can’t see us from the house,” he said, stepping out of the unmarked cruiser. He opened the back door of the car and watched as Savannah lifted Rags and placed him on the ground. 
 “Tall reeds,” she said quietly. 
 “What’s that?” he asked. 
 “The psychic—our friend Rochelle—said she saw Craig among some tall reeds near a body of water.” 
 Ben stopped and studied Savannah for a moment. “We don’t usually put much stock in what a psychic or gypsy tells us, but doggone if one doesn’t come through for us once in a while.” He headed off in front of Savannah muttering, “Let’s hope this one knows what she’s talking about.” He pointed. “The pond should be on the other side of that rise there.” 
 “Oh, it’s bigger than I thought it would be,” Savannah said when she finally caught a glimpse of the old reservoir. More excitedly, she hissed, “Look over there. See those reeds?” She almost lost her footing. “Ohhh. Rags is pulling me in that direction. Rags, find the kitties,” she said. “Can you find the kitties and Uncle Craig?” 
 Ben scratched his head and spoke quietly, “Do you think he understands that?” 
 She nodded. “Yes, at some level. I’m pretty sure he picks up on what’s in my mind. Some experts believe cats see our mind pictures.” 
 “Really?” he said, obviously interested, but skeptical. 
 “Yes, I’ve seen and read about results too many times to doubt it.” 
“You mean Rags isn’t the only cat who does this?” he asked. 
“Apparently not. But some cats certainly are more in tune than others.” She looked at Ben. “I’m going to be quiet now and just concentrate on Craig and the cats in case Rags is picking up on my thoughts.” 
 Ben squinted in her direction, then glanced down at Rags. “Okay.” 
 “Oh,” Savannah yelped after a few minutes, “I think he’s onto something. He’s starting to really tug.” She pointed. “There’s a cat!” 
 “Yeah. I see three of them. What are they doing?” 
 “I don’t know. They seem a little skittish.” She then said, “Rags is leading us toward the reeds.” 
 “Yeah, now why don’t you stay back a little and let me go ahead?”
 “It’s not going to work,” she said. “Not with Rags as keyed up as he is.” She offered Ben the leash. “Here, take him. He’ll lead you there.” 
 “Where?” Ben asked, suspiciously. 
Savannah shrugged. “Either to Craig or on a wild-goose chase, I guess.” 
Ben hesitated before grasping the leash, walking into the brush behind Rags, and disappearing among a stand of reeds. 
 Savannah crouched near a scattering of boulders and glanced around the terrain. She’d been alone with her thoughts for about six minutes when she heard someone call her name. 
 “Savannah, over here!” 
 Hesitantly at first, she walked in the direction she’d seen Ben go. These sure are tall reeds, she thought as she tried to follow his trail through them. 
“Here, Savannah,” Ben called again. 
She adjusted her direction, and within minutes she walked into a clearing and spotted the deputy at the mouth of what appeared to be a small cavern. He held his phone up to his ear. “Where’s Rags?” she asked. 
He handed her his flashlight, motioning toward the cave opening, and she moved cautiously in that direction. “Oh, my gosh. Craig?” she said weakly. She glanced at Ben. “Is it…?” 
He nodded. 
When she looked more closely at the man lying just inside the shallow cavern, she noticed something else. Rags was standing next to him, biting at his face. “No, Rags!” she shouted. “What are you doing?” 
Just then Ben stepped in. He pocketed his phone and took the flashlight from Savannah. “God, he’s trying to chew off the gag. Grab him, will you?” 
Savannah picked up the cat, then asked, “Ben, are you sure that’s Craig?” 
“Yeah, it’s him. Here,” he said, handing her the flashlight again, “shine it on his face so I can see where to cut. That gag’s tied on there so tightly, I can’t work my knife under it.” 
She took the light and placed the cat on the ground, holding firmly to his leash. She watched as Rags returned to where Craig lay. The cat continued sniffing around his head. 
Within seconds, Ben had removed the gag and Craig was trying to talk. “Rags brought you?” he asked, his voice croaky. He looked at the cat. “Thanks, old boy.” 
“I want to roll you over, Craig, and cut the bindings from your wrists,” Ben said. 
“Better let the medics do it,” Craig responded haltingly. “I think my arm’s broken.” 
“Whatever you say,” Ben agreed. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and started to step out of the cave. “Anything else we should let them know about?” he asked. 
“My nose is probably broken,” he reported in a husky whisper. He coughed and winced. “Broken ribs.” He let out a breath. “Don’t know what else, but I feel like crap.” 
“You look like crap, too,” Ben said. He handed Savannah a small canteen of water. “Give him some of this.” He then said into his phone, “He’s got some broken bones; I’d suggest coming in on Henderson Lane. I think you’ll be able to get the ambulance closer that way. Yes, we need an ambulance. Hurry. I’ll come out to the road and lead you to the spot.” After finishing his conversation, Ben stepped inside the small cavern and instructed, “Savannah, stay here with him.” 
When Savannah noticed Craig shaking his head and attempting to speak, she said, “Ben, he’s trying to say something.” 
“They could come back any time,” Craig said in a near whisper. 
“Okay, I’ll send her out to meet the ambulance.” 
“No good,” Craig said, rolling his head slowly from side to side. “Too dangerous.” 
“Okay, I’m going to call for a chopper.” 
When he saw Ben start to head out to use his phone again, Craig said with difficulty, “Wait!” After getting the deputy’s attention, he said, “They’re in the house. I don’t…um…I don’t know how many. Bernard Johnson’s kids, Sahara and Rodman…” He coughed and winced. “They live there with…with I don’t know how many other damn delinquents.” 
“So no chopper?” 
“Bring in every unit you’ve got and flush those knuckleheads out.” 
Ben nodded and stepped out to make the call. 
Savannah kneeled next to Craig and offered him the water, putting her arm under his head to hold him up a little. “Not too much now,” she cautioned. When Rags expressed an interest in the water, she spoke more sternly. “No, Rags. This water’s for Craig.” 
 “Let him have it,” Craig said as Savannah lowered his head to the ground. “Heroes need water, too.” 
 “You’re willing to share germs with a cat, Craig?” she asked, smiling. 
 He simply looked at her, his rugged face clearly showing the stress of his ordeal. 
“So you say kids did this? Why, Craig?” she asked. 
 “It’s a long story Savannah and I don’t think I have the strength…” he paused and coughed, “to tell it right now.” 
She smiled down at him. “Okay.” She took off her jacket and started to put it under Craig’s head, murmuring, “Let’s at least make you more comfortable.” 
 “Awww, come on, Savannah,” he protested. 
 She grinned and continued creating a cushion from her jacket, saying under her breath, “Cantankerous old man.” 
Craig closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked at Savannah. “Iris.” 
 Savannah jumped a little. “Oh yes, I’ll call her right now. She’s been worried sick.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Darn, I can’t get a signal down here. I’ll step outside.” 
 “No. Stay here,” Craig croaked. “I never know when they’re going to show up.” 
 Just then Ben returned. “I asked headquarters to contact Mrs. Sledge.” He looked at Craig and shook his head in disgust. Ben kneeled close to the detective. “So Craig, do you know the motive for all this?” 
 Finally managing to speak again, Craig explained, “I was scheduled to testify at Johnson’s trial in the city today.” He took a ragged breath. “Who knows where I’d be this time tomorrow, if you two…” he paused and glanced at Rags “…and the cat hadn’t…” He couldn’t finish his sentence. 
Savannah used the gag fabric to dab at the tears running down the side of Craig’s face. 
It wasn’t long before he got a second wind. “I guess those idiot kids thought this would keep me from putting that yoyo in the pen where he belongs.” 
 “How old are these kids?” Savannah asked. 
When Ben saw Craig struggle to catch his breath, he told Savannah, “They’re young adults…and, yes, idiots, following their father’s footsteps into the world of crime. We’ve been after Bernard Johnson for years; Sledge finally got the goods on him.” 
“Yeah, my testimony will keep him from killing any more young people with his tainted meth.” 
 “Tainted?” she asked. 
 When he saw Craig struggling to talk, Ben responded, “He uses cheap ingredients without regard for the end user and sometimes laces the stuff with hallucinogenic and other dangerous agents. Cripes, his own son died last year after injecting a bad batch of his father’s drugs.” 
Craig coughed. “The guy’s out of control. He has to be stopped. His kids don’t get it. I guess they don’t believe it.” He adjusted his position just slightly and winced in pain. 
 “Oh, Craig,” Savannah said, gently rubbing one of his shoulders. She glanced toward the entrance to the shaft. “I wish they’d get here.” 
 “So his younger kids are living here?” Ben asked. “I thought they hung out in Straley.” 
 Craig nodded. “They have a connection to some of the squatters on this property—probably customers of their father. They come out here every four or five hours to try convincing me to change my mind about my testimony.” He closed his eyes for a few moments, then said, “The girl, Sahara, she can’t be more than seventeen. She…she tries to convince her brother to kill me. He’s a little more savvy about what their future would mean with a murder rap.” 
 “Here they come,” Savannah said when she heard the sirens. 
 “Damn,” Craig said. “You should have ordered a code two. They’ll scare the perps away with all that racket.” 
 “The house is probably surrounded by now,” Ben said quietly. “I called for all the backup available. Hopefully the residents will come out peaceful-like.” 
 Suddenly they heard something else. 
“What’s that?” Savannah asked, wide-eyed. “Sounds like shots.” 
 Ben tightened his lips. “Yeah, I guess they aren’t cooperating.” He stepped into the open. “Over here,” he called to the medics when the ambulance pulled within sight on the dirt road. He waved his hands, motioning for them to drive closer. “He’s down here!” he shouted as two medics exited the ambulance and rushed toward him. 
 “Well, Detective Sledge, you’ve really gotten yourself in a fix there,” one paramedic said. 
 “Hi, Stevens,” Craig greeted weakly. “Yes, I have. I believe my arm’s broken and probably my nose. I’ve been tied in a cramped position for days, so my legs might not work.” 
 Gaylan Stevens glanced around inside the shallow cavern. “And you’ve been in here all that time?”
 “Yeah, so the light’s going to hurt my eyes like heck.” 
 “You got that right,” the medic agreed. “Well, let’s get those bindings off you.” 
 “We were afraid to mess with them and cause him more pain,” Savannah explained. “He must be awfully uncomfortable.” 
 Gaylan looked at her, then asked Craig, “Which one’s broken?” 
 “Left,” he croaked. 
 “Can you sit up a little?” the paramedic asked. “What about if I help you?” He then suggested, “Maybe we should roll you over onto your good arm.” 
 Craig chuckled. “What good arm?” 
“When’s the last time you ate?” Gaylan asked after he’d cut the restraints from Craig’s wrists and ankles and helped him move them into a more comfortable position. He put a temporary splint on Craig’s arm, then began to check his vitals. 
 “They gave me a slab of bread with peanut butter yesterday,” Craig said, scowling. He asked, “Can I have more water?” 
 “Sure,” Susan, the second medic, said, kneeling next to Gaylan and holding a bottle of water to Craig’s lips. 
 “Let’s get you out of here,” Gaylan suggested. 
 “The sooner the better,” Craig agreed. 
 Susan looked at Ben, then Savannah, while Gaylan prepared the body board. “Anyone got a pair of shades he can wear?” 
 “Sure,” Ben said, handing her his regulation sunglasses. 
 When they started to lift Craig onto the board, he said, “I think I can walk.” 
 “Probably,” Susan said, after putting the sunglasses on him, “but we’d prefer taking you out the safe and sure way. Come on, Detective, let us do our job, will ya?” 
 Craig sighed and seemed to relax as the paramedics lifted him onto the board and secured him with a couple of straps. 
 “Going to Straley?” Ben asked. 
 Susan nodded. “Yup. Want to contact his family?” 
 “Already did,” Ben assured her. Suddenly he said more loudly, “Uh-oh, no-no, cat.” 
 “Oh, I’m sorry,” Savannah said when she saw Rags hop up onto the stretcher with Craig. 
 The detective waved his good arm a little. “It’s okay. He’s my buddy…my hero.” He glanced up at Savannah. “He led you here, right?” 
 She smiled. “He sure did. Rags and Rochelle.” 
 He squinted up at her for a few moments, then awkwardly petted Rags. “He’s not hurting anything. If he wants to ride out with me, let him ride.” Craig craned his neck in the direction of the house. “What do you suppose is happening over there?” 
Before anyone could respond, they heard a rustling sound in the brush. 
Ben motioned for Savannah to duck to one side and he crouched, putting his hand on his sidearm. 
“Hello,” came a voice. “Deputy Franco here.” 
“Oh, Franco,” Ben said, relaxing. 
“What went down over there?” Craig asked in his weakened voice. 
“Sledge,” the deputy said when he saw the detective lying on the body board, “you don’t look too good.” 
Craig clenched his jaw. “I’ve been better.” 
Franco laughed. “The cat looks okay, though. Where’d he come from?” He then squinted at Savannah. “That’s your cat.” He scratched his head and looked around at everyone. “Now, don’t tell me he’s the one who found you?” 
“Sure did,” Craig said, his hand still gently petting Rags’s fur. “So did you flush out those knuckleheads? The Johnson kids are the ones you should be arresting.” 
“Sahara and Rodman Johnson? Those good-lookin’ kids—they did this?”
 “Yeah. Pretty on the outside,” Craig said, coughing as carefully as he could, “but pretty darn twisted on the inside. You oughtta see that little girl swing a baseball bat.” 
The deputy frowned, bit his lip, and said, “Well, I’m afraid she’s dead. They took her brother in for questioning. I guess you’ll want to press charges.” 
“Damn right,” Craig cranked. 
“We’re also holding another couple and five single guys. We’ll send their mug shots to you for identification.” 
“I never saw anyone or heard the voices of anyone other than the Johnson kids.” He glanced around. “And the cats. They came every day. Rudy and Max slept with me at night. We kept each other warm.” He tried to raise himself up and look around. “Where are they?” 
“We saw some cats run into the brush when we first got here,” Savannah said. 
 Craig looked at her. “Do you think your group of cat ladies would take care of these mangy cats? They deserve better than what they’re getting out here.” 
 She nodded. She didn’t mention it to the others, but she was sure she heard a crack in Craig’s voice and saw a glint of a tear in his eye.
 
 **** 
“Mrs. Ivey?” a man said when Savannah answered the house phone just after they’d finished dinner that evening. 
 “Yes.” 
 “This is Blaine Walker, attorney for Lenore Kittredge.” 
 “Yes,” she said again. 
 “Um, Mrs. Ivey, we received your response to our proposal.” He lowered his voice. “Your husband’s rude statement about highway robbery was uncalled for.” When Savannah didn’t respond, he continued, “We feel that Mrs. Kittredge’s request is reasonable under the circumstances and we will prepare a case against you and present it in court if necessary.” 
 “Look,” Savannah said, “we’ve offered to have the sweater cleaned. If that fails, we’re more than willing to replace it with a fine-grade cashmere from a high-end department store—that is, if the garment in question is actually worth the price. We haven’t been able to see the sweater…” 
“Excuse me, Mrs. Ivey, but Mrs. Kittredge told me that you did see the sweater right after the incident occurred.” 
“Well, yes, but I didn’t actually…um…examine it at that time. As a matter of fact, I didn’t see my cat go near her sweater.” 
 “Oh, I can assure you your cat is the culprit, Mrs. Ivey. And the stain will not come out of the sweater, which I promise you is of the most excellent quality—a one of a kind. You’ll find nothing of the sort in any department store in the states. Now, if you wish to have your attorney contact me, we’ll arrange for him to examine the sweater. In the meantime, you’d better prepare to defend a lawsuit—although I can’t imagine what sort of defense you could possibly come up with. Good day, Mrs. Ivey.” 
 “Well…Hello? Hello?” Savannah said into the phone. “Darn it!” she shouted just as Michael stepped into the room. 
 “What’s wrong?” he asked, grinning. “The phone giving you trouble?” 
 “No, it’s that danged attorney. What a jerk!” 
 Michael set his jaw. “Oh, Lenore Kittredge’s attorney? What did he say?” 
 Savannah slumped into a chair. “He’s just so darned intimidating.” She looked up at Michael. “And he’s so wrong. I can’t imagine how he could win a case like that. What judge is going to award someone that much money for a sweater, for heaven’s sake?” Standing up, she added, “Michael, I’m going to hire an attorney and fight that delusional woman.” 
 “Okay,” he said. “Go for it, hon.” 
 When the landline phone rang again, Savannah let out a sigh. “What now?” She picked up the receiver. “Hello?” 
 After a pause, a woman’s voice asked, “Is this Savannah Ivey…the one with the cat?” 
 “Well, I have three cats,” Savannah said rather impatiently. “Who’s this?” 
 “Oh, you don’t know me, but I saw you with your cat at the library and I know about the pouch you found in your purse.” The woman paused again before asking, “You did find it, didn’t you?” 
 Savannah frowned in Michael’s direction. “Who is this?” she demanded. “What are you talking about?” 
 “You know what I’m talking about. You have the pouch, don’t you? Do you plan on keeping it?” Before Savannah could respond, the caller continued, “Well, I happen to know something about that pouch that you don’t know and for a cut of the contents, I’ll tell you.” 
 After hesitating, Savannah said, “I’m not making a deal with anyone except the person it belongs to. Can you prove it’s yours? Tell me what’s in the pouch.” When Savannah heard a click, she said, “Hello? Hello?” 
 “Who was that?” Michael asked as he helped Lily put her coloring crayons away. 
 “Has the whole world gone mad?” Savannah asked, looking at the phone. “Or is there a dark cloud hanging over my head?” She turned away from her husband. “Michael, do you see a sign on my back that says sitting duck or sucker? Where are all these weirdoes coming from?” 
 “What happened?” Michael asked, standing and putting his arms around her. 
 “Well, that gal wants to give me a share of what’s in the pouch.” 
 “Does it belong to her?” 
 “I don’t think so.” She thought for a minute, then said, “She must have seen someone put it in my purse. I don’t believe she knows what’s in it, though. I think she’s just assuming it’s money.” When her cell phone rang, she cringed, then relaxed a little when she looked at the screen. “It’s Iris. I hope she has some uplifting news; I’m just about ready to crawl into my bed and pull the covers over my head for the rest of the winter.” 
 Michael hugged her and kissed her temple before he joined Lily again. 
 “Hi, Iris,” Savannah said into the phone. “How’s he doing?” 
 “He’s cranky as all get out.” She laughed, adding, “Isn’t it wonderful? It means he’s alive. I think they’ll send him home from the hospital sooner rather than later. I’m pretty sure they’ll want to get rid of him. They’d probably much rather have a quiet, calm, old gent in that bed than crabby Craig.” Her tone softened when she said, “Savannah, how can I ever thank you and Rags?” 
 “Oh, Iris…” 
 “No, really. If you hadn’t taken the cat out there, Craig may have…” Savannah heard Iris sniffling. “He would have died, Savannah.” She took an uneven breath. “How many more days could he have survived the abuse, not to mention the cold.” Her tone changed abruptly when she said, “Oh, get this—he wants to adopt the cats.” 
 “What?” 
 “Yeah, Rudy and Max. They kept him warm at night and gave him company during the day. He has decided he wants to bring them to our house.” 
 “Awww, how nice of him. How do you feel about that, Iris?” 
 “You know what? Anything the man wants he’s going to get.” Iris chuckled. “…well, at least for a while. Yeah, I’m willing, but I told him he’ll have to take more responsibility with the animals. He doesn’t lift a finger except to pet them, and guess who Tommy loves most—yup, Craig. Go figure. He doesn’t feed him or the dog unless I leave detailed instructions. He doesn’t clean the litter box…” 
 “But he gives Tommy what he craves most,” Savannah explained, “…attention.” She paused, then asked quietly, “Will Craig testify?” 
 “Oh yes. He won’t shirk that duty. They held the trial over when they heard Craig had been found. He’s due in court Wednesday in San Francisco. He said it will give him great pleasure to put that creep away for a very long time.” 
 “He’s one dedicated detective, isn’t he?” 
 “Sure is. That’s my man.” 
 “Hey, Iris, when will he be home? I want to talk to him about a couple of things.” 
 “Probably tomorrow or the next day. But you can call him. I took his phone charger to the hospital, so he’s up and running—electronically, anyway.” 
 “Good idea. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 “Thanks again, Savannah.” Iris’s voice cracked when she added, “Pour your wonderful cat a big bowl of cream and maybe throw in some caviar. Give him whatever he wants and tell him it’s from his biggest fan. Will you do that?” 
 “Sure. I’m just awfully glad Craig’s okay, Iris.” 
 After ending the call, Savannah glanced up and noticed that Lily and Michael were playing with one of Lily’s toys, so she made a call. “Hi, Craig,” she said into the phone. “How are you this evening?” 
 “Better, thanks to you and that cat of yours.” 
 “Good. I hear you’re going home maybe tomorrow.” 
 “Yeah. Boy, am I looking forward to that. Food here’s awful. And my nurse is an old bat.” 
 “Sounds like you’re getting back to your old self,” she said chuckling. “Hey, Craig, I want to start trapping the ferals out at the Lander place. I wondered if you have any idea how many cats there are.” 
 “Oh, let’s see. Hey, I’m taking Rudy and Max home.” 
 “Yeah, I heard. Would you like me to trap them for you?” 
 “Trap them?” he asked hesitantly. 
 “Uh-huh, in a humane trap. You don’t think they’d let me catch them, do you?” 
 “They might. Hey, you don’t want to go traipsing around out there in your condition, do you? Aren’t you going to have a baby in a few months?” 
“Not until May.” She laughed. “Besides, I traipsed around out there this morning.” 
 “Yeah, you did. But shouldn’t you be taking it easy or something?” 
“Being pregnant doesn’t make me a cripple. My obstetrician says I’m in great shape and she’s a believer in her patients maintaining their normal lifestyle, within reason, anyway.” 
 “Okay, do what you need to do. But yeah, they might let you pick them up. If not, I guess you could bring in the traps—as long as it won’t hurt them any.” 
 “So how many other cats do you think there are?”
 “I should be able to tell you pretty closely. I had occasion to meet most of them, I think.” 
 “Are they getting fed regularly?” she asked. 
 “Not as far as I could tell, they’re not. Most of them look pretty scrawny, except for a few, which I suspect are going to give birth.” 
 “In the winter?” she exclaimed. After thinking about it, she said, “Well, I suppose it’s possible. Feral cats seem to produce any time of year.” 
 “Yeah, those two cats are too lumpy to be fat,” Craig said. “I’m sure they’re full of kittens. To answer your question, I believe there are somewhere between maybe six and eight. I’m taking two of them so you only have to deal with five or six, I’d say. Better catch those pregnant ones before they pop out a bunch of kittens where no one can find them.” 
 “Of course; I plan to get on it right away.” 
 When she paused, Craig said, “Savannah?” 
 “Uh, yeah?” 
 “Honey, what’s wrong?” he asked, point-blank. 
 “What makes you think there’s something wrong?” 
 “Well, I know you, and whether you’ve noticed it or not, after being in the detective business for as long as I have, I’m pretty good at sizing up people and situations. Now spill it.” When he didn’t hear her say anything, he asked more gently, “Savannah, are you crying?” 
 “Hormones,” she finally said, trying hard to choke back her emotions. She laughed nervously. “You know how we women get when we’re pregnant. Hormones just take over sometimes and make us kinda crazy.” 
 “Yeah, and what is it that’s making you crazy, may I ask?” 
 “Oh, it’s just that you were missing. We were all so worried.” 
 “And…” he prompted. 
 “Well…” she hesitated, “this woman is taking me to court because Rags coughed up a fur ball on her cashmere sweater. She wants three thousand dollars so she can go back to Scotland and get the sweater duplicated.” 
 “What?” he said. “I’ve never heard of such a ridiculous scam.” 
 “And I found a bunch of money in my purse in a pouch with a huge diamond ring and I don’t have the slightest idea who it belongs to or what to do about it.” 
 Now it was Craig’s turn to be speechless. 
 “Tonight I got a call from some woman who says she’ll split whatever’s in the pouch with me if I don’t pursue the owner. She says she knows who put the money in my purse, but she’ll keep quiet if I give her part it.” 
 “That’s ludicrous!” he bellowed. “Where have you been to run into people like these, Savannah?” 
 “The library,” she responded innocently. “Do I need an attorney, Craig? Can you recommend one?” 
 After taking a deep breath and coughing a couple of times, he said, “Okay, here’s what I want you to do. Go get a hug from your husband. Sing a lullaby to your little girl. And don’t answer your phone at least until morning. Don’t think about this stuff. Forget about it. Get yourself a good night’s sleep and I’ll talk to you when I get home. Can you do that? There’s nothing that needs your immediate attention. If any of those people or their attorneys call you, just don’t take their calls. Let Michael answer the phone. I want you to relax. It’s important for that little boy you’re carrying, right?” 
 Savannah smiled. “Absolutely right, Craig. Thanks for the reminder.” 
 “Good. When I get home, we’ll meet and figure out a strategy, okay?” 
 “Sure. Thank you, Craig.” She then asked, “How are you, really? Is your nose broken and your arm?”
 “Yup,” he said, letting out a sigh. “And I have a minor concussion and a few cracked ribs. Every inch of me is sore, but there are no damaged organs.” He paused, then said, “Savannah, if you and your cat hadn’t found me, we might not be having this conversation. I got the feeling that today would have been my last day on earth. Thank you, honey. Take care, will you?” 
 “I will if you will,” she quipped. 
 “Was that Craig?” Michael asked, glancing up from where he was playing with Lily. 
 She nodded. “I’m so glad he’s okay—well, mostly okay.” She started to weep. “They almost killed him.” 
 Michael reached for her hand and pulled her down onto the floor with him. Putting his arm around her, he said, “I know, hon. But he’s safe now.” He looked her in the eyes. “How are you?”
 “Much better after talking to Craig. You know how we try to let go and let God? Well, tonight, I was able to let go and let Craig.” She chuckled and looked up toward the ceiling. “Sorry, God.” 
 Michael grinned. “Well, he is the expert in the criminal field.” He then asked, “So he thinks he can help straighten out these women who are after you?” 
 She shook her head. “I don’t have the slightest idea. My job for the next few days is to not think about it, not answer the phone unless I know who’s calling, and to let you give me a back rub,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 
 “Huh? Craig said that?” 
 “Well, not exactly, but I’m sure he wouldn’t object.” 
 Michael kissed her, then whispered in her ear. “Do you think it’s Lily’s bedtime?” 
Savannah nodded. “I’m supposed to sing her a lullaby.” She smiled at Michael. “Craig’s orders.” 





