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Chapter One
  
“No!” Savannah shouted. “No! Let him go! Mom!” she called as she ran through the kitchen and out the side door. “Mom, call Craig! He took Rags!”
“Who?” Gladys asked. “Where?” 
“I don’t know,” Savannah said over her shoulder. “Just get the detective out here.” She bounded down the porch steps, sprinted through their orchard, and entered the wooded area. Before she could catch sight of the alleged catnapper again, she slammed into someone and fell to the ground. “Ouch!” she complained, rubbing her elbow. “Karl,” she said when she recognized the man who held a hand out to her.
“Are you all right?” he asked, helping her up. “What were you chasing?” He chuckled. “That cat of yours?”
“Did you see him?” Savannah asked breathlessly. “You must have seen him. He ran in this direction.”
“Who?” Karl asked.
“I don’t know,” she wailed. “He took Rags. He snatched him in broad daylight. I can’t believe this has happened.”
Karl looked in the direction he’d come from. “Your mother told me someone was threatening to take your cat, but she didn’t think anyone would actually do it. I mean, who would…why would…? There are free cats everywhere.”
“So you didn’t see anyone?” Savannah asked. “Were you looking down at your phone or something?”
“Well, I did check a text,” he admitted, “but certainly I would have noticed if someone passed me.”
Savannah said more quietly, “Maybe he didn’t.” She glanced around. “Maybe he’s hiding out here somewhere. Hey, Karl,” she whispered, “would you stay put for a minute and watch for that guy? I want to see if our detective friend’s here yet.”
“Sure,” he agreed. “Tell your mom I’m on my way over.”
“Yeah,” she said. “I mean, if I see her. Thanks, Karl. Now watch for him.”
He nodded. 
Within minutes Savannah led Detective Craig Sledge through the orchard. “Where’s Karl?” she whispered. “I told him we’d be right back. Where’d he go?” She grasped Craig’s arm and hissed, “Did you hear that?”
“What?” Craig asked, looking around.
She pointed. “Over there.” She took a few steps and stopped. “Oh no! Karl!” she exclaimed when she saw him lying on the ground. 
“I’m okay,” he said, sitting up and rubbing the back of his neck. 
“What happened?” she asked breathlessly. She glanced around. “Did you see him? Did he have Rags with him? Who is it?”
Karl shook his head slowly. “I didn’t see anyone, but I guess he saw me.”
“Which way did he go?” Craig asked. When Karl shrugged, Craig pointed. “Probably that way, toward the tract. Savannah, stay with Karl,” he instructed.
She nodded and watched as the detective checked the ground for tracks, and walked swiftly toward the housing tract. When Karl started to get up she took hold of his arm.
“I’m okay,” Karl assured her. “Come on, let’s hotfoot it to your place. I don’t think the detective wants us hanging around out here.” When she resisted, he said, “Come on now, Savannah. Your mother would never forgive me…”
“Okay,” she grumbled. She looked him over. “You’re sure you’re all right?”
He nodded. “It could have been worse.”
“So you didn’t see the man or Rags?” she prodded as they walked back toward her house.
Karl was quick to say, “No.” Then he stopped. “Hey, there may have been a cat.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I heard one. Yeah, just before my lights went out, I heard what sounded like a cat meow real loud.”
“Poor Rags,” Savannah said, slumping. She took a deep breath in an attempt to hold back a flood of tears as she recalled the events leading up to this awful moment.
 
 **** 
“What are you working on, hon?” Michael asked when he entered the kitchen one morning a week earlier. “Lines for another play?”
Savannah shook her head and responded curtly, “No. No more plays, thank you very much.” She rested her chin in her palm. “That was kind of fun, though. I’m glad I agreed to help out with Arthur’s fundraiser, but it took a lot of time, and it was stressful. No,” she said, “I don’t think I’m cut out to be an actress.”
Michael kissed her on the forehead. “Well, I think you and Rags did a fine job. You wowed the cat-loving community, anyway.” He asked again, “So what are you concentrating on?”
“Two things,” Savannah said. “Teddy’s birthday party and a fundraiser.” 
Michael tousled Teddy’s hair as the toddler ate breakfast. “So our little man will soon be two.” He invited a fist bump, which Teddy returned, laughing. 
“He wants a fire truck for his birthday, Daddy,” four-year-old Lily chirped.
“Another fire truck?” Michael repeated.
Teddy smiled and nodded. He held his arms out, saying, “Big, Daddy. Big fire truck.”
“The riding kind,” Lily explained. “He wants a riding fire truck, right, Teddy?” The toddler nodded enthusiastically.
“Thanks for the memo,” Michael said, kissing Lily’s cheek. He squeezed Gladys’s shoulder. “And how are you this morning? Ready for another busy day in the house of horrors?”
“Michael,” Savannah protested.
“Oh,” he said, “how about the abode of awe?” He laughed. “I’ve got it, the  casa of chaos.”
Gladys sloughed off her son-in-law’s attempt at humor, saying, “Yes, I’m ready. I wake up every morning looking forward to another wonderful day with your family.” She patted his hand. “Bless you for allowing me the pleasure.”
“Oh, Mom,” Savannah said, “I’m just glad the children aren’t wearing you out.”
Gladys laughed. “I didn’t say they don’t wear me out, but I wouldn’t trade my life for anything.” She gazed at Michael, then Savannah. “I really do appreciate you two making it possible.”
Savannah smiled. “I don’t know what we’d do without you, Mom. I think it’s been good for the kids having you here too.” 
Michael poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down across from Savannah. Before he could take a swig, they heard a knock at the door. “Good morning, Maggie,” he greeted when she pushed the door open and peered into the kitchen.
“Hi, Auntie,” Savannah said. “Come in. Help yourself to the coffee.”
“Thanks.” Margaret nodded at Michael, gave Gladys a hug, and briefly kissed each of the children, then announced, “I came to meet your new cat. Where is she?” Before anyone could respond, she added, “I can’t believe you dragged home another cat. Did Arthur twist your arm or something?”
“Well, he did take us to a shelter that’s housing some of the cats still recovering from that hoarding situation,” Savannah said.
Michael picked up the long-haired calico as she strolled past. “Yeah, we took one look at this beauty and…”
Margaret interrupted, “Oh, isn’t she cute?” She took her from Michael and held her close. “She’s purring. Look at that little face. She’s adorable.” Margaret sat down and placed the cat on her lap. “Well, she doesn’t look like she’s been abused or neglected. She’s perfect.” She snuggled with the cat again. “Purrrr-fect.”
“Her name’s Glori,” Lily said.
“Glori,” Margaret repeated. She looked into the cat’s eyes. “A pretty name for a pretty girl. Aren’t you just a sweet thing?”
“She can’t hear you, Auntie,” Lily said.
“What?” Margaret questioned. “She’s deaf?”
“Yeah, but she can read lips,” Michael quipped.
Margaret looked skeptical. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Maybe not,” Michael said. “Anyway, I think she has some hearing ability.” 
“Ooops,” Margaret yelped when Glori squirmed to get down. She lowered the cat to the floor and watched as she attacked a piece of toast crust Teddy had pushed off his high chair tray.
Everyone laughed when the cat batted the toast toward Michael and started playing hide-and-seek with it around his feet. “Hi, Glori,” Michael crooned. He petted her and asked, “Are you the little fur ball that slept on my pillow last night?”
Savannah chuckled. “One and the same.”
He stared down at Glori, saying, “That was kind of brazen of you, wasn’t it? Your first night home and you try to steal my pillow.”
Savannah ran her hand over the cat’s silky fur as she strolled past her chair. “She wasn’t trying to steal anything, except maybe a little love. She loves you.”
Michael made eye contact with Glori. “Is that right?”
“So, Michael, you think she reads lips?” Margaret asked. 
“No,” Savannah said. “He’s delusional.” 
“You don’t think she’s smart enough to read lips?” Michael asked.
Savannah smirked playfully at him.
After staring down at Glori for a few seconds, Lily said, “Her ears aren’t broken, Daddy.”
Michael spoke more seriously. “Well, they look okay, but there’s something wrong inside her little ears, and Daddy’s going to see what we can do to fix that.”
“You’re going to fix her ears?” Lily asked. “So she can hear us talking to her?”
“Maybe,” Michael said.
“What do you mean?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah,” Margaret said, “I haven’t heard of anything they can do to reverse deafness in cats. Have you?”
“Well, there are hearing aids…” he started.
“What?” Margaret screeched. “Hearing aids for cats? Are you serious?”
“I’m afraid so,” Michael said.
 “What cat’s going to leave a plastic doodad in her ear?” Margaret exclaimed. “She’ll feel it and dig it out so fast and probably chew it up.”
“Yeah, there’s that,” Michael agreed, “but my thought is that maybe Glori’s hearing loss can be reversed, at least enough to keep her safe.”
Lily scooted off her chair and moved closer to Margaret to share an important secret with her. “Teddy ran over her tail with his truck.” 
“Oh, that’s not good,” Margaret said, frowning. She took a deep breath. “Of course, a cat’s hearing is important as are all of her senses, but I didn’t know deafness could be cured.”
“Sure,” Michael said, “if it’s not a genetic problem or nerve damage. She might have inflammation in there from an infection, a bad case of ear wax, polyps, or something else. Cats can develop serious ear problems from a foxtail. I once saw a cat with a foreign object tucked down into his ear. The toddler in that household wasn’t talking, but I believe he probably dropped the small puzzle piece down in there while Tiger-Kitty was sleeping.”
“So will you do surgery on her?” Margaret asked.
“That’s what I was wondering,” Savannah said.
“First I’ll take her to see Dr. Butterfield over in Straley. She has a particular interest in special-needs animals, and she’s had success reversing hearing loss in cats. If there’s something we can do, don’t you think we should do it?”
“Well, yes,” Savannah agreed. “I’m with Auntie though; it didn’t occur to me her hearing loss could be reversed.”
Michael grinned. “And you call yourself a veterinarian.” He said more seriously, “There have been strides made in auditory issues in animals—especially cats—in recent years.” He glanced at the others. “Finally more research is being done with regard to cat health and behavior.”
“It’s really something what they can do these days,” Margaret said, watching Glori make her rounds through the maze of legs under the kitchen table.
Savannah nodded. “Yes. Auntie, you should have heard about some of the medical challenges and treatments they’re using for the cats rescued from that hoarder. Vivian, the gal at the shelter where we got Glori, told us all sorts of interesting stories. If I ever start practicing again, I’ll have to take a giant refresher course to catch up with all the breakthroughs in veterinary medicine.” She lifted Glori onto her lap and petted her. “So, Michael, you think there’s hope for her?”
“Sure I do,” Michael insisted. “She’s not totally deaf, you know.”
“Well, I wondered about that,” Margaret said. “She seems aware of the things around her. Can she actually hear, or is she sensing things—you know, feeling vibrations or something?”
“That’s what I told the kids last night,” Gladys said. “The cat is too alert to be deaf.”
“But, Daddy, Teddy ran over her tail with his truck,” Lily said. “She didn’t move ’cause she didn’t see him.”
“Or maybe she didn’t hear him,” Michael said. “But I agree, Gladys; I think she’s somewhat aware, and I hope it’s because she has some ability to hear. Best-case scenario for this little girl is that we find a lingering infection in the ear canal that can be treated, or maybe polyps that can be removed. As I understand it, she had a pretty bad infection in her ears when they found her. They thought they got it cleared up. When it appeared she still had a problem, they put her on the long list of cats to see a specialist. We adopted her with a promise to follow through with that. I don’t know if you were aware of this, hon,” he said, “but I’m not sure Vivian would have released her to us if I hadn’t told her of my affiliation with Dr. Butterfield. She knows her reputation.”
“And yours,” Savannah interjected. When he pretended to ignore her, she said, “Michael, I heard what she said about your—what was it—stunning eminence, or something like that.” When he appeared to be puzzled, she asked, “Didn’t you hear her say that? Oh, Michael, you’re so modest. You do good work, you’re reputable, and…”
“How would Vivian know that?” he asked. “She runs a cat shelter in San Francisco.”
“Probably from Arthur and…oh…oh, and your article in that veterinary-science magazine. It went viral all over the Internet last year,” Savannah reminded him.
“You are famous, Michael,” Gladys said. “I remember reading about you in the Los Angeles Times a few years ago when I still lived down there.” 
“You did?” Michael asked.
“Yes. You were quoted. I was impressed. I showed that article to all my friends.”
Michael smiled at his mother-in-law.
Savannah ruffled Glori’s fur. “There’s hope for you, sweetie,” she crooned. “Not that you aren’t purrfect just the way you are, pretty girl.” When Savannah saw Buffy peeking out from her canopy bed, she said, “And so are you, sweet Buffy—a pretty girl. We love you, too.” 
“Do you think she’s jealous of the new beauty in the house?” Gladys asked.
Savannah frowned and finally said, “I don’t get that sense, but Glori’s only been here for one night. I guess time will tell. I sure hope not. I want all of the beings in this household—fur and human—to be happy and content.”
Michael put his hand on Savannah’s. “Of course you do.”
Just then Rags pawed a piece of bacon from Teddy’s fingers as he dangled it alongside his high chair. The toddler squealed. 
Lily covered her ears with both hands, shouting, “Stop it, Teddy! You’re hurting my ears.”
At the same time Lexie started barking at the cat and the landline phone rang. 
“I’m outta here,” Margaret said, quickly standing up. “Bye, all,” she called as she slipped out the door.
“Bye, Maggie,” Gladys said. She stood up. “I’ll get the phone.” 
Savannah grimaced. “Glori, if you’re going to live in this household, maybe deafness is a blessing.” With a sigh she sprang from her chair, retrieved the bacon from Rags, gave Teddy a fresh piece, and took Lily on her lap to settle her down. 
Meanwhile Michael asked, “So when are these major events of the season taking place here?”
Savannah tilted her head. “Huh?” 
“Teddy’s birthday party and the fundraiser,” he reminded her. “What’s that for, the Cat Alliance?”
“Yes. Auntie’s all excited about helping to rehabilitate the cats they rescued from the hoarder. I guess she had a chance to talk to some of the shelter directors and veterinarians while we were in the city. When she got home Sunday she called the board members, and they want to do a fundraiser for the cats. It’s been a while since we’ve done one. Everyone voted to have it here.”
“Nice of them,” Michael cranked. He asked, “So what sort of a deal is it—a carnival like we had last time?”
“Probably not,” Savannah said. “Since our landscaping is so different now, the space isn’t actually conducive to something like that—you know, all those little booths with games. No, I guess they want to present animal-related programs—educational along with entertaining. I think Sir Roscoe has agreed to perform with his circus cats, Auntie will try to get people from one or two of the shelters in San Francisco to give presentations—maybe a demonstration.” She chuckled. “She said something about me talking about my books. I guess we could sell the meowmoirs and the children’s books and have the proceeds go to the cause.”
“So will you use the wraparound porch as the stage?” he asked.
“I don’t know what they have in mind. It’s still in the early planning phase, but I think I’ll suggest bringing in a stage and providing audience seating on the lawn out front. We can set up tables and chairs on the porch and out back among the new landscaping. People can visit and eat in the gazebo and those other outdoor rooms.” 
“How many do they want to accommodate?” Michael asked.
“They hope to sell a hundred tickets at thirty or forty dollars each, plus we’ll solicit donations outside the event. They’re calling it A CATastic Spring Celebration. If we get almost everything donated, we could potentially raise five thousand dollars.”
“Great. Hey, we haven’t sent in our donation yet for the rescued cats,” Michael reminded her. “We can do it through the Cat Alliance if you’d like.”
Savannah nodded. “Sounds good.”
“And that will be when?” he asked.
“Teddy’s party is this Saturday—the eleventh.” When Michael frowned, she explained, “I know, it’s five days before his birthday, but he won’t know the difference. And the fundraising event is the following Saturday—the eighteenth.” When she noticed him looking at her, Savannah asked, “What?”
“Do you ever rest?” he asked. “You’re an on-the-go mommy.”
“Go-go Mommy,” Lily chanted.
Teddy chimed in, “Go Mommy, go Mommy.”
“Is Mommy going someplace?” Gladys asked when she returned to the kitchen.
Savannah shook her head. “No. I’ll be home all day. My family’s just giving me a cheer.”
When Rags meowed, everyone laughed and Gladys said, “Looks like even your cat’s getting into the spirit of things.”
Savannah leaned over and petted him. She sighed. “Hi, boy. You want to be on the go too, don’t you?” She raised the cat’s chin so she could look into his eyes. “Oh, Rags,” she lamented, “what am I going to do with you? You’re such a good boy and such a problem.”
“Uh-oh,” Michael said after taking a swig of coffee. “What has he done now?”
She took a deep breath. “Michael, something happened yesterday after we got home from San Francisco; I received a strange call. You were at the clinic getting caught up with Bud and your staff. The more I think about it the more I…” She paused, then admitted, “Well, I’m a little puzzled by it and kind of concerned.”
“About what?” he asked, creasing his brow.
“Some guy called and offered me money for Rags.”
Michael frowned. “Rags?” He pointed at the grey-and-white cat, who was sitting next to the high chair looking up at Teddy in anticipation of a potential food drop. “Money,” Michael repeated, “for that Rags?”
Savannah nodded. 
“What did you tell him?” Michael chuckled, then asked, “How much did he offer?” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Enough for us to retire on? Shall I pack Rags’s bags?”
“No, Michael,” Savannah insisted. “Quit being funny. He scared me a little.”
More seriously, Michael asked, “He scared you? The man who called?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. He sounded kind of, well, odd and really, really determined to buy Rags. He seemed to expect me to turn him over just like that.”
“Why?” he asked. “I mean, why did this scare you? Did he make any threats? Do you know why he wants the cat?”
“He didn’t say, but...”
Michael interrupted. “How much did he offer? How serious is this guy?”
“He got up to two thousand dollars before I hung up on him,” Savannah said. “I told him that Rags isn’t for sale at any price. That’s when he got huffy with me.” She shuddered. “He said he will have the cat and that’s all there is to it. If I wouldn’t sell him, he’ll just find another way to get him.”
Michael ran his hand through his hair and winced. “Well, I don’t like the sound of that. It’s too close to being a threat.”
“Neither did I,” Savannah said. “The whole thing gives me the creeps.”
“Did he give you a name or contact information?”
“Just Joe. That’s all. I didn’t think to ask any questions, but I can see now that I should have.” Savannah took a deep breath and let it out. “Michael, I just don’t know what he has in mind or what he might do.”
“And he didn’t say why he wants the cat, huh?” he asked. “No. He caught me off guard, as you can imagine, and I probably didn’t handle it very well. I told him that Rags is a pet and not for sale. I suggested he go to a shelter and find a cat that looks like Rags, but he insisted that only Rags will do.”
“Well, isn’t that peculiar? Oh, hon,” he said, comforting her when he saw tears filling her eyes, “that was probably just a fluke. Someone is playing a prank, or maybe he has seen the documentary and decided Rags would be a cool cat to have. You probably won’t hear from him again.”
“I hope not,” Savannah said. She took a breath. “At least he didn’t call on my cell phone. I don’t give out that number much.”
“So he called the landline?” Michael asked. “Yeah, if he knows our name, that number would be easy to get. And with your writing and your acting debut, you’re putting your name out there.”
“What about that guy who paid so much attention to Rags at the theater the last night of the play?” Gladys asked quietly.
Savannah squinted at her mother. “Who?” 
“The man wearing the tam cap.”
“Tam cap?” she asked.
“Beret,” Gladys explained. “It was plaid, and he had a matching tie and a pipe to go with his outfit.”
“A pipe?” Savannah asked.
“I saw one in the pocket of his tweed jacket. He was quite an interesting-looking man—maybe a writer of science fiction straight from the 1920s or thirties. You didn’t notice him?” Gladys asked. “He was awfully taken with your cat.”
Savannah thought for a moment, finally shaking her head. “I met so many people over the weekend.” She faced her mother. “You say he was particularly interested in Rags?”
“It seemed so, although he wasn’t the only one, so it might mean nothing. It may be that he caught my interest because he reminded me of one of Dad’s cousins who dressed kind of like that. He drove a sports car.”
“The cousin or the author look-alike?” Michael asked.
“Dad’s cousin,” Gladys clarified. “I don’t know what that guy drove. Oh, wait, I’m pretty sure I saw him hail a cab.”
“What would make someone try to practically bully you into selling your cat?” Savannah asked.
“He bullied you?” Michael asked.
“Kind of, yes,” she insisted. “I felt like I was being bullied. He put the pressure on, only in a quiet way. He wasn’t yelling or anything.”
Michael stood up and slipped into his jacket. “Well, like I said, you probably won’t hear from him again. But if you do, let me talk to him, will you?”
Savannah left her chair and picked up Rags. “But Michael, what if he…”
“Hon, you know better than to play the what-if game.” 
Michael rested his arms on her shoulders. He peered into her eyes and said tenderly, “Most likely that was just some big-city fruitcake playing a game or something. He probably won’t call again.”
“I don’t know, Michael. He sounded pretty insistent.”
He lightly kissed the tip of her nose. “Well, you let me know if he calls again and I’ll take care of it.” He stepped back and glanced around the room at the others, asking, “So what do you girls and baby guy have planned for today?” He looked expectantly at Lily. “Will you be on the go as usual?”
Savannah shook her head. “Tell Daddy there will be no going anywhere today. Helena and Mommy are going to clean house. It’s time for a deep cleaning.”
“Yes, it is spring, isn’t it?” Gladys chirped while refreshing her tea.
“Spring?” Michael questioned.
Gladys nodded. “Yes, you clean in the spring.” When he looked puzzled, she explained, “Haven’t you ever heard of spring cleaning? That’s when you air everything out after the house has been closed up all winter. You wash walls and carpets and bedding to freshen up the place.”
“I thought housecleaning was year-round,” he said. “I’m always seeing you gals and Helena scrubbing, dusting, cleaning, and fluffing something around here.”
Savannah chuckled. “Yes, there’s everyday cleaning and there’s spring cleaning, which we generally do in spring and fall, right, Mom?”
Gladys nodded.
“Spring cleaning in the fall?” Michael asked.
“Can I clean with you, Mommy?” Lily asked.
“Hey, I’m not going to turn down any help,” Savannah said. “Sure, honeybun.”
Lily grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Can I wear my apron, huh, Mommy?”
“Okay.”
“You wear your apron, Mommy,” Lily suggested. “Yes, I guess I can.”
Lily smiled. “Then we’ll match.” 
“Helena helped Maggie clean last week,” Gladys said, clearing some of the dishes off the breakfast table. 
“Oh, she’s doing spring cleaning too, huh?” Savannah asked.
Gladys nodded. “Yes, and guess what she found while they were reorganizing her closet.” 
“What?” Savannah asked, wiping down Teddy’s high chair.
Gladys lowered her brow. “She didn’t tell you about it?”
Savannah shook her head.
“Money in her pockets?” Michael asked, picking up a small cat carrier and placing it on a chair. “Dust bunnies?” He glanced at Savannah, then Gladys. “Isn’t that what you call those little fuzz balls that hide under the furniture?”
Gladys chuckled. “Yes, I’m sure they found a few of those, but no. It was a box of Grandpa’s neckties and a manuscript.”
“Old ties? How cool.” Michael said. “Were they wide or narrow in those days? Plain or striped?”
“I haven’t seen them, yet, but as I recall Grandpa wore some pretty fancy ties. He liked pigs, so he wore some with pigs on them. Those were my favorites. He also had some classy ones—striped, paisley, polka dotted...”
“What kind of manuscript?” Savannah asked.
Gladys brightened. “That was interesting. At some point I guess he planned to write a novel.” She laughed. “It was about a pig farmer. Maggie said it’s a pretty good start, actually. She’s not sure he intended it to be humorous, but it sure made her laugh.”
“Oh, I’d like to see that. Will she let us borrow it?” Savannah asked.
Gladys shrugged. “I don’t know why not. She should be finished with it by now. I’ll get it from her.”
Michael picked up Glori and eased her into the carrier. “Well, I’ll leave you ladies to the spring cleaning and vintage ties. Time to go to work and visit some real pigs.”
“Pigs, Daddy?” Lily asked. “Baby piggies that go wee-wee all the way home?” “Something like that, punkin.” He grinned. “The pig I’ll be seeing today is having a little trouble in the wee-wee department.” He picked up the carrier.
Lily ran to him and peered in at the cat. “Where’s Glori going, Daddy? Are you taking her to work? Can I go to work with you?”
“No, punkin. Glori has to see a cat doctor today.”
“Is Glori sick?”
“No. We’re going to see if we can help her to hear better,” he explained. “Remember, we talked about that earlier.”
“So Teddy won’t run over her tail anymore?” Lily asked.
Michael nodded. “Yes, punkin. If she can hear him coming, she’ll move out of the way.”
Lily put her face close to the calico’s and said, “Don’t be afraid, Glori. You’ll be all better.” She kissed the swatch of fur that was pressing through the mesh. 
Savannah joined Lily at the carrier and crooned, “We love you, Glori.” She said to Michael, “Let us know what Doctor Butterfield says.”
“Sure will,” he agreed, walking out the door with the cat.
“So, Mom, who called earlier?” Savannah asked as she steered Teddy away from the cats’ kibbles bowl. 
“A telemarketer.”
“You talked to them? I usually just hang up, if I answer at all.” She looked at her mother. “You didn’t buy solar panels or something, did you?” “No. No one responded when I answered, so I hung up. Then I heard my phone ringing upstairs and went up to get it. That was Karl.”
“Is he here now, or in Arizona?” Savannah asked.
“Here,” Gladys said. “His daughter and her family came to celebrate his birthday, and he wants me to join them for dinner tonight. His son-in-law’s hobby is cooking, and he’s going to prepare a special meal.”
“How nice,” Savannah said. “Sounds like you two are still enjoying each other’s company.”
Gladys nodded. “Yes, he’s an interesting man.” She looked at Savannah. “I’d like to invite him to Teddy’s birthday party if it’s okay with you.”
“Of course,” Savannah said. She grinned. “I guess it’s about time he was initiated into the family. Has Bri met him?”
Gladys shook her head. “Not yet. Your sister keeps so busy, I hardly ever see her myself. Will she make it to Teddy’s party?” “She said she and Bud will be here,” Savannah said. “I haven’t seen her either, but then we’ve been gone a lot. At least that’s what Bri tells me.” Mimicking her sister, Savannah said, “‘You’re never home. You’re always gone someplace interesting and fun. My niece and nephew will be in high school before I even get to know them.’”
Gladys laughed. She craned to look out the kitchen window. “I think Helena’s here.”
“Oh darn,” Savannah said. “I’d hoped to have the children bathed by the time she got here. Oh well, I can have her start upstairs.”
Meanwhile, Lily shouted, “Where’s my apron, Mommy? I want to help you and Helena with my apron. Where is it, Mommy?”
“Teddy,” Savannah called as the toddler crawled toward the door. Savannah picked him up before opening it so he wouldn’t be hit or crawl out. “Hi, Helena,” she greeted. “Come in, if you dare. I’m afraid we’re running a little late today.”
“Where’s my apron, Mommy?” Lily persisted.
“Here, sweetie,” Gladys said, approaching Lily with her hand out. “Grammy will help you get your apron. Come on.”
“How’s this big boy?” Helena asked, stepping inside and tweaking one of Teddy’s pudgy feet.
“He’s full of energy,” Savannah said, smiling at her son. She hugged Helena with one arm. “Good to see you. It’s been a while. I’ve missed you, as you can probably tell by the accumulation of dust.”
Helena smiled. “Your house will always have dust somewhere. It’s a big house. You dust here and by the time you have finished the dusting everywhere else, the dust is back here.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” Savannah agreed, laughing with Helena.
“It’s a full-time job,” Helena said. “Ongoing.”
Savannah nodded. “So how have you been, and your family? I see your brother-in-law Antonio often, now that he’s tending this year’s vegetable garden. He and Juan did a lovely job landscaping the yard. Have you seen their beautiful work?”
“No,” Helena said.
“We’ll take our lunch break out in the gazebo,” Savannah suggested. “I think you’ll love it.”
Helena smiled. “That would be very nice.”
“So you’ve been well?” Savannah asked. “Yes. All is good. My sister Esperanza and I went to Mexico to visit relatives over the holidays.”
“How nice,” Savannah said. She nodded toward Gladys. “Mom and Auntie took a sister road trip to Los Angeles just before Christmas too.” She grinned. “I hope you and Esperanza weren’t as wild as those two.”
“Oh?” Helena said, raising her eyebrows.
When Lily ran to Helena to show off her apron, Helena kneeled and gave her a hug. “You look beautiful. All ready to help, are you? I hear you’ve been helping Uncle Antonio in the garden.”
“With my digger and my watering can,” Lily said, wide-eyed. “I’m growing peas and carrots and tiny baby tomatoes.”
“Wonderful. I’d love to see your garden,” Helena said.
“Okay,” Lily agreed, taking Helena’s hand and leading her toward the door.
“Later,” Savannah said. “How about at lunchtime? We’ll eat outside and you can show Helena your garden then, okay? Right now, you can help me get your brother bathed and dressed.” When Lily pouted, Savannah said, “Come on, you can pick out his clothes.”
“He has sure grown since I last saw him,” Helena said. “He’ll be two soon, right?” 
“Yes. Saturday we’re celebrating here with cake and ice cream and maybe a piñata. Two thirty. Put it on your calendar.”
“I will. Does he still like trucks?”
“Oh yes,” Savannah said. “And cats and dogs and horses and cows—toys, I mean—replicas.”
“A budding veterinarian,” Helena said, smiling. 
 