Chapter 5
  
It was eight the following morning when Savannah started to call her aunt. 
“Mommy, water,” Lily said, handing her the pen that accompanied her magic coloring book. “Me color horsie, doggie.” 
“Sure, honey,” Savannah agreed, taking the pen to the kitchen sink. Once she had the toddler settled at her small table with the coloring activity, Savannah picked up her phone and made the call. “Hi Auntie, I have a project for us.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “Want to rescue some cats today and maybe some kittens, too?” 
 Margaret let out a sigh. “Yeah, where are they?” 
 “Out at the Lander place where Craig was being held.” 
 “Isn’t that place occupied? Do you have permission?” 
 “Permission? Well, not exactly. Unless you consider Craig…” 
 “Consider Craig what?” Margaret asked. 
 “He’s the one who told me to go get the cats.” She chuckled. “He’s keeping two of them.” 
 “Really?” Margaret said, obviously surprised. “Craig? Why?” 
 Savannah spoke more quietly. “I guess he bonded with them while he was in that cave. It happens, you know.” 
 “I know, but we’re talking about Craig,” Margaret cranked. She then asked, “Who lives out there at that place, anyway?” 
 “Well, Craig refers to them as squatters. Actually, they’ve all been arrested—or most of them, anyway—so this would be a good time to go out there.” 
 “Arrested?” 
 “Yeah, and killed. One gal was killed—the one who beat Craig with a baseball bat while he was tied up. The story will be in the paper tonight, I’m sure.” 
 “Sheesh, how awful. I can’t even imagine.” With more enthusiasm, Margaret said, “But Iris said he’s going to be okay.” 
 Savannah laughed. “Yeah, and is he ever cantankerous.” 
 “Good. Sounds like he’s back. So when do you want to go out there, and how many traps do we need?” 
 “I’d like to go as soon as possible. I’m taking Lily over to Barbara’s day care this morning. I’ll bring a couple of carriers to see if I can lure the two Craig wants.” She suddenly shouted, “Oh no!” 
 “What?” Margaret asked. 
 “I don’t know which two Craig wants.” 
 “Probably the two that will let you near them,” Margaret suggested. 
 After hesitating, Savannah said, “Yeah, probably, huh? So I’ll pick you up around ten. Is that okay?” 
 “Yeah, I guess. How many traps do we need?” 
 “At least six…maybe more. Will we have room for that many in my car?” Savannah asked. “Do you have that many at your place?” 
“Yeah, I think so.” 
“Okay, let’s cram as many traps as we can into the back of my car and on the backseat next to Lily. Once we drop her off, we can swing by the clinic and pick up a couple of carriers. I’ll leave the car seat there.” 
 “Gads, things get complicated when you have a child to cart around. Used to be you’d ride on my lap when your mother drove us someplace. No seat belts. Your sister would sit in a car seat that hung over the back of the seat between us. Easy peasy. Not anymore. It’s all regulation. They even have seat-belt restraints for cats and dogs, for heaven’s sake.” 
 “And it’s a good thing, too. More people should use them. Do you know how many dogs are killed in car accidents or become lost when they escape from a crashed car?” 
 “No, do you?” Margaret challenged. 
 “No, but you sure read about it happening a lot. Pet restraints are a darn good idea.” 
 
 **** 
“So did you find out which cats Craig wants?” Margaret asked once they’d driven in through the back entrance of the now-abandoned Lander property and parked. 
 “Yes, I think so.” She laughed. “He said the white one with grey stripes and orange spots is Rudy.” 
 Margaret lowered her brow. “She sounds more like Ruby, to me.” 
 “Yeah, that’s what I thought. And dig this, the one he calls Max is black with a lot of orange flecks.” 
 Margaret laughed. “A tortie. Two females. Ruby and…um…how about Maxine?” 
 “That’s more like it,” Savannah said, stepping out of the car with a package of kitty treats. “Oh, look, there’s a tortie.” Savannah kneeled down, opened the packet, and attempted to lure the cat. “Kitty, kitty,” she called. “Come on pretty girl.” 
 After staring at Savannah and Margaret for a few moments and moving her ears from side to side, listening intently to the sounds around her, the little tortie stood and walked slowly toward Savannah. The young cat took the treat, then stepped back and stared at the package. 
 “I’ll bet you saw Rags when we were here yesterday,” Savannah said to the cat. “Were you watching from the bushes? Would you like to meet Rags?” She motioned to her aunt. “Go get him, will you? She might warm up to him.” 
 Once Margaret had placed Rags on the ground next to Savannah, the little tortie sat down and stared wide-eyed at him for several seconds. She sniffed the air. Soon, she walked toward him and the two cats rubbed against each other. “Got her,” Savannah said, quickly easing Maxine into one of the carriers. “First stop is the Ivey Veterinary Clinic, Miss Maxine. We need to make sure you’re in tip-top shape before you move in with Uncle Craig.” 
As soon as Savannah had closed the door to the carrier, little Maxine began mewing and turning around inside. 
“Poor thing isn’t used to being confined,” Margaret said. “Most cats are freaked out when they’re locked inside a small space. Others seem to feel secure. Looks like Maxine is the former.” 
Just then Rags moved closer to the tortie. He rubbed against the outside of the carrier and mewed softly to Maxine a couple of times. To the women’s surprise, the tortie lay down in a meatloaf position and seemed to relax. To help calm her even more, Savannah pushed a few kibble treats through the wire and watched as Maxine ate them. 
 “The cats seem hungry,” Savannah said. “I think that’s in our favor. Did you bring some of that stinky tuna you use in your traps?” 
 “Sure did.” Margaret wrinkled her nose. “They’ll love it. Now where’s the other cat—the calico?” she asked. “Or maybe it’s a torbie.” 
 Savannah stood up and glanced around. “I don’t see any more cats. Rags, do you know where the cats are?” She took his leash and walked a few steps with him at her side. “Find the kitties, Ragsie.” 
 “Pshaw,” Margaret said. “Like he actually speaks your language.” 
 “Oh, there are the cats,” Savannah said, pointing. 
 “Where?” Margaret asked, following her. 
 “I saw some skitter into that brush. Let’s get closer and I’ll see if I can lure them out with the treats.” 
 “Let him go,” Margaret said. 
 “Rags? I don’t think so.” 
 “Well, give him more rope.” 
 Savannah balked. “I don’t want him to get beaten up. Cats, especially ferals, can be territorial.” She faced her aunt. “Well, you know that.” 
 “He wants to go into the brush after them. Just give him a little more rope and see what happens.” 
 Savannah let out a sigh. “Okay.” When Rags darted in the direction the other cats had gone, she held tight to his leash. “That’s far enough, Rags.” She looked back at her aunt. “Whoa, did you see that?” 
“Yeah, that big guy spit at Rags. I’ll bet he’s the leader. He’s one big cat and it appears he doesn’t want another male around his harem. He didn’t make contact with Rags, did he?” 
 “No, I don’t think so. He just made himself look real big and sound real tough. Scared poor Rags.” 
 Just then a patched tabby cat with swirls of orange walked out into the open, sat down, and stared at the women. Savannah threw a couple of treats in her direction and the cat moved slowly toward them. When she got close enough to the kibbles, she cautiously ate them one by one, keeping her eye on the humans in front of her. After she’d finished, she looked at Savannah, as if hoping for more. This time, Savannah held the treats in her hand and attempted to lure the cat closer. Soon, two more cats came out of hiding. 
 “Hi there, pretty kitties,” Savannah murmured. She tossed more treats in their direction and all three cats gobbled them down and began searching for more. “If you want more, you’ll have to come to me,” Savannah told them. 
 It wasn’t long before Savannah had her hands on the patched tabby and was able to put her into the second carrier. 
 “I think we need more carriers,” Margaret said, “not these traps. Why don’t we go deliver these cats to Craig—are they home?” 
 “I don’t think so. They’re probably still at the hospital. Auntie, I’d like to take the cats to the clinic and have them checked over before they go to Craig’s and Iris’s. We can probably leave them there until they get a clean bill of health and Craig’s ready for them.” 
 “Sure, or we can take them to our shelter. We have room. We can put them in the isolation area and Michael can come there to examine them.” 
 “Good idea,” Savannah said. “Do you have room for the others if we can get our hands on them?” 
 “I think so. But if they’re not socialized, if they’re too wild, we should turn them over to June.” 
 “Yeah, we’ll do that,” Savannah said. “She has the perfect facility for feral cats.” She picked up her phone. “I’ll call Michael and have him come by your place on his way home.” 
 “Okay,” Margaret agreed. “Let’s set these traps before we leave and we can come back and check them later this afternoon. We may have more cats for Michael to examine by the time he arrives at our place.” 
 “I don’t doubt it,” Savannah said, “as hungry as they are.” 
Margaret gazed across the terrain. “I saw a very pregnant cat. I sure hope we can get our hands on that one.” 
“There could be two of them,” Savannah said. “Yeah, kittens wouldn’t have much of a chance out here.” 
 
 **** 
Later that day, Savannah called Craig. “Your cats are safe and sound at my aunt’s cattery. Let me know when you want me to bring Ruby and Maxine home to you?” 
“What?” Craig said. “Who?” 
“Your two cats, Ruby and Maxine.” 
Craig hesitated. “Wait, are you sure you got the right cats?” 
“I’m pretty certain we did, based on your description.” 
“Then why would you be calling them Ruby and Maxine?” 
 “Because they’re girl cats, that’s why,” she said, chuckling. Savannah grinned when she heard the dead silence. 
Finally Craig said, “Oh. I thought they were my guy buddies. Hmmm. Girls, huh? That changes everything.” 
 “How’s that?” 
 “Oh, I don’t know. I just wasn’t expecting to bring home girl cats. But I sure do owe them. So what the hey.” He paused. “What about the others?” 
 “I’m pretty sure we caught all but one. They’re also at my aunt’s.” 
“Already?” Craig asked. 
“Yes, they were hungry. We left a trap for the last one. Once Michael gives them a clean bill of health, my aunt and Max will evaluate them and determine which ones might like to be adopted into a warm home and which ones would prefer living the rest of their life out in relative safety at June Balcomb’s cat ranch. You’ve seen her facility, haven’t you?” 
 “Yeah, at the open house last year. It looks like a good place for cats.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “I’d be willing to give a donation to help with their care.” 
 “That’s generous of you, Craig. June will appreciate that.” 
 “It’s the least I can do.” 
 “So how are you feeling?” she asked. “Are you getting around better?”
 “Yeah, much. I’m heading to San Francisco day after tomorrow, so I’d better be.” 
 “Oh, Craig, that soon?”
 “You sound like my wife, Savannah—nag, nag…” Before she could respond, he said, “Don’t worry, I won’t be alone. Ramon’s going with me.” 
 “That’s good. Will you testify?” 
“Of course.” 
“Well, take care, Craig. Be careful.” She paused. “It’s sure good to have you back.” 
 “It’s good to be back.” Before Savannah could hang up, Craig said, “Oh, Savannah, about our meeting. Can we do it tomorrow?” 
 “Yes, that would be good. Thank you, Craig.” 
 
 **** 
“So Rags helped you corral cats today, did he?” Michael asked later that evening after supper. 
 “Yes. How did they check out?” She faced him. “You were able to stop by my aunt’s, weren’t you?” 
 He nodded. “I didn’t find any serious problems. It doesn’t look like they were being fed regularly, but that can be remedied. I’ll get test results back tomorrow. They’ll stay in isolation until then. After that, we’ll schedule them for their little surgeries. We sequestered the pregnant female. She should have those kittens just about any time.” 
 “Awww, kittens,” Savannah said, smiling. She grimaced. “Sure wish we’d been able to trap the other pregnant one. Maybe tomorrow.” 
 “So you’re going out to the Lander place again tomorrow?” 
 “Yeah, we left a trap out there and we don’t want to leave any cats behind.” 
 “How’s Craig? I haven’t talked to him.” 
 “Sounds better.” She giggled a little. “Hey, did you know he’s keeping a couple of those cats?” 
 “He is? Two more cats in that small place they live in?” 
 “Yes. He bonded with them out there. Michael, he got really emotional when he talked about them.” She grinned. “I’m not sure Iris is thrilled, though.” 
 “Uh-huh. Does that make eleven cats that she owns now?” He laughed. “Last I knew, she didn’t really like cats that much.” 
 “She’s warming up to them. Yeah, she has the five cuddle cats at the Kaiser Inn and her incarcerated business partner’s three cats. Then there’s Tommy kitty, and now these two.” She laughed again. “Craig thought he was cozying up to two male cats. He named them Rudy and Max. Turns out they’re females. Auntie and I named them Ruby and Maxine.” 
 Michael chuckled, then asked, “Did you tell Rochelle you found Craig?” 
 “No!” she exclaimed. “I forgot, with all the activity around the cats. I’d better call her. Just then her cell phone rang. She looked at it. “Oh,” she said, surprised, “it’s Rochelle. Hi, Rochelle. So sorry I didn’t call you. How rude of me after you were so generous with your time.” 
 “That’s okay. I’m sure you’re busy.” 
 “Yes, we’ve been herding cats—Rags and my aunt and I.” 
 “Oh? How does one do that?” 
 “With a lot of patience, strategy, and treats.” 
 Rochelle laughed, then she said more quietly, “I sense that you found the detective.” 
 “Yes—with a bunch of cats among the reeds near a pond. It was just as you said, Rochelle. Rags led us to him. Craig was in pretty bad shape, but he’ll be okay, thanks to your great insight. Thank you so much.” 
 “All I did was tell you what I saw. You did the rest. I must say, I was a little concerned when I sensed that a woman had been…was she killed?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. “A young woman from the house. Those stupid kids living there evidently had weapons and tried to shoot it out with the sheriff’s deputies.” 
 “Sad,” Rochelle said solemnly. “Really sad. I’m just glad it wasn’t you, Savannah.” 
 “Oh gosh. Me, too. No, I don’t think I was in any danger. But thank you for caring.” 
 “Of course. So is there anything else I can help you with?” Rochelle asked. 
 “No, I don’t think so.” Savannah chuckled. “Wait. Do you know where my favorite pen is? I sat down to pay a few bills this afternoon and I couldn’t find it. I always keep it in a little ledge on top of the antique desk.” 
 Rochelle laughed. “You don’t need psychic help for that, Savannah. I’d say you need to talk to your cat or your little daughter.” 
 “You’re probably right. Okay, I’d better go do some toy-box diving and maybe check upstairs to see what Rags has accumulated in his stash. Thanks for the tip. See you soon.” 
 “I hope so. Good-bye, Savannah.” 
 “Is this what you’re looking for?” Michael asked, holding up a blue pen. 
 “Yes. Where’d you find it?” 
 “On the desk. It’s my favorite pen. I was using it to make my Christmas gift list.” 
 “Well look at you Mr. Organized. I didn’t know you were already making plans for Christmas.” 
 He winced. “I thought it was a little soon, but I stopped at the feed store to order a couple of things and noticed Christmas dazzle everywhere. I decided I’d better get busy. I have a lot of people on my list, you know.” 
 “Who, besides me?” she asked, coyly. 
 “My office staff, Adam, Lily…” 
 Savannah frowned. “But I usually shop for the kids.” 
 “Well, I might just do a little extra shopping for them myself this year.” 
 “Nice. Odd, but nice.” 
 “So what are our Christmas plans?” he asked. 
 “First we have a special birthday to celebrate.” 
 “Oh yes, we do,” Michael said, winking at Lily, who was standing at the coffee table trying to put a miniature doll in a tiny stroller. “You’re going to be two,” he told her. 
 “Two,” Lily said, awkwardly holding up two fingers. 
 He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Did Mommy teach you that?” 
 Savannah shook her head. “No, she probably learned it at the day care. Barbara and her assistant do a lot of teaching.” 
 “Assistant?” 
 “Yeah, she brought in a new gal. She’s studying child development and works with Barbara part time. Elsa is her name. Cute gal. Seems to enjoy the children. Lily calls her Essa.” 
 “Essa,” Lily chirped. “Essa cookie aghh.” 
 “What?” Michael asked, looking confused. “Elsa gave you a cookie?” 
 Lily nodded and repeated, “Aghh.” 
He laughed. “You didn’t like the cookie?” 
 “Cookie ick,” the toddler said, crinkling her nose. 
 He looked at Savannah, who was laughing. She said, “I guess Elsa brought some cookies she’d baked to the day care one day and she’d forgotten to add sugar. Barbara said the children were spitting out the cookies left and right.” 
 He grinned. “So this Elsa’s no baker, huh?” He then asked, “What were you thinking of doing for Lily’s birthday?” 
 “It’s been a long time since we’ve had a party here. I think it would be fun to do maybe a buffet luncheon and invite some of Lily’s little friends from the day care along with their parents and her grown-up friends and family. If we hold off until after the fifteenth for her party, Adam and Mom will be here.” She smiled. “Shall we celebrate her birthday the weekend before Christmas? That’s only a week after her actual birthday.” 
 “Why not? She won’t know the difference,” Michael agreed. “Speaking of Christmas, what do you have planned?” 
 “Well, since we’ll be serving the hungry that day, I’ll cook dinner on Christmas Eve.” 
 “Oh,” Michael said sounding disappointed. 
 “What?” 
 “I’m already tired of turkey and ham after Thanksgiving. Can we have something else for Christmas Eve dinner?” 
 “Like what?” she asked, frowning. 
 “Lasagna, enchiladas, it doesn’t matter. I just know I’ll be really sick of turkey and stuffing and ham…blah…by the time we finish slopping it on Christmas day.” 
 “Sure, it’s okay with me. A casserole is much easier to prepare than a full-blown turkey dinner.” She then said, “But first things first. I want to start making plans for Lily’s big birthday bash.” 
 
 **** 
“I have a meeting with Craig at ten,” Savannah announced over breakfast the following morning. Colbi’s going to try handling both Rosemary and Lily for an hour or so.” 
 “Is she worried about that?” 
 “Well, it’ll be her first time. I must say, I’m a little nervous about it. But she really wants to spend some time with Lily and she wants to see what it’s like taking care of two little ones before she and Damon commit to having another baby.” She chuckled. “She might decide to wait another five or ten years before having a second one.” 
 Michael laughed. “So whatever happens today might chart the course for Damon and Colbi, huh?” He looked Lily in the eyes. “You have a lot riding on your shoulders, there, little one.” 
 Lily laid her spoon across one of her shoulders. “Shoulder,” she chirped. She moved the spoon to her arm. “Elbow.” Pointing, she said, “Hand, toe, knee, chin, hair.” 
 Before Lily could touch the spoon to her head, Savannah grabbed her hand. “Yeah, let’s not rub peaches in your hair this morning, shall we? Come on, eat your breakfast so you can go play with baby Rosemary and Colbi.” 
 “So you’re going to ask Craig for his advice about the sticky stuff going on with that wad of money and the barfy sweater?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Have you heard anything more from either of those gals?” he asked 
 “Actually, yes, only I’m not taking their calls and I’m not listening to their messages. Yeah, they’re still bugging me. I can’t wait to turn all this over to Craig or at least get some sort of guidance.” She leaned toward Michael. “Don’t you think it’s really strange that no one has reported any money and a ring missing? Where do you suppose it came from?” 
 Michael shrugged. 
 “I’ve tried to remember everyone I saw at the library that day. And I don’t recall anyone coming near my purse with or without a pouch.” 
 “You said your purse was in your car for a while. Maybe Maggie turned her back and someone slipped it in through the window without her seeing them.” 
 “Could be, I guess. But I have to say, I sure don’t like someone knowing who I am when I don’t have the slightest idea who they are.” She squinted her eyes. “And, Michael, if someone did this on purpose, why hasn’t that person contacted me to get the money back?” 
 
 **** 
“Hi, Craig,” Savannah said upon entering his house later that morning. “You look…” she studied his face before continuing, “…well, a little better.” Before he could respond, Iris stepped out of the kitchen. “Hi!” Savannah greeted. “Is he behaving himself?” 
 “Pretty much,” Iris said, smiling at her husband. She took off her apron and folded it into a nearby drawer, then picked up her purse and jacket. “Well, I have things to do at the inn. We have an employee meeting today.” She winked. “I’ll see you later.” Before stepping out the door, she called, “Coffee’s made. There’s hot water for tea on the stove. Help yourself.” 
 Savannah waved. “Bye.” 
 “Come sit…” Craig started. He chuckled. “…wherever there isn’t a cat or a dog.” 
 Savannah promptly spotted the torbie lying in a cat bed in front of a wall heater. “Oh, hi there Ruby.” She turned to Craig. “You brought them home already?” 
“Yeah, Maggie delivered them last night.” 
She laughed and spoke to the cat. “Boy, have you fallen into the lap of luxury.” She asked Craig, “Where’s Maxine?” 
 “Come look,” he said, grinning. “On the other side of the wall heater in her bed.” 
 “Cute. And Tommy? How does he fit into the scheme of things around here now?” 
 “Oh, he’s still the master of the house.” Craig motioned for her to follow him into the kitchen, where the large male cat lay curled up with the family dog in the dog’s bed. 
 Savannah smiled. “Looks like everyone’s found their place. It’s one happy family.” 
 Craig winced. “Until mealtime—what a madhouse. Everyone wants to eat now. None of them has an ounce of patience. I can’t serve the food very fast, you know, with this bum arm. Sometimes, I think they’re going to start a full-blown riot.” 
 Savannah laughed. 
 “Let’s sit in here, shall we?” Craig said, motioning toward the living room. “Now, I want to hear what’s going on with those weirdo women who’ve been harassing you. Start at the beginning and don’t leave anything out.” 





Chapter 6
  
“What’s this?” Michael asked as he looked through the stack of mail later that afternoon. 
 Savannah glanced up while stirring spaghetti sauce. “What?” 
 “This check from some publishing company. Good lord, it’s made out to you. Is this some sort of mistake, Savannah?” 
 She smiled. “I guess not. I thought so at first, but I called Rob and he says that’s our share of quarterly royalties from Rags’s documentary and the children’s books.” She faced him. “Oh, he wants to do another photo shoot this week.” She rolled her eyes. “Can you believe it…with all we have going on?” 
 “Twenty thousand dollars,” he read slowly from the check. “How can that be?” 
 “I know. Like I said, I questioned it, too. I guess the promoters are doing a good job. The books seem to be selling everywhere, according to Rob. He says the money just keeps rolling in.” Sounding a little giddy, she added, “Isn’t it amazing? I mean, what a great Christmas bonus.” 
 He ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah, unbelievable.” When he noticed Rags sitting nearby taking a lick bath, he said, “Rags, old boy, it looks like you’re finally paying your way.” 
 “Yeah, big time.” She chuckled. “I haven’t even told my aunt. She’d never believe it, anyway.” 
 “Isn’t she getting royalties? Her cats were involved in the little children’s books.” 
 “Yeah. She called all excited to tell me about her five-hundred-dollar check.” 
 “Now that makes me even more suspicious that this is a mistake, Savannah.” 
 “Why?” 
He looked the check over again. “Why would your aunt, who has two cats in the books, get such a small percentage compared to this very large check?” 
 “I asked Rob that, too. Maybe he’ll explain it to you at the party.” 
 “Oh, he’ll be here?” 
 “Yes, I invited him and Cheryl.” 
 Michael looked sternly at her. “Now, you’re not doing the photo shoot at the same place you did it last time, are you?” 
 “Oh no. We’re going to a different studio. There should be no problems. But, to answer your question about that check, it has to do with Rags being the primary character, a licensing fee we get, and royalties from the documentary, too.” She turned off the stove burner and faced Michael. “You remember those checks we got a few years ago after the documentary first aired. They were pretty hefty.” 
 “Yeah, but not this hefty.” 
 “I guess they’re running it more often or on larger networks,” Savannah reasoned. “Maybe it’s gone viral on the Internet. Who knows?” She wrapped her arms around him. “All I know is I’m going to deposit that sucker.” 
 “Okay. Just don’t start spending it until we’re sure it’s real,” Michael instructed. 
 She tousled his straight dark-brown hair. “Oh, don’t be such a skeptic.” 
 He grinned at her, then asked, “So what did you and Craig come up with this morning? Any viable solutions? Can he arrest those gals who are harassing you?” 
 She laughed. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, unless…” 
 “Unless what?” 
 “Well, unless they do something to break the law, I guess.” Savannah placed a salad on the kitchen table and started plating their spaghetti. “Will you get the iced tea?” she asked. She then said, “Craig advises us to get an attorney. He gave me the name of someone and I’m meeting with her Thursday. I was hoping you could join us. We set the time tentatively for noon. Can you get away?” 
 “Sure, should be able to. Where are you meeting her?” 
 “Her office—not far from the clinic, actually.” 
 “More, Mommy,” Lily called from her high chair. 
 “More what?” Michael moved closer to the toddler. “More tickles?” he asked tickling her until she giggled. “More kisses?” he said, blowing raspberries on her neck. 
 “No, Daddy,” Lily complained, still giggling. “More cookie.” 
 “Cookie?” he asked. “You’re having cookies before supper?” 
 Savannah laughed. “Well, it’s a cookie to her. It’s actually a baby rice cracker.” 
 Michael tickled the baby again. “That’s right, everything’s a cookie to you.” 
 Suddenly, they heard a deafening crash. Michael ran toward the sound. “Damn,” he said when he saw that the large living room window had been shattered and shards of glass lay scattered across the floor. By the time Savannah entered the room with Lily in her arms, Michael had darted out the front door. 
 “Uh-oh,” Lily said, looking at Savannah through her big blue eyes. 
 “Uh-oh, is right, honey,” Savannah crooned. 
 “They got away,” Michael said moments later, gasping a little for breath as he reentered the room. He shook his head. “Why the large plate-glass window, for heaven’s sake?” 
 Savannah snickered nervously. “You’d rather they broke a different window?” 
 “Well, that’s only the most expensive window in the house,” he complained. 
 “Did you see who it was?” 
 “No. It’s dark out. All I saw were taillights. Looked like they belonged to a pretty good-sized pickup truck, but I couldn’t see the color of it or anything.” 
 “Wait, look,” Savannah said. 
 “Stay away from that broken glass with your slippers on,” he warned. “What is it you see?” 
 She pointed. “There. A rock with a note on it. What a coward,” she murmured. 
 “Cow?” Lily chirped, looking at her mother. 
 “Yeah, a cow threw a rock through our window,” Michael said, laughing. 
 Savannah frowned. “I don’t see the humor, Michael. What if Lily had been playing in here this evening?” 
 Michael looked at her, then crouched and examined the rock before picking it up. He removed the rubber band holding the handwritten note, smoothed the lined paper, and read, “Take my call or I’ll have you arrested!” 
 “Okay, we’ve narrowed the identity of the coward down to two people,” Michael said. “I wonder which scam artist it is.” 
 
 **** 
“I’m so excited,” Margaret said as she placed a carrier containing her black-and-white cat, Jack, in the back of Savannah’s SUV the following morning. “I love getting those big checks from the publishing company.” She grinned from ear to ear. “Makes my day.” She went back into her house and returned with Layla, then slid into the passenger seat with the tangerine faux-Persian in her arms. “You got a check, didn’t you, Vannie?” 
 “Yes. It’s a nice surprise at Christmastime, isn’t it?” 
 “Sure is.” Margaret turned toward Savannah. “Do you think it makes a difference in sales when we take the cats to book signings? Sure seems like it does to me. I think we should do more of that. Maybe we could go on the road with the cats and stop at bookstores all along the way to do signings.” 
 “Rob could probably arrange that if you want to do it,” Savannah suggested. 
 “Sure. Let’s plan a trip—maybe in the spring.”
 “Yeah, maybe. But don’t forget,” Savannah said, rubbing her bulging tummy, “I’m having a baby in May.” 
 “Oh, that’s right,” she said sounding disappointed. She perked up. “Well, maybe we can go after Christmas—just for a few days. We can hit book stores in San Francisco, San Jose, Oakland. If we take a week, we could drive down to Los Angeles, stay with your mom, and do a few appearances down there. See what Rob thinks about that.” 
 “Yeah, I’ll ask him.” 
 “Where’s Lily today?” Margaret asked. 
 “Helena’s keeping an eye on her. She’s making a couple of dishes for the party. Helena likes using our kitchen.” 
 “The birthday party?” Margaret asked. “Already? That’s—what—more than two weeks away, isn’t it?” 
 “Yes. But there’s room in the freezer. I believe in getting things done ahead of time so the hostess can also enjoy the party.” Savannah faced her aunt briefly as she drove. “I plan to put out my Christmas decorations early, too. I want a festive atmosphere for the party.” 
 “You sound organized,” Margaret said. “So what are you serving?” 
 “Italian. I’ve decided to serve lasagna, chicken parm, spaghetti, salads, bread sticks, and gelato. Some of the sauces can be made ahead. We’ll do Mexican at Christmas.” 
 “Mexican?” 
 Savannah grinned at her aunt. “Michael’s already tired of turkey, ham, and sweet potatoes. So I told him I’d do something different for our Christmas Eve dinner.” 
 “Poor baby,” Margaret said sarcastically. 
 “You’re coming over on Christmas Eve aren’t you?” Savannah asked. 
 Margaret nodded, then said, “Mexican, huh? Well, I guess that’ll be okay. Not traditional, but okay.” 
 “Traditional for those living in Mexico.” Savannah slowed the car. “I think it’s in this block. Oh, there—Christie’s Photos.” 
 “Let’s hope things go more smoothly this time.” When Savannah ignored her aunt, Margaret added, “Don’t you? I mean, what a fiasco it turned out to be the last time the cats did a photo shoot—Rags finding that guy’s drugs and spilling the powder all over the floor and all…” 
 “Yes, I remember. Rob assured me nothing like that will happen today.” She stepped out of the car. “Oh, there he is. Hi Rob,” she said, walking up and hugging him. 
 “Hi, ladies. Are the cool cats ready for their photo shoot?”
 “Sure are,” Margaret said excitedly, exiting the car carefully with Layla in her arms. 
 Savannah opened the tailgate of the SUV, snapped Rags’s leash to his harness and urged him to jump from the car, making room for Rob to reach in and retrieve Jack’s carrier. “Oh, this is nice,” she said as they entered the studio. 
 Margaret glanced around. “Wow! We’re in the forest today.” 
 Rob nodded. “Yes, this story follows the cats on an adventure in the woods.” He pointed. “They run into a dinosaur, an elephant, a tiger, a macaw...the kids are going to love it!” 
 “Hello,” came a voice from behind them. “Look at the cute cats! Aren’t they awesome?” The blond woman, who appeared to be in her mid-twenties, offered Savannah her hand. “I’m Christie, by the way.” She tilted her head. “I’m guessing you’re Savannah.” 
 “Yes,” Savannah motioned toward her aunt. “This is Marg…I mean, Maggie.” 
 “Hi,” Margaret said, awkwardly shaking hands with the woman. She smiled down at the cat in her arms. “This is Layla, that’s Jack in the carrier, and the big boy there snooping around is Savannah’s cat, Rags.” 
 “Oh, yes, I recognize Rags. He’s quite the movie star, isn’t he? And he seems to photograph well.” Christie wrapped her long hair into a knot at the base of her neck and picked up a camera. “It’s amazing how some cats can be as catlike as any other cat, yet be more photogenic than most. I think it has something to do with their personality.” She watched as Savannah glanced around the room to make sure it was secure before removing Rags’s harness. “A cat’s personality seems to show through in photos, whether it’s placid, gregarious, or,” she nodded toward Rags, “…even a little naughty.” She chuckled. “Rob told me he’s a klepto.” 
 Everyone laughed when they saw Rags jump up on top of a desk and peer into a partially open drawer. Before Christie could close it, he reached one paw in, then quickly removed it before jumping down onto the floor. 
 “Oh, you are a thief aren’t you? What did you take?” Christie asked good-naturedly as she reached for the cat, missing him. 
 “What’s he got?” Rob asked. “Maybe we ought to get a shot of that.” 
“I don’t know,” Christie said. “I didn’t see what it was. He took off too fast.” She opened the drawer again and studied the contents for a moment, then shouted, “My ring!” 
“He has a ring in his mouth? Hey, start shooting!” Rob instructed. “I want that shot.” 
 “And I want my ring,” Christie whined. 
 “We’ll get it from him after you take a few shots. He can’t go anywhere.” 
 After snapping some pictures, Christie frowned. “Hey, where is it?” 
 “Are you sure that’s what he had?” Rob asked. “I couldn’t see whether he had anything or not.” 
“Yes, he must have taken it. I put it in that drawer yesterday.” She studied her camera screen. “Well, I don’t see anything in his mouth.” She swept the floor with her eyes. “Maybe he dropped it,” she said, retracing Rags’s steps. 
 The others joined her in the search. When no one could find the ring, Savannah put her hand up to her mouth. “Oh no.” 
 “What?” Christie asked. 
 “Did he swallow it?” 
 “Swallow it?” Christie shrieked. The photographer looked as if she would burst with anger. After a few moments, she asked quietly, “Does he really eat things like that?” 
 “Um, I’ve never known him to, but,” Savannah said more meekly, “there have been times when we couldn’t find something and suspected he swallowed it. If it was a small ring, I guess he could have gotten it down.” When she saw the anguish on Christie’s face, she said, “Let’s take a closer look around, shall we? It’s probably here someplace.” 
 “And, if we don’t find it?” Christie challenged. 
 “Well, then I guess we’ll take Rags to the clinic and have him x-rayed.” 
 Christie became more agitated. “What if it’s in him? How will you get it out? I need that ring. I’m breaking up with my fiancé tonight and I really have to give it back.” 
 “Holy cow,” Margaret exclaimed, “it’s an engagement ring?” 
When Savannah noticed Christie still waiting for an answer, she explained, “Um, well, normally, we would just wait for a swallowed object to come out of a cat. But, depending on how large the ring is, if it’s actually inside him, we may have to remove it surgically so it doesn’t tear the intestines.” 
 Savannah heard her aunt snicker and mutter, “Unbelievable.” 
 At the same time, Rob grinned from ear to ear and shook his head. When he saw Savannah looking at him, he said, “There’s another storyline. Man, we’ve got a goldmine in that cat.” 
 “Okay,” Savannah said with a sigh, “let’s take another look around. If we don’t find it, we’d better get him to the clinic.” 
 “He doesn’t look like he’s in any sort of discomfort,” Rob observed. “Can’t we do the photo shoot, then take him to get x-rayed?” 
 Savannah looked at Rags, then Christie. “Are you sure you saw him with the ring?” 
 “Well,” she stalled, “not exactly. But the ring was right there where he was pawing and it’s not there now.” 
 “Let’s look on the floor around the desk,” Savannah suggested. “Maybe he pulled it out and it bounced underneath.” 
 After everyone had participated in another thorough search, Savannah studied Rags. “He looks okay. Rob, how long do you think the session will take?” 
 Rob looked at Christie. “An hour?” 
 “There abouts, I imagine,” she agreed. 
 Savannah nodded. “Okay, let’s do it.” She looked sternly at Christie. “If you find it, please let me know. Here’s my number,” she said, reciting it and watching Christie punch it into her cell phone. 
 Rob clapped his hands. “All right, what I want is much the same as the last photo shoot. I want the cats to wander through the props. Savannah, did you bring the feather toy thing?” 
 “Yes, it’s in the car. I’ll get it.” 
 “Maggie, want to let the black cat out of the cage?” Rob asked. 
 “Yes.” She unlatched the door with one hand. “Shall I put Layla on the floor?” 
 Rob nodded. “Yes, there’s no way for them to get out, so we’re cool. Just let them do what cats do and we’ll match the photos to the storyline.” Once Savannah had returned with the wand toy, Rob said, “Jiggle that thing over the dinosaur, would you? I want one of the cats or all of them to acknowledge the dinosaur. Also the elephant. Good!” he said when he saw Layla walk up and sniff one of the props. “There!” he shouted. “Shoot the cats walking through that grassy plains area. That looks way cool.” 
 Nearly forty-five minutes later, after looking at some of the shots Christie had snapped of the three cats, Rob said, “I think that’s it. Great job, everyone. I do believe we have our next series of books in the bag.” 
 “Good. I’d better get the star to the clinic for his procedure,” Savannah said. 
 “Procedure?” Margaret questioned. 
 “The x-ray.” 
 “Oh that. Okay, come on Jack, let’s get you back into the carrier,” she said, picking up the large cat. “Now where’s Layla?” 
 After glancing around the room, Rob pointed. “There!” 
 “Awww. Isn’t that cute?” Margaret said. “She’s curled up on your jacket, Vannie.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Almost hidden. She must be cold.” Suddenly she looked concerned. “Is she okay? She’s not sick, is she?” 
 “Oh no. She’s just my delicate little girl,” Margaret explained. “You know Layla, she doesn’t move around much to get warm.” 
 Savannah gently petted Layla’s silky fur. “She was pretty active earlier—checking out the ladybugs, snails, flowers, and all.” She put Rags’s harness on him and took hold of his leash. “Well, let’s go. Thanks Rob and Christie. I’ll call and let you know what we find in the x-ray.” 
 “Hopefully, it’s there,” Christie said. “I mean, where else could it be?” 
 Savannah started to respond. Instead, she turned to Rob, who was holding Jack’s carrier. “We’ll see you and Cheryl at Lily’s birthday party, right?” 
 “Yes. Wouldn’t miss it,” he said. “Cheryl’s looking forward to shopping for her birthday gift.” 
 Savannah frowned. “You guys don’t need to bring a gift.” 
 “Oh, yes we do. You don’t want to disappoint Cheryl, do you?” 
 “That’s nice of you. Okay, we’ll see you in a few weeks.” 
 Once in the car, Savannah suggested to her aunt, “I’ll take you and your cats home before I go to the clinic. You don’t want to go with me, do you?”
 “Well, I’d like to take the cats home.” Margaret chuckled. “But no way do I want to miss seeing the x-ray with that ring inside your cat.” 
 Savannah looked at her for a few moments and shook her head before driving off. 
 
 **** 
“Hi, Scarlett,” Savannah greeted a little later when she and Margaret arrived at the clinic. “We have Rags here for his photograph.” 
 The receptionist looked confused. “Photograph?” 
 “Yeah, x-ray. Some gal downtown thinks he swallowed her engagement ring.” 
 Scarlett looked at her and started laughing. “You’re pulling my leg, right?” 
 “No,” Margaret said. “And I don’t know why the gal’s so eager to have it back; she’s breaking up with her fiancé tonight.” 
 “For real?” When Michael walked into the reception area, Scarlett said, “Oh, Dr. Mike, I guess you’re expecting your cat.” She squinted at Savannah, who held Rags in her arms. “He really swallowed a ring?” She reached up and petted Rags. “I thought he was smarter than that.” 
 “According to the photographer, he did,” Margaret said. “But no one saw it happen.” She narrowed her eyes in contemplation. “I don’t think anyone actually even saw a ring, did they?” 
 Savannah shook her head. “I don’t think so.” 
 Michael stood staring at the cat for a moment. “Do we need to take x-rays or not?” 
 Savannah sighed. “Well, according to Miss Christie, the photographer, he ate her ring. Frankly, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t do that.” 
 “On the other hand,” Margaret said, trying to conceal a snicker, “you may find all sorts of things inside that cat—your missing earring, one of Lily’s shoes, some of his toys…” 
 Michael winced. “Well, let’s hope not. I sure don’t want to do surgery on a healthy cat.” 
 “Can’t you just let it take its course?” Margaret asked. 
 “Depending on the size and style of the ring, Maggie, it could be dangerous.” Michael picked up the chart Scarlett had placed in the caddy for him and led Savannah down the hallway with Rags. 
 Fifteen minutes later, Savannah emerged into the reception area leading Rags on his leash and with a big smile on her face. “No ring,” she announced. 
 “Oh,” Margaret said. 
“Auntie, you sound disappointed.” 
“Well, I guess that’s good, but dang, I wanted to see the x-ray. Are you sure the ring isn’t hiding behind something in there? His lunch, maybe?” 
 “He hasn’t had any lunch,” Savannah said. “No, Michael was very thorough—he took pictures from all angles. There’s no ring inside Rags.” 
 “You don’t suppose one of my cats ate it, do you?” 
 “When would they have done it? They weren’t anywhere near Rags when he…allegedly…took the ring. It probably dropped out of the drawer and is hiding out someplace. She’ll find it.” She nudged her aunt. “Come on, I’d better get home to Lily.” 
 The women had just slipped into Savannah’s car when her phone rang. “Oh, it’s Christie, I’d better take it. Hi, Christie,” she said, “I was just going to call you.” 
 “Yes, I was wondering how the x-ray session went. Will poor Rags have to have surgery to remove the ring?” 
 “He doesn’t have the ring.” All she heard was silence. “Christie, are you there?” 
 “Well, where is it, then?” the photographer asked, an edge to her voice. “I saw him pick it up with his paw and run off with it. You all saw that, didn’t you?” 
 “Not really,” Savannah said. “I saw him reach into the drawer, but I didn’t see what he pulled out, if anything and I never did see anything in his mouth. I don’t think you did, either, did you?” 
 “Well, no. But that’s where I put the ring and now it’s gone. It had to be the cat. What am I supposed to do now? I have to give it back tonight. How can I break up without the ring? How do I explain this, Savannah?” 
 “I don’t know. All I can tell you is that Rags doesn’t have the ring. You might look around your studio again.” 
 “Or you ripped me off,” Christie said defiantly. 
“What?” 
“You found the ring inside your cat and you’re keeping it.” 
“Oh my gosh,” Savannah said to Margaret. “She hung up on me. She’s accusing me of stealing her ring.” 
Margaret laughed. “How are you ever going to get your children’s picture taken by a professional in this city?” 
“What?” 
“You’ve made every photographer in town mad at you.” 
“Oh, I guess I have.” Savannah rested her head in one hand for a moment and muttered, “Oh no, what’s Rob going to say?” 
“I hope he can get the photographs from her.” 
“What do you mean? There should be no problem. He’ll pay for them, of course.” 
Margaret faced her niece. “There could be a problem if she chooses to hold the pictures hostage until you return her ring.” 
“I don’t have her ring,” Savannah insisted. 
“People get punished for things they didn’t do all the time,” Margaret reminded her. “I’d say Rob’s going to be mad at you.” 
After thinking about it for a few moments, Savannah asked, “What should I do, go out and buy another ring?” Letting out a deep sigh, she started the car and drove out of the parking lot. “Hey, maybe she’s a scammer, just pretending she had a diamond ring when she really didn’t.” 
“Oh, Vannie, you have such an imagination.” 
 
 **** 
“She accused me of stealing her ring, then hung up on me,” Savannah told Michael later that afternoon. 
 He thinned his lips. “She can’t be serious.” Before Savannah could respond, he said, “Your phone’s chirping.” 
 After looking at the screen, she slumped. “Oh gosh, it’s Rob. What am I going to tell him? What has she told him?” 
 “Answer the call and find out,” Michael suggested. 
 “Hi, Rob.” 
 “Hi. How are you?” 
 “Well, pretty good, except that I think I’ve ticked off another photographer.” 
 Rob laughed. “Yeah. Your cat seems to be pretty good at that.” 
 “She thinks we found her ring, took it out of Rags, and are keeping it.” 
 “I know,” Rob said. “I told her that was preposterous—that you and Michael are honest people, but she’s on a rant. Cheryl says there’s probably a lot of emotion around that ring and she’s just not thinking rationally.” He hesitated before saying, “She wants to have you arrested.” 
 “Arrested!” Savannah shouted. Before she could speak again, she began to cry. “Oh, Rob can she do that? That’s awful. I haven’t done anything wrong. We can show her the x-rays. Rags did not swallow that ring. It’s nowhere in his system.” 
 “I’m not sure she can be convinced. But, yeah, get those x-rays in case you need them for some sort of proof.” 
 “But how will we prove the ring didn’t pass through his system before we took the x-rays?” 
 “Come on, Savannah,” Rob soothed, “let’s not borrow trouble. We don’t even know if Rags ever had that ring. The burden of proof is on Christie, not you.” 
 Before she could respond, Michael appeared in the doorway a solemn look on his face. “Deputy Ben’s here. He wants to talk to you.” 
 “Oh, my gosh,” Savannah said. “Rob, the police are here to see me. What am I going to do?”
 “Calm down, Savannah. Just tell the truth; that’s all,” Rob said gently. “Call me back, will you?” He then asked, “Michael’s there with you, isn’t he?” 
 “Yes,” she said. “He’s here. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 After ending the call, Savannah took a deep breath, dabbed at her eyes, and walked into the living room where Deputy Ben and Deputy Franco stood. “Sit down, won’t you?” she invited. “I hear my cat has gotten me into some real trouble this time.” 
 Ben nodded. “But I don’t think it’s anything we can’t disprove.” He cleared his throat. “Where is your cat…Rags?” 
 “Um…” she looked around the room. “I’ll go find him.” She turned to Ben and asked, “Why?”
 “He’s evidence,” Deputy Franco said. 
 “Evidence? You’re not going to impound him, are you?” 
 “Just go get him, would you?” 
 “Sure,” she said, heading toward their bedroom. She returned with the cat in her arms. 
 “Hold him there, so I can look at his underside,” Ben instructed. 
 Savannah winced. “We did not do surgery on him, Ben.” 
 After examining Rags, Ben looked her in the eyes. “I can see that. Okay, you can let him go.” He then asked, “Dr. Mike, how long does it take for a cat to—you know—eliminate a foreign object?” 
 “As soon as six to eight hours of ingesting it and up to two days. Savannah brought him in for x-rays…” he looked at Savannah, “…how soon after he was accused of eating the ring, hon?” 
 She lowered herself onto an overstuffed chair. “No more than ninety minutes—two hours max.” 
 Michael grinned. “The x-rays showed no foreign objects anywhere in his system. Rags is not the culprit in the case of the missing ring.” 
 “Can we see the x-rays?” 
 “Certainly,” Michael said. When he noticed Ben staring back at him, he asked, “Do you mean now?” 
 “If you don’t mind. The woman has demanded we arrest Savannah. So I think it would be to your benefit if we saw the x-rays now.” He glanced at his partner. “Franco and I will go with you to the clinic, if that’s okay.” 
 “Sure thing.” Michael glanced at Savannah, who had a look of terror on her face. “We’ll be right back,” he said, leaning over and kissing her on top of the head. 
When he returned nearly twenty minutes later, the deputies accompanied him into the house. 
“Now what?” she asked in a panic. 
“We just have a few more questions before we talk to the photographer again.” 
“Sit down, gentlemen,” Michael invited. 
“Thanks. Now Savannah,” Ben said, “tell me exactly what you observed this morning when you were at the photographer’s studio—I mean with relationship to the drawer where the ring was allegedly kept.” 
“Well,” she said, “Rags was snooping around like he always does when we go somewhere new. He jumped up on her desk and found this open drawer.” 
“So the drawer was standing open when you first saw it?” he asked. 
“Yes, it was open just a little and Rags stuck his paw in there.” 
“Did you see the ring?”
 “No.” 
“Not loose in the drawer or in the cat’s mouth or paws or anywhere else?” 
“No, I never saw a ring at all,” she said. “Neither did my aunt or Rob. I don’t think Christie did, either. I mean, she said she didn’t actually see him with the ring, she just noticed it was missing and figured he must have taken it. We looked everywhere and couldn’t find it.” 
 Deputy Franco asked, “What about the other cats? You were photographing other cats, too, weren’t you?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, but neither of them was up on the desk near the drawer. Jack was still in his carrier and my aunt was holding Layla. They didn’t go near Rags when all of this was going on. Anyway, neither of them is prone to eating foreign objects.” 
 “And your cat is?” Deputy Franco asked. 
 “No. He carries things around in his mouth, but he doesn’t eat them. He’s never done that, as far as I know.” 
 Ben stared at Savannah and gazed at Rags, then pushed his hands against his knees as he stood. “Okay, thanks a lot, Savannah. That’s helpful. We’re going to go talk to the photographer now.” 
 Before the deputies reached the door, however, something caught Franco’s eye. “What’s this?” he asked, a somber look on his face. 
 Michael gazed in the direction Franco stared. “What?” 
 The deputy lifted the edge of the evening newspaper to reveal a sparkling diamond ring. He stared questioningly at Savannah. 
 When she saw what he was looking at, she explained, “Oh, that’s the ring we told Deputy Jim about a few days ago—the one in the pouch with the money.” 
 “What pouch?” Ben asked. 
 She let out a sigh. “Well, I guess someone put it in my purse while I was at the library the other day.” She shook her head wearily. “I don’t know. All I know is that when I got home later in the afternoon, that pouch there,” she pointed, “was in my purse with a wad of cash and that ring in it.” When she saw the two deputies looking at her rather suspiciously, she added, “We reported it. Deputy Jim wrote a report.” 
 Franco picked up the ring and studied it, then looked at Savannah. He set the ring down, pulled out his cell phone, and took a couple of photos. 
 “I guess no one has called the sheriff’s office to claim the pouch,” Savannah said. “I haven’t heard anything.” 
 Ben shrugged. “Not that I know of.” 
 Franco stared at Savannah for a moment. “So why do you have the ring out, may I ask?” 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah said. “Earlier I was just looking at it—wondering where it came from; envisioning whose it might be. I’ve been trying to remember all the people I saw at the library that day.” She focused on Ben’s face, then Franco’s. “Well, you guys were there. Did you recognize anyone you know to be a thief or see anything unusual? I sort of thought maybe someone had stolen it and when they saw uniformed officers, they ditched it in the nearest purse.” 
 “Yeah, that’s probably it,” Ben said. 
 Franco took another look at the ring, glanced at Savannah, then followed his partner out through the front door. 
 
 **** 
“Savannah, aren’t you going to eat your dinner?” Michael asked later that evening. 
 “I’m just not hungry,” she said, tears streaming down her face. 
 “What’s wrong, hon?” 
 “What’s wrong? I’m being accused of theft—grand larceny, maybe. I have one woman trying to extort money from me for a free trip abroad and another woman trying to scam me out of money that isn’t mine.” Her voice became a mere squeak when she said, “Michael, I could go to jail for something I didn’t do.” 
 “Now, honey, that’s not going to happen. You haven’t done anything wrong. There’s nothing for you to worry about.” 
 “Nothing to worry about? Michael, who’s going to help you raise our little girl? Am I going to have our baby boy in a prison hospital? I love my life.” She began to sob. “And it may be over. I may never see the light of day, or you, or our children again.” 
 Michael stood and approached his wife. He cradled her in his arms and whispered in her ear, “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” 
 At that, Savannah broke away from him and rushed out of the room. Michael grimaced when he heard the bedroom door slam. At the same time, Savannah’s phone rang. Michael ran his hand through his hair and walked to where the phone was charging in the dining room. He picked it up. “Hello, Maggie. Savannah’s…um…I don’t think she’s taking calls this evening.” 
 “Is she sick?” Margaret asked. 
 “No, just really upset.” 
 “About what?” 
 “Well, for starters, that photographer gal has filed a police report against her. She’s accusing Savannah of stealing her ring.” 
 “Oh, my God,” Margaret said. “That’s just crazy. And Vannie thinks someone will believe that gal’s accusations?” 
 “I guess she does. She’s already worried about having the baby in prison.” 
 “Well, she is pregnant and pregnant women get kind of crazy sometimes.” 
 “Yeah, they do,” Michael agreed. “But this is a very real situation—I mean, Savannah was interrogated tonight by sheriff’s deputies. They looked Rags over to see if we’d done surgery on him. Ben said Rags is evidence.” 
 Margaret was quiet for a moment, then asked, “Did they question the street urchin?” 
 “What street urchin?” Michael asked. 
 “Maybe Vannie didn’t see her.” 
 “See who?” 
 “Well, while Vannie was getting Rags out of the car and talking to Rob, I saw someone come out of the photography studio. She was a very young-looking hippie-type gal. I figured, by the way she was dressed, she was a street person and I actually wondered at the time what business she had in a photography studio. Michael, you know how nosey I am.” 
 “So you’re saying this gal came out of the studio just before you went in with Rob and the cats?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “And when you went in,” Michael asked, “where was this Christie woman—the photographer?” 
 “I guess in another room. The studio was empty. She joined us in there like a minute or so after we’d arrived.” Margaret took a breath and stated more confidently, “And, Michael, that drawer was already open. I mean it was open when we got there—it had to be, because Christie didn’t go near the desk until Rags jumped up there and started nosing around in that open drawer.” 
 “Well, Maggie, that’s really helpful. I’m going to run that by Savannah right now…if she’ll talk to me. Or maybe I’ll call Deputy Ben. Oh wait,” he said, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “You know what? That’s Craig on my phone. I think I’ll talk to him about it. Okay if he calls you this evening if he needs more information?” 
 “Sure. Anytime. Bye, Michael.” 
 “Hello Detective. How are you getting along after your…um…ordeal?” 
 “Pretty good, Michael. You know, I don’t take that crap like I did in my younger days. It’s hard on an old guy.” 
 “I’ll bet,” Michael agreed in a sympathetic tone. He said more intently, “Nobody should have to take a beating like that.”
 “Yeah. You got that right. Hey, Michael, I hear Savannah has gotten herself into some sort of a pickle.” 
 “She sure has.” Michael hesitated, then asked, “Which pickle are you referring to? She seems to have people coming at her from all directions.” 
Craig cleared his throat. “Let’s talk about what happened today. As I understand it, someone pressed charges against her because they believe your cat ate a ring.” 
 “Yes, but Craig, I just talked to Maggie. She was with Savannah and the cats at the photo studio today. She said she saw someone leave the studio just before they went inside. She suspects that this gal—a street urchin, she called her—could have taken the ring. She said the drawer where the ring was evidently kept, was open a little when she and Savannah arrived. And no one—not Rob, Maggie, Savannah, or even the photographer—actually saw Rags with the ring.” 
 “Oh, that certainly does give the situation a new dimension. I wonder if the photographer knows this gal or knows she was there today.” 
“Maggie said the photographer was nowhere to be seen when they entered the studio. She came in from the back a few minutes after they’d arrived.” 
“Hmmm. Thanks, Michael. I’m meeting with the photographer and the deputies at the station in a few minutes. I’ll see what I can find out about this mysterious other woman.” He cleared his throat and coughed. “So the x-ray you took showed no foreign objects in the cat, right?” 
 “That’s right. Ben has copies of the x-rays.” 
 “And it would be too soon for him to have passed it through his system before you took the x-ray.” 
 “Yes,” Michael said. “And there was, as I understand it, no opportunity.” When Craig didn’t respond, Michael said, “He had no potty breaks from the time he was alleged to have swallowed the ring until we took the x-rays.” 
 “Okay. I think I’ll call Maggie and ask her about the…um…street urchin. So Savannah didn’t notice this gal?” 
 “Maggie doesn’t think so. She said Savannah and Rob were getting the cats out of the back of the car when Maggie saw the girl leave the studio.” 
 “Where’d she go?” Craig asked. “Did Maggie say?” 
 “I don’t know. You’d better ask her.” 
 “Thanks Michael. Just tell Savannah we’re on it.” 
 “She’ll be comforted in knowing that, Craig. Thank you.” 
 “Certainly. Good night.” 