 **** 
“I can’t believe how much we accomplished this morning,” Savannah said, placing a plate of sandwiches on a small table in the gazebo just after noon. Gladys poured iced tea into three glasses and opened juice boxes for the children.
Helena arranged the small plates and napkins. “With everyone working, it goes pretty fast.” She smiled. “Even Teddy-boy helped with his little shovel.”
Gladys ran her hand over the toddler’s hair. “He certainly stayed busy pulling toys from his toy box and shoveling them back in.” She asked Helena, “So what do you think of Lily’s garden?”
“It’s magnificent,” she said, smiling at the child. “She showed me how she waters everything. She even spoke Spanish to her tomato plants.”
“She spoke Spanish?” Savannah asked.
“Yes,” Helena said. “She says Antonio taught her  bonito and  bello .”
Savannah smiled. “I didn’t know that.”
“I told her a little Spanish while we were chasing dust balls in her bedroom. I hope that’s okay,” Helena said.
“Of course it’s okay,” Savannah said. “We want her to be well-rounded and able to communicate with people from all cultures.”
“So what did you teach her?” Gladys asked, amused.
“Well,” Helena said, “she already knows gato-cat. She wanted to know what is horse in Spanish and dog. So we worked on animals today. 
"Niña,” Helena said to Lily, “tell Mommy and Grammy how you say horse in Spanish.”
Lily looked at her, thought for a moment, and said, “Caballo. Dog is perro.”
“Good job,” Savannah said.
Helena replied, “She’s still learning how to roll her l’s and r’s.”
When Savannah’s phone chimed, she looked at the screen and promptly declined the call.
“Telemarketer?” Gladys asked.
Savannah nodded. “Probably. I didn’t recognize the number.” Her phone rang again. She picked it up. “It’s Rob. I’d better take it. Hi, Rob,” she said, walking a distance away. “Are you calling to talk to your client? I think Rags is napping right now.”
“Funny,” Rob said. “No, I was wondering if that guy called you.”
“Who?” she asked.
“He said he was interested in doing a story about you and your cat. I gave him your cell number. I hope that was okay.”
“Oh, I wonder if that’s who just called. I didn’t accept the call because I didn’t recognize the number. Maybe he’ll call back. What’s the story for, do you know?” she asked.
“Some prestigious newspaper back east. He said they do in-depth human-interest stories and he thought his readers would eat up a story about Rags.” More alarmed, he asked, “You say you hung up on him? Savannah, this could be some great publicity for the books, including the one you’re working on now. In fact, if you were to finish that book and launch it at the same time that article’s published, that would be dynamite timing.” 
“Oh. Well, I’ll answer next time he calls. Sorry about that. Hey, we’re having a little picnic in the gazebo, so if you don’t have any anything else to talk to me about, I’d better get back to it.” 
“Okay,” he said. “Ciao!”
“Has Rob dreamed up another gig for you?” Gladys asked. Before Savannah could respond, she explained to Helena, “Savannah’s agent keeps her pretty busy traveling around with her cat books.”
Savannah responded to her mother. “Yes, it’s sort of a gig. Someone wants to interview me.” She glanced up while scrolling on her phone screen. “I might have hung up on the guy. I want to see if he left a message.” She shook her head. “I guess not. Okay, let’s eat.”
Gladys chuckled. “Sorry, we didn’t wait for you.”
Savannah laughed and picked up half of a sandwich. “Perfectly okay.” She took a bite and let out a sigh.
“Something not right?” Helena asked.
“Interesting you should ask,” Savannah said. “I don’t know why, but yeah, I have a strange feeling about this.”
“About being interviewed?” Gladys chuckled. “Oh Vannie, you always get nervous before interviews, book signings, and things like that.”
Savannah thought for a moment. “Yes, I guess I do, but this is more than just feeling nervous. It’s…um, I kind of feel…” She shook her head. “Heck, I don’t know what it is—it’s sort of a heeby-jeeby feeling. Yeah, it’s different than my usual presentation stress.” When the other women stared at her, she waved a hand dismissively, and said, “Oh, I guess I’m just being silly. Maybe it’s the not knowing that has me feeling a little uneasy. Once I speak with the reporter, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”



Chapter Two
  
“Did you wipe your feet?” Savannah asked when Michael walked into the kitchen late that afternoon.
“Yes. Don’t I always?”
“I don’t know,” she said, “but I don’t always care as much as I do after we’ve done the spring cleaning.”
“That’s right, you cleaned today.” He glanced around. “Doesn’t look any different.”
She raised her voice dramatically. “How can you say that?” 
“Be glad,” Gladys said, from across the room. “If Michael doesn’t notice whether the house is clean or dirty, isn’t that a good thing?”
“I guess so,” Savannah agreed. “Only I do like having our hard work appreciated, for heaven’s sake.”
Michael grinned at her, then shouted, “Wow! The place sparkles. Look at that floor.” He skipped around the room and became more animated. “The walls are spotless. It’s beautiful. I love it, and the tabletop is cleaner than I’ve ever seen it.” He grabbed Savannah and spun her around. “Great job, hon. You’ve made my day. I dream of coming home to a spic and span clean house.” He pulled back and feigned tears. “It makes me so happy I can hardly stand it.”
“Never mind, Mr. Drama,” Savannah said sarcastically. “A simple, ‘looks nice,’ will suffice.”
He started to comment, then cocked his head and studied Gladys for a moment, asking, “Do you have a date or something? You look ravishing.” 
“Mom, you’re blushing,” Savannah said. She grinned impishly. “You’re right, Michael, she does have a date. With Karl.”
“And his children,” Gladys added. “Better grab my jacket. He’ll be here any minute to fetch me.”
“How gallant,” Savannah said.
Gladys rolled her eyes. When she heard the doorbell she walked quickly to the door, turned, and called over her shoulder, “Don’t wait up for me.”
Both Savannah and Michael chuckled. She said, “Mom’s so cute when she blushes.”
“So where are my children?” Michael asked, washing his hands at the kitchen sink.
“Playing with their puzzles.” She looked in the carrier Michael had placed on a chair. “Hi, sweetie,” she crooned, opening it and lifting Glori out. “How is she?”
“Good. She got a thorough ear cleaning. You should have seen the stuff that came out of there. Diane…Doctor Butterfield thinks there are polyps or some other growth blocking her ear canals. She’s ninety-five percent certain that’s what’s interfering most with Glori’s hearing. One is almost totally blocked. There’s also a lot of inflammation, which we’re treating now. So we might notice improvement in her hearing even without surgery.”
“You want her to have the surgery, don’t you?” Savannah asked, snuggling with the fluffy calico.
“Yes, I believe we should. Diane can do it tomorrow. What do you think?”
Savannah looked into the cat’s eyes. “What do you think, missy-girl? Do you want to hear us when we say nice things to you?” She hugged the cat and nodded. “Yes. I’d say we should do it for her.”
When Lily realized that Michael was home, she ran to greet him. She glanced at the cat in Savannah’s arms. “Can Glori hear now?” 
“Not yet, but maybe soon,” Michael promised.
When Rags sauntered into the room, Savannah lowered Glori to the floor. “Look who’s back,” she said, running one hand over Rags’s coat. “Your newest friend.” She laughed. “They seem happy to see each other.”
Just then her phone chimed. She walked into the dining room where it was charging. 
Hmmm, I don’t recognize the number, she thought. She started to dismiss the call, then remembered what Rob had said about a reporter calling. She considered answering it, then decided to let it go to voicemail. I’m tired. I don’t feel like being interviewed or even talking to a reporter this evening. I’ll call him back, if he leaves a message. 

She waited for a few moments, then checked. Yes. There’s a message from a Sam Spade. What? Sam Spade? Is he for real?

 She listened to the message, shook her head in disbelief, and placed her phone back on the buffet. Before she could leave the room, her phone chimed again. She looked at the screen and accepted the call. “Hi, Iris.” 
“Hi. How’re you guys and all your human and fur babies?”
“Good,” Savannah said. “And you?”
“We have nothing to complain about,” Iris quipped. 
When Glori and Rags walked past her, Savannah said, “Hey, Iris, did you hear we adopted a new kitty?”
“No,” Iris said. “When? Why?”
“Why?” Savannah repeated. “That’s a strange question. We adopted one of the cats from that hoarding situation in San Francisco. They thought she was deaf so we were preparing to learn sign language…”
“What?” Iris said. “Cats understand sign language?” “Actually, yes. Don’t you sometimes use hand gestures with your cats? We do.”
Savannah continued, “As it turns out, we’re pretty sure Glori can hear a little bit, and the specialist thinks she’ll be much improved after surgery.”
“Ohhh, surgery?” Iris complained. “That’s sad.”
“No, it’s a happy occasion. So many of those cats have one or more afflictions—some much worse than others. Poor Glori probably had an ear infection, which was exacerbated by the fact that it wasn’t treated, and it turned into something even more serious.”
“Exacerbated?” Iris questioned.
“Aggravated, made worse,” Savannah explained, “but thankfully this is a problem that may be fixable. We’re really happy about that. She’s a sweet, sweet girl.”
“Like Buffy?” “A lot like Buffy. Yeah, you’ll love this one,” Savannah said. “She has long, silky fur, and she adores a warm lap.”
“Sounds like I’ll love her, all right,” Iris agreed. “Hey, I’ve been trying to get out and exercise now that the weather’s nice.”
“Good for you,” Savannah complimented, “but what’s the weather have to do with it? You can work out indoors you know, on an exercise bike or rowing machine. You can walk in the mall or go to a gym.”
“I’m not a gym person,” Iris complained, “and I like the fresh air. I was wondering if you’d like to walk with me one day. Do you have time? It would give us a chance to catch up with each other.”
“I like that idea,” Savannah said. “I do enjoy walking, and I always like spending time with you. Hey, you and Craig are coming to Teddy’s birthday party, aren’t you?” 
“We wouldn’t miss it. Of course we’ll be there!”
“So where are you walking?” Savannah asked. “There’s a great trail not too far from the inn,” Iris said. “It runs almost alongside it.”
“Oh, I think I’ve ridden on that one,” Savannah said.
“Probably. I see horses out there sometimes.”
“Hey, do you want to ride instead of walk?” Savannah asked.
Iris hesitated. “No, I don’t think so. I love Peaches and Gypsy, but I think I’m more comfortable on my own feet, not looking down from ten feet above the ground.”
“Ten feet?” 
“Well, yeah,” Iris said, “when you measure the horse and half my body. That’s about ten feet, right?”
“I guess it is,” Savannah agreed, “if it’s a long-legged horse. Okay. Sure, I’ll walk with you. When do you want to go?”
“Tomorrow? Oh, you’ll probably be busy getting things ready for Teddy’s party.”
“I have a pretty good start on the planning,” Savannah said. “It’s just cake and ice cream and a few silly games. Tomorrow would be good. Lily has preschool and I thought I’d take Teddy to Barbara’s daycare for a change in scenery and playmates. What time? Does nine work for you? I can come by after I drop off the kids.” Before Iris could respond, she added, “We’ll have to be back before noon. I pick them up at noon and I want to spend an hour or two on my book while they nap.”
“Gads, you’re busy,” Iris said. “Frankly, I don’t know how you do it all.” She chuckled. “It could have something to do with your age. You’re still a youngster with a full supply of energy. I’ve already dispensed a lot of my energy over the years. You have twenty more years of energy than I do.”
Savannah laughed. “So that’s how it works, does it? You have it all figured out?”
“Hey, I need some excuse for not being able to keep up with you,” Iris carped. 
“You do okay,” Savannah said. “You’re always on the run—managing the inn, working with clients on their decorating projects, taking care of your detective husband, and being the grandmother of the year for Rosemary. I don’t know how you have time for me.”
“I make time just like you do. Friends are as important to me as I know they are to you.”
“True,” Savannah agreed. “So shall I meet you at the inn around nine?”
“Yes,” Iris said. More quietly she added, “I’ll be interested in seeing if you get the…um…vibe.”
“The what?” Savannah asked. “What vibe?”
“Along the trail. Oh, I think I’ll just wait and see if you sense it,” Iris said. “It gets me every time, and I don’t know whether to freak out or...”
“What?” Savannah shrieked. “Iris, I do not need any vibes or other weird surprises. No. Stop it.”
“Okay,” Iris said, with a long sigh. “Sorry. It’s nothing, really. Forget that I said anything.”
“Yeah, right. Okay, see you tomorrow.” Before releasing her phone, Savannah listened to the voicemail the previous caller had left. She took a deep breath and headed back to the kitchen to join her family.
“Everything okay?” Michael asked when he saw Savannah standing at the sink staring into space.
She tilted her head. “Yeah, I guess so. I’m going to walk with Iris in the morning. That was her on the phone.”
“Aunt Ris-Ris?” Lily asked. “Aunt Ris-Ris is going for a walk with you?”
Savannah nodded.
“And me?” Lily asked.
“You’re going to school tomorrow,” Savannah reminded her.
“Oh yeah,” Lily said. “School!”
Savannah smiled when Lily returned to her coloring book, then said to Michael. “Before that, the guy Rob told me about—the one who wants to do an interview with me—well, he called and left a message. I was just thinking his voice sounded familiar, and…”
“What guy?” he asked.
“Oh, well, Rob wants me to do an interview with someone from an Eastern newspaper.” She faced him. “I don’t like him, Michael.”
“By his voice?” he asked.
“Yes. I don’t think I’ll return his call. There’s something about him that makes me kind of uncomfortable.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what it is, but I think I’ll decline his invitation for an interview.”
“Rob won’t like that, will he?” Michael asked. “He takes his job as Rags’s agent pretty seriously.”
She winced. “Well, I’ll think about it, but I’m sure not feeling good about that guy—not good at all.”
 