Chapter 7
  
“Good morning,” Savannah said the next day when she saw her aunt approaching. “Out for a walk, are you?” 
“Yeah, it’s such a nice day. Our thermometer registered fifty-nine just now. I thought I’d take advantage of the heat wave.” Margaret stepped closer to Savannah. “Playing farmer, I see…or is it cowgirl?” 
 “Just giving Rags a little Peaches time,” Savannah said, smiling as she watched the cat jump up onto the corral railing and rub his head against the mare’s muzzle. “They sure are buddies, these two.” 
 “Unlikely friends,” Margaret said, petting Rags. When Lily held her little arms out, she took the toddler from Savannah. “Hi, you sweet thing,” she murmured. 
“Horsie,” Lily said. 
 “Do you like the horsie, too?” 
 The toddler nodded. “My horsie.” 
 Margaret pointed. “Oh, my gosh, look at that. Rags is kneading her mane. I’ve never seen a cat who was so interested in a horse before—and so brave. Aren’t you afraid he’ll get stepped on by those big clodhoppers of hers?” 
“Rags is pretty careful around her. He stays up on the fence, mostly—doesn’t wander among her hooves. I’m fairly certain Peaches would never step on him…on purpose, anyway.” 
 “So the horse likes the cat, too?” Margaret asked. 
Savannah smiled. “She sure does. Once, when I brought Rags out here to see her, Peaches was rubbing against the fence—scratching an itch, I guess—and Rags climbed on her back and just lay there for a while, sort of riding around on her.” 
“Oops,” Margaret said, when Rags almost fell. “Peaches moved out from under him. Now what’s he doing?” 
“Oh, he likes to get into her feed bin and watch her eat,” Savannah explained. “Isn’t that a kick?” 
 Margaret laughed. “He’s trying to play with the hay sticking out of her mouth. Yikes, he’s going to get his paw bitten by those big horse teeth. What cat does that?” 
 “And what horse lets them?” Savannah added. “You know, I sometimes bring Rags out here while I work Peaches in the exercise ring. That’s one time when I don’t have to worry about him running off.” 
“You’re still exercising her?” 
“Yes, as often as I can—mostly from the ground.” She chuckled. “And Rags usually sits on the railing, right there,” she pointed, “and watches her go around and around. Sometimes she stops and nuzzles him or knickers at him as she trots past.” She sighed and gazed at her mare. “I think I’ll board her at Bonnie’s stables for the rest of the winter, though. Rags will miss her. So will I, but we have so much going on and the weather will only get worse. I think Peaches will be happier and get more exercise at Bonnie’s.” 
“Has Rob photographed Rags with the horse?” Margaret asked. “Now, that would make some interesting YouTube clips, don’t you think so?” 
 “Yeah, I’ll have to mention it to him. He’s always hungry for new ways to promote Rags. You’re right, he’d get a kick out of this.” She took Rags’s leash. “Well, we’d better go in.” She looked at her aunt. “Want a cup of coffee? Or you can join me in a cup of tea.” 
 “Yeah, coffee, if you have it.” She peered at her niece as they walked toward the house. “Are you feeling better after a good night’s sleep?” 
 “Yes, actually,” Savannah said. “I didn’t sleep much. But Michael told me this morning that Craig’s on the case—the one involving the photographer’s ring. That helps a lot.” She spoke more excitedly. “He said you saw someone leave the studio before we went inside.” Eying her aunt suspiciously, she asked, “You didn’t make that up, did you?” 
 Margaret insisted, “No! I absolutely did not. I can describe the gal to a T. In fact, I did describe her to Craig. I wonder what Christie said about her. I wonder if she knows her.” She leaned toward Savannah. “I’ll bet a thousand smackeroos that girl took Christie’s ring.” 
 “Let’s hope so and let’s hope they can catch her with it.” 
 “Oh, Vannie, she’s probably hocked it by now.” 
 Savannah’s eyes widened. “Pawn shops!” 
 “Huh?”
 “They should look in local pawn shops.” 
 “Yeah, I imagine that’s part of their plan.” Margaret addressed her niece more seriously as they stepped into the kitchen, “They’ll find the ring and the thief. Don’t you worry.” 
 “I’ll try not to,” Savannah said. “It’s just that…” 
 “What?” Margaret questioned, sitting down with Lily. 
 Savannah poured a cup of coffee and placed it on the table out of the toddler’s reach, then she sat down across from her aunt. “Well, the possible outcome for me is so dreary. I’m really kind of scared.” When Margaret stared at her, she explained, “People are wrongfully arrested all the time. We don’t even know how many innocent people are in jail.” 
 Before Margaret could respond, her phone rang. She picked it up. “It’s Craig. Hi, Craig.” 
 “Hi, where are you? I’d like to show you something.” 
 “At Savannah’s. Where are you?” 
 “On my way to your house.” 
 “Well, just come on past our house to Savannah’s. She’ll probably fix you a cup of coffee.” She looked at her niece, who nodded. 
 Minutes later, Savannah was sobbing in Craig’s arms. “What’s wrong, honey?” he asked, flashing Margaret a puzzled look. 
 Savannah pulled back and wiped her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m so emotional this morning. And last night…” She blotted at her eyes with a tissue. “…last night, I snapped at Michael and went to bed early.” She chuckled through her tears. “I even slammed the bedroom door.” 
 “That’s not like you,” Craig said. He grinned impishly at her. “Or is it?” 
 “Yeah, it’s not like me to be accused of being a thief, either.” She looked at Craig and grimaced. “And I’m not used to seeing you all beat up.” She clenched her teeth. “It just makes me so angry that someone could do that to you.” 
 He pulled her into a bear hug and patted her back a few times. “I’m okay.” He stepped back and smiled. “I look better, don’t you think so?” 
Savannah nodded. “Yes, better.” She studied the bruises and abrasions still visible on his face. “But you still look awful.” 
 “Thanks a lot,” he said, glancing at the kitchen counter. “Now, where’s that coffee?” He pulled out a chair and sat down. “Got any of your delicious cobbler or a pie, maybe?” 
 “Actually, yes,” Savannah said, wiping at her tears again as she headed for the refrigerator. “Auntie, want a piece of blueberry cobbler? I’ll heat it up for you.” 
 “Sounds good.” When Lily began to wiggle in her lap, Margaret eased her down to the floor, then looked at Craig. “So, what do you want to see me about?” 
 He took a small envelope from his jacket pocket. “I have some pictures I want to show you.” 
 “Did you ask that photographer bitch about the street urchin?” Margaret asked. 
 He shook his head. “She doesn’t know what you’re talking about. She said there was no one in her studio—that she unlocked the door for you.” 
 “That’s just not true!” Margaret snapped. “Christie was nowhere to be seen when we walked into that studio.” 
 Craig took a deep breath. “Yeah, that’s what Rob said, too. He’d already been inside talking to the photographer in the back room. He says the door was unlocked at least five—maybe ten—minutes before you arrived. He said he noticed you through the window when you pulled up and he came out to help with the cats. Now, Maggie, was it after he came out that the…um…street urchin came out?”
 Her face brightened. “Yes. So she must have been inside when Rob was there. Didn’t he see her?” 
 “He claims he didn’t, but she could have crouched behind that desk when he walked past it toward the front door.” 
“Or the props,” Savannah suggested. 
“Props?” Craig asked. 
“Yeah,” Margaret agreed. “There were these wooden props with trees and animals painted on them when we were there. She sure could have hidden in that jungle.” 
Craig stared at Margaret for a moment, then he laid the photographs in front of her. “Do you recognize any of these women?” 
 Margaret studied each photograph. “Gosh, it’s hard to tell. If I saw her in that getup, I could ID her in a hot minute.” 
 “What getup?” Craig asked. 
 “Her hippie getup. Remember, I told you she was wearing a filmy, flowing dress with a little bolero thing on top.” 
 “Bolero?” he questioned. 
 “A shrug, sort of like a vest in a way—a short jacket. It was turquoise with sparkles—you know, rhinestones or sequins. Her hair, as I told you last night, was blond and short, sort of wild and swirly and she wore a wide turquoise band around her head.” 
 “So you don’t recognize any of these women?” 
 She looked at the photographs again and shook her head. “Actually, it could be any one of them, except that one,” she said, pointing at a brunette. “Unless she wore a blond wig. I just didn’t pay any attention to the gal’s face.” 
 Craig gathered the photos into a stack and sat back in his chair. He picked up the coffee mug Savannah had placed in front of him. After taking a sip, he said, “The owner of the beauty salon next door gave me a similar description.” He pulled out a piece of paper, unfolded it, and spread it out in front of Margaret. 
 “That’s her! Yes. That’s the gal I saw leaving the studio yesterday. Where’d that picture come from?” she asked. 
 “The surveillance camera outside the beauty salon.” 
 “So who is she?” Margaret asked. 
 “Perhaps a client of the photographer,” he said. “But I suspect she might be a relative or a friend. We haven’t gotten that far in the investigation.” He positioned the other photos next to the printout. “Now do you recognize her?” 
 “Yeah, that could be her right there,” Margaret said, pointing. “Don’t you think so?” 
He nodded, put the photos away, and had started to take a bite of his cobbler when his phone chimed. He looked at the screen, then answered, “Sledge here. Well, that’s not what I wanted to hear. But thanks for letting me know.” Craig pocketed his phone and picked up his fork again. “Bad news,” he said, before taking the bite. 
 “What?” Savannah asked hesitantly. 
 “They haven’t been able to find the ring at any of the local pawn shops. They’ll start looking in nearby towns.” He dropped his eyes. “And she’s still pressing charges. She still believes you and your cat had something to do with that ring going missing.” 
 “What a bunch of crap,” Margaret said in Savannah’s defense. 
 “We know that, but we’ll have to go the extra mile to make sure the complainant knows it and that she’ll remove her talons from Savannah’s throat.” He glanced at the women, then continued eating his cobbler. Once he’d finished, he took a swig of coffee, stood, and headed toward the door. “I’d better go.” 
 “Thanks, Craig,” Savannah murmured. 
 He gave her an off-handed salute and left. 
 After a few moments, Margaret asked more cheerfully, “When’s your mom coming? She’ll be here for Christmas won’t she?”
 “Yes, she’s coming for Lily’s birthday party and she’ll stay through Christmas. Adam will be here, too. We’ll have a full house.” 
 “Well, with two rooms to spare,” Margaret reminded her. 
 “Yeah, want to come stay with us? We can have a slumber party.” 
 Margaret grinned. “Naw. I think it’s more peaceful at my house.” When she noticed her niece stand and move toward the kitchen window, she said, “You know, I think you could use some cheering up. It’s a nice day, why don’t you go ride your horse or something? I’ll entertain Lily.” 
 Savannah looked at her aunt. “Really?” When Margaret nodded, she said, “I’d love that, but I promised Michael I wouldn’t ride alone.” She rubbed her belly. “Especially now.” She faced Margaret. “Can I take a rain check? Michael and I have an appointment with an attorney at noon today. But maybe Bonnie or Shelly can ride with me this afternoon or later this week, if your offer still stands.” 
“Sure. Who’s watching Lily when you go to the attorney?” 
“Oh, I figured we’d take her with us.” She hugged her aunt. “But I’m definitely interested in going out for a little ride, if you really don’t mind watching her. Let me see what I can work out and I’ll call you later.” 
 
 **** 
Savannah and Michael arrived at the attorney’s office at noon and were ushered in directly. 
 “Dr. and Mrs. Ivey, I’m Veronica Ruiz. I understand my friend, Detective Sledge, referred you to me.” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said, taking a seat and placing Lily on her lap. Michael sat next to his wife and the attorney returned to her chair behind the desk. 
 “What an adorable child,” Ms. Ruiz said. 
“Thank you.” Savannah took Lily’s jacket off her and pulled a baby snack out of her purse. 
The attorney smiled, then said, “So, as I understand it, you’re being hassled or harassed by two women for, seemingly, two different reasons.” 
 Savannah glanced at Michael, then looked at the attorney. “Three, actually.” 
 Looking puzzled, Ms. Ruiz repeated, “Three?” 
 “Yeah,” Michael said, “but we’re not here to talk about the most recent problem. Let’s see if we can deal with the extortionist and the scammer first, shall we?” 
 Ms. Ruiz thinned her lips and stared at Michael for a moment. She then opened a folder. “Mrs. Ivey…” she started. 
 “You can call me Savannah.” 
 “Okay, Savannah, why don’t you tell me everything you know about the sweater incident and the—shall we call it the pouch incident?” Once Savannah had told her story, the attorney asked a few more questions, then said, “All right, this is what we’re going to do. I’ll have a chat with Mrs. Kittredge’s attorney and we’ll get that sweater so we can examine it. Along with that, I want to talk to some of the people who were in the library at the time of the incidents. We want eyewitnesses. There are probably people who saw something, but didn’t know that what they saw was of any consequence. Savannah, we’ll rely on the list of the people you recall being there—I know you and your aunt met some of them by name when you were autographing books. Am I correct?” 
 “Well yes. Actually,” Savannah said, pulling a piece of paper from her purse and handing it to the attorney, “I’ve made a list.” 
 After looking the list over, Ms. Ruiz said, “This is great. Thank you. I’ll talk to the librarian and any employees and volunteers who were on duty that day. Once we have the particulars of the case—hopefully from credible eyewitnesses—we’ll respond to Ms. Kittredge’s demand with one of our own, which I recommend should include harassment. By the way, I’d like to have the note you told me about—the one that came in through the window.” 
 “Oh, it didn’t occur to me to bring that,” Michael said. “Yeah, we still have it.” 
 “Good.” She focused on Savannah. “Do you have recordings from both of the women who’ve been calling you?” 
 “I think so.” 
 “Can you get those to me ASAP, as well?” 
 Savannah nodded. 
 “Okay, then I want you to go home and relax. Go about your day without letting these two concern you. We’ll take over your worry from here.” 
 “So we may not have to go to court?” Savannah asked hesitantly. 
 Veronica Ruiz looked at her. “I can’t guarantee that. But I can promise you that if we do end up in court, from what I know of you and the accusations, you’ll be walking out of there in better shape than when you went in.” 
 “Better shape?” Michael asked. 
 “Yes, financially and emotionally,” Ms. Ruiz explained. 
 Michael shook his head and winced. “Hey, we aren’t after money. We just want justice and peace.” 
 Savannah nodded. 
 The attorney stared at the couple for several moments. “Whatever you want. You’re the client.” She stood and reached her hand out to Savannah and then Michael. “For now, just take it easy. I’ll be in touch.” She smiled at the couple. “So what do you and your baby have planned for this afternoon?” 
 Michael glanced at Savannah. “Well, I’m going back to work.” 
 “Lily’s going to entertain her great aunt,” Savannah said, “and I’m getting out of Dodge.” When Ms. Ruiz tilted her head, Savannah explained, “I’m taking my horse out for a ride so she can get some exercise and I can, maybe, clear some cobwebs from my head.” 
 The attorney smiled. “Sounds wonderful.” 
 
 **** 
“I’m so glad you could come out and play this afternoon,” Savannah said later that day as she and her friend Bonnie rode slowly along the trail leading into the nearby foothills. She patted her mare’s neck. “I’ve sure missed taking Peaches for a real ride.” 
 Bonnie glanced at the mare. “I think she’s missed it, too. She seems happy to be out.” 
 “Yeah, and happy to be with her kind.” When Bonnie looked puzzled, Savannah said, “Another horse. She probably thinks she’s a human, or a dog or cat half the time.” 
 The women had been riding for about an hour when Savannah stopped her mare. “What’s that?” she asked, squinting into the distance. 
“Dang, it looks like someone’s been hurt.” Bonnie looked around. “I wonder if they were thrown from a horse or something.” 
Savannah felt her heart in her throat as she urged Peaches to follow Bonnie’s gelding toward the figure on the trail. “It’s a woman,” she said. “Do you think she’s drunk or on drugs? Bonnie, maybe we should call 911 and let them handle this.” 
When they saw the woman collapse into a heap along the edge of the trail, however, the riders urged their mounts ahead to where she lay. Savannah quickly dismounted and Bonnie took Peaches’s reins. “Hey,” Savannah said, shaking the injured woman a little. “Wake up. Are you hurt?” When she heard the woman moan, she gently rolled her over to get a better look. That’s when she saw the gash over the woman’s eye. Her blond hair was matted with blood and partially hid her face. “What happened?” Savannah looked around. “Were you on horseback?” 
 The woman rolled her head back and forth. She spoke haltingly, “Jerry did it…I didn’t think he would…he said he would kill me.” When she heard rustling in the brush, she panicked and tried to scramble to her feet. “Let me go,” she hissed. “He’s coming after me.” 
 “Just relax,” Savannah crooned. “It was the horses moving around. You’re okay. Bonnie, please toss me a bottle of water,” Savannah instructed while she removed her own t-shirt. She asked, “Can you help me hold her so I can try to clean this wound? It’s full of dirt and her hair’s stuck in it.” 
 “Sure,” Bonnie responded, sliding off her gelding and tying both horses to a sturdy shrub. 
 “Let’s roll her over onto her side while I pour water on the gash,” Savannah suggested. She dampened her t-shirt. “Someone attacked you?” Savannah asked as she blotted at the stranger’s face. 
 The woman nodded. “We came up here on his motorbike.” 
 “Yeah, I thought I heard one on the other side of the hill,” Bonnie said. 
 “We had another fight and he said…he…uh…was going to…uh…kill me.” She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, then opened them. “I didn’t want to come up here with him. He’s threatened to kill me before,” she wailed, “but I didn’t think he’d actually try to do it.” 
Once Savannah had cleaned the gash as best she could and wiped most of the blood from the woman’s hair, she got a better look at her and noticed something familiar. I know her, she thought. Where have I seen her before? She stood up and looked into the woman’s still somewhat dirty, tear-stained face and that’s when she remembered. She tightened her lips and asked without emotion, “So who is this Jerry—your fiancé?” 
 “Yes,” the woman said, taking a better look at Savannah. “How did you know?” Suddenly, she realized who she was talking to. “Oh, it’s you.” She turned her head to the side to avoid making eye contact. 
 “Should I call for help?” Bonnie asked. “How badly do you think she’s hurt?” 
 Savannah stood and looked around, trying to decide what to do next. She untied her hooded sweatshirt from the back of her saddle and slipped into it, zipping it up over her bra. “Well, I’m not sure,” she said leaning over the woman again. She poured more water on her blood-stained t-shirt and blotted at the woman’s wound. “I think you’ll need stitches. Can you hold this compress against your head?” She looked around for alternatives, but knew that probably the only reasonable way out for this woman was on the back of one of the horses. “Can you stand?” she asked her. 
 “Why?” the woman sneered. 
 “Christie, I don’t like this anymore than you do. But you need help and we’re the only ones here. You could have a concussion. What did he hit you with, anyway?” 
 “A rock. He knocked me down and I hit my head on a rock.” 
 Savannah winced. She looked over at Peaches and back at the photographer. “Do you think we could get you up on my horse?” 
 Christie lifted her head from the ground a little, then moaned and lowered it again. “I guess I have to if I want to get out of here.” 
 “I think you’re right. Now let me help you up.” 
 “Wait, Savannah,” Bonnie said, moving closer. “You shouldn’t be trying to lift her in your condition. Let me see if I can get her up on the horse.” 
 Savannah chuckled nervously. “How are you going to do it? She’s about twice your size.” 
 “What do you think I do all day?” Bonnie persisted. “I load hay, lift heavy saddles onto tall horses…” 
 “Okay,” Savannah interrupted. “Sorry, Bonnie. Yeah, you are one strong woman for your size.” When she saw her friend’s disgusted look, she snickered. “I mean, you are one strong woman. Come on, let’s see if we can get her up into my saddle.” 
 “Where will you ride?” Bonnie asked, helping to support Christie as she struggled to her feet. 
 Savannah shrugged. “I can walk.” 
 “Whoa,” Bonnie said when Christie began to collapse. “You’d probably better ride with her, Savannah. She’s pretty unsteady. You don’t want her to fall off the horse and suffer more injuries.” 
 Letting out a sigh, Savannah agreed, “Yeah, I could do that.” She looked around the area, then suggested, “Bonnie, hold her right there. I’m going to lead Peaches over near that rise.” Once she had Peaches in position, she dropped the reins on the ground. “Let’s see if she remembers how to stand ground-tied.” 
Bonnie chuckled. “Oh, she’ll remember. That was one of my most successful lessons with her.” 
“Okay, then let’s see if we can walk Christie up this incline and maybe she can get into the saddle by herself.” 
 Once they had Christie in position, Bonnie urged, “Now hold onto the horn and I’ll give you a boost. It’s not far.” 
 “Have you ridden a horse before?” Savannah asked. 
Christie shook her head. “I’ll ride behind the saddle. I don’t want to be responsible for steering this thing.” 
It took a couple of tries, but they got Christie onto the horse. As Savannah led Peaches out into the open, Bonnie edged up next to her and whispered, “Do you know that gal?” 
Savannah nodded. “Yeah, she’s one of the problems I wanted to get away from today.” She looked Bonnie in the eye. “She has pressed charges against me because she thinks Rags stole her engagement ring.” Savannah mounted her mare, then noticed Bonnie still standing in place staring at her and Christie. “Hey, let’s go, shall we? The lady needs stitches.” 
 The women had ridden for several minutes in silence, when Savannah said, “I thought you were breaking up with him.” 
 Christie hesitated, then complained, “I can’t do that until I get my damn ring back.” 
“You know that I don’t have your ring.”
 Christie remained silent, then said, “There’s no other possibility, is there?” 
 “Yes, there is, Christie. There has to be, because it wasn’t me. Have you talked to that blond woman my aunt saw coming out of your studio the day we were there?” 
 “No. She wouldn’t have taken it. She wasn’t anywhere near my studio that day.” 
 “Then why does she show up on a surveillance camera just outside the salon right next to your studio at that exact time?” Savannah huffed. 
 “The clock on the camera had to be wrong. She said she wasn’t there and I believe her.” 
 Savannah fumed for a moment as they rode along the trail, then asked, “Who is she? She must be someone you know.” 
 “My sister.” 
 “And your sister has a pristine record?” Savannah asked. “I mean, she’s always told you the truth? As far as you know she isn’t a thief?” 
 “No. She’s not thief. She’d never take from me. I’m her sister.” 
 “And you’ve never known her to do anything like this before?” Savannah pushed. 
 “No…well, just when she’s hungry or needs something. Then she only takes from strangers,” Christie admitted. 
 “So she’s a druggie?” Bonnie asked disgustedly. 
 Christie glared at Bonnie. 
“Well, is she?” Savannah asked. 
The photographer took a deep breath. “She has it under control. She just enjoys the lifestyle—no worries, no responsibility. I don’t blame her; being responsible sucks.” 
 “She never took anything from your parents or you before?” Savannah asked. 
 “Nothing of much value—just trinkets.” 
 “Just trinkets?” Bonnie said, shaking her head. 
Savannah felt a tightening in the pit of her stomach. Exasperated, she raised her voice. “Christie, she probably considered your ring a trinket. Gads, are you dense? What are you thinking? You’d rather accuse someone wrongly than to make your sister own up?” 
 “Well, it looked like your cat took it. You know that.” 
 “And you thought we lied to you about the x-rays. You saw the x-rays yourself, didn’t you?” 
 “Yeah, but how do I know you didn’t get the ring out of the cat and keep it?” 
 “How do I know you even had a ring at all?” Savannah insisted. 
 Christie was quiet for several minutes, then she said, “I’m sorry.” When Savannah didn’t respond, she added, “Jerry has it. He told me about it this afternoon when he brought me up here. I went ballistic.” She began to sob. “But he said he wasn’t breaking up with me, he just wanted the ring to pawn for some money. All along he planned to get it back from the pawn shop. He saw me put the ring in the drawer after our last fight, so he knew it was there. He must have taken it the night before when he came to pick me up for dinner. Or…” 
 “Or what?” Savannah asked. 
 “Or, my sister took it for him.” She spoke more quietly. “I have this funny feeling the two of them have hooked up.” 
“Sheesh,” Bonnie said. “And the plot thickens.” 
Christie sneered in Bonnie’s direction, then said, “Well, more power to them. I think I can do better than someone who lies, steals, and beats up women.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Yes, I imagine you can. You just need to believe in yourself and your values and…” she clenched her teeth, “stop being so quick to distrust people…and cats.” After thinking for a moment, Savannah said, “The authorities checked all the local pawn shops and didn’t find your ring.” 
 “Yeah, he said he drove to Straley. But he has since come into some money, and he got it back. I told him to just keep it and that’s when he got mad at me.” 
 “So when were you going to tell me that you’d made a mistake—that you knew we didn’t have your ring?” 
 Christie wept quietly. “I really am sorry.” 
 Savannah grimaced and chose not to respond. In fact, she didn’t say another word to the young woman until they entered her yard. “Here we are.” 
 “Wow, you have a nice place,” Christie said, looking around. 
 Bonnie quickly dismounted, tied her gelding to her horse trailer, and approached Savannah, who had slid out of her saddle. “I’ll help you get her down off there.” 
Savannah nodded. “Thanks. She seems to have gotten some strength back. I imagine I can get her into the house okay.” 
“All right,” Bonnie said, after they’d eased Christie down from the mare. “Got her?” she asked, watching to make sure Savannah could manage her. 
“I can walk,” Christie said, pulling her arm away. 
Bonnie took Peaches’s reins and started to lead her to the hitching post. She stopped. “Now, you want me to board her for the next few months, right?” 
“Yes,” Savannah said, “if you have the room.” 
“Sure do. No problem. Shall I just take her now?”
 Savannah reached up and patted her mare’s neck. She hugged her. “Yes, I guess that’s a good idea. Thank you, Bonnie.” 
“Yeah, thanks,” Christie said as she walked slowly toward the house with Savannah. 
“You probably don’t need an ambulance, do you?” Savannah asked the younger woman. “I can drive you over to Straley.” She lifted the makeshift compress Christie still held to her head. “Sure looks like you need stitches.” 
Christie hesitated. “You’d do that for me? No, I couldn’t pay for an ambulance.” She started to cry. “Jerry took just about every cent I’ve made since I’ve known him. He’s such a moocher.” 
 “Yes, I’ll take you,” Savannah said, sounding somewhat annoyed. “Let me check on my baby first.” 
Before they reached the wraparound porch, Margaret stepped out with Lily in her arms. “What happened?” she asked. When she got a good look at the injured woman’s face, she frowned and glanced from her to Savannah. “What’s she doing here? What happened to her?” 
Savannah laughed nervously. “I found her on the trail. Her former boyfriend evidently gave her a beating.” 
“Oh,” Margaret said, still appearing confused. 
“Auntie, let’s get Christie into the house. I’m going to take her to the hospital—I think she needs stitches. Can you watch Lily for another hour or so? Michael should be home by then. I’ll text him and let him know you’re waiting for him.” 
“Sure. No problem. Hey, have him pick her up at my house. I think I’ll take her over there for a while.” She looked again from Savannah to Christie. “Vannie, do you know what you’re doing?” 
“Yes. Christie can catch you up on the news. I’ll be right back,” she said, heading toward her bedroom to change her clothes. Before disappearing, she turned and demanded, “Christie, tell my aunt who took that ring.” 
 
 **** 
“So you’re off the hook with your accuser?” Michael asked Savannah later that evening after she’d returned from Straley. 
 “Yeah, lucky break. I guess her fiancé took the ring—or maybe her sister, who’s been seeing her fiancé did it.” 
 “That’s what Maggie told me. So how is the gal?” 
 “They were going to stitch her up and keep her overnight for observation. She called her parents. They took over from there.” 
“Oh good.” He hugged her. “So glad that awful ordeal is settled.” 
 She jumped excitedly. “Oh, I saw my sister at the hospital. She was doing rounds. It was cool seeing her in her element as Dr. Brianna Jordan.” 
 “I imagine so,” he said. “Was she surprised to see you?” 
 “Yes. Stunned and a little concerned at first, of course, thinking Lily or you had been admitted. But when I told her the story, she just shook her head and said something about Rags keeping things lively around here.” She picked up Lily and snuggled with her for a moment, then headed with her toward the kitchen. “Okay if we have sandwiches for dinner tonight, Michael?” 
 “No.” 
 “No?” She stopped and turned. 
 “No,” Michael repeated, smiling impishly. “We’re having chicken and rice casserole. Max sent some home with me when I picked up Lily.” 
 “Oh, that man. I just love him. I’ll heat it up. I’m hungry. I imagine you are, too.” 
 “It’s heated up, table’s set, and I made a salad.” He took Lily from her. “Wash up and let’s eat.” 
 Savannah looked her husband in the eyes. “And I just love you, too. How nice,” she said, hugging and kissing him. “Thank you.” 
 He reached down and rubbed her bulging tummy. “Anything for my girl and our baby boy.” As the two of them continued toward the kitchen with the toddler, Michael said, “Craig called. I told him what Maggie had told me about you finding that photographer beaten up and all. He was pretty surprised. He wondered how your cat was involved. He asked if Rags had gone on the trail ride.” 
 “What?” 
 “Well, he says this sounds like something orchestrated by your…what did he say?...unruly cat.” 
 Savannah nodded and reached out to pet Rags as he gave her a head-butt greeting. “Yeah, I guess his bent for finding himself in crazy situations is rubbing off on me.” 





Chapter 8
  
It was a couple of hours later when Michael handed Savannah her cell phone. “It’s Craig.” 
 “Oh, I didn’t hear it ring.” 
 “I know, you were singing too loudly.” 
 “Hi, Craig,” she said into the phone. 
 Craig chuckled. “Did Michael say you were singing?” 
 “Yeah, Lily and I were doing karaoke.” 
 “Oh,” he said, trying to picture it in his mind. “Well, anyway, kiddo, I got a call from the department a few minutes ago saying that someone came in today asking about a wad of cash and a diamond ring.” 
 “Oh? Probably that woman who’s been harassing me.” 
 “I don’t think so, Savannah. Wait until you hear who it was.” 
 “Who?” 
 “Lenore Kittredge’s sisters.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “Yeah, they told Jim that their mother died last month and they’ve been going through her things, trying to inventory it. They’d taken a break Thanksgiving week and when they went back to their mother’s house, they noticed that a couple of things were missing. Get this, Savannah—a large diamond ring as well as a wad of cash. From what Jim said, the sisters seemed pretty quick to accuse the third sister, Lenore. Evidently, the last time they saw those things in the home was the day your cat barfed on Mrs. Kittredge’s sweater—that very morning. The next time they went to the house, those things were gone.” 
 “Wow!” 
 “Now, what I want to know is how did that pouch get from Lenore Kittredge’s person into your purse? Did she take it out of her pocket or handbag to look at it and inadvertently drop it into your purse? Or did the cat get a hold of it and put it in there? That’s the one thing we don’t know yet—how you ended up with it. But what we learned today is helping us to connect the dots, don’t you think so?” 
 After thinking about Craig’s comments, Savannah said, “I’ll bet I know someone who can connect the rest of the dots.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “The gal who wants me to share the booty with her.” 
 “Yeah, I suppose. But you don’t know who that is, do you?’ 
 “Probably whoever tossed that rock through our living room window. Craig, the attorney, Veronica Ruiz, has people interviewing employees, volunteers, and patrons who were at the library that day. Maybe they’ll come up with an eyewitness.” 
 “Yeah, but that can take days. I’d sure like to have this case settled in time for your family to have a nice Christmas.” He cleared his throat. “Savannah, how would you feel about setting up a meeting with that gal—the one who allegedly saw how the pouch found its way into your purse?” 
 Savannah cringed. “That could be dangerous. I don’t know. I just don’t know.” 
 “I’ll be right there with you all the way.” When she hesitated, he suggested, “You talk it over with Michael. I’d sure like to know more about Lenore Kittredge. I think it would help your case with her if we find out she’s a thief. That would give your attorney leverage to get her to drop her suit against you or at least present a more realistic demand.” 
 “Well, when you put it that way, yes, I think I can stand up to whoever the potential wannabe thief is. Okay, I’ll respond to her and see if she’ll meet with me…with us.” 
 “Call me as soon as you make contact, will you?” 
 Later that evening, Savannah dialed Detective Sledge’s number. “I spoke with her just now, Craig.” 
“That was fast.” 
“I’m telling you, her calls are relentless. She was pretty shocked when I answered this time. I’m meeting her tomorrow morning at ten at the coffee house on Madison. Can you be there?” 
 “Absolutely. I’ll be in Iris’s car, so we don’t spook her.” 
 “Okay. She said she’d be waiting for me at a table against the back wall.” 
 
 **** 
“I’m leaving my house now, Craig,” Savannah said into her phone the following morning. “Lily’s with Michael.” 
 “Good. Now leave your phone on speaker and lay it on your seat. I’ll let you know what’s going on and what I want you to do. For now, just drive on out to the coffee place. Park and do not get out of the car until I tell you to.” 
 When Savannah arrived, however, she saw Iris’s car, but she hadn’t heard from Craig and she didn’t see him anywhere. She pulled in next to the car and made sure all of her doors were locked. Suddenly something caught her eye. She looked more closely. It’s Craig coming out of the coffee shop with a small blond woman. She watched as he ordered the girl to sit with him at one of the outdoor tables. When he saw Savannah watching him, he motioned for her to join them. 
“Savannah, sit down, will you?” Craig invited. “This is Linda Strickland. She has something to tell you.” When the girl balked, Craig snarled, “Tell her what you told me.” 
 The girl cringed and blinked a couple of times before saying, “I was at the library staying out of the cold when I saw your big grey-and-white cat digging in that rich lady’s purse. I saw him take out the bag and put it in another purse.” She grinned. “I was amused and I seemed to be the only one who noticed this, so I watched to see what would happen next. When you walked out carrying the purse with the pouch in it, I asked the librarian who you were and she told me your name. I figured it had to be something valuable, ’cause when the rich lady discovered it was gone, she went bananas. She was looking all over the place, then left in a big hurry, pulling that kid behind her. She had no idea who had it.” 
 “Tell her the rest,” Craig prompted. 
 Linda sighed impatiently. “Come on man.” 
 “Talk,” Craig demanded, “or you’ll be trading in that hippie costume you’re wearing for some jailhouse blues.” 
 “It was my boyfriend who suggested I contact you and see if I could get a cut of whatever was in there.” She glanced nervously at Savannah. “When you wouldn’t talk to me, he wrote the note and threw the rock—you know, at your house.” 
 “Through our window,” Savannah said, clenching her teeth, “where our baby daughter plays.” 
 Linda lowered her eyes and said nothing. 
 “So what made you think there was something of value in that pouch?” Craig asked. 
 “Like I said, that woman looked rich and when she couldn’t find it, she freaked out. I figured she was on her way to the bank with it or was just coming from the bank.” 
 “Why did you think I’d agree to share whatever was in the pouch?” Savannah asked. 
 Linda shrugged. “Human nature.” 
 “You’ve been running with the wrong people, young lady,” Craig said. He asked Savannah, “Do you recognize her?” 
 “Who?” Savannah asked. She looked at Linda. “Her? Do you mean did I see her at the library? Not that I remember.” 
 “No,” Craig said. “I wondered if you recognized her from the photo studio. She’s the one Maggie saw coming out of there.” 
 Savannah looked more closely at the young woman. She tilted her head. “Are you Christie’s sister?” When Linda nodded, she asked, her tone accusatory, “And is your boyfriend’s name Jerry?” 
 Linda narrowed her eyes and looked into Savannah’s face. “How do you know that?” 
 “Let’s just say I know some of the nitty gritty about your family ties.” 
 Linda stared silently at Savannah, then at Craig. She glanced around the area nervously. “Yes or no?” Savannah pushed. 
 Linda looked down at her hands and nodded. 
 Shaking her head in disbelief, Savannah started to laugh. “So Christie accuses me of taking her ring, then Linda and Christie’s fiancé, who is now Linda’s boyfriend, try to extort money from me—money that isn’t mine. The money and the ring was probably stolen by Mrs. Kittredge, who is also trying to extort money from me in a total scam.” She laughed facetiously. “Isn’t that just one crazy series of coincidences—all of it, it seems, intended to disrupt my life.” She looked at Linda and slammed her hand down on the table. “I’m just so angry at the whole bunch of you right now, I could…I could just…” Without finishing her sentence, Savannah stood and walked away. 
 “I’m sorry,” Linda said, weakly. 
 “Too little, too late,” Craig told her. He then said, “Savannah, come here. There’s more.” Once she approached the table, he nudged the girl. “Tell her.” When Linda looked confused, Craig prompted, “About the sweater.” 
 Linda shaded her eyes and looked up at Savannah. “Your cat didn’t throw up on that rich lady’s sweater. The kid she was with dropped his sandwich on it. Boy was she mad. When she saw the cat come over and sniff the sweater, I guess that’s when she decided to blame the cat.” 
 “Well, isn’t that interesting?” Savannah said. “Linda, would you be willing to tell this to an attorney?” 
 “Go to court?” she screeched. “I said I was sorry.” 
 “No, I don’t think you’ll have to go to court. Just tell the last part of your story to my attorney and I’m sure that will be the end of it for you.” 
 “You won’t have me put in jail?” she asked hesitantly. 
 Savannah smiled. “No, but I do have half a mind to make you work off the time you should spend locked up. I mean, there is the matter of our broken window.” 
 “Huh?” the girl said. 
 Savannah sat back down in her chair and faced the girl. “Linda, what do you want out of life? What do you enjoy? Do you have any skills?” 
 “Um…well…I like art and the outdoors…” She smiled. “And dancing. I love to dance. I thought I’d be a dance teacher, but…stuff sorta got in the way, if you know what I mean.” 
 “I think I know what you mean—drugs, right?” 
 Linda nodded ashamedly. 
 “Do you enjoy washing windows?” Savannah asked cheerfully. 
 The younger woman frowned and shook her head violently. “No.” 
 “Well, good. Then that’s how you’re going to repay your debt. Once we get our window replaced, you’ll come over and wash all of our windows.” She grinned impishly. “And, Linda, we have a big house.” 
 When Linda started to protest, Craig took the sleeve of her filmy blouse between his thumb and finger. “Yeah, you’ll sure lose your identity when they put you in that drab blue jumpsuit they wear in the slammer.” 
 Linda glanced at Craig and Savannah, then grumbled, “Yeah, okay, I’ll wash your stupid windows.” 
Craig grinned. “I was pretty sure you would.” 
“Thank you, Craig,” Savannah said as she exchanged cell phone numbers with Linda, then watched her jog swiftly down the street. “So what now?” 
The detective looked across the table at Savannah. “I’m going to have a cup of coffee. Can I get you anything?” 
“Yeah, tea…hot tea.” 
 
 **** 
“So all of the mysteries and issues were connected?” Michael asked that evening over dinner. 
 “Pretty much,” Savannah said. She shook her head. “Bizarre. Really bizarre.” 
 “And the mayor’s wife has dropped her complaint against you?”
 “Yes. Veronica Ruiz called this afternoon to give me the news. She said the woman’s husband plans to get her some help. They think she’s been having small strokes.” 
 “Can a stroke turn an honest person into one who lies, cheats, and steals?” 
 “Good question.” Savannah leaned forward. “Oh, I hear that Mrs. Kittredge went down fighting. She wouldn’t drop the charges, even after hearing Linda’s eyewitness statement describing what really happened to her sweater. It wasn’t until the issue of the pouch and the money came up that she finally let go. I guess she was kind of obsessed.” 
 He leaned toward her and kissed her. “Well, tell Mrs. Kittredge ‘thank you’ for giving my wife back to me.” 
 “Huh? I haven’t been anywhere. I’ve been right here all the time.” 
 “Uh-huh. If you say so, hon.” 
 She sighed. “Well, I guess I have been a tad distracted.” 
 “Yeah. Let’s just go with that.” He winked at her. “So glad you’re feeling better.” 
 She smiled. “Me, too.” She sat straighter, her eyes wide. “Hey, my aunt called this afternoon. She said she and Max picked up the trap out at the Lander place and found a surprise.” 
 “Yes, she brought them to me—a new momma cat and five kittens. They all checked out okay, but we’re keeping them at the clinic for a few days until her test results come back. Savannah,” he said, smiling, “there’s a mini-Rags among the kittens. I swear his markings are practically exact.” 
 Her face lit up. “Really?” She gazed at Rags as he lay sprawled out near one of Buffy’s beds washing his face. “Well, he didn’t have anything to do with it, I can assure you.” 
 “Maggie said the other female gave birth, too.” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, three cute little kittens.” She let out a sigh. “So all of the Lander cats are accounted for.” 
 “Not really,” Michael said. “Remember the one I told you about with the fish hook infection? I didn’t see him among the cats I examined. Maybe they keep him in the house or he was nabbed by a coyote.” 
 “Could be. Well, let’s hope he’s being cared for.” Savannah glanced at Rags again, then looked coyly at Michael. “I think I’ll come down to the clinic and visit the kittens. I’d like to see the one that looks like Rags.” 
 Michael took a deep breath and shook his head slowly. “Oh no, Savannah. I don’t think that’s a very good idea. We do not need…” 
 She rushed to him, cradled his face in her hands and kissed him. Pulling back, she said, “I just want to look.” She walked away muttering, “…and hold him, and cuddle with him, and…” She laughed when she turned and saw the deer-in-the-headlights look on her husband’s face. 





Chapter 9
  
“When will your mother be here?” Michael asked nearly two weeks later at breakfast. 
 “Late this afternoon, about the time Marci and Eric are dropping Adam off.” She looked up from her omelet. “Marci and Eric are flying out to the east coast this evening? I hate flying at night.” 
 “That’s when you get the cheaper flights.” 
 “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 After gazing at her for a moment, Michael said, “Savannah, I’ll be glad when your mom gets here.” 
 “You will?” 
 “Yes. I think you’re doing too much; you could use some help.”
 “You’ve been helping me.” 
 “Yeah, but what about when I’m not here and you decide to move furniture around or hang a string of Christmas lights or carry heavy grocery bags?” 
 “I’m being careful,” she said. “I’m not an invalid; I’m just pregnant.” 
 “And you should be taking it easy,” he reminded her. 
 She took a deep breath. “Well, I’ll be glad to have the help, especially when it comes to running after Lily. Either she’s getting faster or I’m slowing down.” 
 “Well, you are putting on some weight,” he said. 
 “You noticed?” 
 “Yeah, I noticed.” 
 “This is nothing compared to what I’ll look like in another four or five months.” 
 “I remember,” Michael said. He took her hand. “I love seeing you pregnant.” 
 She grinned at him and shook her head. 
 “How many do you expect this weekend for the big Lily-turns-two bash?” he asked. 
 “Probably somewhere around twenty-five or thirty. My cousins might come up from LA.” She tilted her head. “Michael, it’s so sad to me that you have no relatives to share our family with and to share with us.” 
 “I have relatives,” he reminded her. “Didn’t I inherit all of yours when we got married? I thought that was part of the deal,” he quipped. 
 She stared across the table at him. “Isn’t there anyone left in your family?” 
 When it became clear to Michael that his wife expected a response, he said, “No. At least no one that I’m aware of. I guess there could be a relative somewhere—a distant cousin or something. But I have no interest in finding him…or them…or anyone.” 
Savannah tilted her head. “Him? Him, who? Michael, do you mean you might have a relative and you’ve never made an attempt to find him? Who? An uncle? A cousin? Who is it, Michael? Maybe we could locate him on the Internet.” 
 “Never mind,” he said, leaving the table and picking up his jacket. 
 Savannah stood, grabbed his jacket from him, and held it behind her. “Never mind, heck. You sit down here and tell me. Michael, do you mean you’ve been hiding something from me our whole married life?” 
 He grimaced and looked down at his shoes. “You know, I really don’t want to have this conversation, Savannah.” 
 “Too late, Michael. Tell me.” 
 He gazed at her for a minute, then walked quickly around her, grabbed his jacket, and headed for the door. “Savannah, it has nothing to do with us or with me anymore. Sorry I mentioned it.” He opened the door and stepped out, calling, “I’ll be home early to greet our guests.” 
 When Lily saw her mommy standing at the window looking out, she ran to her and chirped, “Horsie? Horsie eat?” 
 “No, honey bun,” Savannah said, picking up the toddler. “Peaches is at Bonnie’s. Bonnie will feed Peaches today.” 
 Lily held her hands out and turned her palms up. “Horsie all gone?” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Yes. Horsie’s having a sleepover with Bonnie’s horsies.” When Lily looked confused, Savannah bounced the baby. “Hey, let’s make some cookies. Adam’s coming today and Grammy,” she said. “Want to help Mommy make cookies for Adam and Grammy?” 
 Lily nodded. She squirmed to get down and ran to the pantry, where she pulled a child-size apron off a hook. “Tie, Mommy,” she said. Once Savannah had tied the strings on the toddler’s apron, Lily pushed a chair up to the kitchen counter and climbed up on it. “Cookies. Me make cookies, Mommy.” 
 Savannah smiled, kissed the baby on her cheek and began to gather the ingredients for a batch of ginger cookies. 
 
 **** 
“Hi, Auntie,” Savannah said into her cell phone later that morning while Lily sat at her small table with a cookie and a sippy-cup of milk. “Hey, you’ve known Michael for a long time, what do you know about his family?”
 Margaret hesitated. “Your husband, Michael Ivey’s family?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Well, he’s married to you, has two children…why do you need me to tell you that, for heaven’s sake? Have you lost your memory?” 
 “No. I just want to know something about his roots, that’s all.” 
 “Vannie,” Margaret said, “don’t you think you should have asked those questions before you married him? What are you looking for—skeletons in his closet?”
 “No, Auntie. As far as I knew, he had no living relatives—at least close ones, anyway. Now I’m not so sure. Did you meet Michael right after he came here to open his practice? Did he ever talk about his family?” 
 “Well, let’s see. I didn’t meet him until he’d been in practice for a few years. He came here alone. Hell, Vannie, I didn’t even know he had a son until the day of your wedding.” 
 “Yeah, that’s when Michael found out, too. I still can’t believe Marci kept Adam a secret from him for eight years.” She paused. “So you don’t know anything about any other relatives he might have? He told me once that both his parents had died and that he had no siblings. I know he was close to his grandfather. But he’s gone, too. I just find it hard to believe that someone doesn’t have any relatives—you know, aunts, uncles, cousins...” 
 “Why do you doubt him, Vannie? Why would you bring that up now?” 
 “I just feel kind of sad that we have so many family members and he has no one. Don’t you think that’s sad?” When Margaret didn’t respond, Savannah explained, “I’d like him to have someone special to share his child’s birthday party with and the excitement of his newborn son in May, not to mention Adam.” 
 “He has us,” Margaret said. “Don’t you think he considers us family?” 
 “Yeah, he does. I just thought...” 
 Margaret interrupted. “Is this a pregnancy thing, Vannie?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “Is it your pregnancy hormones causing you to want to stir something up?” 
 “I don’t want to stir anything up. I want my husband to be happy and our family to be complete. If there’s someone related to Michael who we could be sharing our beautiful family with, I want him to have that opportunity.” Suddenly, she yelped. “I have an idea. I’ll bet Marci knows. I’ll see if I can get her aside today when she and Eric bring Adam.” 
 “Savannah.” 
 “What?” 
 “I wouldn’t go behind Michael’s back to do…um…whatever you’re thinking about doing.” 
 “Oh, come on. If there’s someone out there who loves him, he’ll be thrilled to know it. Don’t you think so?” Before Margaret could answer, she said, “Oh, I’d better go. Lily has finished her cookie and she’s gathering up her little duckies. I think she’s ready for her bath. Talk to you later.” 
 
 **** 
It was after three that afternoon when Adam arrived with his mom, stepdad, and five-year-old sister, Rose. Once greetings had been exchanged, Savannah invited everyone to sit down and offered them all something to drink. 
 “We have a plane to catch,” Eric said cheerfully. 
 Marci put her hand on his chest. “We have plenty of time. I want to give Lily her gift.” When she saw Adam return from putting his duffle bag in his room, she handed him a gift bag decorated with a balloon pattern. “Want to give this to your sister?” 
 He looked at Lily, then Rose. “Which sister?” 
 She chuckled. “The one with a birthday, silly.” 
 “Oh right. Here, Lily,” he said, handing her the gift. 
 Once he’d helped the toddler open the singing bear toy and she had expressed the appropriate amount of glee, Savannah encouraged her to tell the family thank you. 
 “Thank you,” she said quietly, avoiding eye contact. She then sat down and began examining the bear more closely. 
 When Savannah noticed that Michael and Eric were deep in conversation, she turned to Marci. “Could I talk to you for a minute?” 
 “Sure.” She glanced at the two little girls. 
 Savannah leaned down and asked Rose, “Want to go play with Lily’s toys?” She motioned to Lily. “Come on, honey bun, let’s show Rose your new kitchen set.” 
 “What’s up?” Marci asked when they entered the nursery. 
 “Oh,” Savannah said, glancing toward the hallway, “I was just wondering—you knew Michael at least twelve or thirteen years ago, right?” 
 She laughed. “Longer than that. We went to junior high school together. Why?”
 “Well, I was just wondering what you know about his family.” When Marci looked puzzled, she continued, “Do you think there’s anyone left? Could he have any living relatives anywhere—you know, maybe a cousin?” 
 Marci stared into Savannah’s face. “You mean he’s never told you?” 
“Told me what?” she asked cautiously. 
“You two seem so close. I can’t imagine he’d keep something like that from you. It doesn’t make sense.” She pursed her lips and let out a sigh. “Well, he must have his reasons—maybe he just doesn’t want to rock the boat.” She took Savannah’s hand. “You two have a nice relationship and I guess he’d rather look ahead and not back.” She glanced at the children, then focused again on Savannah. “Why are you asking?” 
 “Well, I just got to thinking…” 
 Marci laughed. “Yeah, we women are thinkers, aren’t we? And sometimes it gets us into trouble. Savannah, if Michael doesn’t want to dredge up the past, I’d leave it alone. He’s happy. That’s what you want, isn’t it—a happy husband?” When Savannah nodded, Marci added, “Then I’d leave it at that. If he wants to go back someday, let him do it on his own.” 
 “But if he has family somewhere,” Savannah protested, “he should be enjoying them, celebrating with them, sharing his children with them, and letting us get to know something about his roots. Frankly, I feel a little deprived, since I know absolutely nothing about where he came from—what his childhood was like. He has said very little about his parents, although he has told me about his grandfather. He talks about his grandfather in a loving way.” 
 Marci’s face softened. “Yes, his grandfather was a lovely man.” She looked at Savannah. “So there’s your connection to Michael’s past. That’s a good memory for him.” 
 Savannah frowned. “I can’t believe he has any bad memories. He’s such a positive, upbeat man, and he sure loves his family.” 
 “Yes, he does.” 
 Just then, they heard a voice from the hallway. “Marci,” Eric called, “we’d better get a move on. That plane’s not going to wait for us.”
 “Coming,” she called. She walked over and kissed Lily on the head, hugging her. “Happy birthday, sweet girl.” She then took Rose’s hand. Before walking out of the room, she said, “Leave it alone, Savannah. You’ve got everything you could possibly want and so does Michael.” Marci gazed at her for a moment before saying, “Take care. I hope you have a really nice Christmas.” 
 “You, too, Marci,” Savannah said, moving closer and hugging her. “Bye-bye, Rose,” she said, running her hand over the child’s auburn hair. She picked up Lily. “Come tell Rose bye-bye.” 
 “No,” Lily protested, turning her back on Marci and Rose. “No bye-bye.” 
Savannah and Marci both laughed. 
 When the women returned to the living room with the two little girls, Savannah noticed that her mother had arrived. “Mom, hi,” she greeted. 
 “Gammy!” Lily squealed, wriggling to get down. When Savannah set her on the floor, the child ran to Gladys, who picked her up and hugged her tightly. 
 “Just look at your house!” Gladys exclaimed. “It’s like a Christmas wonderland, inside and out.” 
 “Isn’t it beautiful?” Marci said. “You’ve really gone all out with your decorations this year.” 
 “Yeah, for the party, mostly,” Savannah said. “But I do love to live with all the sparkle…” she looked at Michael, “…or dazzle, as he calls it, at least for a few weeks.” 
 “Angel!” Lily shouted, pointing toward the Christmas tree. “See Gammy, angel.” 
Gladys took Lily’s hand and kissed it. “Yes, Grammy sees the angel.” 
“Santa, reindeer, snowman…” Lily recited as she pointed around the room. Her face lit up in wonderment when she said, “Presents.” 
Everyone laughed. 
 In the meantime, Rose glanced around the room with big eyes and said quietly, “Pretty.” 
“Look at her face,” Savannah said, grabbing her phone and taking a couple of pictures. “She looks so angelic—like she’s in awe.” Savannah put her arm across Marci’s shoulders. “Isn’t family wonderful?” 
 