 **** 
 “Good morning, all my bright and shiny girls and boys,” Michael greeted the following day. “How is everyone this glorious day?”
“It’s Glori’s day?” Lily asked.
“Yes, punkin,” he said, chuckling. “It actually  is Glori’s day.”
“And Rags’s day and Buffy’s day, and Lexie’s day, Daddy?”
“Sure, why not?” Michael agreed.
“It’s always pet day around here, isn’t it, honeybun?” Savannah said.
“When are you two going to start using that child’s given name?” Gladys insisted. “You gave her a beautiful name—Lilliana Grace—and you never use it.”
“Yes, we do,” Michael challenged impishly. “I say, ‘Lily, go to your room.’ ‘Lily, put away your toys.’ ‘Lily, don’t tease the dog.’”
Gladys rolled her eyes. 
Michael thought while he poured his coffee and orange juice and finally said, “I guess we do use pet names a lot with her.”
“And not so much with Teddy,” Gladys observed.
“I wonder why,” Savannah said.
“Habit,” Michael suggested. He grinned and tickled Lily’s tummy. “And because you’re such a cute little punkin.”
Savannah giggled. “And an adorable honeybun.”
Gladys shook her head. “When they ask her name in kindergarten she’ll say, ‘My name’s Honeybun…’ like that Honey-Boo-Boo character on TV. Or ‘I’m Punkin,’ like a cat.” She huffed. “Those are cat and dog names.”
Michael laughed, then asked Savannah, “Hon, did your mother meet curfew last night, or will we have to ground her?” “I was home by midnight,” Gladys affirmed.
Savannah smiled. “How was your evening with Karl’s family?” 
“Lovely. Just lovely,” Gladys swooned. 
“So tell us about it.” Savannah rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Details, details.”
“There’s nothing much to tell. Karl’s daughter is a grammar-school teacher. His son-in-law is a wonderful chef, although that isn’t his profession. It should be, but he works in the financial field as an investment counselor or something like that. Oh my, was the meal ever scrumptious and so elegantly served. Cary actually took me aside and showed me secrets to making a good flambé. Jilly, that’s Karl’s daughter, is running for a spot on the city council in their town in Arizona. She has some rather forward-thinking platforms and to hear her vocalize them, well, I’d vote for her in a heartbeat. Cary and Jilly have two sweet children, very polite, and boy do they love their Grandpa Karl. I felt as though I was with my own family, it was so comfortable and nice.”
“That’s wonderful, Mom. There’s nothing worse than grown children who get in the way of their parents’ happiness when they want to start dating after losing a spouse.”
“Yes, I’ve heard horror stories. It certainly was a nice breaking of the ice for me, and, I think it was for Karl, although I’m not sure what he expected. Yes, it was just delightful.”
Savannah smiled at her mother and patted her hand. “So what’s next, Mom?”
“Huh?” Gladys asked.
“What’s the next step?”
“Savannah,” Michael warned.
“No next step,” Gladys assured her. “We’re just two old fuddy-duddies enjoying each other’s company for as long as it makes sense to.”
No one spoke for several moments as they ate their breakfast. Finally Savannah asked, “So Glori’s getting her surgery today? Will they keep her overnight?”
Michael nodded. “At least one night—maybe two. It depends. Glori seems to be healthy and strong, but sometimes you just don’t know what you’re getting into until you start a surgery.” He took a swig of orange juice. “Diane—Doctor Butterfield—is quite sure the cat can hear a little through her right ear. But she’s concerned this makes her off balance. You know how she doesn’t seem real confident about jumping up on things.”
Savannah agreed. “Yes, she likes to follow Rags, but she’ll go only so far. When he jumps up onto the windowsill perch, she sits on the floor and waits for him to come down.” She chuckled. “This seems to puzzle Rags. He’ll sometimes jump down and nudge her, then jump back up there as if he’s waiting for her to join him.” She looked at Michael. “So Doctor Butterfield thinks a polyp or swelling is hampering her quality of life—I mean more so than just the hearing aspect?” When Michael looked puzzled, she explained, “I’ve been thinking, I don’t want to subject her to serious surgery if her quality of life won’t improve.”
“Sure it will—I mean, she’s at risk without her hearing. If she were to get out in traffic or a wild animal was stalking her…”
“Don’t even go there,” Savannah said, shuddering. She scooted her chair out and picked up Glori, scratching the cat’s cheek affectionately. “You are so cute.” She yelped, “Michael, did you see that?”
“What?” Michael asked.
“She seemed to respond to my voice. She’s looking at me as I’m talking. She hasn’t done that before.” When she saw that he was grinning at her, she said, “Michael, she seems to hear me.”
“Yes,” he said, reaching over and petting Glori. He smiled when she turned her head to look at him. “She can hear better. Like I said, we found a lot of stuff down deep in the ear. The ear canal is inflamed, and the meds could be helping with that as we speak. If all goes well, we can flush the rest of that stuff out of there and with the inflammation under control, she should be able to hear some—more than she did.”
Savannah cheered. “Oh, Glori, isn’t that wonderful?”
“Not too loud,” he cautioned. “Noise might actually hurt her ears for a while. She may seek out quiet spots away from the family for the next week or so.”
“So no surgery?” Gladys asked.
Michael frowned. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it and I’d like to talk to Diane about getting the swelling down more first—before we decide on surgery.”
“That sounds like a good idea.” Savannah ruffled the fur on the cat’s head and smiled down at her. “Good idea, huh, sweet girl?” Just then Lily scooted out of her booster seat and joined her mother and Glori. Savannah asked, “Are you finished eating, hon…” She glanced at her mother. “I mean, Lily?”
Gladys grinned.
“You, too?” Savannah asked, as Teddy pushed away from his high chair tray. She released Glori to the floor and helped the toddler out of his chair. Moments later Teddy rode into the kitchen on his dump truck. Glori stiffened and turned in his direction. When she saw it was Teddy scooting the truck toward her, she trotted to him. 
“Glori, want to go for a ride?” Lily asked, picking up the cat. “Stop, Teddy,” she demanded. “Stop! Glori wants a ride.” The toddler did as his sister asked and Lily placed the calico in the bed of the truck, where she sat for a ride around the kitchen and dining room. 
When Rags saw Glori in the truck, he walked closer and sniffed her. Teddy scooted the truck ahead, and Rags jumped back. Teddy stopped again, and Rags pawed at Glori. Finally, Rags jumped up onto the truck with Glori and began licking her face. 
Savannah grabbed her phone and took a few photos. She laughed. “How cute is that?” When she saw Buffy step out of her canopy bed, she said, “Look, Buffy, sweet Glori is all better.”
Buffy let out a soft mew and Glori turned her head. She jumped off the truck and trotted to Buffy, rubbing against her. Surprised, Buffy stepped back, then moved forward and sniffed Glori suspiciously. 
Savannah laughed. “That’s Glori, Buffy-girl. Does she smell different?” She ran her hand over Buffy’s fur. “Yeah, she was at the clinic yesterday and now she smells funny, but she’s still our Glori.” Savannah petted both cats until Rags joined them and tried to herd Glori toward the living room. Everyone laughed when Glori stopped, faced him, and batted him with a paw. She sauntered back to Buffy and begged for more petting from Savannah, leaving Rags sitting alone and watching from a distance.
His solitude didn’t last long, for Rags saw something off to the side of the room and he made a leap for it.
“No!” Savannah yelped, but it was too late. Rags was already in midair heading for a crash course with Lexie, who was on the same mission as Rags.
“What is that?” Gladys shrieked, clasping her hands against her chest.
“A lizard!” Savannah shouted. “No, Rags! No, Lexie!” she called, just as the feline and the pooch collided. Lexie was knocked off balance, and Rags fell to one side, slid across the floor, and slammed into a wall.
“Are you okay?” Savannah asked, attending to Rags, who seemed to be glaring at Lexie. She laughed. “It wasn’t her fault, Ragsie. I think you’re okay.”
“Oh no,” Gladys said, pointing.
When Savannah turned and saw Buffy walking away with the lizard in her mouth, she grimaced. “Not you, Buffy. Come on now, that’s gross. Give me that thing so I can turn him loose.” As Savannah approached Buffy, Glori kicked into high gear and batted the lizard out of Buffy’s jaws, then pounced on it. What happened next surprised everyone. Buffy recovered and sprinted after Glori, landed in the middle of her back and wrestled her to the floor. Glori wasn’t about to let her catch go, and she rolled over and kicked with all fours, finally thwarting Buffy’s attempt to regain control of the lizard.
When Savannah saw Rags’s body tense up, she grabbed him and kept him from lurching forward, murmuring, “We don’t need you in the kitty-pig pile.” 
“Mommy, Buffy hurt Glori. Make them stop!” Lily shouted.
Laughing hysterically, Savannah continued to hold tightly to Rags. When she saw Lexie quivering with excitement while watching the two fluff balls tangle, she commanded, “Stay, Lexie.” 
Lexie glanced at her and whimpered.
“Michael, do something!” Savannah shouted.
“Me, break up a girl fight?” he joked, walking toward the two cats and lifting Buffy into his arms. He attempted to get Glori to release the lizard. When the calico pulled away from him, he handed Buffy to Gladys and trotted after Glori. “Give that to me, you silly girl. You’ve made your point. You’re the best hunter in the group. Now, let the poor little fellow go.” Picking up Glori, he removed the reptile from her mouth, examined it, and said, “He’ll live.” He looked into Glori’s eyes. “He probably would make you sick if you ate him. Don’t you know that? Stay away from lizards, okay?” He placed Glori on the floor and released the lizard outside.
“Whew!” Gladys said. “That was quite a rumble.”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, it was. I can see that these guys need more enrichment.” 
“Enrichment?” Gladys repeated.
“Yes—jobs, things to do, more challenging toys and play time,” she explained.
“You want them to get a summer job?” Michael asked.
“You know what I mean, Michael,” Savannah insisted. “Maybe a larger and more complex cat tree.”
“They have a whole staircase to climb,” he reminded her.
Savannah squinted. “Well, I’ll think of something. Hey, we can move their toys around so they have to hunt for them. We need to play with them more often and maybe give them more outdoor time.”
“So they can chase lizards and get fleas?” he asked.
“Oh, no!” Gladys said, pointing. She laughed. “He’s back.”
“Who?” Savannah asked, turning. 
“The lizard,” Gladys barked.
“Oh, my gosh!” Savannah picked up the lizard and looked into his face. “What are you thinking? Are you on a suicide mission?” She asked, “Lily, want to go outside with Mommy to find a nice home for Mr. Lizard?”
Lily nodded. “A house?”
“I’m thinking maybe in the garden where he can hunt for insects that are bothering our vegetables.”
“My peas?” Lily said. “My carrots?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Got your shoes on? Let’s get your jacket and we’ll go out and find him a new place to live where there’s lots of breakfast.” On their way back to the house, Savannah stepped up onto the porch and began to laugh. “Well, will you look at that?”
“What?” Lily asked.
Savannah pointed at the large kitchen window, where three adorable kitty-cat faces peered out at them.
“Glori’s on Rags’s shelf!” Lily exclaimed. 
“Yes, his perch,” Savannah corrected.
“And Buffy too.” Lily looked at her mother. “I didn’t know Buffy could jump.”
“I guess they really, really, really wanted Mr. Lizard,” Savannah said, chuckling.
 
 **** 
“I still can’t believe you have time for a walk,” Iris said when she and Savannah met up later that morning. “You just got back from a trip, you’re writing a book, you have two small children, and you’re planning to entertain—what—twenty people at your house day after tomorrow.”
“Gosh,” Savannah said, “you’re right. I am busy. Maybe I should go home and get to work.”
Iris grabbed Savannah’s arm and chuckled. “No. Never mind. Come on, let’s walk. This is the route I like most,” she said, leading Savannah to a walking path. “It’s a pretty walk through a wooded area, past some interesting houses, and alongside a charming park.” 
“Ahhh,” Savannah remarked, “it is pretty out here. I forget we live in a forest—or so close to one.” She laughed. “It’s like when we lived in Los Angeles. We weren’t very far from the beach, but when I’d drive down there and walk along the surf, it was like being on vacation. I considered it a mini-vacation.”
“I know what you mean,” Iris said. “I’m finding that a walk in a natural setting can recharge my batteries—refresh my spirit.”
Savannah grinned at her friend. “My, aren’t you philosophical?” 
“Yup,” Iris said, “that’s how these spring outings affect me.” She nudged Savannah. “So what’s new?”
“Not much since we saw each other a few days ago in San Francisco,” Savannah quipped.
“That was last week,” Iris said, “and we didn’t get any girlfriend time while we were there. You were busy with that play and there were a lot of people around. I miss our get-togethers—you know, shopping, walking, just sitting and chatting.”
“I  do know,” Savannah said. “I miss them too. I’m glad you called. So to answer your question, like I told you, we have a new cat.”
“Oh yes. You got her in San Francisco.” Iris cocked her head. “She’s hard of hearing?” Savannah nodded. “Yes. We took her because we thought she was deaf, but it appears she might get her hearing back, so we’re happy about that.”
“You wanted a deaf cat?”
Savannah chuckled. “No, but we wanted to adopt a special-needs cat that no one else would want and that we might be able to help.”
“How nice of you,” Iris said. After thinking about it, she said, “I imagine there are cats with all sorts of problems, aren’t there?”
“Oh yes, everything you can think of. So what have you been up to, Iris? Been busy at the inn?”
She nodded. “Yes. We’re turning guests away, the cuddle cats are all healthy, Mattie is still preparing wonderful meals, my two younger boys are doing well in college, I love my granddaughter, and I’m contented with my life as a whole.”
“You can’t ask for more than that,” Savannah noted. “Is anything new happening?”
Iris chuckled. “Well, I went to San Francisco last week and watched a marvelous performance by a talented friend of mine and her cat!” 
“Yes, you did,” Savannah said. “So you enjoyed it?”
“Yes. That was a lot of fun. I missed seeing  Cats , the stage play, so this made up for it—probably topped it, actually. It was very entertaining. Are you glad you agreed to perform with Rags and all?”
“Yeah, I think so,” Savannah said. “It was fun and kind of nerve-wracking, but it turned out well, and I’m glad it’s over.”
“I’ll bet,” Iris said. “I can’t imagine doing all of that rehearsing.” She shivered. “And performing in front of an audience. Not my cup of tea.”
“Really? As theatrical as you are, I thought you’d love that lifestyle.”
“Theatrical?” Iris questioned.
“Yeah, you dress dramatically and you’re—you know…”
“What?” Iris pressed.
Savannah grinned. “So you wouldn’t like to be a performer?”
“Uh-uh,” Iris said. “No thank you.” She faced Savannah. “You think I’m theatrical?”
“What’s that?” Savannah shouted, hopping to the other side of the trail.
“What?” Iris asked, smiling widely.
“I don’t know.” Savannah rubbed her ankle and looked around suspiciously. “I felt something.”
Iris couldn’t contain her excitement. She jumped up and down a little. “So you felt it? You actually felt it!”
“Felt what?” Savannah asked, frowning. “What was that? Did you feel it?”
“Not just now, but I’m aware of it. I’m kind of surprised that you felt it. I wasn’t sure…”
“How could I not?” Savannah groused. “Where did it come from? What is it? Do you know? It made my leg sort of tingle.” She shuddered. “Ohhh, freaky!”
Iris spoke more softly. “It’s something from the spirit world, perhaps.”
“What?” Savannah yelped. “A ghost?” She shook her head. “Uh-uh. No way. I don’t do ghosts!”
Iris shrugged. “Or maybe a window or a door opening into another dimension. What else could it be?” She grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Listen, I feel it almost every time I walk past here, and I’ve noticed others who seem to be affected by it.” She became more animated. “One gal told me she felt something similar once in Arizona, or was it New Mexico? She’s pretty sure it’s a vortex.”
Ignoring her, Savannah walked off the trail and looked around. “Hello!” she called.
“Who are you talking to?” Iris asked.
“I don’t know,” Savannah admitted. “Whoever zapped me with whatever the heck that was—a taser or an air pistol, maybe? It’s probably kids playing tricks on people who walk past. Hello!” she called again.
“There’s no one around,” Iris insisted. “I’m telling you, I’m pretty sure it’s a vortex—a coming together of energies occurring right in that spot—an atmospheric phenomenon. Sometimes the vortex is under water. This one could be leaking from deep inside the earth.”
Savannah stared at her friend. “You’ve been doing some research, haven’t you?”
“Yes, of course. Wouldn’t you if you’d found one of these?”
Savannah glanced around again. “Well, I think I just found one, and the last thing on my mind is conducting research, unless it’s to round up the kids who are terrorizing people with their taser guns.” When Iris didn’t respond, she said, “Actually, my first instinct is to run away—far, far away.”
“Oh, Savannah, this is just too juicy and delicious to walk away from. I’m thinking about expanding on it in some way.”
“Huh?” Savannah questioned.
“Maybe I’ll buy this piece of land and tie a spiritual experience to the Kaiser Bed-and-Breakfast Inn,” Iris explained.
“Spiritual?” Savannah questioned. “That wasn’t what I’d call a spiritual experience. It was startling, creepy, weird, and…well, creepy.”
“Vortexes come in different forms, you know,” Iris said. “I haven’t decided which one this is, but I think it may be magnetic, because of the way it sort of gives you an electric-charge feeling.” She faced Savannah. “People all over the world have created healing spas in vortex areas. These things have spiritual properties, you know.”
“So, Iris, you’re going into the woo-woo business? What will you do, bring people out here to stand under that tree and charge them to get zapped? What if they get burned or paralyzed or it scares the bejeebers out of someone and they have a heart attack?”
Iris spoke with an air of divinity. “What if they’re healed from a painful injury or a serious illness?”
Savannah wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Let’s keep walking, shall we? I don’t really like the feel of it here.”
“Okay. Yeah, we’re out for exercise, right?” Iris was silent for several moments, then she said, “I’m pleased that you felt it, Savannah.”
“Why?” she asked, sounding a little irritated.
“Because I believe that if  you can feel it, anyone will.” Giddily, Iris added, “I think I’ll bring your doubting-Thomas aunt out here next. She has even less sense of spirituality than you do—you know, the supernatural kind of spirituality.”
“Iris,” Savannah said, “what if this is a bad-energy vortex? Maybe that’s why no one has bothered with it—you know, opened a spa here or something.”
“Hmmm, could be, I guess. So it made you feel—what—uneasy?”
“Yes, kind of,” Savannah said.
“You know, I don’t love it out here, either,” Iris confessed.
Savannah glanced at her. “I thought you liked walking out here.”
Iris nodded. “Yeah, I did and I do, up to a point. And then I sort of feel drained. I thought it was because I was getting tired—that the walk was tiring me out.”
“Have you talked to anyone else about this?” Savannah asked. “I mean, other than that one woman?”
“Yes,” Iris said. “A couple of days ago I met up with another woman right in this area. She had a little dog with her.” She grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Oh, kiddo, you must bring Rags out here.”
“What?”
“Yes. If any being is sensitive to this thing, it would be Rags.”
Savannah grinned. “And what would he tell us about it? What would we learn from Rags?”
“Oh, ummm…,” Iris stalled. “Whether or not there really is something here, I guess.”
“I think you’ve had that validated, haven’t you? What did the woman and her dog do?” Savannah asked. “Did they react?”
Iris nodded. “Yes, her dog wouldn’t even continue on the walk. He stopped right before that gnarly tree and wouldn’t go any farther. She had to turn around and take him home. Another woman I talked to said that when she takes this path with her two small children, the kids always get cranky at that spot. She calls it their turn-around place. She’s learned to turn around before they reach the gnarled tree, although I’ve seen kids climbing it.”
“Strange,” Savannah muttered.
“Yeah,” Iris said thoughtfully. “I wonder what Rochelle could tell us about it. Or maybe I should talk to the water-witch guy who found the bodies at the inn when we were renovating it.”
“Yes, that might be interesting,” Savannah said. “However, his dowsing sticks—or whatever they’re called—work with minerals, so…”
“If it’s an electromagnetic field, the dowsing thingies might pick up on it,” Iris reasoned. She grinned. “Can’t you just see people flocking to the inn for a healing experience at this vortex?” 
Rather than answer, Savannah asked, “What does Craig think?” “Oh, the non-believing detective?” Iris grumped. “As you know, he isn’t into this fun spiritual stuff like I am.”
Savannah chuckled. “Have you brought him out here?”
“Craig go for a walk? Are you kidding?”
Savannah faced her friend. “Listen, I think you should leave it alone.”
Iris frowned. “Really?” 
“You have a good thing going at the inn. Why risk spoiling it by bringing in an element you know nothing about and that might freak out the typical guest?”
Iris slumped. “I guess you’re right, dang it! And if it’s ugly energy, I sure don’t want to invite it into my beautiful inn.”
“Of course not.”
Just then they heard a man’s voice. “Hello, ladies.”
“Oh, hi,” Iris said, jumping a little. “I didn’t see you there.”
“Out for a morning stroll?” he asked.
Iris nodded. “Yes. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”
Savannah nudged Iris. “We’d better get a move on.”
“Hey,” Iris said, jogging to catch up with her. “What are you doing?”
“I thought we were out here to get some exercise,” Savannah said, glancing back at the man who’d greeted them.
“Yeah, but I’m not into marathon running. Too much of me jiggles when I run or jog. Slow down,” she complained. Iris grabbed Savannah’s arm. “What’s wrong with you? Did the vortex scramble your brain or something?”
Savannah glanced behind them again. “Yeah, maybe a little.”
Iris followed Savannah’s glance. “What’s wrong? Do you know that man back there?”
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “Or maybe I’m just being paranoid.” When Iris seemed to be waiting for her to continue, Savannah explained, “It’s his voice. Iris, I think that’s the guy who called and tried to buy Rags from me. He called again and said he wants to interview me for some big newspaper. I think it was the same man. That voice. I’m just sure that was him.” She faced Iris. “It’s a Boris Karloff or James Earl Jones voice.”
“What?”
Savannah attempted to explain, “Sort of deep and theatrical, you know.” She shook her head. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I’m feeling kind of terrorized.”
Iris turned and looked back again. “Well, he’s gone. You say he wants to give you money for your cat? How much, pray tell?”
“Does it matter? It’s totally inappropriate. I mean, I said no, and he keeps calling me, and obviously now he’s following me.”
“Or you’re imagining things. Savannah, what you’re saying doesn’t make sense. Who gets all hopped up about buying a cat? If you don’t want to sell yours, why wouldn’t he go find another one? There are free cats running around everywhere. Heck, I have cats I might sell for the right price. What did he offer?”
“Two thousand dollars.”
“Yikes! Do you think he was serious?” Iris asked.
“I don’t know what to think, but the guy has me kind of scared.” She faced Iris. “Who is he? What does he actually want? And why is he suddenly following me around?”
After thinking for a moment, Iris said, “He looks harmless to me with those baggy clothes and shock of white hair. He’s probably just some lonely old guy—a friendly, lonely old guy.”
Savannah took a deep breath. “Yeah, maybe I am overreacting, but he sure sounded like the one who called me on the phone.”
Iris suddenly stopped. “Hey, maybe the vortex gave you some sort of deeper insight and the guy back there really is a bad guy—you know, a human trafficker or drug pusher or killer, even. Wow! Now that would be a real plus to offer at the inn, a vortex that gives you insight. She grasped Savannah’s arm and said excitedly, “Come to think of it, the last time I walked through the vortex, I came away with some great insight.”
“You did?” Savannah said.
Iris nodded. “Yeah, I went back to the inn and right away chose the perfect upholstery fabric for the sofas in the lobby. I’d been indecisive about the fabric for weeks. It was driving me bananas. One walk through the vortex and the decision was made.”
“Oh, Iris, it was probably just the walk. You relaxed and got your mind off the project so you were fresh to make a good decision when you returned.”
Iris was quiet, then said, “Well, you have a way of turning everything around, don’t you?”
Savannah laughed. “  I do? I’d say you’re the queen of reverse thinking. You’re the one who took a perfectly normal pathway and turned it into something otherworldly.”
After walking another several yards in contemplation, Iris announced, “Well, I think I’ll contact Rochelle; I’d love to get her take on this.” She asked more excitedly, “Will she be here for Teddy’s birthday party?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. They’re picking up Adam.” She smiled. “It’ll be so much fun to see the boys together again—Simon and Adam. I guess they’ve remained friends since our mountain vacation in December. They’ve visited each other a couple of times and they FaceTime fairly often.”
“That’s nice. So Rochelle and Peter are doing okay with their new son?” Iris asked.
“Everyone seems to be adjusting nicely,” Savannah said. “But yes, they’re coming in tomorrow, actually, and leaving Sunday, I believe. So you might want to contact her and see if she’d like to take a walk with you down  Taser Lane while they’re here.”
Iris smirked playfully at Savannah. “I look forward to discussing this amazing find with someone who can seriously grasp the importance of it.” She looked off into space. “Yes, Rochelle, in her infinite spiritual wisdom, will definitely share my excitement.”
 
 **** 
It was midafternoon Friday when Michael announced, “They’re here!” He was the first one out the door to greet Adam, who eagerly leaped from the Whitcombs’ car and ran into his father’s arms. “Did you have a good trip?” Michael asked.
“Yeah,” Eleven-year-old Adam said enthusiastically. 
“I won the road-trip game,” Simon said, joining them.
Michael invited a high five. “Congratulations.” He added, “My man!” preparing to fist bump.
Simon looked at Michael sideways. “It wasn’t  that exciting.” 
Peter and Rochelle laughed as they approached. He said, “Well, you were sure pumped there for a while, young man. I thought you’d share the news all over the Internet.”
When the boy looked embarrassed, Rochelle tousled his hair. “Well,  I was impressed.”
“You have to be,” Savannah teased, catching up with Michael. “You’re the mom.”
After hugs were shared and the luggage was distributed to the bedrooms, Adam asked, “Can we go give the horses a carrot?”
“Sure,” Savannah said. “One each, okay?” Adam agreed. “Okay. Come on, Simon.” Seconds later the boys returned. Adam cradled Glori in his arms. “I found your new cat!” “I didn’t know she was lost,” Michael quipped.
“Oh,” Rochelle swooned, “isn’t she beautiful?” 
Adam walked up to Rochelle and she petted the calico, asking the Iveys, “You adopted her when you were in the city last week?”
Savannah nodded. 
“How’s she doing?” Rochelle asked. “Was the move hard for her?”
“Not at all,” Savannah said. “It’s like she’s always been part of our family. The transition has been seamless.”
“Is that unusual?” Peter asked. “Are you saying cats don’t typically adjust well to change? Those kittens of ours sure didn’t seem to have a problem.”
“That’s most likely because they’re kittens and there are two of them,” Savannah said. “Re-homing older cats can sometimes be tricky.” She smiled. “But Glori didn’t miss a beat, did she, Michael?”
He agreed and added, “Neither did the other critters. They accepted Glori without question. We haven’t had any problems.” 
Gladys chuckled. “Except for the lizard fiasco.”
“What happened, Gladys?” Peter asked, amused.
“Well, all four of them—Lexie included—got in a scuffle over a lizard,” she explained.
“Really? Who came out on top of that heap?” Peter asked. “The lizard,” Michael said. “But Glori ended up with it. Buffy took it away from Rags and Glori got it from Buffy.” Michael laughed. “It was pretty funny to watch.”
“Can she walk on a leash?” Adam asked. “Can we take her outside with us?” After thinking about it, Savannah said, “You know what? Why don’t you boys pay attention to one species at a time?”
Simon frowned. “Huh?” 
“Go see the horses, then you can come back in and play with the cats if you want to,” Savannah suggested.
“Okay,” Adam said, lowering Glori to the floor. “Let’s go, Simon.”
As an afterthought, Michael called. “Take Lexie with you.”
Rochelle smiled after the boys as they bounded out of the room, then asked, “So, Savannah, what’s up with Iris? She called yesterday and asked if I’d take a walk with her. She said she wants to show me something. I told her we could do it this afternoon if you and Michael don’t have plans for us. What do you think?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, that would be okay.”
“Want to join us?” Rochelle asked.
Savannah winced. “I don’t know.”
“Oh, go on, hon,” Michael said. “Peter and I’ll hold down the fort here.”
Savannah looked suspiciously at him. “You want to take charge of four children and put the finishing touches on the dinner?”
“Dinner?” he repeated.
“Yeah, the salad’s made, but you’ll have to put the enchiladas in…”
“Never mind,” Gladys said, “I’ll do that. You girls go visit. What time do you want to eat?”
“Six?” Savannah suggested.
The women were just about to leave the house when Rags walked into the room. Savannah stopped and looked down at him, finally saying, “Why not?”
Puzzled, Michael asked, “What?”
“Iris wants to see how he reacts to…” She glanced at Rochelle. “Um…I think I’ll take him with us. Let me get his pack and his harness.”
“Okay, if you’re sure,” Michael said. He chuckled and said to Peter, “Most people take their dogs out for a walk; not around here. Oh no, we walk the cat.”
“Usually only when there’s a reason,” Savannah said.
Michael frowned. “And what’s the reason this time?”
Savannah grinned. “I’ll tell you about it later. It’s a sort of experiment.”
“Using Rags in an experiment?” Michael said, shaking his head. “Well, good luck with that.”