 **** 
 “You really have a crowd here,” Margaret noticed the following Saturday afternoon. “I don’t think I ever entertained this many people at one time when I lived here.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “The family wasn’t as big then—we’re growing by leaps and bounds.” 
 Gladys patted Savannah’s bulging belly. “You got that right.” She shivered a little. “Can’t wait to meet my grandson. Being a grandma is really special, you know.” 
 “So is being a great auntie,” Margaret insisted. 
 “Did I hear something about grandmothers?” Iris asked, walking toward them with little Rosemary in her arms. She smiled down at the sleeping infant. “Craig and I are sure enjoying this little one.” Just then, she nodded toward the dining room. “Oh, there’s Arthur and Suzette! I don’t think they’ve met Rosemary yet,” she said, moving swiftly toward them. 
 “So, Savannah, I guess you mended a few fences,” Rob said when he and Cheryl joined her, Gladys, and Margaret. 
 “Oh my gosh,” she said, her eyes wide, “wasn’t that the weirdest thing—running into that photographer in the hills?” She laughed. “I was trying to get away from all that drama she created and just as I was starting to relax, I run into her on the trail.” 
 “Yeah, what are the chances?” Cheryl said. 
 “But it turned out to be a good thing, right?” Rob asked. “I mean, she finally realized what had really happened to her ring and dropped those charges against you and your cat.” 
 “Thankfully,” Savannah said. 
 “Yeah, otherwise Rags and Savannah would be dressing alike,” Margaret quipped. 
 “Dressing alike?” Savannah repeated. 
 “In prison garb.” 
 “Phone call for you, Savannah,” Michael said, grinning as he approached with her cell phone. 
 “Now?” she complained. “Can’t I call them back?” 
 He handed her the phone. “I don’t think you’ll want to miss this call.” 
 “Hello?” she said hesitantly into the phone. 
 In response, she heard a sweet child’s voice say, “Hi, Mommy Savannah.” 
 “Marissa!” Savannah shouted. “How are you, honey?” 
 “Awesome,” the child said. “Savannah, it’s snowing outside. It’s so, so, so pretty.” 
 “I’ll bet it is. Will you send me a picture? You are using your camera, aren’t you? Well, I know you are; I got the pictures you sent of Angel. That kitty of yours is getting so big and beautiful.” 
 “Yes, she is.” Marissa paused, then said more quietly, “Savannah, I’m getting a really special Christmas present.” 
 “Oh?” 
 “Yes, it will be another magical Christmas. Last year, I got Angel kitty and a forever home with my grandparents. This year, I’m getting the final surgery on my legs. I’m going to the hospital Monday.” 
 “Oh, honey, that’s wonderful. So you’re excited?” 
 “Yes, who wouldn’t want to run and play like the other children do? I know it won’t be fun, having more surgery and waiting for more healing, but I just keep thinking about what comes next—healthy legs that actually work.” She paused. “Savannah, that means no more wheelchair, no more sitting out when my friends are playing kickball, no more clumsy me.” 
 “I’m so happy for you, honey. I’ll be praying for a fast recovery.” 
 “Thank you,” Marissa said. She added, “It sounds noisy there. Are you home? What’s all that noise?” 
 “We’re celebrating Lily’s birthday today. She’s two. Oh, by the way,” Savannah said, “she sure loves the card you sent her on her actual birthday. She still carries it around. When I ask her who sent it to her she goes to your picture in our bedroom, points at it, and says, ‘Risa’” 
 “How cute.” 
 “How’s Erin, honey?” 
 “Oh, my sister? She’s great. She’s going to college, you know and working. Did you know we each have our own beds…even our own rooms? Remember when we used to share a bed?” 
 “Sure do. You are two very lucky girls, aren’t you?” 
 “I thank God every single day,” Marissa said. She paused. “So today is Lily’s birthday party?” 
 “Yes. We’re celebrating her birthday a little late this year. All of your friends are here—Detective Craig and Iris, Aunt Maggie, Adam…” 
 “Adam’s there? Can I talk to him?” Marissa asked. 
 “Sure can. Let me go find him. Before I let you go, I just want to say I’m so happy to hear from you. Thank you for staying in touch. I love your letters and emails. And I will be praying as you have the surgery.” 
 “I wish you could be here with me like you were last Christmas when I got myself in such a mess. Oh! Oh! I don’t want to forget to ask, how’s my hero? I sure miss him.” 
 “Rags? He’s fine. He misses you, too.” Savannah paused. “Oh, there’s Adam. Let me give him the phone. I love you, honey. Hug Erin for me and you take care, okay? Have your grandparents call me after the surgery, will you do that?” 
 “Yes. We’ve already talked about that. Love you, too.” 
 Savannah handed Adam the phone. “It’s a good friend of yours,” she said, smiling. 
 “Hello,” he answered hesitantly into the phone. Then he shouted, “Marissa, hi!” He looked around. “Hey, I’m going to go where it’s quiet so we can talk. We’re having a big party here. What are you doing?” he asked as he trotted toward his room. 
 “I think we’re ready for cake,” Michael said cheerfully as he approached Savannah. When he noticed her demeanor, he asked, “What’s the matter, hon? Is Marissa okay?” 
 She nodded and dabbed at one eye. “Yeah. I just miss her, that’s all. Michael, she’s going in for the final surgery Monday. Gosh, I hope it’s successful.” 
 “Come on, you’ve talked to her family. They said the doctor has high hopes for her. He practically promised Marissa will be walking normally to accept her sixth-grade diploma in the spring.” 
 “Yeah, and dance at her wedding and…” 
“Her wedding?” Michael said. “She’s only ten.” 
“Eleven,” Savannah corrected. “I’m just saying Marissa has such a bright future ahead of her.” 
 “And all because of your cat,” Craig said, approaching the couple. He choked up a little. “That was some miracle. That little girl is a miracle.” He carefully removed something from his shirt pocket. “Look what she sent me this week.” 
 “What?” Savannah asked, taking the folded piece of paper. She opened it and smiled. “Is this you, Craig?” 
 “Yes, she drew me surrounded by all three of my cats.” 
 “Very nice. I’m glad you’re still in touch with her.” 
 “Oh yes, she sends us something either in the mail or in an email just about every week. You, too?” he asked. 
 “Yes, and she never forgets to include a note to Rags in her letters. She’s always begging for pictures of him and stories about him.” 
 Craig chuckled. “You have stories to tell this month.” 
 Savannah nodded, then she glanced around the room. “Where’s our birthday girl? Let’s cut the cake and sing the happy birthday song.” 
 “Last time I saw her,” Gladys said, “she was holding baby Charlie.” 
 Savannah smiled. “She sure loves that little boy.” She looked concerned. “But isn’t he getting a little big for her to manage on her lap?” 
 “Leah and Harrison are right there with her,” Gladys said. She laughed. “Charlie kept trying to pull the ribbon out of Lily’s hair.” 
“I hope someone got a picture of that,” Rob said. 
Savannah grinned at him. “Always looking for the shot, aren’t you?” 
“Who’s looking for the shot?” Shelly asked when she joined the group. 
“Hi, girlfriend,” Savannah said, pulling her close by the shoulders. “This is Rob, our videographer for the documentary. Rob and Cheryl, this is my friend, Shelly, a wonderful photographer.” 
“Nice to meet you. What do you shoot?” Rob asked. 
“Will you excuse me?” Savannah said, “I’d better help get the cake ready to serve.” Before walking away, she added, “Tune your voices, we’ll be singing the birthday song in a few minutes.” 
 
 **** 
By four that afternoon, most of the guests had left. Those remaining sat in the living room amidst a mound of new toys and a pile of size-two clothes. 
 Savannah sighed. “I should have asked for no gifts. Where are we going to put all this stuff?” 
 “How about in Lily’s room?” Adam suggested as he sat on the floor with the toddler playing with a couple of her toys. 
 “Then where would she sleep?” Michael quipped. 
 Adam was quiet for a moment, then peered up at his dad and asked, “Do you think all those people would like to come to my birthday party?” 
 Michael smirked playfully at his son. 
 “This was really nice,” Gladys said. “I always enjoy catching up with family and your friends. Harrison’s and Leah’s little boy sure is cute. He doesn’t look like he has Downs.” She hesitated, then added, “Well, not as much as some children I’ve seen.” 
 “So far, he seems rather advanced for a Downs child,” Colbi said. “Isn’t he a cutie? I can’t wait for the day when Charlie and Rosemary can play together—two little cousins playing together. Don’t you love it?” 
 Savannah smiled at the thought. Then, with a hint of urgency, she said, “Oh, listen up, guys. Pastor Sheila wants me to get a head count.” 
 “For what this time?” Craig grumbled. “I can’t eat any more cake today.” 
 “No, silly,” Savannah said. “To feed the homeless.” 
 “Again?” Craig complained. “Been there, done that. Stick a fork in me ’cause I’m done.” 
 Iris fawned over her husband. “Yeah, it didn’t end very well for you last time.” 
 “But that didn’t actually have anything to do with feeding the homeless, did it?” Michael asked. 
 “Yeah, it did. Those knuckleheads were there. They laid in wait for me to leave. Yeah, it stemmed from that, all right,” Craig groused. After thinking about it, however, he added, “But I guess it wasn’t the time and place that was the problem. They were out to get me and it could have happened anywhere.” 
 Savannah stared at Craig for a minute, then said, “Well, Michael and I and Adam are going to help on Christmas.” She turned to Gladys. “I think Mom’s joining us, aren’t you?” 
 She nodded. 
 “I’d like to do it,” Max said. He nudged his wife. “What about you, Maggie?” 
 Margaret looked at Colbi, then Brianna. “Only if I can be playground monitor again with those two.” 
 “That’s a good girl. So you’ve gotten over your fear of the homeless, have you?” Savannah asked. 
 “Well, I can’t say that. But I had fun in the little kids’ playground. Yeah, I’d do that again.” 
 “What does it mean ‘feeding the homeless?’” Adam asked. “Can’t they feed themselves?” 
 Savannah started to respond, when Margaret interrupted. “Of course, they can feed themselves,” she said, laughing. “You don’t have to spoon-feed them. It’s just that some of them are too lazy to go out and work for money to buy food, so the community has to cook for them.” 
 “Oh, Auntie, that’s harsh. Most of them are sick, don’t you think so or they’ve hit on hard times…had some bad luck and need temporary help.” 
 “Yeah,” Margaret said, “sick with alcoholism and a drug habit or they’re mental,” she said, tapping herself on the head. 
 Michael addressed his son. “Adam, these people, for whatever reason, need our help. Some of them have children who won’t have Christmas dinner or even get any presents if someone doesn’t step forward to help them.” 
 “We’re going to give them presents?” 
 “Sure we are. Hey, maybe you can help with that,” Savannah suggested. 
 Adam’s eyes lit up. “Yeah, I’d like to do that.” He frowned. “Would I have to dress up like an elf? Marissa said she took presents to some poor kids and she wore an elf costume.” He then asked, “Hey, I won’t have to give away my presents, will I?” When Michael looked puzzled, Adam continued, “Marissa said she gave those kids some of her Christmas presents.” 
 “What?” Savannah questioned. “Those she didn’t like?” 
 “No,” Adam said, wide-eyed. “Her grandparents gave her permission to choose any presents from under their tree with her name on them for unfortunate kids.” 
 “Less fortunate,” Michael corrected. 
 “Yeah, that’s what I said, unfortunate.” 
 Savannah smiled. “That’s our Marissa. I sometimes wonder how God managed to fit such a big heart into such a tiny body.” 
 “Adam, I’ll contact Pastor Sheila,” Michael said, “and tell her you’d like to help with the gifts. I’ll make sure you get on the morning shift, since your mom’s picking you up around noon.” 
 “Cool,” Adam said. 
 Michael continued telling Adam, “Now, I can’t promise anything. If that doesn’t work out, we’d like you to help serve the food, okay? Or you can work with me in the veterinary clinic.” 
 The boy nodded. 
“Well, I’ll be there,” Iris said, “even if old Grumpy Pants doesn’t want to help this time.” 
 “Me, too,” Brianna said. “I already told Pastor Sheila I’d help in the little tots’ playground again with Aunt Maggie and Colbi.” She looked at Colbi. “Will you be able to find a babysitter?” 
 Colbi glanced at Craig. “Maybe Grumpy-Pants Grandpa will watch over Rosemary—walk her when she cries, feed her, change her diapers…” 
 “Hold on there,” Craig complained. “I think I’d rather do the homeless thing.” 
“What?” Damon asked, appearing insulted. “You’d rather be with the homeless than with our daughter?” 
 “Well…” Craig looked sheepish. “I sure do love that little girl when she’s all cleaned up, fed, happy, and snuggling in my arms. But all the work to get her that way—yeah, I’m not sure I could handle that on my own. Thanks anyway.” 
 By then everyone was laughing. 
 “We’d better get our little one home,” Colbi said. 
 Iris patted Craig on the knee. “Yeah, I’d better take Grumpy Pants home too.” 
 “Can you quit saying that?” Craig carped. “I said I’d help.” 
 Margaret stood and looked across the room at Brianna, then at Gladys and Savannah. “Are we going to lunch tomorrow?” 
 “Sure are,” Brianna said. “After church—right gang?” 
 “Oh, that’s right. Tomorrow is Sunday,” Savannah said. “Okay, see you all at church.” 
 
 **** 
“So is everyone tucked in?” Michael asked later that evening. 
 “Yup. Mom said she wanted to read a little before lights out.” Savannah swooned. “What a nice day.” 
 “It sure was.” He looked at her. “How are you feeling? It was a long day, too.” 
 “Wonderful,” she said. “I love, love, love having these gatherings and I’m so glad we have room here to entertain.” 
 “And all the help from Helena and her family.” 
 “Yes. Aren’t they great?” She looked at him. “I hope they didn’t feel as much like help today as they did family. They’ve become family, you know. I mean, they’ve been with us since before Lily was born and with my aunt for years before that.” 
 “Family is really important to you, isn’t it? Do you think that’s because of your condition?” 
 “My condition?” 
 “Because you’re pregnant. Is it typical for a woman to feel such a need for family when she’s expecting?” he asked. 
 She mulled over his comment. “Michael, in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve always appreciated family and close friends. It’s not something new, as if I just woke up one day and said, ‘Hey, I think I’ll start loving my family.’” 
 “Awww, hon, I didn’t mean…” 
 “Then what did you mean?” she insisted. 
 He started to explain, then changed his mind. “I guess nothing. It was just a comment. I didn’t mean anything by it.” When she didn’t respond, he took her hand in his. “I know you’ve always valued family. I think it’s wonderful. I’m grateful for our family, too. You, our children, your mom, aunt, sister…you all mean the world to me.” 
 Savannah sat quietly for several minutes petting Buffy, who was curled up next to her on the sofa. After a while, she said, “Michael, why won’t you tell me anything about your family?”
 He stiffened. “I have nothing to tell, Savannah. My parents and my grandparents are gone. I have no aunts or uncles to my knowledge. There’s no one. Your family is my family now. Can’t we just leave it at that?” 
 She smiled at him in anticipation. “Tell me about your childhood. What was your childhood like?” 
 He let out a sigh. “I liked riding my bicycle. I had a dog. Well, I had several dogs over the years. I’ve always loved animals—mine and those in the neighborhood.” 
 She put her head on his shoulder and asked quietly, “Who were your playmates?” 
 “Oh, let’s see, Jimmy, April, Ronnie.” 
 More interested now, she asked, “What did you like to do together with your friends?” 
 “We rode our bikes, played football and baseball.” He chuckled. “April made us play dress-up sometimes.” 
 “Dress-up?” she asked. “Like kings, queens, superheroes…?” 
 “Cowboys. The only costume I’d wear was my cowboy hat.” 
 “Did you go on family vacations to theme parks and zoos?” 
 He smiled. “I loved going to the zoo. My grandfather took me a couple of times.” 
 “What about your parents? Where did they take you?” 
 “Oh, to a movie now and then. We went out for pizza sometimes. We took a few road trips.” 
Savannah smiled down at Buffy, who was purring contentedly, then said, “Tell me about your parents, Michael. Would I have liked them? Would they like me?” 
 “Oh, well, they were plain folks. Didn’t have much. I imagine my father really scrimped and saved in order to buy me that secondhand bicycle. Mom was pretty. She worked at a local hotel, first in housekeeping. When I was in junior high, she advanced into concierge. She died young. Dad was a hard worker—a nine-to-five guy—a company man. He didn’t live to earn that gold watch, but he was loyal. Didn’t have much going on in his world outside of work.” 
 “Why do you think it was that you had no siblings?” she asked. When he didn’t respond, she pulled back and looked at him. “Michael?” 
 “You know, I’m kind of tired. Let’s go to bed, shall we?” 
 “Yeah, I guess. Okay.” Savannah picked Buffy up and snuggled with her. “Night-night, sweet girl.” She looked around the room. “Where are Rags and Walter?” 
 “You know where Walter is,” Michael said. “He’s always on his chair.” 
 She peered toward the plum-colored chair. “No, he’s not there. He must be getting a snack or a sip of water.” She placed Buffy on the sofa and headed for the kitchen. “There you two are,” she said. “And Lexie.” She lowered her brow. “What are you all doing?” 
 Michael walked up behind her and flipped on the kitchen light. “A mouse!” he exclaimed. “It just ran into the pantry.” 
 “Oh no!” She watched as the two cats raced toward the pantry and laughed when she saw Lexie slip and slide, trying to get traction on the tile floor. “Get the net!” she shouted. 
 But when Michael opened the pantry door and reached for the small net, the two cats and the dog all lunged into the pantry at once. 
“Look out!” Savannah said, when Lexie skidded into Walter and knocked him off his feet. When she saw the cat hiss and spit at the dog, who had backed out of the pantry with her tail between her legs, Savannah cooed, “Oh, Walter, she didn’t mean it.” She petted him. “You’re okay, old boy.” 
 Rags, meanwhile, frantically pushed his way between several boxes of cereal on a low shelf in the pantry, knocking over a tall container of oatmeal in the process. 
 “Rags,” Savannah said, moving toward him, “just leave that poor little mouse alone. Dad will catch him and put him outside.” 
 “I will?” Michael said. “He’ll just come back in, Savannah.” He paused. “…and bring his family.” 
 “Oh, well, I don’t want Rags to hurt him,” she said, picking up the cat. 
 What happened next surprised everyone—human and animal alike. “As Rags struggled to get out of Savannah’s grip, Michael held Lexie back, and Walter sat outside the pantry door staring anxiously for another glimpse of the rodent, Buffy ambled into the room. She sat down near Walter and peered into the pantry for a few seconds, then without warning, leaped into the air and dove at something on the floor. She spun around a couple of times, pounced, then calmly sat back and stared at the others, a stunned mouse dangling from her mouth. 
 Before anyone or any animal could make sense of what had happened, Buffy dropped her catch, stepped over it, and walked nonchalantly into the other room. Rags wriggled from Savannah’s grip and both he and Walter rushed toward Buffy’s tiny victim. But, before either of them could pick it up, Michael grabbed it by the tail and quickly disposed of it. He promptly washed his hands, then addressed the two male cats and Lexie, who all continued to stare at the pantry door. “You snooze, you lose.” 
 “Yeah, Buffy is the extermination queen!” Savannah announced, still shaking her head at the little cat’s surprising display of hunting prowess. 
 
 **** 
One week later on Christmas Eve, the extended Ivey family members enjoyed a lovely potluck dinner at the Ivey home. They’d opened carefully chosen gifts and shared a lot of laughter. Later that night, after their guests had left, Michael and Savannah cuddled on the sofa. “What a wonderful Christmas,” she said. “It was so special having Adam here with us and my mother.” She chuckled. “Don’t they get along well?” 
Michael laughed. “Yes, he loves to get his Grammy involved in a hot board game, doesn’t he?” 
“And he usually wins.” 
“I think that’s why he likes playing with her.” 
“But did you hear all the laughter coming from the dining room when they were playing his new game with Brianna and Bud? Cracked me up.” She hesitated. “He’s one lucky, lucky boy, having so many extended family members who genuinely love him.” 
“Yes he is,” Michael agreed. 
 She looked at him. “But you didn’t have that sort of family experience as a child, did you?” 
 He shook his head. 
 “That’s sad.” 
 “No worries,” he said brightly. “I have more than enough now.” 
 “That’s true.” After thinking about his statement, however, she asked, “Michael, what do you mean by more than enough?” 
 “Oh, Savannah, Savannah,” he said, shaking his head, “why do you always read something into what I say? I mean, I have a lot of family and I love all of you.” He hugged her tightly. “I couldn’t ask for more in life than I have right now.” 
 She snuggled with him and kissed him a few times, finally pulling back. “Michael, what if you have a relative out there somewhere—someone biologically close to you? Would you want to know it?” 
 “What kind of question is that?” Before she could respond, he said, “No, I keep telling you, my life is complete.” 
 She persisted. “You didn’t know about Adam. Aren’t you glad you opened your mind and your arms to him?” 
 “Well yes, of course. But I’m not interested in trying to find some unknown uncle or aunt or distant cousin, so I wish you’d just drop it, Savannah.” 
 She relaxed against the back of the sofa and encouraged Michael to lay his head in her lap. She ran her fingers through the stubborn strands of hair that fell over his forehead. Finally, she asked softly, “Why didn’t you tell me, Michael?” 
 “Tell you what, for God’s sake?” 
 “About your brother.” 





Chapter 10
  
Michael sat up and looked her in the eyes. He stood and started to pace, running his hand through his hair. After a few moments, he stopped in front of Savannah and opened his mouth to speak, but turned instead and walked swiftly down the hallway toward their bedroom. 
 When Savannah caught up to him, she found him sitting in the overstuffed chair, apparently deep in thought. She entered the room and sat across from him on the bed, saying gently, “Why, Michael?” 
 He took a deep breath and set his jaw, staring angrily at his wife. Soon his demeanor softened. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess because…well, he’s never been a part of my life.” He stood abruptly. “God, Savannah, I didn’t even know about him until my grandfather told me when I was in high school.” He began pacing again. “It ate at me, but I didn’t have the courage to ask my parents about it. What good would it have done, anyway? Besides, I wondered if Grandpa was remembering right. I just couldn’t imagine a married couple giving up one of their children and depriving both of them of a sibling.” His voice trailed off. “But it was true.” 
He spoke more quietly. “Mom died when I was in veterinary school. I pretty much had to take over the household business—you know, finances, insurance… Dad didn’t have a clue about those things. One of my teachers helped me a little with it. That’s when I found the adoption papers.” 
 “Oh, Michael, how sad. So did you try to find him?” 
 “No, I just tried to forget it and go on with my life, such as it was. There was no Internet then. I didn’t have the slightest idea how to conduct a search. I just made some bad decisions, like marrying Marci. Grandpa’s influence sort of set me straight and I did finish veterinary school and, in his honor, I think I did a pretty good job of pulling my life together. Then you came along and we learned that I had a son. Yeah, life got real good and just kept getting better. So I was able to put my…my loss…out of my mind.” 
 “Really, Michael?” Savannah challenged. 
 He looked at her. “What do you mean?” 
 “I think he’s always been with you. How could you possibly deny thoughts of someone who was—you know, in the womb with you?” 
 Michael lowered himself onto the bed next to Savannah and sat thoughtfully for several minutes, then finally said, “Yeah, I guess I’ve always known at some level that a part of me was missing. As a kid I remember feeling a loneliness I couldn’t understand. To this day, even though I’m happier than any man should be allowed to be, there’s still a piece of me missing.” Michael thinned his lips, fighting back an onslaught of tears. 
 “Oh Michael,” Savannah said, wrapping her arms around him as he attempted to contain his emotions. 
 Finally, he said into her neck, his voice barely audible, “You found him?”
 “Yes. I think so.” She asked quietly, “Do you want to know about him or would you rather keep him buried?”
 “That’s a hard one,” he said, still holding tightly to her. “What if he’s…” Michael pulled back from their embrace. “How do you know it’s him? How did you find him?” 
 “The Internet. It’s amazing what records and information you can get from the Internet—especially when someone wants to be found.” 
 He looked curiously at her. “Oh?” 
 “Yeah, he knew he was adopted and he’s been looking for his twin brother for a long time.” 
 Michael put two fingers against his wife’s lips. “No. Don’t tell me anything more.” 
 “Why?” she asked. 
 “Savannah, I love what we have. I’m a little curious, but I don’t need anything or anyone else in my life…well, except for our children, of course. I’m always open to having more children with you. But a stranger who happens to be related to me? I’m not sure I want to go there. No, Savannah. Don’t tell me any more—at least not right now.” He ran his fingers gently alongside her face. “Come on, let’s go to bed. We have a big day with the homeless tomorrow.” 
 “Okay, honey. Whatever you say.” 
 
 **** 
“Hi, Savannah,” Colbi said the next afternoon when she walked into the church’s little tots’ playground to check on Lily. “How’re things on the chow line? Is everyone getting enough to eat?” 
 “I think so. The crowd is at least as big as it was for the Thanksgiving feast.” Savannah watched the children who were taking turns sliding down the small slide with Brianna’s and Margaret’s help. 
 Colbi glanced at the four toddlers who were finger painting around a child-size picnic table, then walked closer to Savannah. “Is Michael all right?” 
“Yeah, why?” 
“Well, I just saw him and he seemed preoccupied. I tried to get his attention, but he just kept on walking.” 
 Savannah frowned. “That’s odd. You know, sometimes when he’s on a mission, he gets kind of focused. I remember once when…”
 Before she could continue, there was a shout from the finger-painting table. 
 “Uh-oh, I have a couple of kids who just can’t seem to get along,” Colbi said. “I’ll be right back.” When she returned, she explained, “They’re siblings and boy are they both little divas. They each have a strong mind of their own.” She shook her head. “So yeah, you think he was just focused on something else, do you?” 
 Savannah nodded. She gazed in the direction of the temporary clinic. “I hope there’s not a problem with any of the animals.” She focused again on the slide. “Yeah, he’s just busy. Hey, I need to go see my girl. I miss her.” 
 “Mommy!” came the sweet call. “Mommy!” 
 “Hi, Lily sweetie,” Savannah said, picking her up as she approached. “What have you been doing?” 
 “Slide,” she said. 
 When Savannah noted yellow paint stains on the toddler’s hands, she said, “And painting? Have you been painting?” 
 Lily nodded, then rested her head on Savannah’s shoulder. 
 “Yeah, I thought you might be getting tired. Shall we take you home and let you have a nap?” 
 “No,” Lily said, pouting. “No nap, Mommy. Stay here Auntie, Auntie Bri, Cobie.” 
 Margaret chuckled. “I guess she knows what she wants.” 
 “Yeah, she doesn’t want a nap.” 
Margaret looked in the distance. “Hey, there’s your daddy. He must be taking a break, too.” 
 “Where?” Savannah asked, looking in the same direction. 
 “Oh, I guess he went behind that group of people. I don’t see him now.” 
 “I wonder where he’s going,” Savannah said. 
 “Savannah,” someone called, “they need you on the food line. A couple of people had to leave.” 
 “No problem. Here I come.” Savannah kissed Lily’s cheek and handed her to Margaret. “Bye-bye little one. Mommy will see you soon.” 
She had been serving meals for thirty minutes when she saw Michael rushing toward her with Rags in his arms. 
“What happened?” she asked, a chill running through her veins. 
“He’s hurt badly; we need to get him to the clinic.” He glanced around, then sharply instructed, “Grab those towels, will you?” 
 When Savannah saw the blood oozing from between Michael’s fingers, she gasped and stared in horror, unable to move. This isn’t happening, she thought. God, please wake me up and tell me I’m having a nightmare.