Chapter Three
  
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Iris said, greeting Savannah and Rochelle as they climbed out of the Iveys’ SUV. “Rochelle, you aren’t going to believe what I found! I’m so excited to show it to you.” Iris nodded toward Savannah. “She wasn’t impressed.”
“Heck no,” Savannah said. “It’s spooky as all get-out.”
Rochelle looked from Iris to Savannah. “What is it, Iris?”
“She didn’t tell you?” Iris asked.
Rochelle shook her head. “No. She said something about an experiment.”
Iris did a double-take when she saw Rags out of the corner of her eye. “Oh good, you brought the cat.” She approached Rags as he was about to jump out of the car, and took his face in her hands. She looked into his eyes. “Rags, I expect you to…”
“To what?” Savannah asked, grinning.
Iris admitted, “I don’t know. I guess we’ll find out, won’t we? Shall we go?”
The women had taken a few steps when they heard a voice behind them. “So, you gals are off on another perilous adventure, are you?”
“Hi, Craig,” Rochelle greeted. She asked hesitantly, “Perilous?”
“I hope not,” Savannah grumbled.
Iris waved dismissively at her husband. “We’re just going for a walk, babe; we’ll be back before dark.”
“You’re going to leave me here with that plumbing problem all by myself?” Craig complained. “Who’s going to hand me my wrench and…” He said more loudly, “Iris, Rupert’s gone this week.”
“Good grief,” Iris muttered. She called over her shoulder, “Ask Mattie. She’ll help you. See you later.”
“You have a plumbing problem?” Savannah asked, following along behind Iris with Rags on his leash.
“Yeah, a small one. No big deal.”
Savannah smirked knowingly. “We’ve had those before—the no-big-deal kind. Many hours later, we have to call a plumber anyway.” She shook her head. “Michael can do a lot of things around the house, but plumbing isn’t his forte.” 
Iris frowned. “I hope that won’t be the case—I mean that we’ll have to call a plumber.” She brightened. “Anyway, this excursion is much more important.” She looped her arm in Rochelle’s. “This discovery could open up a whole new source of income and maybe even fame for me.”
Rochelle looked suspiciously at Iris. “Really? I can’t imagine…”
“Well, I’m going to let you see it, or I should say  experience it for yourself,” Iris said. She instructed, “Savannah, no coaching.” She looked down at Rags. “I want to see if Rochelle and Rags are aware of it. No hinting, now.”
“No problem,” Savannah said. “I still don’t know what that was or is or…”
“Never mind,” Iris carped, waving her hand in dismissal.
The women had been walking for several minutes, chatting, when Savannah yelped.
“What?” Iris asked.
“Oh, sorry,” she said. “Rags stopped and caught me off guard. He was walking along so nicely, then…”
Rochelle gazed at Iris, who said, “Well, I don’t think there’s anything of interest here. Come on,” Iris urged, “we need to keep walking.”
“Hey, there’s something here that interests Rags,” Savannah defended. “What is it, Rags?” She followed him toward a weathered picket fence where he stopped, sat down, and tilted his head as if listening. “Oh, I hear it, Rags,” She said quietly. She listened more intently and squinted into the shadow of a large tree.
“What is it?” Rochelle asked, walking closer.
Savannah whispered, “It’s a little boy. See him over there in that yard next to the tree trunk?” Savannah said to the boy, “Hi. Are you all right? Is something wrong?” The boy, who appeared to be about seven years old, took a ragged breath. “I can’t get my kitty down. He’s stuck up there.”
Savannah looked overhead. “In the tree?” The boy nodded. 
Iris huffed impatiently, “Hey, we’re going to lose daylight pretty soon.”
“Wait, Iris,” Savannah said. “We can’t leave his kitty in the tree. Let’s see if we can help.” She moved closer to the child. “Where is your kitty?” She looked up amidst the tree branches. “I don’t see him. Are you sure he’s still up there?”
The boy nodded. “I threw him up and he never came back down.”
Aghast, Savannah repeated, “You threw your kitty into the tree?”
Rochelle gasped.
“He’s right there,” the boy said, pointing. “I threw rocks and some sticks, but I can’t get him to come down.”
“You threw rocks at your kitty?” Iris asked.
Just then Rochelle began to laugh. “Oh, I see your kitty.” 
“Where?” Iris asked concerned.
“Yeah, where?” Savannah wondered.
Rochelle pointed. “Caught in that clump of leaves right there.” 
“Ohhh,” Savannah said, relief in her voice. “A toy kitty.”
“My gramma gave it to me,” the boy said. “She died and went to heaven and I was trying to show her I still have the kitty. I thought she caught it, but she never threw it back down here. Then I saw it hiding like that in the tree.” His eyes wide, he said, “Maybe she tried to throw it down and it got all stuck.” He glanced toward his house. “I’m not allowed to climb the tree.” More quietly he added, “But I know how. When Mama was at the hospital getting a new hip, my uncle showed me how.”
“Shall we call the fire department?” Iris joked. “Do they rescue stuffed kitties?”
Savannah and Rochelle grinned. Savannah said, “I doubt it, but Rags might be able to get it for him.” She asked the boy, “What’s your name?”
“Liam,” he said, wiping his eyes with his shirt sleeve.
“Well, Liam, this is Rags.”
The boy looked over the fence. “It’s a cat. You’re taking your cat for a walk?” Savannah nodded. “He’s going to try to get your kitty down for you, okay?”
The boy stood up straighter and stared more intently at the cat. “He is?”
“Yes.” Savannah lifted Rags and tried to point out the toy to him, but he was more interested in the boy. The cat looked everywhere except up into the tree.”
“Toss something up there so he’ll look up and maybe see it,” Rochelle suggested.
“Good idea,” Savannah said. “Hey, you do it. I’ll try to get him to look.”
It took several tries, but Rags finally caught a glimpse of the toy, and, as Savannah expected, became interested in it. “He seems to have this knack for focusing on something that doesn’t belong—know what I mean?” Savannah explained to the other women.
Rochelle nodded. “Yes. Peter taught me that concept. When we’re out photographing wildlife for him to paint, he tells me to watch for a color or movement or shape that doesn’t belong in the environment. I didn’t know that cats could do that.”
“Maybe not all cats,” Iris suggested. She asked, “So how will he get to that clump of leaves?”
Savannah grinned. “Where there’s a will there’s a way with Rags, and he’s on it. See how interested he is now?”
“Are you going to turn him loose?” Iris asked.
Savannah grimaced. “I think I’d better. I worry about him getting his harness or leash caught in a situation like this. Yeah, I’ll take the chance.” Savannah looked at Liam. “Would you like to watch Rags climb the tree?”
Just then they heard a voice from behind the boy. “What’s going on?”
“Mama,” Liam shouted, “Bitty Kitty’s stuck up in the tree and that cat’s going to get him down!”
“Oh?” the woman muttered suspiciously.
“Hello,” Savannah said. “I’m sorry to intrude. We heard Liam crying, and he told us about the toy in the tree, and…”
Her hands on her hips, the robust woman asked, “And you think your cat is going to get it down?” She smirked. “A cat?”
Savannah winced. “I hope so.”
“He’s an unusual cat,” Rochelle said in her gentle way. “He has helped in some risky situations.” 
Savannah nodded. 
“Cats, schmatts,” the woman complained. “Good-for-nothing critters, unless you have rats. When the rats are gone, there’s no more reason for the cats.”
Liam’s eyes filled with tears. He looked up at Savannah, petted Rags, and said, “I really like cats. That’s why my gramma gave me Bitty Kitty.” His face lit up. “We have a cat at school. He’s a classroom cat for all the lower grades. Charlie likes to sit with me at my desk.”
His mother was evidently unmoved.
“So is it okay if I send my cat up to get his toy?” Savannah asked.
“No,” the woman spat. “I don’t want anyone falling in our yard and suing us. It’ll come down in the next wind. Just leave it.” She grabbed Liam’s arm. “Come on. I think you’d better come in. What have I told you about talking to strangers?” She said for the women’s benefit, “There’s a lot of riffraff using that damn walkway.”
When Rochelle saw the pain in Savannah’s eyes, she rubbed her upper back with one hand, murmuring, “Well, what can you do?”
“Nothing, I guess. Poor little kid,” Savannah said.
“Well, come on,” Iris urged. “We don’t have far to go, and I really want Rochelle’s impression.”
Minutes later, Iris stopped, looked around the area of the gnarly tree, and said, “Well, that’s odd.”
“What’s odd?” Rochelle asked. “Did I miss something? I’m sorry, Iris. If you’ll tell me what it is…” “It seems to be gone,” Iris said quietly, walking in circles and looking around. “Savannah, did you feel it?”
She shook her head. “No. Nothing.” 
Iris pointed at Rags. “He isn’t reacting, either. Could it be gone? Oh no, there goes my fortune.” 
“What was it?” Rochelle asked, somewhat impatiently.
“Well,” Iris started, glancing at Savannah, “I think it was a vortex.”
“Oh?” Rochelle said, surprised. “Right here?”
Iris nodded.
Rochelle glanced around. “Iris, I’ve become aware of what I thought was a vortex a couple of times, but I didn’t sense anything here at all.”
“Even Savannah felt it yesterday,” Iris said. “We were here yesterday, and she felt it.”
Savannah nodded. “Yeah, I felt something, but I sure don’t know what it was. It was sort of a vibration. Honestly, I thought I’d been hit with an electric shock or maybe a stun gun.” When Rochelle laughed, Savannah said, “I didn’t think it was very funny. It freaked me out.”
“So do vortexes come and go?” Iris asked. “Because I know there’s something maybe spiritual—or at least from another dimension—here. As you just heard, even non-believing Savannah was aware of it yesterday.”
“Yes, Iris,” Rochelle said. “An active electromagnetic field—a vortex, as you referred to it—can open up, but it doesn’t always remain active. It’s sort of like a volcano, in a way. You know, the earth is made up of magnetic fields. Normally we don’t feel that energy, unless it’s coming from a healer—you’ll feel subtle and sometimes more intense energy from another human, sometimes. But you’ll also feel a little—or sometimes a lot of—energy from one of those fields. It may stay around for a while, then leave. Just like a volcano might remain dormant for years and years, then erupt.” She smiled. “How cool, Iris, that you came across one. It must have given you quite a boost to feel it.”
“Yeah,” Iris said, without much enthusiasm.
Savannah chuckled. “She wanted to capitalize on it.”
“Oh?” Rochelle questioned.
“Yeah,” Iris said. “I thought I could create a spa here or a healing lodge.”
Rochelle grinned. “You could do that without a vortex. Just bring in people who can emit healing energy.”
“Like Rochelle,” Savannah said. “You do healing, don’t you?” “I have,” Rochelle said. “Most people can, if they just know how to channel the power. It’s not  their  power, you see, but it comes from…possibly from energy generated from the earth. There’s a lot we don’t know, of course.”
Savannah spoke directly to Iris. “And perhaps when you know even less, it’s best not to invite it into your life—especially if you plan to administer it to others.”
“Well, crumb,” Iris said, slumping.
Rochelle laughed. “Iris, I think you have a wonderful business. Just keep on doing what you’re doing. That’s my unrequested and unprofessional advice.”
Iris forced a smile. “You’re probably right, Rochelle. Thank you for coming out here and for your welcome opinion. I’m just sorry it was a wild-goose chase.”
“No it wasn’t,” Rochelle insisted. “I always enjoy spending time with my lady friends, and I count you two among them. Thank you for the walk.”
“Well, Rags,” Savannah said, “would you like to ride for a while? You’ve probably walked far enough.”
“He’s not a distance walker, huh?” Rochelle asked.
Savannah shook her head. “Cats aren’t known for their endurance.”
“Yeah,” Iris said, “except when they’re napping. Our cuddle cats are endurance nappers.”
Savannah smiled, then addressed Rochelle. “Actually, Rags generally only walks maybe half mile at the most, then we give him a rest.” Savannah tucked the cat into the cat backpack and Iris helped her put it on, then the three women walked back toward the inn.
As they approached Liam’s house, they noticed quite a bit of activity. There were men, women, and teens walking along the path and in and out of some of the property that backed up to the path. When they saw a policeman talking to Liam’s mother, they slowed their pace.
“Poor kid,” Iris said. 
“Yeah,” Rochelle agreed. “It appears that no one listens to the lad and they should. He’s a gentle and spiritual soul.”
Iris looked at her. “You could tell that?”
“Sure, couldn’t you?” Rochelle asked.
“Wait,” Savannah said. “Something’s not right.” She removed the cat pack. “…and Rags knows it.” She lowered the pack and let Rags climb out, then held the leash as the cat led her toward the picket fence where they’d met Liam. When he started pulling on the leash, she hastened her pace, slowing when a middle-aged woman approached from the other direction. Savannah asked, “What’s going on?”
“That boy who lives there, Liam, is missing. He told one of his playmates that he was going to be with his grandmother. The neighbors are all out trying to find him.” She winced. “He’s such a sweet boy.” She glanced at something behind Savannah and hissed, “Here comes Madeline. That’s his mother.” She shook her head and snarled, “That woman’s a piece of work, I’ll tell you.”
“I’m so sorry,” Savannah said to Liam’s mother. 
“Did you see him while you were out walking?” Madeline asked, anxiously looking up and down the pathway. 
Savannah shook her head. Just then she shouted, “Rags!” 
“Now that’s what we don’t need,” Madeline complained, watching the cat jump atop the fence and onto the tree trunk. “Get it out of my yard!” she bellowed. “We’re trying to find my son. We don’t need no cat getting in the way. Scat!” she shouted.
Savannah gave Rags some slack in his leash. After watching him for a few moments, she said quietly, “He may just know where your boy is.” 
Madeline stared at her. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s just a measly cat!”
More assertive now, Savannah said, “I’m pretty sure he’s telling us your boy’s up in the tree.”
“That’s impossible,” Madeline insisted, “unless a condor or an eagle lifted him up there. He’s not allowed to climb that tree, and I’m sure he’s not actually able to do it.”
Iris nudged Savannah. “I think Rags is after the kitty toy.”
“Get that cat out of my yard!” Madeline shouted. “We have an emergency here. Take him away.”
Savannah dropped the leash and walked quickly through the gate and toward Rags, but before she could reach him, he scurried higher into the tree branches, his leash draping down below him. When she saw Rags climb up onto a large limb about twenty feet above the ground, she looked at Rochelle and Iris. “Do you suppose?”
“What?” Iris asked.
“That the boy’s on that branch?” Rochelle suggested.
Savannah grinned. “I’m pretty sure he is.” She called out, “Does anyone have an extension ladder?” 
“The cat needs a ladder to come down from there?” Madeline carped. “Leave him. He got up there. If he can’t get down, too bad; it sure isn’t my affair.” She burst out sobbing. “I just want my Liam back. Where’s my boy?” She grabbed a policeman’s shirtsleeve. “Do you think one of those low-life hippies grabbed my son? Maybe you should be talking to some of those that hang out down the block there. They’ve probably got Liam.”
“No,” Savannah said sharply. “I believe your boy is in the tree. The cat is sitting with him on that branch.”
“What makes you think so?” Madeline asked. “Like I told you, he’s not allowed to climb that tree.”
Rochelle said more gently to the woman, “Someone said your boy may have been trying to reach his grandmother. He told us earlier that he threw the toy kitty up so his gramma could see it. He imagines her in heaven, or maybe he’s seen her in the tree—you know, in his imagination.”
“How could that little boy get up that high?” a neighbor asked. “From what I’ve seen, he’s too timid to even try it.”
“Where there’s a will,” a woman offered. She added, “It’s about time that little guy used his will.” She looked at Liam’s mother. “You say how much he means to you, but you don’t seem to give him one iota of credit. He’s a good boy, but you’re going to lose him if you don’t learn how to relate to him and respect him. He’s a human being, for Pete’s sake.”
Madeline stared at the woman for a moment, then spat, “Natalie, if you think you could do any better with the circumstances I’ve been left with…”
Natalie walked up to Madeline and patted her upper arm. “Of course, it’s been difficult. We all have our troubles, but Maddie, it does absolutely no good to be so angry and defensive all the time.” She looked up into the tree. “Let’s concentrate on helping Liam, right now, shall we? It appears that he needs us—he needs you.”
Again, Madeline broke down and sobbed. 
Just then someone shouted, “Here come Hank and Bill with a ladder!” 
“Now who’s going up there?” Hank asked. “I can’t make it—not coming down from there with a boy and a cat.”
“I can do it,” offered a teenager with a slight build and shoulder-length hair.
“A crack head?” Madeline bellowed. “I wouldn’t let you...” Rochelle moved closer to the woman. She put her arm across Madeline’s shoulders. “Natalie’s right. Your son is what’s important now. The boy only wants to help.”
“Yeah,” another woman huffed, “and for your information, Madeline, he’s been clean for a year.”
Madeline swallowed hard and nodded toward the young man. “Thank you, Steve,” she muttered.
“Would you take the leash off the cat while you’re up there?” Savannah asked. “He can probably come down on his own, but I don’t want the leash to catch on something.”
“Sure,” Steve said, starting his climb. 
Two men secured the ladder, and everyone held their breath when Rags walked along a narrow branch toward the teen. The boy carefully unsnapped the leash, dropping it to the ground. Then everyone cheered when they saw Liam shift his position on the tree branch where he’d been hiding.
“I’ll flat throttle that boy,” Madeline spat. “What does he think he’s doing climbing that tree when I told him so many times…”
“Madeline,” Rochelle soothed, “I can understand that you’re frightened and a little angry, but don’t you think that’s part of the problem here? Little boys need to know they’re loved. Let’s try to show love today. Liam is hurting. Let’s not add to his pain.”
Madeline stared into the tree. Tears filled her eyes and she said quietly, “I do love my boy. He knows it.”
“Does he?” Rochelle asked.
Madeline looked at her. “Well, I…um…” she stammered before allowing another rush of tears to flow.
The crowd cheered as they watched Steve work his way down the ladder supporting Liam’s every step. 
“Young man,” the deputy said, “I couldn’t have done it better myself.” 
The teen smiled. “I’ve been watching how police officers and firemen do stuff like that. I’ve been thinking I’d like to be a policeman or maybe a fireman.”
The officer smiled. “Well, good luck with that. I think you’ll make a fine one.”
Meanwhile, when Liam saw his mother coming toward him, he looked away. Madeline, however, approached him with open arms. 
“I’m sorry, Mama,” he said, a frightened edge to his voice. “I didn’t mean…”
“Liam,” she said, embracing him tightly. She stepped back and said sternly, “Liam, don’t you ever…”
Rochelle cleared her throat and Madeline looked at her. She took a deep breath. “Liam, I mean, I’m so glad you’re okay. I was awfully worried.”
“The cat came to get me, Mama,” Liam said. 
“Here he comes,” someone shouted. “The cat’s making his way down.”
When Rags seemed to be having a little trouble, Steve said, “I’ll go up and get him.”
“Be careful, son,” the deputy said, moving forward to help hold the ladder.
But as Steve drew closer to the cat, Rags stepped away and jumped onto a branch that was out of the teen’s reach. 
“What’s he doing,” Madeline asked, “showing off? He’d better not be knocking more of those leaves down here, I hate all that raking.”
Rochelle ran one hand over Madeline’s arm, and the woman looked up. “I mean…” She let out a long breath. When the toy cat suddenly tumbled to the ground, she jumped back and cranked, “What in the holy…um…was that?”
“It’s Bitty Kitty!” Liam shouted, running to pick up the toy. He hugged it to him and stared up into the tree, calling, “Thank you, Rags.”
“Are you ready to come down now, cat?” Steve asked, motioning for Rags to walk toward him. And he did, allowing Steve to grasp him and carefully and slowly carry him down to safety. 
Even before Rags’s feet touched the ground, Liam ran up and wrapped his arms around him. “Thank you, Rags,” he murmured into the cat’s fur.
Savannah and Rochelle shared a giggle when they saw the almost desperate look in Rags’s eyes as Liam squeezed him tightly against the toy cat.
“Liam!” Madeline shouted. When she glanced at Rochelle and her neighbor Natalie, however, she said quietly, “I’m sorry. I really do have a bad habit. Please tell me how to stop it.”
Rochelle and Natalie made eye contact, and Rochelle said, “Madeline, give me your contact information. I’ll put you in touch with someone who can help.”
“In the meantime,” Natalie said, “just remember that Liam is a human being, and a very sensitive and loving little boy who’s actually pretty tough inside to have survived your wrath for seven years.” 
Madeline tightened her lips. “Yeah, I guess he is, at that.” 
Rochelle leaned toward Madeline. “Look at your son. He’s a sweet spirit. If I were you, I’d make sure he has a live puppy or kitten to love. That little guy has a lot of love to give.”
Madeline took a ragged breath and asked, “What’s your name?”
“Rochelle.”
Tears streaming down her face, Madeline asked, “Rochelle, can I hug you?”
“Absolutely,” Rochelle said. She embraced the woman, then pulled away and said, “Madeline, I’d like to stay in touch, if it’s okay. Natalie wants to help, too. Count on her. Listen to her. I think she can help you. Trust her. Now take your boy home and remember he is a treasure and he needs your love.”
“Thank you,” Madeline whispered, walking slowly toward Liam and Rags. She ran her hand over Rags’s fur. “Thank you, kitty.” She swallowed hard and added, “I don’t even want to think about what could have happened if you hadn’t come along.”
Savannah smiled. She took Rags from Liam and walked away with her two friends. They strolled in silence for a few moments, each with her own thoughts, when they heard Liam shout, “A cat of my own? Really, Mama? Do you mean it?”
Rochelle, Savannah, and Iris each smiled at one another and Iris asked, “So Rochelle, do you think that vortex we didn’t find today had something to do with the beautiful thing that happened here today?”
Rochelle smiled coyly. “Well, it’s possible, I guess. But I kind of think this one was on Rags.” 
 
 **** 
 “What time’s everyone getting here for Teddy’s birthday party?” Michael asked after breakfast on Saturday.
Savannah smiled at their son’s antics as she washed his face. “After naps,” she said. “The littles are going to have a nice nap, then we’ll put on our party clothes and…”
“And party?” Michael said, picking up Teddy and dancing around the room with him.
“Do it again, Daddy,” Lily said, laughing. “Do it again.”
“Never mind,” Savannah said. “We have a lot to do this morning.”
“Can I help, Mommy?” Lily asked.
“Sure, you can, punkin. Thank you for asking.”
“I’ll dress up Rags and Glori,” Lily said, running toward her bedroom.
Savannah glanced at Michael. “I had in mind her helping me set the tables. What did she say she’s going to do?”
“Dress up the cats,” Michael said.
Rochelle laughed. “Well, that’s helping, isn’t it? Remember, we’re here to help, as well. Let us know what we can do.”
Peter scoffed. “What’s this  we thing, Rochelle? Do you have a mouse in your pocket?” He winked. “Michael and I are going golfing, aren’t we, buddy?”
“Yeah, right.” Michael gestured. “Come on, Peter, let’s set up the tables and chairs.”
“Here are the tablecloths,” Gladys said, handing them to Michael. 
“And the piñata,” Savannah said, pointing. “I’ll leave it to you guys to find a place to hang it.” Before the men stepped out, she called, “Oh, and would you fill the horses’ water trough. I didn’t get that done this morning.” When Michael frowned at her, she defended, “They have water, it just needs to be refreshed.”
“Got it,” Michael said, walking out the door with Peter.
“She’s going to dress up the cats, huh?” Savannah said, shaking her head. She smiled.
“Well, that’s okay, too, I guess. She’ll think she’s helping.”
Rochelle smiled. “She’s so cute.” She asked, “What do you want the boys to do?” She looked around. “Where are they, anyway?”
Savannah looked confused for a moment, then said, “Oh, that’s right, Rochelle, you were helping Lily with something when they left. Auntie called and asked if the boys would like to earn a few bucks this morning at the shelter. Peter said it was okay if Simon went.” She grinned. “They were pretty excited.”
“Cool,” Rochelle said. “Simon will enjoy that.”
The women were preparing strawberries, pineapple, orange sections, and kiwi for a fruit salad when Lily walked slowly into the room with Glori in her arms. “Look, Mommy. Glori’s a cowgirl.”
“Oh my goodness,” Savannah remarked when she saw the calico wearing a small Western hat and vest. “What’s that?” she asked, “your baby Alana’s cowgirl outfit?”
Lily nodded. She put Glori down on the floor and the cat walked nonchalantly to her kibbles bowl and started eating. 
Savannah laughed. “Well, she doesn’t seem to mind strutting around in costume.”
Gladys clasped her hands in front of her. “Oh, that is so cute. Lilliana reminds me of you, Vannie, when you used to dress Jennie. You’d beg for clothes for your MaryAnn doll, but you secretly wanted them for Jennie.” Gladys laughed. “That cat seemed always to be parading around in a tutu or a bathing suit or pajamas—sometimes a boa would be trailing along behind her. She didn’t care. Little Glori there is like a reincarnation of Jennie.”
“She’s adorable,” Rochelle said.
Savannah smiled and asked Lily, “Is that what Glori’s wearing to the party?” 
“Maybe,” Lily said. “She might wear the red dress with buttons.”
Rochelle chuckled. “Glori hasn’t decided, yet?”
Savannah laughed, then asked, “Rochelle, does Simon dress your kittens?” 
Rochelle shook her head. “No. I guess he hasn’t thought of doing that, but he does enjoy posing them and taking their picture. He thinks they’re going to become YouTube stars.”
“Does he submit his photos?” Gladys asked.
“No,” Rochelle said, “he doesn’t know how to do that yet.”
Savannah asked, “Lily, would you like to help Mommy set the tables?”
She nodded.
“Let’s take the clothes off Glori, shall we? We don’t want her to get caught on something.”
“Why?” Lily said, looking at the cat.
“It can be dangerous to leave a cat dressed up when you’re not watching her. Let’s take the clothes off her now and you can put them on her later if you want to.”
Savannah helped the child with the cat, then they stepped outside with Rochelle, each carrying a basket of napkins, utensils, and paper plates. Their quiet conversation was interrupted by a frantic voice. “Vannie! Vannie!”
“Hi, Auntie,” Savannah said as Margaret approached. “What’s up? Did you come to help?”
“Not really,” she said breathlessly. “Vannie, I have to talk to you.”
“Are the boys okay?” Rochelle asked, concerned.
Margaret looked at her for a moment, then said, “Oh, they’re fine. They’re helping Max arrange a couple of pens for a new batch of kittens that are coming in tomorrow.” She giggled. “Simon is really into it. He wants to put up a welcome banner and balloons.”
“How cute,” Rochelle squealed.
Savannah focused again on her aunt. “Hey, why don’t you come sit down here on the porch? You look upset. Did you run all the way over here?”
“Practically,” Margaret grumbled. “I’m just kind of worried, that’s all.”
“About what?” Savannah asked.
By then, Gladys had joined the others on the wraparound porch with Teddy in tow. Margaret reached for him, saying, “How’s my big boy? I can’t believe you’re going to be two already. How can that be?”
Savannah smiled, watching Teddy and Margaret interact, then asked, “So what’s going on, Auntie? What has you worried?”
Margaret took a shallow breath. “Okay, some man just came to our door. When he saw the cats behind me in the living room, he practically pushed his way inside and demanded, ‘Where is he? Where is he? Where are you hiding him?’ I asked him who in the heck he was looking for. Well, it seems it was your cat—Rags. He was looking for Rags.” 
Savannah gasped. “Rags?”
She nodded. “He has your address, but when he saw our house, he stopped there, thinking it was your place. You know that happens sometimes. People don’t realize there’s a house back here behind us.”
“What did you tell him?” Savannah asked.
“That I don’t know what or who he was talking about.”
“Why?” Savannah asked. When Margaret just stared at her, she said, “Why didn’t you send him over here, if he wanted to see us?”
“Hell,” she blurted, “I figured he wanted to sue you for something your cat did.” She thought for a moment and said, “No, you wouldn’t want that guy coming around here. He was…well, sort of belligerent.” When Savannah remained silent, Margaret continued, “He acted like he didn’t believe me. In fact, he sort of pushed me aside so he could see Layla and Gizmo and Jack. Thankfully, Max came in about then and he sent the gent on his way in no uncertain terms.” 
“So he asked about Rags?” Savannah muttered. “Did you tell him where we live?”
“No. When Max saw his demeanor, he thought really fast and said we’d just moved in and suggested he must be looking for the folks who used to live there.”
“What did he look like? Was he wearing a plaid tam and a matching tie?” Gladys asked.
“Tam?” Rochelle questioned.
“Beret,” Savannah explained.
Margaret stared at Gladys. “What? Plaid? No. He had on jeans and a tight t-shirt. Oh, he did wear a hat—a sort of fishing hat. Why?” 
“Well, there was a man in San Francisco interested in Rags, and I thought that might be him. I guess not.” Gladys nodded toward her daughter. “Then Vannie got a call from someone…” “A call?” Margaret asked.
“Yeah, some man wanted to buy Rags,” Savannah explained. “Then I saw someone who could have been him along the walking path.” She faced her aunt. “Did he have a lot of white hair?”
Margaret frowned. “No, actually, it was kind of brown—yeah, medium brown, I’d say.” She looked at Savannah. “Someone wants to buy your cat?”
Savannah nodded. “He seemed almost desperate to have Rags.”
“Well, I don’t think he’ll bother you again,” Margaret said. “We got him so confused I doubt he’ll go to the trouble of trying to find you, unless…”
“Unless?” Savannah repeated.
“Yeah, I guess it depends on how serious he is about buying Rags.” Margaret looked curiously at her. “How much did he offer?” 
“Two thousand dollars.”
“What?” Margaret shouted. “Did your cat swallow a gold bar or maybe a diamond ring?”Savannah gulped. “I hope not.”
“Maybe a street drug,” Michael suggested, joining the women.
“Michael, that’s an awful thing to imagine,” Savannah scolded. “He could get really sick.” She faced him. “Do you think someone fed him something to stay out of trouble and they want him so they can cut him open and get it back? Oh my gosh! Michael, would you take him to the clinic and x-ray him? If he has swallowed something, we need to get it out of him before something awful happens.”
“Oh, hon. I was joking.”
“But Michael, that’s a possibility. His life could be in danger. Please Michael, go x-ray him will you?”
He thinned his lips. “Okay, I can do that, but Savannah…”
“Just do it. Please. We have to be sure.”
“Don’t you think if he’d swallowed something in San Francisco—say, Saturday night, a week ago, it would have passed by now?” Margaret asked.
“Unless they wrapped it in something that won’t dissolve—that he can’t pass.” Savannah frowned. “Which is all the more reason why we need to find it and get it out of him. It could cause a blockage or worse.” 
“He’d be showing symptoms long before this,” Michael reasoned. “There’d be signs that something’s wrong. You know that.” 
“Michael, why else would someone want him so badly?” Savannah argued.
“Maybe they see him as a moneymaker,” Rochelle suggested. “They want to exploit him.”
“I guess,” Savannah said, “but…I mean, Rags is unusual, but not  that unusual.”
Margaret stood up to leave. “Well, I’m sorry to have brought you disturbing news, but I thought you should know about the intrusion.”
“Thanks, Auntie.” 
“Sure,” she said waving as she walked back toward her house.
Savannah checked her watch. “Look at the time! I need finish setting these tables and pick lemons and make the lemonade. I’m going to put the kids down for their naps a little early and… gosh, everyone will be here in…”
Rochelle interrupted her. “Give me the basket. Your mom and I can finish setting things up. I’ll get Peter to pick the lemons. Go take care of your children.” 
 
 **** 
“How is he?” Savannah asked, when Michael returned with Rags a short time later.
“He’s fine. I don’t see any foreign objects inside him.”
“Maybe he passed it already,” she suggested, “although I probably would have seen something in the litter box.”
“Or maybe there was nothing for him to pass at all.” Michael placed Rags on the floor and the cat trotted off to his kibbles bowl. He smiled. “Guess who followed me in.”
Savannah strained to look out at the driveway. “Who?”
“Your sister.”
“Oh, Bri. I haven’t seen her in forever.” She headed to the front door, where she greeted Brianna and her fiancé, Bud. “I’m so glad you two could be here.” She hugged her sister. “I swear we see each other even less since you moved back to Hammond.”
“I know. It’s a shame,” Brianna said. She grinned. “But maybe things will change.”
“Uh-huh,” Michael said, joining them, “if Savannah will stay home for more than a week at a time.”
“Yeah, it’s not me,” Brianna said, “it’s you. You’re like a flea on a hot rock since last summer. You’re gone more than you’re home. How are sisters supposed to bond?”
“So what’s about to change?” Savannah asked eagerly.
Before she could respond, Brianna looked behind her and smiled brightly. “Hi, sleepy-head boy. Auntie brought you a present.”
Teddy reached for Brianna and she took him from Gladys.
 While her sister played with Teddy, Savannah hugged Bud. “I haven’t seen you in a while, either.” She chuckled. “I guess we run in different circles.”
He grinned. “We run in circles, all right.”
“Bri,” Savannah said, “it’s naptime, why don’t you help Mom put him down, then we’ll visit before the other guests arrive.”
Brianna looked around. “Where’s Lily?”
“I think she’s helping Rochelle clean up after lunch. Then  she’s going down for a nap.”
“Awww,” Brianna complained. “Can’t she stay up, just this once,” she whined. “I never get to see her.”
“You can see her after her nap,” Savannah said.
“Yeah, but everyone else will be here. She’s four. She doesn’t need a nap,” Brianna reasoned, lowering Teddy to the floor when he began to lean and point. She watched as he scampered toward his toy box.
“Hi, Auntie Bri!” Lily shouted, skipping into the room. 
Brianna wrapped the child in a bear hug, saying, “Hi, girlfriend.” She looked at her sister. “Lily doesn’t look sleepy to me.”
“Me?” Lily asked, stepping back. “I’m not sleepy. Can I stay up, Mommy?”
Savannah smiled. “Okay. But you’d better not become a whiney baby like your Aunt Bri.”
“Goodie,” Brianna said. “I’ll take full responsibility, okay, girlfriend?” she said, inviting Lily’s high five.
“Okay,” Lily said, slapping her hand.
Savannah smiled at the duo, then focused on Bud. “So you’ve been busy too?”
He nodded. “Been busy at the clinic and busy on the farm.” He glanced at Brianna, who was engaged in a lively conversation with Lily. “We took some time off together last week, before you went to San Francisco, and we did a little sightseeing.” More energetically, he said, “We’ve chosen our honeymoon destination.”
“Honeymoon?” Savannah squealed. “You’re getting married?” 
“Well, that’s generally the progression for an engaged couple,” Brianna snarked playfully.
“When? Where?” Savannah pushed.
“You’ve set a date?” Gladys asked.
“Congratulations!” Rochelle said, joining the others.
Brianna looked around. “Well, we’d hoped to make a more formal announcement once everyone is here.”
“You’d override Teddy’s birthday celebration with  your news?” Michael teased, overhearing the conversation. 
“Okay,” Brianna said, “we don’t have to do it today. Just watch for your invitation in the mail, or we might send an e-vite.”
“No!” Savannah complained. “I can’t wait for an invitation. Tell us,” she begged.
Brianna and Bud smiled at one another and she said, “Well, we do have a date. We’d like to get married during the summer solstice, which should occur around June twenty-first. So we’ve chosen that Friday.”
“Wow!” Savannah said. “You’re actually finally going to do it.”
Brianna nodded, and Bud smiled at her. “We’re going to do it…yes, finally.”
“Sooo, Vannie,” Brianna said, “I had hoped…”
“You want to get married here? Everyone gets married here, has their birthday party here, holds fundraising events here…”
“Actually no,” Brianna said. 
“No?” Savannah questioned.
“Well, I thought you’d be happy. You sounded all crabby when you thought we wanted to get married here.”
“I wasn’t crabby.” Savannah faced Michael. “Was I?”
He winced. “Yeah, you sounded a little crabby.”
“I didn’t mean to,” she said. “I like having things here. I’d love to have your wedding here. So where are you getting married?”
“At the site of our new home,” Brianna said, smiling broadly. When the others waited for more, she said, “We’ve designed our home on Bud’s family property. We think that will be a good place to raise our children.”
“Children?” Savannah shrieked. She looked at Brianna, “Are you…?”
“No,” she said shaking her head. “Not yet. But by this time next year…” she started.
“If we’re fortunate,” Bud said, smiling at Brianna.
Savannah choked up a little and wrapped her arms around her younger sister. “Well, I’m so happy for you.” She hugged Bud. “You too, brother. Wow, I’ll finally have a brother.”
He laughed. “And I guess I’ll finally have a sister.”
Savannah gazed at the couple. “So someday soon I’ll be an aunt, huh?”
“Hope so,” Brianna said. 

 Hmmm,  Savannah thought,  what was that? Did I hear a hint of doubt or concern in Bri’s tone?

“Hey,” Brianna said, “I know we crashed the party kind of early. Want to put us to work? What can we do to help?” 
“Auntie Bri, want to dress Glori with me?” Lily asked. “She’s going to wear a red dress with buttons.”
“Glori? Is that a new dolly?” Brianna asked.
Lily giggled. “No,” she insisted, “she’s our new kitty. Come see her. We need to put on her dress.”
“Okay,” Brianna said. “New kitty, huh? And she wears dresses?”
When Brianna looked at her sister, Savannah shrugged. “What can I say?” 
Brianna took Teddy from Gladys. “Lily and I’ll put him down for his nap.”
“Okay,” Savannah called after her. “He might need to be changed.”
Brianna frowned at her sister. “You mean he isn’t potty trained yet? How long do you have to go through this stage?”
Savannah laughed, then called, “Lily will show you where the diapers are.” She picked up two centerpieces from the counter and walked toward the side door, asking, “Mom, Rochelle, want to help me decide where to put these?” 
Once they’d made that decision, Gladys looked around the yard and let out a sigh of satisfaction. “Well, it looks beautiful. Very…”
“Juvenile?” Peter offered from a chair on the porch.
“Yes,” Rochelle said. “Perfect for a two-year-old boy’s birthday. Where’d you find all the truck-motif stuff?” 
“Mostly online,” Michael said. “Teddy’s going to be surprised when he sees this. He does love trucks, doesn’t he, hon? Hon?” he repeated, when it appeared Savannah wasn’t listening.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “Hey, I think we’re ready. I’ll go check on Lily and make sure she isn’t terrorizing poor Glori.” When Savannah entered her daughter’s room, she asked, “How’s it going?”
“Good,” Brianna said, chuckling. “Your new cat is adorable. What a sweet thing.”
“Yes, we do love her.”
Brianna tilted her head. “Lily said her ears are broken.”
“Oh, well, she was hard of hearing. She may still be, but her doctors have helped restore at least some of her hearing. She’s doing much better,” Savannah explained. She looked at her sister. “Say, sis, what’s going on with you?”
“Huh? What do you mean?” Brianna asked.
“You can’t fool me, and you know it. I heard the reservation in your voice earlier. You’re worried about something. What is it? Are you getting cold feet again?”
“No,” Brianna insisted.
“You answered awfully fast, there. Are you sure?” Savannah pushed.
“Absolutely.”
“Then what is it? What has you concerned? Because, whatever it is, I think you need to resolve it before you walk down the aisle. Bud doesn’t need you rejecting him again and you don’t need to be going into something as serious as marriage with any sort of uncertainty.”
Brianna winced. “I wish you weren’t so damn tuned into me.”
“Hey, you’re an open book. You wear your feelings on your nose.”
“My nose?” Brianna said, wincing.
“Yeah, so what is it? Can you talk about it?”
Brianna glanced into the hallway, then said quietly, “Well, Oma told me the other day that…”
Savannah interrupted. “Bri, when are you going to learn not to listen to Bud’s grandmother?”
“Huh? You know how much I like her and trust her. Why wouldn’t I listen to her?”
“Because,” Savannah said, “she has led you astray too many times.”
“She has not,” Brianna asserted. “She’s always right.”
Savannah sat down on the floor to help Lily put the doll dress on Glori. “Well, if that’s true, then Bri, maybe you have a habit of misunderstanding her. I know that was the case at least once. You fretted for weeks about something Oma had told you and even decided to break up with Bud, only to learn later that you’d misinterpreted her message.”
“Doesn’t she look pretty, Mommy?” Lily chirped. She picked up Glori and carried her to Brianna. “This is her party dress.”
Brianna smiled. “She’s gorgeous. Does she have a hat to wear?”
Lily ran to her closet and began poring through a box of her doll clothes, quickly returning with a knitted bonnet. “Can you put this on her, Auntie Bri?”
Brianna giggled. “She is the most docile and forgiving cat I’ve ever seen. She doesn’t seem to mind being exploited like this.” She laughed. “Maybe she was a runway model in her previous life.” When she saw Savannah staring at her, she said, “You could be right, Sis. I might have misconstrued what I thought I heard Oma say. I really do need to learn how to get clarity from her. Her messages often seem to be in a sort of metaphysical shorthand. I think I understand what she’s telling me, then I start stewing about—you know, maybe she meant this, maybe she meant that. Yeah, maybe she didn’t say that the fertility gods have rejected me. Maybe she didn’t mean I’m barren.”
Savannah grinned at her sister. “Have you seen a doctor, Doctor? Seems that would be your first course of action.”
“I did a few years ago. Not recently. Everything appeared to be in good working order then, and nothing seems to have changed.” She sat up straighter. “Yeah, I guess maybe I am premature in my anxiety.”
“Maybe you are.” Savannah patted her sister’s knee. “Now stop with the worrying, will you? It does you no good and could even be harmful. And Bri, either stop listening to that witch woman or demand clarity, will you?”
“Yes, I will. I’m sorry, Vannie.” She watched Glori ease down onto the floor and trot out of the room, then wrapped her arms around Savannah. “Thank you, big sis. You’re always watching my back, aren’t you?”
“No more than you watch mine.” Savannah pulled away and said, “Come on, Lily, let’s go get ready to party.”