 “Now, Savannah,” he hissed. “We don’t have much time.” 
 Still somewhat dazed, she reached for the cotton towels and tucked them around the barely conscious cat. 
 Michael held tightly to the padding and headed toward the parking lot. “Let’s go. You drive.” 
 “I’ll get my purse,” Savannah said, turning just as her mother approached. 
 Gladys saw the dread in her daughter’s eyes. “Vannie, what’s wrong? Are you okay, honey?” 
 “Rags has been hurt, Mom. We’re taking him to the clinic. Can you and Lily get a ride home with Auntie? They’re over in the playground.” 
 “Yes, but…” 
 “I’ll call you later,” Savannah said, rushing toward the church office, where she’d left her belongings. By the time she’d caught up with Michael, he was in the veterinary truck still holding Rags. The passenger door stood open. She leaned across her husband. “I’ll fasten your seat belt.” 
 “Never mind that. Let’s go.” 
 Savannah hesitated just for a moment, then closed his door and ran around to the other side of the truck. After tossing her purse and jacket in next to Michael, she scrambled into the driver’s seat, quickly fastened her seat belt, and sped off toward the clinic. 
 “Call Bud. I want him to assist.” 
 “Assist? You have to do surgery?” she asked, her voice strained. 
 “Yes, make the call.” 
 “While I’m driving?” 
 “I’ll pay for the ticket,” Michael spat. 
 “Bud,” Savannah said into her cell phone, “I’m so glad you answered.” She creased her brow. “Are you still at the church?” 
“No, Brianna and I had to help my mom with something. Pam took my place a couple of hours ago. Why? You sound upset.” 
“Bud, Rags has been hurt…” She paused and took a quick breath. Her voice cracking, she said, “He needs surgery and Michael wants you to assist.” 
 Bud hesitated. “Of course, Savannah. Are you at the clinic now?” 
 “On our way,” she managed. 
 “Meet you there,” he said before ending the call. 
 “What happened, Michael?” Savannah asked glancing down at the cat as she drove. 
 “Just pay attention to the road, will you?” he snapped when he noticed their car had swerved a little too close to oncoming traffic. 
 Savannah wiped at her eyes. “Sorry.” A few minutes later she pulled into the parking lot at the clinic. “There’s Bud.” 
 “Good,” Michael said. “Come around and open the door, will you? I need to keep pressure on the wound.” When he stepped out of the car, he shouted, “Bud, use your key—get the room ready!” 
 Bud ran toward the back door of the clinic, glancing over his shoulder once. “Good God, Michael, what happened?” 
 “He was stabbed. Looks like it’s deep.” He shook his head. “I’m afraid there’s internal damage.” He scowled and looked down at the cat in his arms. “Damn it, anyway.” When he noticed Bud was staring at the cat, he called out impatiently, “Let’s go. We’ve already lost too much time.” 
 Savannah watched with tears streaming down her face as the two men raced toward the operating room. “Oh Rags,”
she murmured, walking slowly into the reception area. He just has to be okay, she thought, her eyes darting nervously around the room. She lowered her head and closed her eyes. “Please, God,” she prayed, “take care of him. He’s one of your creations and I know that you love him as we do. You’ve just got to let him live. Please, God, please.” 
 She stared into the hallway where her husband and his associate veterinarian prepared to work on her precious Rags. What could have happened? she wondered. Michael said he was stabbed. Did someone do this to him? Who? Why? One of the homeless who came to the church for Christmas dinner? Did they catch the creep? Has he been arrested? Maybe it was an accident. It probably wasn’t intentional. Rags is pretty adventurous. I’ll bet he got cut by a piece of machinery or a broken window or something. Then why would Michael be so angry? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that angry. 
 She chuckled through her tears. I should have listened to Auntie. She didn’t want to help feed the homeless from the very beginning. Did she have a premonition? 

 
 **** 
“Have you heard anything?” Margaret asked when she stepped into the clinic forty minutes later. 
 “Oh, Auntie,” Savannah said, rushing to embrace her. “Thank you for coming.” She pulled back. “Where are Lily and Mom?” 
“I took them home to your house and came right over here.” Margaret glanced toward the window. “Hey, did Michael have to go get supplies or something?” 
 “What?” Savannah asked. 
 “I just saw him outside. He drove out of the parking lot in a Jeep Renegade.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “I’m sure you’re mistaken, Auntie. He’s been in surgery with Rags ever since we got here.” 
 She shrugged. “Sure looked like him.” 
 Before Savannah could respond, Michael appeared from the hallway. 
 Savannah covered her eyes with her hands. “Oh no,” she said, “I just know it’s bad news.” She stood and walked toward the window, her back to the others. “I don’t want to hear it, Michael.” 
 Margaret rose and put her arm around her niece. “Come on, Vannie. It’s probably not that bad. Let’s hear what Michael has to say. Come on, now,” she urged. 
 Savannah faced her husband and he wrapped his arms around her. “Is it terrible news, Michael?” she asked, her voice thick with emotion. 
 He pulled away from her and looked into her face. “No, hon, it’s not terrible. He’s alive…” He took her by the shoulders, “…but he’s not out of the woods. We’ll have to watch him around the clock for at least twenty-four hours. We just have to hope the sutures hold. Thank heavens for the feline blood bank.” 
 “We have a blood bank?” Margaret asked. 
 “Yes, a veterinarian over in Mason has created a small one for veterinary use in this county.” 
 “But, how’d you get it here so fast? …on Christmas Day?” 
 “We received a shipment Friday for a cat that was in a traffic accident.” He lowered his head. “Turned out that cat couldn’t use it. What a lucky break for Rags. Yeah, it would have taken hours to get a supply, if we could even get it today at all.” 
 “So, what happened, Michael?” Margaret asked. 
 He shook his head and looked down at the floor. “I took Rags out for a walk, you know, to relieve himself if he wanted to.” He looked at her. “Frankly, I needed a break about then, too.” He grimaced. “This guy came out of nowhere and slashed him. It happened so fast. One minute Rags was tugging at the leash like he does, wanting to go his own way and the next, he was on the ground bleeding. I looked up and saw this weirdo standing there with an awful grin on his face, holding the bloody knife over the cat. Before I could do anything, he disappeared into the shrubs. I picked up Rags, and you know the rest of the story.” 
 “How bad was he cut?” Savannah asked. 
 “Well, it could have been worse. It appears that the blade missed vital organs. How, I don’t know. It went so deep. We’re hoping it didn’t nick the bowel or stomach. With so much blood, it was hard to tell. We did have to stitch an artery.” 
Just then, Bud walked in. “He’s one amazing cat, that one. Seems to have a strong constitution inside and out.” 
“Let’s hope he’s strong enough,” Michael muttered. He turned to Bud. “I’d better stay with him for a while. Why don’t you go on home? I may need you to relieve me tonight.” 
 “Sure.” 
 “Thank you, Bud,” Savannah said, hugging him. 
 “Sure, Savannah. I’m just glad he’s...” Bud couldn’t finish his sentence. 
 “Can I see him?” Savannah asked. 
 After thinking about it, Michael said, “Yeah, it might be a comfort to him, actually.” 
 “Oh, Rags,” Savannah said seconds later, tearing up. “Michael, he looks so pitiful. I’ve never seen him look so pitiful.” She gently touched the top of his head with the tips of her fingers and started to laugh a little hysterically. “I guess the most pitiful I ever saw him look was the time he ran away from me and found himself in the middle of a sticky, icky mud puddle.” When Michael seemed to be waiting for more, she said, her voice cracking with emotion, “He was an adolescent and I’d taken him to romp at a local school. They were getting ready for a tug-of-war and they’d created this big mud puddle.” 
 “He fell into it?” Michael asked. 
 “Actually, he ran into it. And boy was he a muddy mess, an unhappy muddy mess.” 
“I’ll bet,” Michael said, staring at the cat, who was still unconscious in a recovery cage. 
 “So what do we do now?” Savannah asked. “Just wait?” 
 “Pretty much. I want to monitor his vitals over the next several hours—until we’re sure he’s stabilized, and we’ll need to keep him sedated and probably confine him to a pen once we get him home. We can’t let him be active or he’s liable to pull the inside stitches. He’ll have the drain for several days.” He shook his head. “He’s going to be one unhappy cat for a while. Let’s just hope he can tolerate the cure.” 
 “What does that mean?” Savannah asked. 
 “You know, if he’ll cooperate he should be okay. But it won’t take much to create a new problem.” 
 Savannah looked down at the limp cat. She leaned toward him and whispered, “Please, Ragsie, do what Dad tells you. We want you to heal up real good. You hear?”
 “Will you go after the guy who did this?” Margaret asked from behind Savannah and Michael. 
 Michael gritted his teeth. “You’d better believe I’ll go after him. As soon as Rags doesn’t need me, I’ll file a report and start talking to some of the homeless men and women I met. Someone’s bound to know him. Believe me, I have his face burned into my memory. If I ever see him again, I’ll recognize him in a heartbeat.” 
 “How is he?” came a voice from behind them. 
 “Oh, Craig,” Savannah said, “what are you doing here?” 
 “Iris told me she’d heard that Rags was hurt. I came to see if you needed help with anything. What happened, anyway?” 
 “Some evil homeless guy stabbed him,” Savannah said. 
 Craig looked at Michael, who confirmed, “That’s right. I saw it happen. The dude just slashed at Rags and doggone if he didn’t make contact.” He choked up. “We just about lost him. It was touch and go there for a while.” 
 “You didn’t tell me that,” Savannah complained, trying unsuccessfully to choke back her emotions. 
 “Well, it got kind of tense, but we pulled him through and I’m counting on Rags to do the rest of the work and get healthy again.” 
 “Do you know who did this? Can you identify him?” Craig asked. 
 “Yes.” Michael ran his hand through his hair. “Hey Craig, could I maybe work with the department artist?” 
 Craig thought for a minute. “Well, it’s rather unconventional that we use him in a matter like this, but yeah, we could probably arrange it.” He looked up at Michael. “By the way, you must have been awfully distracted when I saw you earlier this afternoon.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “You know, when I offered to buy you a cup of coffee, you mumbled something and walked on past me. What was that about?” 
 “You offered to buy me a cup of coffee?” 
 “Yeah, you looked like you were taking a break—kind of wandering around. Things were slow on the chow line, so I thought we could sit down and chat. You just shined me on.” 
 “I don’t remember that, Craig. But if it happened, I’m sure sorry.” 
 Suddenly, Savannah gasped. 
 When the others stared at her, she looked sheepish. 
 “What’s wrong with you?” Michael asked. 
 “Um…nothing. Not a thing.” She reached out again and touched Rags. “Please get well,” she said. She faced Craig. “Can you give me a ride to my car? I left it at the church. Michael’s going to stay here for a while with Rags.” 
 “I can take you, Vannie,” Margaret offered. 
 “Oh, thanks. Yeah, I know, but…um, I need to talk to Craig about something.” She reached out and put her hand on Margaret’s arm. “I’ll be home shortly, come on over, if you want.” She looked at Craig. “Do you mind?” 
 He shook his head. “No, of course not. Are you ready?” 
 Savannah kissed Rags gently on top of the head. She kissed Michael, then took one more look at Rags and walked out with Craig. 
 The two of them rode in silence until Savannah turned toward the detective. “Craig, tell me about the man you spoke to—I mean when you spoke to Michael when he was distracted.” 
 “Huh? What do you mean?” 
 “I mean, are you sure it was Michael?” 
 “Well, yeah. I should know Michael when I see him. Of course it was Michael.” He glanced at her a couple of times while he drove. “Why would you ask me that?” 
 “Well,” she stalled, “I have a confession to make.” 
 “Yeah?” he asked suspiciously. 
 “Um, I found Michael’s brother and he might have come here without letting us know.” 
 “Brother?” Craig said. He touched the brake pedal a little too firmly, throwing both of them forward slightly. “Michael has a brother? When did this happen? Where’d he come from? I didn’t know anything about a brother.” 
 “Neither did I, but…” 
He interrupted her. “No, Savannah, this was not a brother. It was Michael; I’m sure of it.” 
 “They’re twins,” she explained quietly. “Identical twins.” 
 “Twins?” he said, jerking the steering wheel to avoid crossing the center line. 
 Savannah chuckled. “Maybe you’d better pull over while I tell you the rest of the story.” 
 “Yeah, maybe I should. Hey, we’re here. There’s your car.” He parked, turned the key off, and said, “I’m ready. Tell me about this…twin brother.” 
“Well, Michael was a young man when he found out he had a twin brother who had been adopted out. But he has never tried to locate him. I…um…well, Craig, I went behind his back and discovered that Keith, his twin, has been looking for Michael, which is actually how I found him.” 
 “And you haven’t told Michael?” 
 She shrank back in her seat. “Well, I told him I’d found him, but that’s all. Michael doesn’t want to see him. He says he doesn’t want to open a can of worms. He loves our life just the way it is.” She grimaced. “I didn’t think Keith would come here. I guess he’s eager to know his brother. Oh, Craig, what am I going to do?” 
 “So the guy I thought was Michael was…Well, damn, isn’t that something?” he said, grinning. He shook his head. “Boy, is Michael going to be surprised. I mean, this guy is a dead-ringer.” 
 “Yeah, Keith’s picture sure looks like Michael.” 
 “Where does he live? How did they get separated, anyway?” Craig looked askance. “Who adopts one of their twin babies out?” 
 “Poor and maybe ignorant people. Evidently, from what Keith’s adoptive family told him, their mother wanted only one child. She was so determined to have just one child that she gave up one of her twins. I can’t even imagine,” she said scornfully. When she realized Craig was waiting for more information, she said, “They were born in Connecticut. Actually, a doctor on staff at the small hospital that day took Keith. It wasn’t a traditional adoption. He and his wife had been unable to have children. Once they adopted Keith, however, they had a baby of their own. So he has a younger sister. He said he had a good life, and that his adoptive parents never kept anything from him. He has known since he was quite young that he has a twin brother. He started searching for Michael just recently.” 
Craig rubbed his chin. “How did the two families keep from running into each other in that community?” 
“Oh, Keith told me his parents moved to Colorado as soon as they completed the adoption, just for that reason. He and his family still live there now.” She spoke more excitedly. “Craig, would you believe he’s a veterinarian?” 
 “Really?” Craig shook his head. “Gosh, this is kind of mind-boggling. What’s Michael going to say when he finds out—I mean, when he finds out his brother is here in Hammond?” 
 “I hope he’s going to be over-the-top thrilled.” She looked at Craig. “So he’s here, huh? I should maybe try to contact him through email and find out where he’s staying and see if we can figure out a way to get the two of them together.” She looked sheepish. “Or to keep them apart.” 
 “Did you tell him Michael would be at the church today? Because that’s where I saw him.” 
 “No, but there was that piece in the paper about the event and it mentioned Michael’s temporary clinic. So that’s probably how he knew. He probably knows where we live and where the clinic is. I wonder what he plans to do. Yeah, I think I’d better try to contact Keith. I’ll do it when I get home.” She smiled at the detective. “Well, thanks for the ride and for caring about Rags.” 
 “Hey, he’s one of our own…” he said, “…a fallen hero.” He smiled weakly at her. “Honey, I sure hope he’s going to be okay.” 
 “Yeah, me, too,” she said grimly. 





Chapter 11
  
“Oh, you’re home,” Savannah said sounding groggy. 
 “Yeah. Been asleep long?” Michael asked. 
 “I don’t think so.” She turned on the bedside lamp and propped herself up. “I went to bed around eleven, but couldn’t sleep. How is he?” When Michael didn’t respond, she sat up straighter. “Michael?” she said, sounding panicked. 
 He took a deep breath. “He’s still with us. But he’s struggling, hon.” When she started to weep, he lowered himself onto the bed, took her in his arms, and whispered into her hair, “He’s tough. I think we can pull him through this. But it just might be the fight of his life.” 
 “Poor Rags. So Bud’s with him?” she asked. 
 “No. Bud’s not with him.” 
 She pulled back. “You left him alone?” 
 “No.” He stood and looked down at her. “Keith’s with him.” 
 “What?” she said, her eyes wide and searching. 
 “He said you’ve been in touch with each other. Why, Savannah? Why did you go behind my back and against my wishes?” 
 “Oh, hon, I’m sorry.” She hung her feet over the edge of the bed and faced him. “I just wanted you to feel—you know, complete. You said yourself, you were aware of feeling as if something is missing in your life.” 
 “Yeah, but I also told you that you and Lily and your crazy family replaced that a long time ago. I didn’t feel a need to…” 
 “I’m sorry, Michael.” 
 He took her hands and pulled her to him, holding her for a few moments. “It’s okay, hon.” He stepped back and smiled. “In fact, it’s more than okay.” Glancing around as if searching for words, he said, “I just can’t describe what I feel right now. You were right. We need that connection to our roots in order to be whole. I didn’t know how important it was until tonight.” 
 “So you’re not mad at me?” she asked timidly. 
 He wrapped his arms around her. “No. I’m not mad at you.” 
 While trying to absorb what he had just told her, Savannah stepped back and peered into his eyes. “So, you like your brother? How did you meet up with him? How did he find you? What’s he doing here? I didn’t know he would…” 
 He put one finger across her lips to silence her, then led her to the bed, sat on the edge of it, and pulled her down next to him. “Well, he came to the clinic and saw the lights on and my truck in the back, so he wandered in.” Michael stood and began to pace. “Man, was I shocked when I looked up and saw my own face staring back at me. I think he was pretty surprised, too. We both just stood there looking at each other for what seemed like an eternity.” He laughed. “I’m not sure which of us made the first move, but soon we were both talking at once and laughing and joking. I don’t know how many times we hugged. It was…” 
 “Magical?” Savannah offered, her green eyes sparkling with delight. 
 “Well, surreal is more like it.” He suddenly faced her. “And to find out he’s a veterinarian—gosh, what a surprise.” He sat down next to her again and took her hand. “Savannah, he specializes in cats. We consulted on Rags’s condition.” He choked up when he said, “Can you imagine me consulting with my brother on a medical case? What a trip.” 
 “And he’s with Rags now?” she asked. 
 “Yes, he could see I was pretty tired—wired and excited, but exhausted. And he offered to stay. I felt comfortable with him there. Anyway, I couldn’t wait to come home and tell you what had happened.” 
 “That’s so cool. I’m really happy for you, hon.” She giggled. “So, so happy.” She pressed his hand against her face and looked into his eyes. “Do you think you can get some sleep, now? Want me to bring you a glass of warm milk or something?” 
 Michael shook his head. “No, thanks. I think I can sleep. Sure do need it.” He stood up, slipped off his shoes, pulled off his shirt and slacks, then climbed into bed. “But boy am I pumped. Can’t wait to spend more time with my…brother. My brother, Savannah!” he said excitedly. 
 
 **** 
The Ivey household had been quiet for only a few hours when Michael’s cell phone rang. “Oh, crumb,” Michael said, turning on the lamp and picking up his phone. When he saw that the call came from his clinic, he sat straight up. “Hello.” 
 “Michael, this is Keith. Listen, about your cat—I’m concerned. I don’t like the numbers. I’d feel more comfortable if you’d take a look. I think we either need to go back in, which I sure don’t want to do, or we can try that new treatment I told you about.” 
 “I’ll be right there,” Michael said, ending the call as he stepped into the bathroom. 
 “Is it Rags?” Savannah asked when he returned. 
 “Yes. Keith said there’s a problem.” 
“Oh no,” she said, climbing out of bed and pulling on her jeans. 
 “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 “I’m going with you. He is my cat, you know.” 
 “What time is it, anyway?” he asked. He looked at his watch. “Three thirty-five. Okay. Why don’t you meet me there?” 
 “All right. I’ll make some coffee for you guys and maybe bring some of the leftover pie—after I say a prayer for Rags.” She clasped her hands under her chin. “Oh, Michael, he just has to be okay.” 
 He picked up his jacket, then looked into her face. “We’ll do our best. You know that. And I believe Rags is working hard on his end, too.” 
 She kissed him and said weakly, “Thanks, hon.” 
 As she prepared the pie for travel and waited for the coffee to brew, Savannah’s cell phone rang. “Auntie, what are you doing up so late—or are you up early?” 
 “I saw your lights on and wondered how…” she hesitated. More gently she asked, “How’s he doing, Vannie?” 
“There’s a problem. I don’t know what it is.” 
 “Oh no. I’m sorry to hear it.” After pausing, Margaret asked, “Are you going to the clinic? 
“Yes.” 
“Want company?” 
 “Sure. But wouldn’t you rather sleep in? I would.” 
 “I’ve slept enough. Went to bed with the chickens last night. I only need five or six hours sleep these days. Yeah, come by and get me.” 
 “Okay, I’ll be there in ten minutes. I’m brewing coffee and writing a note for Mom. We put Lily to sleep in her room last night, just in case…” 
 
 **** 
When the women arrived at the clinic, they found themselves alone in the waiting room. “I wonder if he’s in surgery,” Savannah whispered, placing a tote bag on the reception counter. 
Margaret placed the coffee carafe next to it and peered inside the bag. “What’s in here? Pie?” she asked. 
Savannah nodded. She stared into the hallway, then turned toward her aunt. “Yeah, apple. Want a piece?” 
 “No, not this early.” Margaret removed the pie, paper plates, and utensils from the tote and arranged them on the counter. She poured a cup of coffee for herself. “Did you bring your tea?” 
 “No, I didn’t think about it.” 
 The women waited mostly quietly for about fifteen minutes before Michael entered the waiting room. 
“How is he?” Savannah asked anxiously. “Will you do more surgery?” 
 “We may not need to,” he said. “We’re trying something new. Just cross your fingers that it works.” He walked to the reception desk and picked up the carafe. “Is this coffee?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. “Want me to cut you a piece of pie?”
 He nodded while pouring the coffee into a Styrofoam cup. 
 “Why didn’t you tell me there was a problem?” Savannah asked. “I thought he was okay last night.” 
 “We didn’t actually know there was a problem until…” Once Savannah had handed him a piece of pie, he walked away, mumbling, “I’d better get back in there.” 
 Savannah watched her husband disappear into the hallway, then she headed in the opposite direction toward the bathroom. “I’ll be right back, Auntie.” 
 Seconds later, Margaret looked up and greeted the man entering the room. “Back for more?” she asked. 
 “Uh, just came in for a cup of coffee,” he said. 
 “For Bud?” 
 “No. For me. Need something to keep me awake a while longer,” he explained. 
 “But, you just…”
 “Okay if I have a piece of this pie?” he asked. 
 “Sure, I guess. Boy, you must be hungry and thirsty.” 
 The man looked at her, then walked into the hallway with the pie and coffee and disappeared. 
 “Well that was odd,” Margaret said when Savannah returned. 
 “What?” 
 “Michael came back for more coffee and pie. Don’t you feed him?”
 “Oh,” Savannah said, laughing. Before she could say anything more, Michael approached the reception room again. “Savannah, do you want to see him?” 
She sighed. “Yes,” more quietly, she added, “since it could be the last time.” 
Once Michael and Savannah had left the room, someone else entered and sidled up to the reception counter. He looked around. “Is there any sugar?” 
“Sugar? You don’t put sugar in your coffee, do you?” 
“Yeah, I do. Just a little.” 
“Oh, something new, huh?” Margaret said under her breath. “Wait, I may have a packet in my purse. Here,” she said, handing it to him. 
“The pie’s good. Mind if I have another piece?” 
Margaret frowned. “No, go ahead.” She watched him scoop a slice of the pie onto his paper plate and walk off down the hallway. 
“Pitiful, pitiful,” Savannah said when she returned to the reception room only a few minutes later. Her voice was thick with emotion. “Gosh, I hope he’ll be okay. Oh, Auntie, he looks so sick. My poor Ragsie.” 
As if she hadn’t heard a word Savannah said, Margaret asked, “Vannie, is there something wrong with your husband?” 
“Huh? What do you mean?” 
“He’s acting very strangely.” 
“Well, he hasn’t had much sleep. I’m sure he’s tired.” 
“Would that cause him to be so indecisive?” Margaret asked. 
“I guess it might.” 
 “Well, okay, then,” Margaret said, taking a sip of her coffee. Suddenly she grabbed Savannah’s arm and shouted, “Oh, my God!” 
When Savannah looked in the direction Margaret gaped, she broke out laughing. Both Michael and Keith had just stepped into the waiting room together, empty coffee cups in hand and deep in conversation. 
“Vannie,” Margaret hissed, closing her eyes and clinging to her niece’s arm, “something’s wrong. I’m seeing double. Maybe I’m losing my mind. Take me to the emergency room, quick!” She looked at Savannah. “Why are you laughing? It could be a stroke. Vannie, why are you laughing?” 
“Auntie,” Savannah said, helping her up and guiding her toward the two men, “I’d like you to meet Michael’s twin brother, Keith.” 
“What?” she shrieked. She looked from one to the other. “Unbelievable,” she said, backing up. “Twin brother? When did this happen? Why wasn’t I told? And why are they both dressed in scrubs? Vannie, what’s going on?” 
“Well, Michael and Keith just found each other,” Savannah explained. “And, would you believe that Keith is also a veterinarian? He’s working with Michael to…” She took a ragged breath. “…to save Rags.” 
“Holy cow! You mean I’m not going crazy?” Margaret looked at both men again and asked, “Okay, who’s who?” 
Smiling widely, Keith took one of Margaret’s hands in both of his and said, “Hello, I’m Keith. And you are Savannah’s aunt?” 
“Uh…yes…I’m…uh…Maggie.” 
“Nice to meet you,” Keith said. 
Margaret looked from Keith to Michael again. “Unbelievable,” she repeated. 
“Come on, Auntie,” Savannah urged, “they have work to do and we need to go back to bed.” 
“So, no surgery?” Margaret asked. “The crisis is over?” 
“I wouldn’t say that,” Keith said solemnly. “But we’re hoping for the best. He’s resting comfortably now and seems to be…a…a little more stable.” He turned to Michael. “Can your associate relieve me for a few hours? I can crash on that rollaway I saw in there in case he needs anything.” 
“Sure, I’ll call him.” Michael addressed Savannah, “You go get some rest. I’ll stay a little while longer.” 
 “Okay.” She turned to Keith. “Dinner at our house tonight, if you’re available. You two figure out what time and let me know.” 
“Sounds wonderful,” Keith said. 
Michael kissed her. “I’ll check in with you later, hon.” 
 