Chapter Four
  
By three thirty that afternoon the cake and ice cream had been served and the fruit bowl was almost empty. As some guests sat talking together, and others milled around watching the children play, Craig approached Savannah. He nodded toward the orchard. “Do you know that guy?”
“Who?” Savannah asked. When she saw someone walking toward them, she said, “No. I don’t think so.”
“He must have come to complain about the noise,” Craig teased. Once the man was close enough, Craig called out, “Hello, there. Come for a piece of lemon cake with frosting balloons on it?”
The man chuckled. “No.” He glanced around. “I apologize for the intrusion. I’m looking for my dog. I thought maybe she crashed your party.”
“I haven’t seen a stray dog,” Savannah said. She asked, “Do you live in the tract?” 
He hesitated, then said, “Yes. I let Winnie out in the backyard, and I guess the gate wasn’t latched. It appears she got away from me.” He looked around and saw Rags and Glori resting in a shady spot at the end of their leashes. “I see you have cats. Winnie loves cats. Of course, they’re pretty much her size.” He edged his phone out of his pocket. Here’s a picture,” he said, showing it to Savannah and Craig.
Colbi walked up holding Rosemary by the hand, and Savannah said, “This man has lost his dog. She looks like a long-haired dachshund. Isn’t she cute?” 
“Oh,” Colbi said, studying the picture. “Yes, adorable.” She frowned. “She looks familiar, like I’ve seen her on Facebook or something.”
The man quickly pocketed his phone and asked, “Do you live over in the tract? Maybe you’ve seen her there.”
“No, but  he does,” Colbi said, pointing at Karl.
“What?” Karl asked when he noticed Colbi’s gesture.
She explained, “This man’s looking for his dog. He says he lives over near where you do. Have you seen a long-haired dachshund running loose?”
Karl stood up and joined them. He shook the man’s hand. “Hi. I didn’t catch your name.”
“Oh…um…Greg.”
“What street are you on, Greg?”
Greg hesitated, then suggested, “How about I give you my number in case you see Winnie?”
“Sure,” Karl said, typing the number into his phone as the man recited it. “I’ll watch for her.”
Greg looked around the Iveys’ yard, stared down at Rags for a moment, then excused himself, with an offhanded thank you. 
“He looks familiar,” Gladys said when Karl returned to where he’d been sitting next to her. When Margaret joined them, Gladys asked, “Maggie, did you see that man? He looks familiar—says he lives in the tract over there where Karl’s place is.”
“What man?” Margaret asked. 
“Oh, I guess you were inside. He’s slight-built, has kind of long blondish hair, and he’s one of those who wears a polo shirt.” She chuckled. “You don’t see that much anymore—I mean men in polo shirts. And those who wear them seem to wear them all the time, like it’s a uniform.”
“Who is he?” Margaret asked, looking toward the orchard.
“I don’t know. He came looking for a lost dog.”
“The cat did not like that man,” Antonio said from across the table.
“Which cat?” Savannah asked.
Helena pointed. “The big one—Rags.”
“What makes you think that?” Savannah asked.
“I guess you two gals were so caught up in your female yakkity-yak,” Craig said, “that you didn’t notice.”
Savannah glanced at her cat, then at the others. “What happened?”
“They’re afraid,” Antonio said. “Both of them.”
Craig nodded. “Yeah, that Greg guy tried to pet your cat before he left, and both Rags and your new cat there backed under the table away from him about as far as they could go.” He addressed Antonio and Helena. “Isn’t that right?”
They nodded.
“Rags gets that way sometimes,” Savannah said, “especially when there are a lot of people around. Animals can become overwhelmed by too many people and too much attention—especially cats…and horses,” Savannah added. 
When the others seemed to be waiting to hear more, she said, “Oh yeah, horses can get awfully cranky when too many people are bugging them for too long. I remember once visiting a friend who was in 4-H and was showing her horse at a local fair. I asked why she had her horse’s stall window all closed up so no one could see him. He was a friendly guy; he loved people. Well, my friend said that after two days at the fairgrounds with people looking at him, petting him, talking to him, and all, he was over it. He began standing with his head in the back corner of his stall. And cranky…his personality had changed practically overnight.” 
“I didn’t know that about animals,” Colbi said. “But it makes perfect sense. They have feelings too.” She laughed. “In fact, I notice that Dolly and Molly tend to make themselves scarce about lunchtime, especially when Rosemary’s been bugging them a lot that day. After her nap, the cats are ready to play with her again.”
When Savannah saw Rags come out from under the table, she petted him and crooned, “So are you getting too much attention today?” 
“Doesn’t seem to be,” Savannah’s friend Alicia said as she walked up. “But he sure didn’t want that man near him.” Alicia petted Glori. “And neither did this pretty thing.” She laughed. “Is this your cat’s girlfriend?”
“His new sister,” Savannah said. She tilted her head. “So Alicia, why do you think Rags hid from that guy?”
“Rags didn’t seem to like him or trust him, I guess.”
“No, he didn’t,” Iris confirmed. “I heard Rags growl when the man walked near. I thought that was kind of odd.”
Having overheard this, Craig looked toward where the man had walked. He muttered, “Hmmm. Interesting.”
Changing the subject, Alicia said, “Say, Savannah, Colbi told me you’ve done some therapy with Rags.”
Margaret broke in. “She should be  in  therapy with that misguided, mischievous cat.”
Savannah smirked playfully at her aunt, then responded to Alicia, “Yes. Rags and I were involved in a reading therapy program a couple of years ago. Why?”
“A friend of mine manages a residential care home for the elderly, and she’s trying to pull together a program that will bring cats and kittens in to sort of calm and entertain the residents—an enrichment program of sorts,” Alicia explained. “I guess there are a lot of facilities that use dogs to interact with residents, but this friend, Joyce, said that some elderly people who can no longer live on their own really miss their cats. Some of them have loved cats all their life. Joyce talked to her staff and some of the residents, and they all agreed they should give it a try.”
“What a good idea,” Savannah said. “I actually visited a woman in a rather nice retirement home once where they allowed cats to visit. I don’t know if they had anything organized, or if one of the relatives happened to have a nice cat that she took in there once in a while.” She chuckled. “I had Rags with me on one of my visits, and the residents got pretty excited about seeing him.”
Alicia nodded. “They’re in the testing phase of this program now.” She pulled out her phone. “Here are some pictures of residents the day they brought in a litter of kittens. As you can see, those old folks were in heaven.”
“What great shots,” Savannah said, showing them to Colbi and Margaret.
Colbi swooned. “That’s what I’d want if I was stuck in one of those homes. Kittens. Or a big old fluffy cat that only wants to curl up in my lap and be petted.”
Savannah smiled. “I do treasure the moments I get to sit with a cat on my lap. Usually it’s Buffy.” She looked at Glori. “But that little girl loves her lap time too.” She said to Margaret, “I remember Great-Grandmother Brannon rocking for what seemed like hours with her old black cat in her lap.”
Margaret nodded. “Buster. Yes, that must be where we got the cat gene—from Grandmother Brannon.”
Savannah gazed at Rags. “I wonder how he’d do with elderly people who just want to pet him.”
Just then Michael walked up and slipped an arm around Savannah’s waist. He asked, “Shall we let the birthday boy open his gifts?” 
“Sure. Is everyone here?” She looked around. “Where did Craig go?”
Michael grinned. “Inside. He’ll be out in a few minutes.”
“And Iris is missing,” she said. “What are those two doing?” 
“It’s a surprise for Teddy,” Michael said. “In fact, why don’t we hold off opening gifts for a bit? Let’s see if anyone wants more cake, ice cream, or lemonade. They shouldn’t be long.”
“Shall we do the piñata?” She looked around. “Where did you put it?”
He pointed. “In that tree. Yeah, I guess we could do that now. I’ll get the blindfolds. Want to have everyone form a line? How about the smallest children first?”
Before the Iveys could organize the activity, Iris appeared on the wraparound porch and announced, “Here comes Teddy’s birthday surprise from us.”
“Oh?” Savannah said. “I hope it’s not a pony.”
“Or a goat,” Michael added.
“What is it?” Brianna asked eagerly.
Bud laughed and put his arm around her.
“Teddy’s getting a surprise?” Lily asked, walking up to Savannah and Colbi with two-and-a-half-year-old Rosemary by the hand.
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Watch. What do you think it is?”
“A pony?” Lily said. She looked up at her mom. “I want a pony.”
“I know you do, honeybun.”
“It’s not a pony,” Adam said joining them. “They wouldn’t be keeping a pony in the house.” He looked at Savannah. “Would they?”
She laughed. “I hope not. Oh, look at that!” she exclaimed. “Is that Teddy’s surprise?”
“It sure is,” Iris said. With an overly dramatic gesture, she announced, “Please welcome Baboo, the clown.”
Everyone applauded the expertly made-up clown as he walked out onto the wraparound porch wearing a blousy polka-dot jumpsuit with a large ruffled collar, a bright-red bulbous nose, and shoes that were much too large. He waved at the crowd and everyone cheered. There were some whistles and hoots, but mostly laughter. 
“Is that Craig?” Savannah asked quietly when Iris moved closer.
“Yeah. Looks great, doesn’t he?” Iris said smugly, “I did the makeup.”
“He looks amazing. You did the makeup, Iris? I can’t believe it.” Savannah pulled her phone from her pocket and began snapping pictures. 
The light laughter turned into belly laughs when Craig bungled a simple magic trick. 
“Hey clown, you should think about getting a day job!” Damon shouted to his stepfather.
Craig simply glanced around at everyone, his painted-on smile keeping them in stitches. He approached Lily and invited a handshake. Shyly she complied. Craig removed Adam’s baseball cap and put it on the boy’s head backward.
“Thanks,” Adam said, laughing.
Adam’s friend Simon simply kept his eye on the clown as he moved through the crowd. 
“And here’s the birthday boy,” Craig said, walking closer to Michael, who held the toddler. When Teddy saw the colorful clown coming toward him, he buried his face in Michael’s neck.
“Look,” Michael said, “it’s a clown, Teddy. Clowns are fun. Look how silly he is.” Teddy held tightly to Michael and refused to look at Craig. “Hey Baboo, do you have something you can give him?” Michael suggested. “A lollipop, maybe?”
“Yeah,” Craig said, pulling a large sucker from his pocket. He moved around to the other side of Michael and showed it to Teddy.
“Look, Teddy,” Michael said, “the clown has something for you. Look.”
Teddy looked up and began to cry more loudly, pulling away from Craig and holding tightly to his daddy.
“Darn,” Iris said, frowning. “Now, that’s too bad. Doesn’t he like clowns?”
 Savannah shrugged. “I don’t think he’s ever seen a clown up close and personal.”
“I like clowns,” Lily said with her eye on the sucker.
“Me, too, Grumpa,” Rosemary said.
“Grumpa?” Craig repeated in a fake voice. “I’m not Grumpa, I’m Baboo the clown.”
“Okay, Grumpa,” the child chirped.
Max broke out laughing. “That’s hysterical. You sure don’t have your granddaughter fooled.”
Colbi and Damon laughed heartily. He said, “I guess not. She knows her grumpa, doesn’t she?”
“Michael,” Iris said, “will he settle down and open his gifts if Craig stays out here or should he change back into himself?”
“I don’t know,” Michael said. “I’ve never seen him react this way before.” He thought for a moment, then said, “Let’s see if he’ll open his gifts.” However, when Michael tried to put Teddy on a large quilt with his presents, the toddler wouldn’t let go of him. He held tightly to his daddy and kept looking suspiciously across the yard at Craig.
“I’ll just sit here with him,” Michael said. “Maybe he’ll forget about the clown.”
“Naw,” Iris said. “I think Baboo had better go change. We don’t want to stress Teddy on his special day. Come on, Baboo. Let’s go find Craig, shall we?”
“I’m sorry, Iris,” Savannah said. She patted Craig on the shoulder. “You make a wonderful clown. I don’t know why this upset Teddy so much. I guess he’s led a sheltered life. He’s never been around a clown.” She frowned. “Wait, his jack-in-the-box is a clown, and it still gives him a little scare-thrill when it pops out.”
“Yes,” Margaret said. “Maybe that’s what’s going on in his head. He thinks little Jack has turned into a giant clown that’s going to attack him or something.”
“It’s okay,” Craig said. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Sorry it didn’t work out.” He put his arm around Iris. “Let’s go wash my face. I don’t know how you women wear this greasy stuff every day.”
By the time Craig returned in his street clothes, Teddy had opened a few gifts and seemed to have forgotten about the clown. Craig got Savannah’s attention. “Hey, I think your cats want to be closer to the action.” 
When Savannah saw Rags and Glori tugging to join the others, she untethered them and led them to where she’d been sitting. She gave them some slack, and while Rags simply lay at her feet, Glori walked toward where Teddy sat and began exploring the wrappings. Several guests snapped pictures of Glori peering out from inside a colorful gift bag. Meanwhile, Rags sauntered up to a little wagon, climbed inside, and sat as if he were waiting for someone to take him for a ride.
“Those two are a kick,” Alicia’s twin sister, Jenna, said. 
Her mother agreed. “They’re characters.” When Barbara saw her grandson and a couple of the other children playing with the two cats, she added, “Maybe I should have cats at the day care. The children seem to enjoy interacting with them.”
“It might work,” Savannah said, “with the right cat or cats.”
“I don’t know,” Margaret countered. “Cats and kids aren’t always a good combination.”
“How so, Maggie?” Barbara asked.
“Kids might not watch where they’re going and will step on a cat or tumble over it. The cat might not understand it was an accident and defend herself with claws. Some children haven’t been taught about animals and can be abusive—you know, they consider a cat a toy they can kick around. And some cats can be quite unpredictable, just like some children, I guess. Right Vannie?”
Savannah nodded. “Like I said, you really must have the right cat for something like that, and a lot of supervision.”
“Well, scratch that idea,” Barbara said. “As if the children don’t keep me busy enough.”
By five o’clock the gifts had been opened and the piñata had been broken, and the candy and small toys picked up by eager children. A few guests had said their good byes when Michael approached Craig with Teddy in his arms.
“Well, hi there, big boy,” Craig crooned. “I’m sorry you didn’t like my clown-self.” He looked at Michael. “Who knew?”
“Maybe next year,” Michael suggested. “We’ll expose him to clowns in the meantime. He’ll probably love you next year.”
“Naw,” Craig said. “I don’t think I want to spread that greasy stuff all over my face again and climb into that god-awful hot costume with all those ruffles. Nope, that was a one-time thing for me. Someone else can take over the job next year.”
Michael chuckled. “Well, it certainly was a good effort. You could actually go on the road. You made a darn good clown.”
Craig grinned, then turned more serious. “Say, what’s this I heard about Rags being fed something? You had to x-ray him?” “Yes. As it turns out, I don’t think he ingested anything. Savannah just panicked there for a minute.”
“Oh?”
“Well yeah,” Michael said. He glanced in Savannah’s direction. “Didn’t she tell you about it? Someone called earlier in the week wanting to buy Rags, and it kind of upset her.”
“Didn’t she just tell him no?” Craig asked.
Michael nodded. “But I guess he was pretty persistent. He offered her two thousand dollars.”
Craig let out a low whistle. “Did he say why? What does he want with the cat?”
“No,” Michael said. “We don’t have a clue. That’s why Savannah started thinking that he might have swallowed something valuable, and that guy wants the cat simply to retrieve whatever it is. She’s pretty frightened.”
“I imagine. But you didn’t find anything, right?”
Michael shook his head.
“So he just called that once?” Craig asked.
“Yes. Then today Maggie said someone came to her house looking for us. I guess he thought that’s where we live. Maggie got the impression he was looking for Rags.”
“Well that’s strange. Say, Michael, is your alarm system working?” Craig asked.
“Yes, and we secured the wiring in metal, like you suggested, so no one can easily cut it. Also, the alarm rings into the sheriff’s station now.”
“Good job,” Craig said. He looked sternly at Michael. “I want you to set it every time you leave the house. And it wouldn’t hurt for Savannah to set it when the gals are here alone with the kids.”
“Why, Craig? What do you know that we don’t know?” “Nothing. Just based on what you’ve told me, I think Rags could be in danger, that’s all. Maybe not, but I’d sure like to find out who’s harassing you folks, and what his agenda is.” Craig thought for a moment, then said, “Michael, I want you to be extra diligent. I’ll tell this to Savannah and Gladys, too. I know Savannah is careful with Rags, but it sounds like everyone’s going to have to ramp it up.” He narrowed his eyes and looked into the distance. “Keep the cat close until we know what this is all about.”
Michael scowled. “Well, I don’t like the sound of that, Craig.”
“Sorry, buddy. Neither do I,” Craig said. “What’s important is protecting your family, right?”
“Absolutely, Detective,” Michael agreed.
Meanwhile, Savannah had joined the women. A few of them were looking at something over Margaret’s shoulder. Others sat around in front of her. They were all laughing. Savannah asked, “What’s everyone cackling about?”
“Oh, Vannie, you’ve got to hear this,” Gladys said, moving over so Savannah could sit next to her on a bench.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Grandpa’s novel,” Gladys said quietly. “Maggie’s reading it. Shhh. Listen.”
“I actually wonder if it’s more of a memoir,” Margaret said. She asked, “Gladys, doesn’t it sound like it takes place here in Hammond? And Grandpa did have some pigs. I don’t know if he was actually considered a pig farmer, but I remember him having pigs.”
“Yes,” Gladys said. “There certainly are some familiarities in there, and it does sound like the story takes place here in Hammond.”
“Read,” Brianna instructed. “I want to hear more. This is hilarious.”
“And rather embarrassing,” Gladys said, rolling her eyes.
“Embarrassing?” Savannah questioned.
“Oh, come on, Mom,” Brianna said, “he sounds like a cool guy with a great sense of humor. Go on, Aunt Maggie.”
Margaret read another few pages of the manuscript, then Iris shouted out, “Wait! Read that part again.”
“What part?” Margaret asked. “You mean about the pig stampede?”
“Yes, where he says something about a crack in the earth.” She asked across the table, “Rochelle, did you catch that? Listen to this.”
Margaret read, “Herman walked the sows to his friend Duke’s place, where ole Doc Dalto was giving hoof trims that day. He planned to go around hell’s gate, but by the time he’d corralled all the sows, he was running late. He had to take the shortcut. Of course, he felt it again, and so did the sows. ‘There’s that dern blast from hell,’ he mumbled as he and his trusty mutt, Ambrose, struggled to keep the hogs from stampeding.” Margaret looked up and asked, “That part? Is that the part you wanted me to read?”
Iris nodded and addressed Rochelle, “The shortcut he’s talking about, as near as I can tell, is where I took you yesterday—where the vortex is.” She looked wide-eyed at Savannah. “They knew about it way back…” She asked, “Maggie, when was that written?”
“Around, 1980, but the story takes place in the 1920s or thirties, as far as I can tell.” Margaret furrowed her brow. “What vortex, Iris? What are you talking about?”
“On the path that runs alongside the inn,” Iris explained. “Doesn’t it sound like that’s the shortcut he’s talking about—you know, through the trees there?” She leaned forward and glanced at Gladys, then Margaret. “Didn’t your grandparents live out there somewhere before they bulldozed the old farm houses and developed those tracts? The inn—you know, the original old Kaiser place—is just about the only original home left in that area.”
“Could be,” Margaret said. “There’s a vortex?”
“Is that what you call it?” Jenna asked, looking from Iris to Savannah to Rochelle. “Have you felt it? It’s crazy weird, isn’t it?”
“Yes!” Iris said bouncing in place. “Jenna, you’ve felt it? So it wasn’t our imagination. It really does exist.”
“Well, I’ve felt something out there,” Jenna said, “and I’ve talked to others who have had similar experiences.” She looked at Margaret. “So your grandfather thought it was hell’s gate, huh? That’s an interesting perspective.” She shivered. “And a creepy one.”
Iris looked at Rochelle. “If it was there eighty or ninety years ago, why isn’t it there now?”
“It’s gone?” Jenna asked, wide-eyed.
“It seemed to be gone yesterday,” Iris said.
“So it comes and goes,” Rochelle said quietly.
“What does that mean?” Iris asked. “Is it like a volcano that burps gases every once in a while?”
“Perhaps,” Rochelle confirmed.
“That makes sense,” Savannah said. “That, I can understand…sort of.”
Iris muttered, “Well, I’m going to do more research and maybe spend more time out there.” When she realized the others were looking at her, she insisted, “I still think I can use that somehow to attract guests to the inn—people who want to recharge their batteries through energy directly from the earth herself—you know have a healing experience.” When no one responded, she said, “Well, it could work.”
Just then Adam walked up and asked Savannah, “What’s your new cat doing—what’s her name?”
“Glori,” Savannah said, looking where the boy pointed. 
“Yeah, Glori,” Adam said. “She’s pulling real hard on her leash, like she’s trying to…”
Savannah leaped to her feet and hissed, “Where’s Rags?” 
“The big cat?” Karl asked. I saw some of the kids giving him a ride in the wagon.”
“Yes,” Gladys said, quickly standing. “I was watching them. Then Maggie started reading.” She pointed. “There’s the wagon. Looks like the children are looking for him.”
“Lily!” Savannah called. “Do you know where Rags is? Were you giving Rags a ride?”
The four-year-old nodded. “He jumped out when we stopped to pick my baby tomatoes, and…” She shoved one hand into her pocket. “Want some baby tomatoes?”
“Not right now,” Savannah said. “I want to know where Rags is.”
“Maybe over there,” Jenna’s five-year-old son, Bradley, said, motioning toward the garden. “He jumped out over there.”
Savannah trotted to where the boy pointed, and she looked around. 
“Where, Son?” Jenna asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Who untied him?” Michael questioned when he caught up with the others. “Wasn’t he tied up?”
“He’s on his leash,” Simon said. He nodded to his left. “He got loose when Bradley’s dad moved his chair. Then he jumped into Teddy’s wagon.”
Savannah put her hands up to her mouth. “Oh, that’s right, I looped his leash under the leg of that chair.”
“I didn’t know that,” Cole said. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. I didn’t know that was your chair. No one was sitting there at the time.” She glanced around the yard. “Adam, would you go get one of those small packets of his treats, please?” She said to the others, “Everyone look for Rags. He can’t have gone far.” Suddenly she felt a lump in her throat. “Unless…”
“Unless what?” Max asked.
“Well, that man who came to your house. I wonder if he sneaked up and…”
“Oh, hon,” Michael said. “Not with all of us watching.”
“What about that guy who was allegedly looking for his dog?” Craig suggested.
“What about him?” Iris asked.
“Was he the man who came to your house, Maggie?”
“Who?” she asked.
Craig sighed impatiently. “The guy who came here a while ago looking for his dog.”
“I didn’t see him,” Margaret said.
“She was inside at the time,” Savannah explained. She looked at her uncle, “Max, you saw him, didn’t you?” 
“Yeah, the guy who came looking for a dog. I didn’t get a good look at the one who was badgering Maggie. Naw, I don’t think it was the same dude, though. The dog-guy was dressed differently and had a lighter hair color.”
“Well, he still could have found his way back here,” Savannah said.
“Who?” Damon asked.
“That guy who harassed my aunt earlier. Rags!” Savannah called. “Rags!”
Adam returned from the house, running and calling for Rags while shaking the treat bag. 
“I think Glori knows where he is,” Michael said. “Let her show you. Look, she’s pulling toward the corrals.”
“Okay,” Savannah said, taking Glori’s leash. “Let’s go get Rags. Show me where Rags is.”
With an entourage of thirteen, including five of the children, Savannah followed along behind Glori as she led them toward where the horses were standing. “Did he come out here to see Peaches?” she asked. “Rags!” she called again. “Rags, where are you?”
“Here, kitty-kitty!” Margaret trilled.
“Raaags!” Adam shouted. He and Simon both bellowed, “Raaags! Here Rags!”
“Where could he be?” Savannah said out of frustration. “Glori, are you sure you saw him come this way?”
Simon pointed. “She wants to go to that little house.” 
“Little house?” Savannah repeated.
“The tack room,” Adam clarified. “Yes, Glori wants us to look in there.”
“It’s locked,” Michael said. “How would he get inside?”
“Let’s humor Glori, Michael,” Savannah suggested. “Show us, Glori,” she instructed. “Where’s Rags?”
The calico leaped up onto the landing around the tack room and walked to the door. She sat down, looked up at Savannah, and meowed.
“He can’t be in there,” she said. “Rags doesn’t have a key.”
When Michael joined her on the platform, he looked at the latch. “Well, I’ll be. It’s not locked. Did you forget to lock it this morning, hon?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I guess I could have. It happens.” She faced him. “But Rags hasn’t learned to open doors yet, except those lever doors that used to be in our house.”
 She started to walk away when Michael said, “Maybe someone left it open a little, and he went in and somehow closed it.”
“Oh, Michael…” she started. Suddenly she stopped and tilted her head. “Wait.” 
“What?” Margaret asked. “What did those super-human ears of yours hear, Vannie? The grandfather clock ticking over at Karl’s house?”
Most of the others tittered.
“No,” she said frowning. “I heard a cat. Rags!” she called again. She opened the tack room door slowly, and to her surprise, out walked Rags. “Rags! How in the world…” She looked at Adam, then Simon. “Did you boys…”
“No, we didn’t do anything,” Adam said. “I didn’t know he was in there.”
“Why would they?” Michael asked.
“I know. I’m sorry, Adam…Simon.” She glanced out at the younger children. “Do any of you know how Rags got in here?”
None of them responded. 
Savannah handed Glori’s leash to Michael, then picked up Rags and looked him over. “How did you get in there?” she asked.
Craig thinned his lips and stared out across the terrain. “Maybe he planned to come back for him.” 
“Who?” Margaret asked.
“Whoever put him in there,” Craig barked, “which I presume is the guy who’s been badgering you and Savannah.” When he looked for footprints in the soft dirt something caught his eye. He leaned over and studied it, then used a clean handkerchief to pick it up.
“What is it?” Colbi asked, moving closer.
“A packet of some sort.” Craig studied it and said, “Oh, I guess it’s just your makeup remover pads, Savannah. Or…” he paused, stared into the orchard, and glanced toward the highway. “Or a woman found him wandering loose and locked him in there. Yeah, that’s about right,” he confirmed. “These fresh footprints are small—size seven-and-a-half or eight, I’d say.” He looked at Savannah’s feet.
She shook her head. “Not ours. It’s been quite a few years since either of us has seen a size eight shoe, right Michael?” She looked at the boys. “But Adam and Simon have been out here.”
“Wearing men’s dress shoes?” Craig asked. He crouched in the dirt. “Shouldn’t be hard to trace. You don’t see people wearing dress shoes anymore. It’s either sandals with almost no heel—you know, like flip-flops, or it’s sport shoes.” He grinned. “In fact, it’s kind of interesting these days to locate a bad guy by the pattern on the soles of his sport shoes. There are catalogs of those designs, it seems.”
“I imagine,” Michael agreed. He asked Savannah, “So he’s okay?”
“Seems to be,” Savannah said, petting Rags. 
“But, Craig, why would someone lock him up on their property?” Margaret asked.
“Beats me,” Craig said. “Anyone got any ideas?”
“I think that guy or lady is coming back to get Rags,” Simon said. When Craig stared at him, the boy added, “Maybe Rags scratched him and knocked that little package out of his pocket, so he put Rags inside there and ran away to get help or a box or something.”
Craig smiled. “Hey, want to quit school and join the force?” 
Simon looked down at the ground, embarrassed.
“Well, I think you have a nose for this work, young man,” Craig said. “I’m impressed. You could be right. Rags was too much for the guy or gal to handle and they gave up, but figured to come back when there weren’t so many people out here who might see him or her.”
Simon smiled, and Peter affectionately squeezed the back of his neck.
“Or,” Craig said, “someone could have scared him away. You kids, for example. He might have seen you and he was afraid that you’d see him, so he put Rags in the tack room until the coast was clear.” He looked around. “In fact, he could be out there somewhere waiting to get another chance at the cat.”
“Why didn’t he take that quiet, calm cat?” Simon asked. “If he wants a cat so bad, he should take her. She doesn’t get all un-patient like Rags does.”
“Good question,” Michael said. 
Savannah gazed across the terrain, saying, “I sure wish we had some answers.”
 
 **** 
“So, you’re off to visit the old folks today?” Michael asked the following Tuesday morning at breakfast.
Savannah nodded. She eased Rags’s paws from her leg, saying, “No, Rags. Stop begging. You’re a bad example for Glori. Look at her. She’s not begging. She never learned that bad habit, did she? And I don’t want you to teach it to her.” She said to Glori, “You’d do better, sweet thing, to hang out more with Buffy. Rags can be a bad influence.” She smiled when Glori mewed.
“Are you sure you want to take your cat with you?” Michael asked. “He doesn’t seem very cooperative today.” He looked down at Rags, “Maybe we should give him a light sedative to calm him. What do you think?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “I’m taking some of Rags’s children’s books to maybe read to the residents. Rags has had experience doing reading therapy, so he might settle down for that.”
Michael choked a little on his orange juice. “You think so, huh?” 
“Well, I told Joyce, the manager, that I’d be there with two cats—both Rags and Glori—so I think we’ll give it a try and see what happens. If Rags is a pill, we can just come back home or put him in the carrier. I’ll have one carrier with me.”
“Will you have help with the cats?” he asked. “You aren’t going to try managing them both, are you?”
“Joyce is meeting me there. She said she’d help me if I need it.”
Michael chuckled. “Oh, you’ll need it.” When he realized that Savannah wasn’t in the mood for his pessimistic comments, he focused on Glori, saying, “Her hearing has improved, don’t you think so?”
“I do,” Gladys said, pouring more juice into Teddy’s sippy cup. “She’s a lot more responsive. I don’t think she’s been run over by any of Teddy’s trucks in at least a few days.”
“I gave Glori a ride in my buggy,” Lily chirped.
“Did she like that?” Savannah asked.
Lily nodded. “She only jumped out once, after Rags got in there with her.”
“Oh, Rags,” Savannah complained. She faced Michael. “But yes, I’m sure Glori is hearing better, but it’s hard to tell how well she hears.”
“Are there hearing tests for cats?” Gladys asked.
“There are,” Michael said, “but probably a better indication of a cat’s hearing is what the owner observes. An astute owner can fairly accurately determine how well a cat hears by her behavior and reaction to everyday sounds.”
“Yes, but all that would tell you is if the cat can or can’t hear,” Savannah said, “not the severity of any hearing loss.”
“I guess so,” Michael said. “You can put two of our cats in a room, make a variety of sounds, and observe them both. You know that Rags has excellent hearing. So if Glori reacts to the same sounds in pretty much the same way, you can be fairly certain that she hears what he hears. As you said, to what degree might be more difficult to ascertain.”
Savannah chuckled.
“What?” he asked.
“Well, just then you sounded like you were giving a presentation or counseling a client.”
Michael grinned at her. “I was counseling a client.” He used his napkin and stood up. “I’m off to see the…”
“Wizard?” Lily asked.
“Actually, yes,” he said. When the others looked puzzled, he laughed. “The Persels have a parrot named Wizard, and he’s coming in to have his beak trimmed today.” He looked wide-eyed at Lily. “Have you been watching  The Wizard of Oz ?”
Lily nodded. “On Mommy’s laptop.”
“Cool,” he said. He waved as he stepped out the door. “See you all this evening.” He winked at Savannah. “I hope you’re still speaking to your cat after his day at the old-folks’ home.”



Chapter Five
  
When Savannah walked into the assisted-living facility with Rags on his leash and Glori in a small carrier, she heard a friendly voice.
“Savannah! You must be Savannah.”
“I am,” Savannah said. She smiled. “And this is Rags and Glori, reporting for duty.”
“Hi. I’m Joyce Cline. So nice to meet you and your sweet kitties. She glanced at Rags, then peered into the carrier. “This pretty calico must be the part ragdoll cat you told me about, right?”
“I’m afraid not,” Savannah said, “although it’s possible that she could be. From what I’m told, one of Rags’s littermates was a longhair calico.”
Joyce studied Rags. “He’s the part ragdoll? Are you sure? He doesn’t look anything like my ragdoll.”
“Yes, his mother was a registered ragdoll, and no one knows who his father was.” She chuckled. “But the dad wasn’t a ragdoll, we’re pretty sure of that.”
“I’d say not,” Joyce muttered, still looking down at Rags. She took a breath and invited, “Well, come on in. Do you have a leash for the calico?” 
Savannah nodded.
“Let’s take her out of the carrier and join the others in the activities room. I thought we’d introduce them in a more informal setting, then maybe when you come back—if you choose to come back—you can go straight to those residents who want to spend time with the cats in their room.”
“If you want to invite us back…” Savannah said.
Joyce narrowed her eyes. “Why wouldn’t we invite you back? Is there something I should know?”
“No. Not really.” Savannah took a quick breath. “Hey, I brought some of the children’s books that feature Rags. Do you think the folks would like to hear one of the stories? They kind of give a peek into his interesting personality.”
“Oh, what a grand idea,” Joyce gushed. “Yes. While the cats wander around or do some lap-sitting, you can read to the residents. That would be great.”
“Will the doors be closed?” Savannah asked. “I don’t want the cats to get out.”
“Of course,” Joyce said. “We’ve been visited here by dogs of all sizes, and we know to keep the doors closed; don’t want any runaway dogs or cats.”
As the women and the cats walked into the activities room, they heard comments from some of the residents there. “Cats. I love cats!”
“Here, kitty-kitty.”
“Oh, aren’t they pretty?”
“Purrrty,” one woman said, laughing.
“Everyone,” Joyce greeted, “this is Savannah and her cats, Rags and Glori. Rags is the big boy and Glori is the fluffy calico. Does everyone know what a calico is?”
“Tri-color,” one man said. “White, black, and ginger.”
“Right!” Joyce said. “Or white,  grey , and orange. I’m sure you have a lot of questions about the cats, so I’ll let Savannah introduce them to you and tell you a little about them. She brought some books she wants to read to you. These are children’s books and they star this big guy, Rags.”
There were smiles and nods from several in the group, and more comments.
“Can I hold a cat in my lap?” one woman asked. “I have a blanket here they might like.”
After considering the invitation, Joyce suggested, “Why don’t we just let the cats walk around the room and get acquainted on their own terms for now?”
“Good idea,” Savannah said. “I’d like someone to monitor the cats if they’re being held. Rags is sometimes a little awkward to manage because of his size.” 
“Absolutely,” Joyce said. “Let’s let them wander for a bit while you talk about them, then if they want a lap we’ll help them get settled. I’ll bring in another helper; Elaine’s good with cats.”
“Perfect,” Savannah said, feeling more relaxed about the situation.
She’d been sharing information and stories about Rags and Glori for several minutes when Rags suddenly jumped up onto a man’s lap. The gentleman gasped in surprise, then began petting Rags and talking quietly to him. He raised his hand and asked, “He knows stuff, doesn’t he?” When Savannah and Joyce seemed surprised, he explained, “He told me that you have kitty treats in your pocket.”
Savannah patted her jeans pocket and realized that an edge of the treat packet was visible. She grinned at the man. “Yes, I do. I carry them to keep him from being too naughty. Did he tell you that he gets into trouble sometimes?” The man laughed. “Yes, but I didn’t believe him. I thought the pictures he showed me were from my imagination, not his mind.”
“Like what?” asked the woman sitting next to him. “What did he tell you, Henry?” He continued petting Rags, saying, “Lots of things.”
Savannah laughed. “Well, let me read one of these books to you, and you’ll get an idea of some of the mischief Rags gets into.”
“What about Gloria?” another woman asked. 
“Glori,” someone else corrected.
“Glori,” the woman repeated. “Does  she talk to people and get into mischief?”
Savannah looked at the calico, who lay across a small, frail-looking woman’s lap. She smiled. “We’ve only had her for a short time, and so far she’s been perfectly well-behaved—a real sweetheart.”
“Purrrfectly behaved,” a larger woman said, reaching out to pet Glori.
“Don’t,” the first woman said, slapping at her. “Glori’s resting. Go get your own cat.”
“Everyone who wants a turn will have a turn,” Joyce announced. “Let’s listen while Savannah reads from one of her books. Aren’t you all eager to hear what mischief Rags gets into?”
 
 **** 
“So, how did it go?” Michael asked that evening while he watched Savannah put a salad together for dinner.
“It was interesting,” she said. “The residents loved interacting with the cats.”
“So Rags didn’t cause any trouble?” he asked.
She grinned sheepishly. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“Uh-oh,” Michael muttered. “What happened? Should I sit down for this?”
“No,” she said, handing him a bowl of vegetable scraps. “How about putting these in the garbage?”
“Well, what happened?” he asked seconds later, returning the bowl to her.
Savannah glanced toward the living room where her mother was helping the children put away their toys. “I think Mom and the kids would enjoy the stories, so let’s wait. In fact, dinner’s ready. Want to tell them to get washed up?”
“What are we having?” he asked.
“Chicken cutlets, baked potatoes, green beans, and salad.” “Sounds good.” He called, “The show’s about to begin. Come take your seat.”
“Huh?” Gladys said. “What show?”
“Are we going to see a movie, Daddy?” Lily asked, running to join him. 
“No, punkin. Mommy’s going to tell us a story. Now get washed up; it’s time to eat.” He picked up Teddy. “Let’s get you washed.”
“Grammy already washed me,” Lily said.
“I did?” Gladys asked.
Lily nodded. “Yes. Remember, I almost fell off my stool.” 
She giggled. “You said, ‘oopsie,’ Grammy. ‘Oopsie.’”
Gladys smiled down at the child. “Yes, I remember. That was before lunch. I imagine those little hands have picked up some dirt and germs since lunchtime.”
Lily stared inquisitively at her hands. “They have? Where? They don’t look dirty.”
 “Come on,” Gladys said, “I’ll help you wash.”
Before Gladys could leave the room with Lily, there was a rap at the door and Margaret stepped inside. She complained, “I thought you were supposed to keep the house locked up.” 
“Yes,” Savannah said sheepishly, “when Michael’s not here.”
Margaret glanced at Michael as he washed Teddy’s hands. “Yeah, what’s  he going to do—give the intruder a vaccination, or maybe neuter him?” “Oh, Maggie,” Gladys said, “that’s crude.”
“I thought it was funny,” Michael said, chuckling. He spoke more seriously, “But don’t forget, Maggie, I have a baseball bat.”
Margaret grinned at him. “Yeah, have you ever used it?”
“Sure I have,” he insisted. “I batted sponge balls around at the park for the kids and Lexie a couple of times.”
Margaret smirked playfully at him. 
“So what brings you out this time of night?” Savannah asked.
“It’s not late,” Margaret said.
“Well, it’s dinnertime.”
“For you, maybe. I ate a late lunch and Max is at a meeting, so I thought I’d come by and see how things went at the nursing home today.” She shimmied. “And I have news I can’t wait to share.” 
“You’re just in time to hear Savannah’s report,” Michael said. 
Savannah nodded. “Yeah. Join us. Want a plate? It’s chicken cutlets. I’ll share my baked potato with you.” 
“I might have some of that salad. That’s a good-looking salad.”
Savannah set a place for her aunt. “So what’s your news, Auntie?”
“Oh, just that I visited Iris’s—what does she call it? A volcano? A whirligig? A…”
“Oh, that vortex?” Savannah corrected.
“Yeah.”
“Did you feel anything?” Savannah asked.
“I sure did. It felt just like one of those gizmos you shock people with. It was like a light electrical shock, sort of.”
“Where do you think it’s coming from, Maggie?” Michael asked.
“Heck if I know. I walked through that area three times to make sure I was actually feeling something, and I did. I felt it every time.”
“So that’s the place that Iris believes has healing properties?” Gladys asked. “What do you think about that, Maggie?”
“Now,  that I can’t say.” Margaret studied the palm of her hand. “Although I burned myself taking something out of the oven yesterday and boy, did that hurt. I can tell you that it doesn’t hurt anymore.” She held her hand toward the others. “You can’t even see I had a burn there, can you?”
Savannah closely studied her aunt’s hand. “Just a little pinkish area right there.”
“Yeah, but it’s practically healed,” Margaret insisted.
“So Iris is back on her track to buy that property, is she?” Savannah asked. “And take people there for healings?”
Margaret nodded. “Sounds like it. I don’t know how it’s going to work to have a spa—you know, a hot-water bath or sauna or something—and add electrical shocks to it. I don’t quite get the concept. Do you?”
“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like it would work,” Gladys said. “Are you sure it’s not some sort of underground wiring that’s shorting out? Maggie, it could be dangerous.”
Margaret recoiled. “Oh, I never thought of that.” After a few moments, she said, “Maybe it wasn’t exactly a shock, but a poof of air. Sort of damp, warm air.”
“Like a geyser?” Michael asked.
“Maybe,” Margaret said. “It hits you so quickly that it’s hard to explain exactly what it is, but it is something; I can tell you that!”
Savannah shook her head. “I don’t understand any of it.” She stiffened and asked, “Do you hear that?” When no one spoke, she stood up. “It’s my phone. It has rung four times since we sat down here. I’m going to find out who’s so eager to talk to me.”
“Savannah,” Michael called after her.
“I’ll be right back,” she promised, quickly leaving the room.
“Who was it?” Michael asked when she returned. 
Savannah glanced at her mother and her aunt, who were chatting with one another, and said quietly, “It was a voicemail from that darn guy who thinks he wants Rags. What’s up with that, anyway? I don’t get it. He says he just must have him.” She put her hand on Michael’s arm. “He said he was at the nursing home today and he really enjoyed learning even more about Rags.”
“What?” Michael said. “Was your talk open to the public?”
“No. And I can’t imagine that he happens to be a resident there. That would be too much of a coincidence.”
“Maybe he works there,” Michael suggested.
“Who works where?” Margaret asked. “Why are you two whispering over there?”
“Oh, it’s that guy who claims he wants Rags. That was him calling on my cell phone.” Savannah took a deep breath. “He says he was at the nursing home today and heard me talking about Rags.”
“Is he a resident?” Gladys asked. “Or maybe he works there.”
“That’s what Michael said. I can’t imagine…” Savannah began, then she remembered, “Wait, he said he was making a delivery. Hey, I saw some guy come in and Joyce left the room with him. When she returned, I heard her say it wasn’t something they had ordered.” She thought for a moment. “In his message, he said he had a little trouble hearing some of what I said today because of the traffic. Do you suppose he was outside listening? I didn’t hear any traffic noise from inside.” She shook her head. “Now that’s just odd.”
“You saw the delivery man?” Michael asked.
“Just a glimpse,” Savannah said. She nodded. “Yeah, that could have been him, but how did he even know about the program?” 
“Maybe he followed you there,” Margaret suggested. “He’s watching your house and he followed you.”
“Now that’s a lovely thought,” Savannah carped.
“What else did he say?” Michael asked. “Did he tell you why he wants the cat?”
“Not really.” She tilted her head. “Although he did say that having Rags would complete him, whatever that means. Oh, Michael, he sounds so insistent that I give Rags to him. It’s like an obsession with him.” She winced. “If only I knew who he is and what he has in mind.”
“Why don’t you quiz the gal at the nursing home?” Michael suggested. “Maybe she got a name or saw what he was driving or something that would help identify him. Then we can sic Craig on him.”
“Or Rags,” Margaret said, chuckling. When the others looked at her, she explained, “He’s been known to do his own dirty work. Turn Rags loose on him and that guy will change his mind about wanting the cat pronto-quick.”
Michael considered Margaret’s suggestion, then said to Savannah, “Hey, so let’s hear the report. Tell us what happened today.”
She took a deep breath and smiled. “It was a success, for the most part.”
“Well, that’s boring,” Margaret groused.
“Wait,” Savannah said, “that doesn’t mean we didn’t have some interesting moments. As you can imagine, Miss Glori spent most of her time curled up in laps. Several of the folks had soft lap blankets and she was really into that. Everyone loved her. She probably got more loving attention today than she ever had in her previous life.”
“How nice,” Gladys said. “She’s such a sweet thing.”
“Sooo,” Margaret said, rubbing her hands together, “what juicy tidbits do you have on Rags?” 
Savannah creased her brow. “Juicy tidbits?” she repeated. “This isn’t an x-rated story, Auntie.” 
“You never know about Rags,” Margaret said. She leaned forward and said gleefully, “Remember the time he pulled that packet of…um…some x-rated things from that man’s jacket pocket at the park? That was hilarious.”
Savannah rolled her eyes, muttering, “Embarrassing.”
“What x-rated things?” Gladys asked.
Margaret whispered to Gladys, who gasped and yelped, “Oh no!”
Margaret added, “And Rags has a fetish for your undergarments, Vannie.”
“Oh, Auntie,” Savannah complained. She glanced at the others and quickly said, “Well, Rags was a pretty good boy today, actually. He seemed to enjoy himself. He greeted those who showed an interest in him—you know, who reached out to him. But he didn’t feel like napping in a lap or even being petted. There was too much for him to see and do. He walked across laps, startling some of the people.” 
She giggled. “You should have seen this one poor woman. Rags leaped from behind her across her shoulder onto her lap. Boy, was she surprised. She didn’t seem to know what was going on around her anyway, and to have this big cat seem to drop from the sky…” She laughed uncontrollably for a moment. “It was hilarious, but I felt sorry for the old gal.”
“Poor soul,” Gladys said.
Savannah continued, “Oh, but when he curled up on her lap, she was content, and so was he.”
“I thought you said he didn’t do any lap-sitting,” Margaret said.
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “well, he didn’t stay long. At one point, while he was wandering around getting acquainted with the residents, he took a woman’s stuffed dog. Evidently this woman keeps it with her all the time. It rides around on her walker. When she was ready to go back to her room, she discovered the toy dog was missing. Everyone was on the hunt for that thing and she—her name was Rita—was near tears. Finally, when I was packing to leave I found it in Glori’s carrier.”
“Oh, heavens,” Gladys said. “Glori wasn’t blamed, was she?”
“No,” Savannah said. “By then they all knew about Rags’s habit, and most everyone got a kick out of it—all except for Rita, who was about to have a conniption until we found her dog. Rags definitely left a bad taste in her mouth.”
“I’ll bet,” Michael said.
“But he sure made points with one guy,” Savannah continued. “Bruce was his name.”
Lily interrupted, “Glori took that lady’s dog?” 
“No, honeybun,” Savannah said, “Rags did, but he gave it back.”
Lily stared down at Rags.
“So what about Bruce?” Michael asked.
“Well, he came up to us later and said he’d lost a picture that meant a lot to him. Someone had brought him a frame to put it in, but then the picture went missing. He’d spent days looking for it.”
“He lost his doggie?” Lily asked.
“No,” Michael said, “Rita lost her doggie. Bruce lost a picture.”
“Of his doggie?” Lily asked.
“It was actually a picture of him…”
“Bruce?” Lily asked.
“Yes,” Savannah said, “a picture of Bruce and his doggie and kitty when he was a little boy about Teddy’s size.”
“Oh,” Lily said.
“So Bruce came up to you…” Michael prompted.
Savannah nodded. “Yes. After having heard some of Rags’s stories, he asked if Rags might help him find his picture.”
“Of course,” Margaret said. “Who else but the sneaky snoop?”
Savannah glanced at her aunt, then continued, “Well, I thought it was a strange request, but I figured, what the heck. I decided to give it a try. So Bruce took us to his room and showed us where the picture was the last time he remembered seeing it. Another resident insisted he’d shown it to her when they were outside one day. She was convinced that he dropped it out there and the gardener chopped it up in his lawn mower.”
Laughing, Gladys asked, “So did Rags find it?”
Savannah nodded. “He did. I suggested we pull out the nightstand, but Bruce insisted the cleaning staff had looked under it and the picture wasn’t there. So I tried using mind talk with Rags. I imagined a photograph sort of hanging out in space, hoping he’d pick up on it and know where to look.”
“Well, that was a stretch,” Margaret carped. “Now you’re entering into the realm of woo-woo stuff. You can’t use that with a cat. I don’t even believe in that anyway—a cat reading your mind—hogwash.”
“You said you felt that electric shock, Maggie,” Gladys said.
“Well, that was tangible.”
“Tangible?” Michael questioned.
“Yes, I felt it.”
Savannah took a sip of iced tea. When everyone stopped talking, she said, “Anyway, Rags started showing an interest in the nightstand. He sniffed around it and pawed under it, so I pulled it out. Nothing. He continued to snoop and sniff around it, so I felt up under the stand. I didn’t feel anything there. I asked the gent if I could open the drawer and he said ‘sure,’ so I did, and Rags jumped up on top of the nightstand. When he jumped down I started to close the drawer, but I saw something. I guess Rags saw it about the same time I did, because he batted at it and it fell. There it was: Bruce’s picture.”
“Where was it?” Michael asked.
“Caught under the drawer, like it slid down along the side of the drawer when it was being closed or something. Anyway, Rags became a hero.” She cringed and said, “But it didn’t last long.”
“Uh-oh. What happened?” Gladys asked suspiciously.
“I guess he’d gotten thirsty from all that work searching for the picture, and decided to drink from a bouquet of flowers, which of course toppled over onto the floor and into the poor man’s slippers.”
“Bruce’s slippers?” Lily asked.
Savannah nodded. “The housekeepers weren’t too pleased, but the man was so happy to get his photograph back that he forgave Rags.”
“Well, I’d say he did pretty well for his first day on the job,” Michael said. “Will they invite him back?” “No,” she said emphatically. “And I don’t particularly want to take him back there. No, he’s not cut out to be a therapy cat for the elderly—maybe one-on-one, but not with a whole batch of people. In fact, I think a couple of those people need therapy after meeting Rags.”
“Why would you say that?” Margaret asked, chuckling. 
Savannah took a deep breath. “Well, I didn’t tell you the worst of it. One woman was knitting and he…”
Gladys laughed. “Oh no, Rags wanted to play with her ball of yarn? My cat used to do that.”
“Well, yeah,” Savannah said, “but he also chewed on the yarn, so when she knitted to that spot, she found a soggy end.”
“I can sympathize,” Gladys said. “So she’ll have a knot in her finished project; that’s too bad.”
Savannah grimaced. “Five knots.” 
“Oh, Rags,” Margaret said, laughing.
“And he caught a thief,” Savannah announced.
“What?” Margaret yelped. “A thief in the nursing home?”
“Yeah. He must have seen the corner of a napkin sticking out of this man’s robe pocket, and he pulled it.”
“Bruce?” Lily asked.
“No, this man’s name was Ronald.”
“Like Ronald McDonald?” Lily asked.
Savannah nodded. “Well, out spilled a whole bunch of little sugar packets. When one of the caregivers saw the sugar packets in the napkin on the floor, she asked, ‘Okay, who did this? Who took the sugar packets?’ Well, no one spoke up, so what did Rags do?”
“What, Mommy?” Lily asked.
“He picked up the napkin and carried it to Ronald, and the poor man gave himself up.” 
“That easily?” Margaret asked.
“Well, no,” Savannah said, chuckling. “At first he ignored Rags. Then he tried to shoo him away. When Rags got up in his lap, dragging that napkin with him, the aide approached Ronald and he admitted to the theft.”
“What’s the big deal about someone taking a few sugar packets?” Michael asked. “Those folks probably pay a pretty penny to stay there. Can’t they have a little sugar in their life?”
Savannah raised her eyebrows. “Evidently Ronald is diabetic and isn’t supposed to have sugar, so he tries to smuggle it from the dining room. He was not happy with Rags.”
“Oh, my gosh,” Margaret said. “I haven’t laughed so hard since—well, since you and I were running around in LA last year, Gladys. Now I’d better get home. Thanks for the chuckles, Rags,” she said, petting him as she walked toward the door.
“Thanks for coming by, Auntie,” Savannah said. “Let me know when you’re going off the deep end with Iris.”
“Huh?” 
“You know, on a space ship or something,” Savannah teased.
Margaret waved a hand at her. “Oh, stop it. See you later.”
Michael laid his napkin on the table and shook his head. “Well, I must say that was entertaining table talk.” He addressed Rags. “You’re one of a kind, old boy. So hon, will you take Glori back there?”
“I might. But if they invite Rags back, which will probably be a cold day in you-know-where, I’m not sure I can do it again with him. He wears me out.” Savannah let out a sigh. “Maybe I should consider giving him to that guy.”
“Well, you should find out what he wants to do with him first, don’t you think so?” Michael suggested.
“Oh,” Gladys said, “before I forget, I wanted you to know that something set off the alarm today.”
“Really?” Michael asked suspiciously. “What happened, Gladys?”
“I don’t know. I set it and walked over to Maggie’s with the kids. I heard it go off from Maggie’s house. The deputy got here pretty quickly. He told me to stay at Maggie’s with the children while he looked around. He didn’t find any problems or breaches or anything. No broken windows. He said either it was a glitch in the system or…”
“Or what?” Savannah asked.
“Or someone set it off just to see what would happen—someone who has a reason for wanting to break in,” Gladys explained.
Michael frowned. “Hmmm. Well, I’m glad you put the alarm on, Gladys. It was probably just a malfunction that set it off, but maybe it actually prevented a burglary.” 
“Or a catnapping,” Savannah said under her breath.
“But you had Rags with you,” Michael reminded her.
“Yes, but Buffy was here. Oh, it would be horrible if someone took our Buffy.”
 