 **** 
“I hope you don’t mind that I invited some of our friends over to meet you, Keith,” Savannah said later that evening when he arrived at the Ivey home. “As you can imagine, you’re quite the novelty.” 
He chuckled. “Novelty, huh? Are your friends that bored?” 
“Heck no,” Iris said upon overhearing his comment. “It’s just that we’re accustomed to one Michael and now we learn there are two. We’re curious.” 
“That they are,” Savannah said, closing the front door. “By the way, this is Iris…” Savannah looked around. When she spotted Craig, she called to him, “Craig, come meet…” she looked at Keith before continuing in a more reverent tone, “my brother-in-law.” 
“Hello, Craig,” Keith said, shaking his hand. He bowed toward Iris. “Nice to meet you both.” 
“Good to meet you, too,” Craig said. He glanced across the room at Michael, then back at Keith. “Incredible,” he mumbled. “Uncanny. Mind-blowing.” 
Savannah chuckled at Craig’s response, then explained to Keith, “Craig’s a detective and Iris runs an exquisite bed-and-breakfast in an old turn-of-the-century home not far from here.” 
“Hi,” Margaret said, as she and Max stepped into the living room. “So which one is this, Vannie?” 
“This is Keith.” She said to Keith, “You met my aunt, Maggie. This is her husband, Max. They run a cat shelter next door.” 
Keith raised his eyebrows. “Cool.” 
Once Keith had met Colbi and Damon, Gladys, and Brianna, Helena stepped out of the kitchen and motioned for Savannah that their dinner was ready. 
“Thank you, Helena,” she said. “She then announced, “Time to eat. Shall we be seated?” 
“Who’s this?” Keith asked when Michael walked up carrying Lily. 
“Your niece,” Savannah said, smiling. 
When Michael stopped in front of his brother, Lily put her head on Michael’s shoulder and peered shyly at Keith. Suddenly, she raised up and looked at Keith, then looked at her daddy. She seemed to be a little confused by the resemblance and reached for Savannah, who carried her to the table and held her on her lap. Once everyone was seated, Savannah lifted the toddler into her high chair. 
“So, you’re a veterinarian?” Damon asked Keith. When he nodded, Damon looked at Michael, then Keith, and asked, “Did you two go to the same veterinary school?” 
Michael shook his head. “No. Keith entered school ahead of me in Colorado. I went to one in Connecticut a few years later.” 
“Keith, do you pace when you’re nervous or upset?” Margaret asked, grinning. 
“Huh?” He looked around at the others before responding. “Yeah, I guess I do. I didn’t notice I did that until my wife called me on it once.” 
“Are you a carpenter, too?” Craig asked. When Keith looked bewildered, Craig grinned. “Michael is our fix-it, build-it man. He’s as handy with a hammer as he is with a scalpel.” 
Keith shook his head. “Well, that’s not something we have in common. No, I’m afraid I’m a klutz when it comes to fixing things.” He chuckled. “My wife is the mechanical genius in our household. Just the other day she repaired a kitchen chair that was coming apart. She painted and decorated our daughters’ room. I’m no good with things like that. Mostly, I just stay out of her way.” 
Colbi chuckled. “What are some of your hobbies, Keith?” 
“I love the out-of-doors…camping, fishing, hiking…” 
“So you have children?” Colbi asked. 
He nodded. “Two little girls.” He gazed at Lily. “Bethany looks so much like Lily, it’s uncanny. She’s three.” 
“Really?” Savannah said. “I can’t wait to meet your children and your wife.” 
“How about if we do FaceTime after dinner?” Keith suggested. 
“I’d love that. Yes, let’s do.” She glanced around at the others. “Keith, do you think we’ll all overwhelm your wife?” 
“I doubt it,” he said. 
After a few moments of silence around the table, Craig asked quietly, “How’s my partner?” When no one spoke, he looked from Michael to Keith. “Rags.” 
The brothers glanced at each other and Keith said, “It’s hard to tell. It’s still touch-and-go.” 
Craig grimaced, then smiled. “Oh, Michael, they caught up with his attacker.” 
“They did?” Michael asked. “Is he in jail?” 
Looking smug, Craig said, “As we speak. He’s been arrested for abusing animals before. Your description really helped—our officers didn’t have to look far to find him. He has a reputation among the homeless and those with pets were happy to turn him in.” 
“You know, Bud and I treated dogs with what looked like knife scars at the clinic on Sunday.” Michael scowled and shook his head. “The work of that creep, I imagine.” He looked at Craig. “If they need me to testify, I’ll do it in a hot minute.” 
“Thanks, Michael. I’m sure they will, since you actually saw the attack.” 
“The meal is wonderful,” Keith said after a few moments. “Thank you, Savannah.” 
Savannah glanced at their housekeeper. “Helena gets the credit tonight.” 
“And Ms. Gladys,” Helena said, smiling in her direction. “We worked together.” 
“Yes, we did,” Gladys said, reaching out and squeezing Helena’s hand. 
He nodded toward both women. “Well, it’s very good.” He added, “I’m sorry Bud is missing out.” 
“Someone had to stay with Rags,” Michael reminded him. 
“Yeah, and I’m taking Bud a plate in a few minutes,” Brianna said. “I’ll sit with him and Rags for a while.” 
 
 **** 
“Hello, sister-in-law,” Savannah said a little later, after being introduced to Keith’s wife, Holly, during FaceTime on Keith’s cell phone. “It’s so nice to know that you and Keith exist.” 
 “Yes, and we’re happy to have finally found Keith’s other half and…” she giggled, “…to meet Michael’s other half. Savannah, I can’t believe how much your little Lily looks like our Bethany.” Holly walked across the room in her Colorado home with her phone. “Come on,” she said into the phone, “and meet your nieces.” She moved toward the children and held the phone in front of them so both could be seen. “This is Cassie.” 
 “Hi,” the six-year-old said, waving. 
 “And this is Bethany. Say hi, Bethany.” 
 “Hi,” the three-year-old said before racing off. She returned with a doll and held it up to the phone camera. 
 “Oh, she sure does look like her cousin,” Savannah said. 
 Gladys and Margaret moved closer, saying, “Let me see.” 
 “Oh gosh,” Margaret said, “it’s Lily in another year, isn’t it? She’s darling.” 
 “She sure is,” Gladys agreed. “Can’t wait to meet you all in person.” 
 “Yes, when can we do that? Soon, I hope,” Holly said. 
 Michael looked at his brother. “Yes, very soon. We definitely have a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
 **** 
Once everyone had left, Michael had showed Keith to his room in their home, then joined Savannah in their bedroom. He put his arms around her, and whispered, “Thank you, honey.” 
 “For what?” 
 “You know for what. I think I’m really going to like having a brother and even some nieces.” He broke away. “I can’t wait for them to meet Adam.” 
 “I know. It’s all just so exciting.” Savannah’s demeanor changed when she asked, 
“Have you heard from Bud tonight, Michael?” 
 He nodded solemnly. “No change.” 
 “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” she asked cautiously. 
 He took a deep breath, avoided making eye contact, and said, “I wish I knew.” He looked at his watch. “I’d better get some shut-eye; I’m relieving Bud in another few hours.” 
 
 **** 
“Savannah,” Michael said into the phone around six thirty the next morning, “are you up?” 
“Yes, making pancakes for Lily. She’s an early bird this morning.” When he didn’t respond, she said, “Michael?” 
“Hon…um…I want you to come down here to the clinic. There’s something…something’s not right with Rags. I don’t know if…honey, I think you should come.” 
 “Oh no, Michael. Oh no,” she said, choking up. “I’ll be right there.” 
 “Wait,” he said, “I’m going to call your aunt and have her pick you up.” 
 “Oh,” she said weakly. “Okay, that’s fine. I’ll go wake up Mom. Is Keith with you?”
 “Yes,” Michael said. “Hurry, will you?” 
 “What is it, Vannie?” Gladys asked when Savannah roused her. 
 “It’s Rags. I need to go to the clinic. Can you take over here, please?” 
 “Of course, honey,” she said, pulling the blankets back and sitting up in the bed. “You go on.” 
 “Gammy!” Lily shouted from her high chair, when Gladys stepped into the kitchen. “Gammy, pancake,” she said, holding a bite of her pancake on her fork and waving it around in front of her. 
 “Hi sweetie. Yes, I see you have pancakes there. Grammy will have pancakes, too.” 
 “Thanks, Mom,” Savannah said, rushing to her bedroom to get dressed. When she returned, she looked out the window. “Auntie’s here. Gotta go. Bye.” Before leaving, she turned. “Mom, say a prayer for him, will you?” 
 “What happened, do you know?” Margaret asked when Savannah slid into the passenger seat of her car. 
 Savannah shook her head and dabbed at her eyes. 
 Margaret glanced at her niece a couple of times while driving, then said, “Did you see the article in the paper about Rags’s attacker? It said he could get a pretty hefty sentence for what he’s been doing to animals. I hope he hangs,” she snarled. 
 Savannah shook her head. “No. I haven’t looked at the paper. Too much going on.” 
 Margaret continued, “There was quite a nice write-up about Rags.” She smiled. “Damon wrote it. Should be good publicity for our books. He mentioned our children’s books in the story and some of the things Rags has done to help the sheriff’s office find people and nail criminals and stuff.” 
 All Savannah could manage was a feeble, “That’s nice.” Once they arrived at the clinic, she instructed, “Go ahead and park in front. I brought a key. Scarlett doesn’t get here until eight—in a little over an hour.” 
The two women walked in and found the reception room empty. But when Savannah peered down the hallway, she spotted Michael taking his usual long strides toward her. “Michael, how is he?” 
 Before he could respond, Margaret tugged on Savannah’s jacket sleeve. “How do you know that’s your husband? Do you mean you can tell them apart?” 
 Savannah glanced at her aunt, then focused on Michael. 
 “We’re going back in,” he said quietly. Bud made a run to the blood bank. He should be on his way back now.” Just then, Michael’s phone rang and he put it up to his ear. “Bud, where are you?” he asked anxiously. 
 When Savannah saw her husband’s shoulders slump, she felt her knees begin to buckle and she grasped his arm. “What’s wrong, Michael?” 
He grimaced and said into the phone, “Okay, we’ll see what we can figure out on this end.” 
 “What?” she asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 “Bud’s stuck in traffic; evidently a big rig jackknifed and traffic is stopped out on the highway. He can’t get back here with the blood until that truck is moved.” He ran his hand through his hair. “…and we all know how long that could take.” 
 “Can we get a chopper?” Savannah asked, hopefully. 
 Michael shook his head slowly. “I doubt that, Savannah.” He called out to Keith. 
“What’s up, Michael?” Keith asked, walking toward the waiting room. 
“Bud’s stuck in traffic with the blood. As I see it, we have only one option—to operate and hope he doesn’t need that blood.” 
 Keith shook his head, his tone ominous. “I wouldn’t do it. Too risky.” 
 “He’ll most likely die without the surgery,” Michael persisted. He saw the anguish on Savannah’s face and embraced her. When he felt her body relax a little, he pulled back, lifted her chin, and looked into her eyes. “It’s up to you. What do you want us to do? Wait, on the off chance we can get the blood here in time—try to keep him alive until then—or should we go ahead and do the surgery?” 
 She took a deep breath. “We can’t get a helicopter?” 
 “I doubt it.” 
 “Can you tell me what his chances are—I mean, in either scenario? You said he’d die without the surgery.” She looked at Keith. “And you said the surgery is too risky without the blood.” She stepped away, walked toward the window, and stood quietly, contemplating the options. Suddenly, she turned and faced the veterinarians. With renewed energy, she asked, “Where is Bud, Michael?” 
 “I don’t know; somewhere on the freeway. Why?”
 “Call him and find out,” she instructed. Once Michael had placed the call, Savannah took the phone and said, “Bud, this is Savannah. Where are you; I mean exactly?” 
 “Um, let’s see. Just east of the Dawson Ranch. Do you know where that is?” 
 “Yes. Yes, I do. Bud, I’m going to call a friend of mine who lives behind the Dawsons a ways and see if she’ll come over and pick up the blood from you.” 
 “Just how’s she going to get here, Savannah?” he insisted. “There’s no way. Lanes are closed in both directions.” 
 “By horseback, Bud. That’s how. Stay on the line; I’m going to call her right now.” She handed Michael’s phone to him. 
 Michael, Keith, and Margaret all watched anxiously as Savannah made a call on her cell phone. “Hello, Bonnie. I need a big favor. Has Peaches had her breakfast?” 
 “Um, yes. Barney fed her early this morning. Why?”
 “Bud’s stuck on the highway in the vicinity of the Dawson Ranch. He has the blood they need for Rags. He has to have more surgery and, Bonnie, it’s an emergency.” 
 “Oh, my gosh.” 
 “Would you saddle Peaches and ride like the devil over the hill to get that blood from Bud?” 
 “Wouldn’t a dirt bike be faster?” Bonnie asked. 
 “You’ve been over that hill. Do you really think a bike could handle it better than a horse—especially Peaches? She’s one sure-footed, strong, and fast mare. You’ve been working her this week, haven’t you?” 
 “Yes, she’s in good shape. You’re right. If any horse can do it, Peaches can. I’m on it. I’m headed for the corral as we speak. Tell Bud to watch for me. I should be there in ten or fifteen minutes.” 
 “Eight would be better.” Savannah then said, “Oh wait, Michael’s telling me something.” 
 With renewed energy and hope, Michael explained, “Bud’s going to abandon his car and walk through the Dawson place to meet Bonnie. Where should I tell him to go? I’ll get permission from Raif Dawson for them to cross his land. We don’t want to be stopped by any locked gates.” 
 “Let me ask Bonnie.” Savannah said into the phone, “Bud’s going to walk through the Dawson place and meet you. He wants to know where he should go. Where will you be coming from?” 
 When Bonnie answered, she sounded winded. “I’ve put my phone on speaker while I saddle your mare,” she explained. She continued, “Tell him to follow the western-most fence line. Go through the gate and take the trail that heads north up the hill. It’s not quite as steep on that side. I’ll meet up with him on that trail.” 
 Savannah relayed the instructions to Michael, then said to Bonnie, “Okay, someone will be at your place to get the stuff when you return.” 
“All right, I’m off. I’ll see you here in less than twenty-five minutes, if we’re lucky.” 
“Bonnie,” Savannah said into the phone, walking away from the others, “listen, I don’t know if it will work with a horse, but I want you to try something.” 
“Okay, I’m listening. We’re just leaving our property and heading out. Keep talking, Savannah.” 
“Well, the thing is, I’m pretty sure I can communicate with Rags using mind pictures. I want you to try it with Peaches.” 
“Uh, mind pictures?” she asked, her voice a bit shaky due to the bumpy ride. 
“Yes, imagine Rags in serious need of the blood and how important it is for Peaches to hurry back with it to save Rags’s life.” 
“Oh, okay. Got it,” Bonnie said. “Better hang up. The ride’s only going to get rougher. See you later, Savannah.” 
Savannah then heard her shout, “Let’s go, Peaches!” 
 “Savannah, why don’t you and your aunt go out to Bonnie’s ranch?” Michael said. “We’ll keep a watch over Rags.” He kissed her. “I’ll see you back here in around half an hour.” 
 “Yeah, let’s hope,” Keith said. “Hey, call us when you’re on your way back and we’ll prep.” 
 
 **** 
Eighteen minutes later, Margaret and Savannah paced along the southern gate of Bonnie’s property, watching eagerly for a sign of her and Peaches. Savannah looked at her watch again. “Come on, Peaches,” she said under her breath. “Come on, you can do this.” 
 “How long ago did Bud say he handed the stuff off to her?” Margaret asked. 
 “Seven minutes.” 
 “There!” Margaret said pointing. “There they are. Boy, look at your horse go.” 
 “Yeah, she’s fast.” Savannah jumped up and down. “Come on, Peaches. Come on, baby.” She rushed to open the gate for Bonnie. “Good job!” she said, patting her friend’s leg as she trotted past on Peaches. 
 “Here it is,” Bonnie said, reining in the mare and handing the blood to Savannah. “Good luck. We’re all pulling for Rags.” 
 “Thank you,” Savannah said, taking the package and rushing with her aunt to the car. “I’ll drive,” Savannah announced, climbing into the driver’s seat of the Jeep Liberty and handing the package to Margaret. “Call Michael,” she instructed. “Tell him we’re on our way. It took us five minutes and thirty seconds to get here, so we should be back at the clinic by seven thirty-eight.” 
 “Great,” Michael said when he met Savannah at the back door of the clinic and took the blood from her. He bit his lip. “Time to pray, ladies.” 
 “I haven’t stopped praying,” Savannah said. 
 “Did I see Craig’s car out front?” Margaret asked as the two women walked toward the waiting room. 
 “I didn’t notice,” Savannah said. When they entered the room and she saw both Iris and Craig, she asked, “What are you doing here?” 
 Iris rose and moved toward Savannah, putting her arms around her. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry you’ve been put through this and that Rags has suffered.” 
 “What do you mean?” Savannah asked, pulling away. “Did something happen while we were gone?” She gazed into the hallway. “Michael didn’t say anything.” 
 “No, honey,” Iris said. “He’s still hanging on.” 
 “He’ll be okay,” Scarlett said from behind the reception desk. 
 “Oh, hi,” Savannah said. “You’re here early, aren’t you?” 
 The freckle-faced receptionist nodded. “Yeah, Dr. Mike asked me to come in early and cancel some of his morning appointments.” She looked into Savannah’s eyes and said again, “I really believe he’ll be okay.” 
 “How is he?” came a voice from the front door. 
 “Colbi? Where’s Rosemary?” 
 “With Damon. I heard Rags wasn’t doing well. I wanted to be here for you,” Colbi said quietly. 
 Savannah wrapped her arms around her. “Thank you.” 
 Stepping back, Colbi handed Savannah something. “From Dolly and Molly.” 
 “Awww,” she said, holding it against her chest. She looked more closely at it. “A picture of our three kitties. That’s really cute.” She hugged Colbi briefly again. “Thank you.” She showed the photo of Rags with his feline friends to the others. When she looked at her aunt, she could see that she was struggling to hold back tears. She put her arm around her and they held each other for a few moments. 
 “So how is he?” Colbi asked. 
 “In surgery as we speak,” Savannah said. “Bud was stuck in traffic with the blood Rags needed, so they had to delay the surgery. My friend Bonnie made a record-breaking run on Peaches to get the blood from Bud. We just got back.” 
 “I doubt Bud could have gotten it here any faster even if there wasn’t a wreck,” Margaret said. 
 After thinking about it, Savannah agreed. “You might be right. The wreck might have been a blessing.” 
 Colbi took a deep breath and exhaled. “Wow!” When no one spoke, she said, “Shall we pray? Come on, let’s form a prayer circle.” 
 “Can I join in?” Scarlett asked. 
 “Certainly,” Savannah said, holding one hand out to her. “Thank you,” she said, squeezing Scarlett’s hand. Savannah took Margaret’s hand and watched as the circle was closed. “Let me,” Savannah said, her voice cracking a bit. She spoke quietly. “God, please watch over Rags as he endures another surgery. Guide Keith’s hands in healing him and…” She paused. “…don’t let him suffer. Amen.” 
 
 **** 
Thirty minutes later, Michael approached the waiting room. Savannah was the first one to see him. “Michael,” she said her voice filled with fear and anxiety. “How…?” she began. 
 “He’s been through a lot.” He glanced around at the others and choked up. He swallowed hard. “We lost him on the table…” When the others gasped, he said more loudly, “but my brother was able to bring him back. Rags is stable.” He took Savannah’s hand and said in a strong voice, “For the first time since this ordeal started, he’s stable. We can’t ask for anything more at this time.” He ran one hand down Savannah’s arm. “I’d better get back.” Glancing around the room at everyone, he said, “Keep those positive, healing thoughts.” 
 When the room became silent, Scarlett asked, “Can I get you some coffee, tea, water?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. “That would be lovely. Let me help.” 
 The group had been talking quietly, making phone calls, texting, and sipping their drinks for about forty-five minutes, when Savannah’s cell phone chimed. She looked at the screen and immediately started to tear up. Wiping at her eyes, she handed the phone to Margaret. “Auntie, I can’t see the screen. I think it’s a text from Marissa.” 
 “Yes it is,” Margaret announced, smiling. “Want me to read it to you?” 
 Savannah nodded. “What does that sweet child have to say? She’s one bright spot in the morning, isn’t she?” She turned to Margaret, then acknowledged the others in the room. “Did you know she got that operation on her legs? She’s recuperating at home now.” 
 “Yeah,” Craig said, “she sent me another picture. This time it’s me with a whole bunch of cats. I sure hope that isn’t my future. Three are almost more than I can handle.” Craig smiled. 
“She is quite a kid, that one.” 
 Savannah nodded. “What does she say, Auntie?” 
 “Well, she says, ‘Hi, second Mommy,’” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Cute.” 
 Margaret read some more, “‘Ms. Shelly told me that Rags has been hurt. Someone stabbed him? How scary for Rags and for everyone who loves him, including me. I just know God will make Rags well. He’s too special to so many. I love you all and I’m praying real hard for Rags.’” 
 “How sweet,” Savannah said, fighting back tears. Just then Michael appeared again, holding a cup of coffee in his hands. He glanced around the room and said, trying to sound upbeat, “Don’t you all have something better to do this morning than clutter up my reception room?” 
 Savannah stood. “How is he, Michael?” 
 He sighed deeply, avoiding eye contact with her. “Well…” 
 Suddenly someone called from the back area, “Michael, Michael.” 
 He glanced at Savannah, then turned and rushed down the hallway. 
 “Oh, my gosh,” Savannah said, putting her hands up over her face. “This is torture.” She sat down, her aunt on one side and Iris on the other. 
 “You need to relax, Vannie,” Margaret said. “Think of your baby boy. You can’t let yourself get all worked up like this.” 
 Savannah took a deep breath. “I know.” She began to sob. “It’s just so hard. I hate thinking about what Rags must be going through.” 
 “He’s in good hands, honey,” Craig said, reaching out and patting her knee. 
 Just then Michael appeared again with a smile on his face. “He’s awake,” he announced. “He’s hungry. By golly, hon, I think he’s going to make it.” 
 “Really?” Savannah said, feeling too weak and uncertain to stand. 
 “Yes,” Michael said. “Keith said it was darn near a miracle. One minute he was practically non-responsive and the next, he was awake and ordering room service.” 
 Everyone cheered. 
 “Can I see him?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yes,” he said, taking her hand. He put his arm around her and ushered her into the recovery room. “Rags, here’s your mom.” 
 “Hi, Ragsie,” she cooed, reaching out and gently scratching the top of his head. “You look so much better. Look at his eyes, Michael. The life is back in him.” 
 “Yes,” Keith said from behind her. “When I saw that, I knew he was going to be okay. I’ve seen very few turnarounds as dramatic as this one. It was as if…well, I can’t help but think there was some sort of divine intervention.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Yes, there could have been.” She turned to Michael. “I think I know where it came from.” 
 “Where?” he asked. 
 She said quietly, “Marissa was praying for him.” When he looked puzzled, she said, “Shelly evidently told her what had happened and Marissa texted me this morning on her grandmother’s phone saying she knew he’d be okay because she was praying for him. That was about fifteen minutes ago.” 
 Michael smiled brightly. “So Marissa has facilitated another Christmas miracle, has she?” 
 “Indeed, she has,” Savannah said. “Indeed, she has.” 
“Well, let’s let him rest,” Michael said, walking with Savannah back to the waiting room.
 “He looks so much better,” Savannah announced to the others, smiling through her tears. She sniffled. “They think he’s going to make it.” 
“Oh, honey, that’s wonderful,” Iris said. 
Colbi rushed to embrace Savannah. “Such good news. Can’t wait to tell Dolly and Molly.” 
“Well, no reason to hang around here anymore, I guess,” Craig said standing up. He patted Savannah on the shoulder and winked as he walked past toward the exit. 
Just then, Savannah’s phone rang. “Oh, hi Bonnie,” she said. “Thank you again for making that amazing run. It looks like Rags is going to be okay.” 
“Excellent!” Bonnie said. “Did they use the blood?” 
“I don’t know.” Savannah turned and asked Michael, “Bonnie wants to know if you used the blood.” 
Both Michael and Keith nodded. “Sure did,” Michael said. “It was a godsend.” 
“Yes, they did,” Savannah said into the phone. “I can’t thank you enough for making that wild and crazy run.” 
 “Savannah,” Bonnie said quietly, “it was all Peaches.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “I’ve never seen such heart. Girl, I think she knew that Rags was counting on her. I asked a lot of that mare when she was in training because I knew she had it in her. And she’s shown me a lot, but nothing like what she gave today.” She paused before saying, “You mentioned some sort of connection between the cat and the horse.” She spoke more quietly. “Savannah, when I started thinking hard about Rags and how vital it was for us to get that blood and get back here pronto quick with it—for Rags, that’s when Peaches really came to life.” She choked up, then said, “Maybe it was my imagination, but I swear Peaches understood that she was on a mission to save her friend.” 
 “Oh, my gosh. So, you think Peaches knew Rags was counting on her?” 
 “Savannah, I don’t know. But what I experienced out there this morning with that mare was definitely something close to a miracle. Like I said, she’s fast and she’s game, but I’ve never seen her exhibit so much heart.” 
Suddenly, Bonnie interrupted herself and said, “Hey, gotta go. Got drama on the back forty.” 
 “Thanks again, Bonnie,” Savannah said before ending the call. 
 “Now why are you crying?” Margaret asked her niece a few minutes later. 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah said, laughing a little hysterically, “I guess I’m just a sucker for Christmas miracles.” 
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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.
 
The Amazing CATventure (Book 19)

A CATventure that will keep you on your toes.Savannah and Michael Ivey happily agree that they’ll enjoy a rare quiet and relaxing summer. Little did they know, however, that their pact would soon be broken, as another mystery was unfolding at that very moment—one that would shock the entire community, cause a major disturbance in their quiet neighborhood, and, of course, involve their venturesome cat. Ever wonder what it would be like to put a GoPro on your cat? Follow along as Rags and Dolly launch out on the cat-venture of their lives with some startling consequences and amazing discoveries. And most of the action is caught on camera.
Available at Amazon.
 
By Cat or by Crook (Book 20)

Rags helps to unveil some ancient mysteries Iris continues her refurbishing work at the grand old Kaiser home, but things aren’t going smoothly. Is she being stalked or is she simply spooked by what she hears at night kicking around in the attic? She certainly didn’t expect to hire gravediggers, nor did she anticipate the discovery of a large fortune amidst the chaos and mayhem at the old mobster hangout. Of course, Rags is on duty. He helps to reveal some decades-old family secrets and he finds a murderer’s calling card in the most unexpected place.
Available at Amazon.
 
Merriment, Mayhem, and Meows (Book 21)

Iris finishes renovating the Kaiser Bed-And-Breakfast, but the inn’s not complete until Rags chooses a charming array of cuddle cats for overnight guests to enjoy. Before the official opening, however, Iris loses her business partner to unusual circumstances and she calls on friends to help her run the place. That’s when pandemonium shatters the calm. What is sending guests packing and intriguing others? Is the old inn haunted? Or is the mayhem a result of something more sinister? Rags attends his first book signing and leaves more than paw-tographs behind. If you enjoy suspense, intrigue, and an abundance of charming kitty-cat action, you’ll adore this story. 
Available at Amazon.
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