 **** 
“Hi, Joyce,” Savannah said into the phone early the next morning. “This is Savannah Ivey.”
“Hello, Savannah. The residents are still talking about your visit with your beautiful cats. I do hope you’ll return sometime soon.”
“Well, thank you,” Savannah said. “We enjoyed your hospitality. Say, the reason I’m calling is that I wonder if you could describe the deliveryman you talked to while I was there yesterday.”
“What?”
“You said a deliveryman was trying to deliver something you didn’t order…”
“Oh,” Joyce said. “Yes, that was while you were here.” She paused. “Why, Savannah?”
“Uh…well, I’ve been getting calls…”
“From a food supply company?” Joyce asked.
“Is that who he says he represented?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, I think so. He came into the kitchen with a box in his hands and the kitchen staff didn’t want to sign for it without my okay. It wasn’t on their order sheet.”
“So he was an imposter?” Savannah asked.
“Why, Savannah?” Joyce asked. “Do you know him?”
“No,” she insisted, “but he might know me. He might have been following me.” 
“Oh my gosh, do you think he was a stalker or something?”
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “Can you describe him for me?”
“I’ll try. Let’s see, he was Caucasian. He wore a tan uniform, although I didn’t see a logo or name or anything on it, nor did I see a truck parked anywhere. He just had a small box in his hands and he said it was something the kitchen staff had ordered. He didn’t know what it was. He said he was simply a courier.”
“Oh, so he didn’t claim to represent a company, then?”
“No,” Joyce said, “I guess not.” 
“What about his hair color,” Savannah asked. “It seems like it was dark.”
“Yes, he had black hair and a black moustache, but it didn’t look real to me.”
“You think he wore a fake moustache?” Savannah asked.
“Maybe fake hair, too. He just didn’t look normal to me.”
“Interesting. Did you happen to notice his shoes?”
“His shoes?” Joyce repeated. “Yes, I did notice them. They were brown oxford type shoes—you know, like the dress shoes men used to wear?” She chuckled. “They reminded me of a pair my father had. He died last year, and it happens a lot that something out of the blue will remind me of him. Those shoes did it for me yesterday. So does he sound like someone you’ve seen before?” 
“It’s hard to tell.” When Joyce remained quiet, Savannah added, “I’m not sure that I’ve actually seen him or if I’m just spooked and imagining things. Someone has called me a couple of times.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry someone’s bothering you.”
“It’s not actually me,” she said. “It’s Rags. Someone seems to think they want Rags. The guy has even offered me money for him.”
Joyce was silent for a moment. “For your cat?”
“Yes.”
“Why?” she asked.
“I don’t have a clue,” Savannah said. “I wish I knew. Certainly it’s not for his well-behaved nature. I don’t know, but it sure has me worried about his safety.”
“And you think someone came here thinking he could snatch him from under your nose?” Joyce asked. “Or talk you into giving him up, maybe?”
“Possibly.”
“Will you call the cops?” Joyce asked. “Do you need me to testify? Because I sure will, in a heartbeat.”
“Thank you, Joyce. I appreciate it. I’ll let you know if it comes to that.” Savannah thought of something. “Hey, you’re a real cat lover; would you like to come to a meeting of the Hammond Cat Alliance this afternoon here at my home? We meet at one, and we’re planning a fundraiser to help with the cats in that awful hoarding situation near San Francisco last month.”
“Oh, today?” she said. “I’d love to. I know someone involved in working with those cats at one of the shelters in the city. Hey, didn’t you say Glori came from that mess?”
“Yes, she did,” Savannah confirmed.
“It’s so wonderful to see the results of the effort and love being poured into those beautiful cats. Yes, I’d love to be a part of the fundraising effort, and I’d like to meet some of the people in your organization. Thank you for the invitation.”
“Great. I’m at 33 Cranberry Way. Come at one.”
“Recruiting people, are you?” Gladys asked when Savannah ended the call.
“Yes, that was Joyce from the nursing home. I wanted to ask her about that man who made a phony delivery yesterday. Her description doesn’t match that of the man we saw here at Teddy’s birthday party—the one who was looking for his dog. Remember, we thought maybe he was Rags’s stalker?” 
Savannah faced her mother. “And you told me about the man in San Francisco at the play wearing the beret.” She shook her head. “Auntie described the man who came to her door looking for us as wearing tight jeans, a t-shirt, and a fishing hat. None of the descriptions match. I’m totally confused.” She thought of something. “Wait. His shoes.”
“What about his shoes?” Gladys asked.
“Well, Joyce described the delivery man’s shoes and they could be the same ones that made the prints out near the corrals on Saturday.” She shook her head. “Oh, it’s probably just another long shot.”
“Yes, maybe you’re being too skeptical,” Gladys suggested. “You’re suspicious of everyone these days. Vannie, I’m afraid you’re going to make yourself sick if you don’t stop it.”“Yeah, but we know the guy who knocked on Auntie’s and Max’s door was after Rags. He may have been the one who locked Rags in the tack room.” She gazed into space. “Or was it that man claiming to be looking for his dog?”
“Or someone completely different who sneaked in without anyone seeing him,” Gladys said. “It could be that one of the boys closed him in the shed without realizing it. There might not have been criminal intent at all.”
“Oh, brother, who knows?” Savannah said sounding exasperated. “Let’s just hope that guy has changed his mind and we won’t be hearing from him again.”
 
 **** 
Wednesday afternoon Gladys put the children down for a nap, then joined Savannah at the refreshment table they’d set up for the meeting. “Do the cat-alliance members even know you have children?” she joked. “They’re always sleeping during the meetings.”
Savannah chuckled. “If not, they will at the fundraiser when they see them running wild around here. Oh, here come Edie and Dora. Come in,” she invited.
“Are we first again?” Edie complained.
“You’re prompt,” Gladys said, greeting both of them.
Edie frowned. “Well, just once I’d like to be fashionably late.”
“You mean, make a grand entrance?” Dora asked.
“Maybe.” Edie looked behind her. “Who’s that out front, a new member?”
“Where?” Savannah asked.
“He’s just standing outside there. Maybe he’s from a utility company. He could be checking your meter,” Dora suggested. “That did look like a uniform he was wearing, right, Edie?” “I think so,” Edie agreed. She looked around. “So are the children in bed?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. It’s naptime.”
“Can I join them?” Margaret asked, stepping inside. “I could use a nap.”
“Yeah, we could have a nap party,” Savannah joked. “I often vow to take a nap when the children do, but there’s always something that needs to be done.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” Gladys agreed.
“So are you having your gas turned off or something?” Margaret asked.
“No.” Savannah frowned. “Did you see someone out there, too?”
“Yes, outside your master bathroom.”
“We don’t have a meter out there, do we? You used to live here—do you remember there being a meter there?”
Margaret thought for a moment. “No, I don’t.”
Savannah walked swiftly toward the hallway. “Well, I’d better go see what the heck’s going on.” She returned at a run, announcing, “I think he has Rags!”
“What?” Margaret yelped.
“Call the sheriff!” Savannah shouted.
“He took some rags?” Edie asked.
“I think she means Rags, the cat,” Dora corrected. She dug in her purse for her phone and made a call.
Meanwhile, Savannah ran outside and looked around the yard. When Margaret joined her, Savannah asked, “Where’d you see the man, Auntie?”
Margaret pointed. “Under your window there. Hey, the screen’s off. Did you know that? And the window’s open a little.”
“No!” Savannah responded frantically while running closer to the window. She relaxed when she saw Rags looking out at her. “Hi, Ragsie, what are you doing?” she said. “Did you knock the screen out? Auntie,” she called, “help me put this back in, would you? Go inside. One of us has to be inside.”
Margaret started to walk back toward the porch when she stopped. “What’s this?” she asked, stooping and staring down at something. “Looks like a trail of cat treats.” She pointed. There are some under the window and they trail out that way.” 
“To where?” Savannah asked. “Where do they lead?”
“I don’t know,” Margaret said. “Close that window so Rags can’t get out, and let’s go see.”
The women had walked several feet to where the cat-treat trail seemed to end. Margaret looked around. “Which way did he go?” 
“And who in the heck was he?” Savannah said. “Do you think the guy you saw earlier sprinkled these out here?”
“What are you girls looking for?” member Janice Fischer asked when she drove up.
Savannah shrugged. “I don’t know. Someone has strewn a bunch of cat treats around out here.”
“We think it was the meter reader,” Margaret said.
“I wonder if it was that man I saw wandering along the driveway toward  your  house, Maggie. I saw him when I drove in.”
“Oh? Did he look like he was from a utility company?” Margaret asked.
“Yeah, could have been, but he was carrying what looked like a blanket.”
Savannah’s eyes widened. “A blanket? Was anything wrapped in the blanket?”
“I don’t think so. It was just sort of draped over his arm,” Janice said. “Why?” Savannah took a deep breath and glanced around. “Someone’s trying to get his hands on Rags.” “Your cat?” Janice asked. “Oh no. Why?”
“Yeah, that’s what I wonder,” Margaret said. “Why?” 
“We have no idea,” Savannah said. Just then she saw Joyce walking toward her. “Hi,” she greeted. “Joyce, this is my aunt, Margaret Sheridan, and the president of the Cat Alliance, Janice Fischer. Ladies, this is Joyce Cline, manager at the care home on Sperry Street.” Before Joyce could respond, Savannah asked, “Hey, did you see a man as you drove in?”
Joyce nodded. “Yes, why?”
“Was he carrying a blanket?” Janice asked.
“I think he was.”
“Did you recognize him?” Savannah asked. “He was wearing a tan uniform like that guy who made the wrong delivery to your place yesterday.”
Joyce shook her head slowly. “No, I don’t think so. I didn’t really pay that much attention, but I’m pretty sure the guy I saw just now had lighter hair.”
“Yes, he had light hair,” Janice confirmed.
“Was it white?” Savannah asked.
Janice shook her head, then asked Joyce, “Are you related to the Clines in Mason?” 
Joyce nodded. “Yes, I married Josh Cline fifteen years ago. Carrie Cline is my mother-in-law. Do you know the family?”
Before Janice could respond, Savannah said, “Oh, here comes Craig. I don’t know what we’re going to tell him.”
“Just what we know,” Margaret said, “that there was a suspicious-looking man out here, the screen was off your bathroom window, and there are cat treats all over the place.”
“And he’s going to say, ‘yeah, the man was probably checking the meter, the cat knocked the screen out, and of course there are cat treats spilled around this yard.’” Savannah thought of something else and trotted toward the detective’s car. “Craig, did you see a man near Auntie’s and Max’s place when you drove in?”
Craig gazed down the long driveway toward the Sheridans’ house. “I didn’t notice anyone.” 
Savannah pointed. “We think the guy may have removed that window screen. When members started arriving for the meeting, he must have gotten spooked and he walked on down toward Auntie’s. Janice saw him just now and so did Joyce. Maybe you should go check him out. Then come back and we’ll tell you what happened here.”
The detective balked.
“You’d better hurry, Craig,” Savannah suggested. “He may have parked down that way somewhere. Or maybe he’s going to try to take one of Auntie’s cats.”
“What?” Margaret shrieked. “Hey, Max is out on a supply run; no one’s there. Craig, would you go check and make sure that guy isn’t tampering with anything at our place?”
Craig seemed annoyed, then he said, “Okay. I’ll be back.” Before leaving, he asked, “Now, what does he looks like? I don’t want to nab your gardener or anything.”
Janice and Joyce gave him a description, and Craig drove off. He returned just as the last few cat-alliance members were arriving for the meeting and Savannah met him at the front door. “Rags is okay. Buffy and Glori are fine. Everyone’s accounted for, but I think that guy must have removed the screen when he saw Rags sitting in the window. By the way, did you catch him down near Auntie’s?”
Craig shook his head. “I took a look at that screen. It does fit in there pretty tightly. It’s doubtful a cat could remove it. In fact, it looked as though Michael had secured that screen with some additional hardware.”
Savannah nodded. “That’s right! I’d forgotten that. Rags used to push the screen out once in a while, so Michael secured it. Rags has never removed it since, although we had window washers recently, so they might not have replaced it securely. Michael usually checks all the screens after the window washers leave. Maybe he forgot this time.”
Craig stared at Savannah for a moment. “So who do you think it is? Who’s after the cat?” “I haven’t the slightest idea,” Savannah said. “In fact, it just gets more confusing.”
“How’s that?” Craig asked.
Savannah thought for a moment. “How do I explain this? Well, it’s as if there are multiple culprits or maybe stalkers.” When Craig looked skeptical, she said, “Really. I keep seeing or being told about suspicious characters in different locations where I am or I’ve been, but none of their descriptions match.”
“Oh, now, Savannah…” he started.
“Yeah, we have a dark-haired guy with a moustache, a man in a uniform, a light-haired man, and one with a lot of white hair. They’ve all been where they shouldn’t be or have been behaving suspiciously. I’m just totally confused.” As an afterthought, she added, “Oh yes, and Mom seems to be suspicious of a character she saw at the theater in San Francisco wearing a beret. She said he paid a lot of attention to Rags after one of our performances.”
Craig stared into her eyes and said more gently, “It sounds as if you’ve been under some pressure lately, kiddo. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine!” Savannah insisted. “Are you saying you don’t believe me? Craig, Rags is in danger. I just know it.” Her voice accelerating, she said, “You think the calls and the sightings and the attempts to take him are all in my imagination?”
“No, honey,” Craig soothed. “You’re doing a great job. It’s just that…” He let out a deep sigh. “What can you tell me about the man who’s been calling you? Do you recognize his voice?” 
She shook her head. 
“Do you have a sample—you know, a recording of his voice?” he asked.
“Maybe,” she said. “I’ll check. If I do, I’ll send it to you.”
“Okay. If he calls again, record it. Is he calling your cell or house phone?”
“The landline. Oh wait,” she said, “he has called my cell phone lately, and he did leave a couple of voicemails. Yeah, I might actually have a recording. I’ll get that to you.”
“Okay.” He hesitated before adding, “Just stay alert.” He turned, saying over his shoulder, “Have a good meeting.”
It took several minutes for the eleven women to focus on the business at hand after the unsettling events with the Iveys’ cat. “Savannah why don’t you check your cat and window screens one more time,” Janice suggested quietly. “We have a lot to talk about and I don’t want anyone distracted.” When Savannah hesitated, Janice took her arm. “Come on, I’ll help you.” She pointed. “There’s your Himmie—Buffy, right?”
Savannah smiled. “Yes. Buffy’s safe in her little bed there. Glori should be curled up on Michael’s pillow in the master bedroom.” She giggled quietly as she led Janice down the hallway. “I have to close the kids’ bedroom door so she doesn’t try to join Teddy for a nap in his crib. She does love Teddy.” She whispered when she saw the calico lying comfortably on her bed, “Yes, there she is.”
“Oh, isn’t she cute?” Janice crooned. She ran her hand over Glori’s fur. “Hi, there, beauty.” She looked toward the window. “Is that window locked?”
Savannah checked it. “Yes. And the screen’s intact. I’ll double check the bathroom.” When she returned, she reported, “It’s all okay.” She looked around. “Now, where’s Rags?”
“Where does he usually hang out this time of day?” Janice asked. She chuckled. “My cats have their routine, and I pretty much know where they are at any given time during the day.”
Savannah agreed. “Yeah, that’s the girls, all right, but Rags isn’t so much a creature of habit. You might find him in a drawer or closet, on top of the refrigerator, under a guest bed upstairs.” She winked at Janice. “But I know how to find him. I’ve had to learn to get him to come to me when I need him, otherwise it can be a real challenge to find him if he doesn’t want to be found.” She motioned for Janice to follow her.
As the women walked back up the hallway, Janice asked, “What’s your secret?”
“Treats,” Savannah said smugly. Janice returned to her seat in the living room and Savannah walked toward the kitchen. When she returned she announced, “Found him. He’s stretched out in Lexie’s bed. Lexie’s napping on the throw rug in the service porch.”
“So all the critters are accounted for?” Margaret asked.
“It appears so,” Janice said. She pulled out a pad from her tote and called the meeting to order. She’d barely completed the formalities when there was a tap at the front door. “Are you expecting more guests?” she asked.
Savannah shrugged. She walked swiftly to the door, opened it, and saw a woman who appeared to be about sixty standing there. “May I help you?” 
“Yes, is this where you’re meeting today?” she asked. “It’s the...um…what’s the name of the group?”
“Oh, the Hammond Cat Alliance.”
“Yes, that’s it. I’ve been wanting to join and I heard about the meeting. May I sit in?”
“Certainly,” Savannah said. “Please come in.” When she saw that most of the others were chatting among themselves, she asked, “So you have cats, or do you work with cats?”
“Oh yes,” the woman said. “I’m a cat lover from way back. I’ve had every color cat you can imagine. I’ve raised kittens. I’ve taken in strays…” She offered her hand and said, “I’m Virginia Stallings, by the way. And you are?”
“Oh, hello. I’m Savannah Ivey.”
Virginia looked around the room at the others through her tinted glasses. “I hope I didn’t miss too much.”
“No, not at all. We were just starting,” Savannah assured her. She motioned toward a chair next to Gladys. “Please sit down.” She spoke more loudly to the others in the room. “Excuse me. Excuse me. I’d like to introduce Virginia Stallings. She has known about us for a while, I guess, and came out today to join us.”
“Welcome,” Janice said.
Several others greeted her as well.
Janice suggested, “Before we go on, let’s have everyone introduce themselves.” Once that had been accomplished, Janice told their guest, “Today we hope to finalize the details for an upcoming fundraiser. We’re having an event here Saturday to raise funds for the cats rescued in that hoarding situation down near San Francisco last month.”
“Oh, those poor cats,” Virginia said.
“Yes, many of them were in pretty bad shape,” Janice explained, “and still need a lot of medical care.”
“No,” Virginia asserted, “I mean, it was a horrible thing authorities did snatching that poor woman’s cats from her like that without warning. She was doing the best she could do under the circumstances, after all. No one else bothered to take in those cats and help them.”
Everyone sat speechless for a moment, then began chatting quietly among themselves, when Janice spoke out. “Okay, everyone settle down.” She cleared her throat. “Virginia, did you know the people who had those cats?”
“Me? Oh no. I just heard about it and felt sorry for her. I’m sure she loved her cats just like you and I do.” She sat up straighter, smiled innocently, and asked, “So what sort of fundraiser are you doing here?”
Meanwhile, Savannah stared across the room at their guest, thinking,  That was an odd reaction.  She watched as Virginia placed a tote bag at her feet.  Interesting,  she thought,  it has the comedy and tragedy masks kind of crudely drawn on one side—like with a permanent marker. 
 I wonder who she is and why she’s here.




Chapter Six
  
Nearly two hours passed. The meeting was over, and most of the cat-alliance members had gathered around the refreshment table.
“Who was that woman?” Margaret asked. “She didn’t stay long.”
“No,” Colbi said. “She hustled her bustle out rather quickly when the committee members started asking for volunteers.”
“Yeah, that was quite a bustle she had under her housedress,” Iris said. “Was that her real…?”
“Ris-Ris,” Savannah warned, nodding at Lily, who was clinging to Savannah’s leg, trying to wake up from her nap. When she saw the child staring at the refreshment table, she said, “Here, punkin, want one of Grammy’s ginger cookies? Mommy will get you some milk.”
Lily rubbed her eyes and nodded.
Savannah smoothed the child’s hair and motioned toward Margaret, who was sitting nearby. “Wait here with Auntie, okay?”
Margaret smiled when Lily crawled up into her lap.
“I think she’s a fraud,” Colbi said.
“Who?” Janice asked, approaching. “Virginia?”
Colbi nodded. “Yes, in fact, I think she might have actually been the hoarder. Has anyone seen a picture of the hoarder?”
“Good question,” Savannah said, returning with Lily’s beverage. “Check online and see if you can find a photo of her.”
“I’m on it,” Colbi said, looking at her phone.
“I don’t think she has a heart for cats,” Dora said, quietly.
“Why would you say that?” Edie asked.
“There was no sense of genuinely caring about cats coming from her. At least that was my impression.”
“Why would she come here, then?” Savannah asked.
Before Dora could respond, Colbi announced, “Here’s a picture of the hoarder. It’s not a very good one, but I don’t think it’s Virginia.” She looked at the others. “Maybe her sister or friend. She just seemed way too sympathetic to Denise Barrows’s situation. I think she knows her.”
“Denise Barrows?” Dora asked.
“That’s the name of the hoarder—Denise Barrows.”
Janice frowned. “Why would she bother to come here and sit in on our meeting like that if she was the hoarder?”
Eerily, Edie said, “Maybe she moved here to start collecting cats again and she thought we might be able to help her with that.”
“I’d like to help her,” Margaret said. Before anyone could respond, she said, “Help her out of town with a boot to the butt…”
“Auntie,” Savannah cautioned, glancing at Lily, who didn’t actually seem to be paying any attention.
“Maybe it would be kinder to teach her to properly care for cats,” Dora suggested. 
When Gladys returned to the room with Teddy, she asked, “Are you talking about Virginia? She sure seemed interested in the house, don’t you think so?” Savannah laughed. “Everyone is. It’s unique.”
“But she used the bathroom three times,” Gladys said. “I thought it was odd the second time, because she knew someone else was already in the bathroom and she asked if there was another one.”
Savannah winced. “I hated to send her to the cats’ litter room off the service porch. It isn’t always fresh, you know. But it was either that or upstairs.” 
“I think she was checking things out,” Iris insisted.
“Yes,” Gladys agreed. “That’s what I thought.”
“Why?” Savannah asked. “Why would she do that?”
“To get decorating ideas?” Edie suggested.
“To case the joint,” Colbi said. “Maybe she’s a burglar. Savannah, you don’t leave diamond earrings out on your dressing table or anything do you?”
“Good grief,” Margaret complained. “Are you saying it could be dangerous to allow uninvited guests to our meetings? How will we ever recruit new members?”
“Oh, Auntie,” Savannah said, “they’re just letting their imaginations run away with them. I’m sure Virginia didn’t bother anything. She probably has a bladder problem, and she also seems just a bit eccentric, wouldn’t you say?”
“Oh yeah,” Margaret agreed. “That’s a good word for her, I guess.”
 
 **** 
By a little after four the last of the members had left, each with their volunteer assignments for the fundraiser. While Gladys read to the children, Savannah cleared the refreshment table and made a salad for dinner. She checked the pot roast and vegetables in the slow-cooker, then called, “Mom, I’m going out to feed the horses.”
“Okay,” Gladys replied. 
Savannah stepped into the living room. “Your roast looks beautiful, by the way.”
“You peeked? Vannie,” Gladys scolded, “you’re not supposed to lift the lid until it’s done.”
Savannah grinned. “Couldn’t help it.” She turned to leave. “I’ll be right back.”
Don’t forget to set a place for Karl.”
“I won’t,” Savannah said. “So he’s looking forward to your slow-cooked roast, is he?”
“Yes. He says it’s his favorite meal since boyhood.” Gladys grimaced. “I just hope this is one of my better attempts.”
“Oh, Mom, your pot roast is always delicious—succulent and flavorful.”
“Thank you, but you know how sometimes you miss the mark with your signature dish. There are those times when something goes wrong—usually when you most want everything to go right.”
Savannah smiled at her mother, then walked toward the side kitchen door. “Be back in a jiff.” She heard Peaches whinny and thought,  You know when it’s dinnertime, don’t you, girl? After feeding the horses, checking them both over, making sure they had water, and cleaning the corrals, she trudged back to the house. She’d just stepped into the kitchen when something from outside caught her attention. She turned to see a man running away, his arms wrapped around a bulging blanket.  Rags! she thought  He has Rags!  “No!” she shouted through the window. She ran toward the door yelling, “Mom, call Craig! He took Rags!”
“Who?” Gladys asked. “Where?”
“I don’t know,” Savannah said over her shoulder. “Just get the detective out here!” She bounded down the porch steps, sprinted through the orchard, and entered the wooded area. But before she could catch sight of the man who ran from her property, she slammed into someone and fell to the ground. “Ouch!” she complained, rubbing her elbow. “Karl,” she said, when she recognized the man who held a hand out to her.
“Are you all right?” he asked, helping her up. What were you chasing?” He chuckled. “That cat of yours?”
“Did you see him?” Savannah asked, breathlessly. “You must have seen him. He ran in this direction.”
“Who?” Karl asked.
“I don’t know,” she wailed. “He took Rags. He snatched him in broad daylight. I can’t believe this has happened.”
Karl looked in the direction he’d come from again. “Your mother told me someone was threatening to take your cat, but she sure didn’t think anyone would actually do it. I mean, who would…why would…? There are free cats everywhere.”
“So you didn’t see anyone?” Savannah asked. “Were you looking down at your phone or something?”
“Well, I guess I did check a text,” he admitted, “but certainly I would have noticed if someone passed me.”
Savannah said more quietly, “Maybe he didn’t.” She glanced around. “Maybe he’s hiding out here somewhere. Hey, Karl,” she whispered, “would you stay put for a minute and watch for that guy? I want to see if our detective friend’s here yet.”
“Sure,” he agreed. “Tell your mom I’m on my way over.”
“Yes,” she said. “I mean, if I see her. Thanks, Karl. Now watch for him.”
He nodded. 
Within minutes, Savannah led Detective Craig Sledge out through the orchard. “Where’s Karl?” she muttered. “I told him we’d be right back. Where’d he go?” She grasped Craig’s arm and hissed, “Did you hear that?”
“What?” Craig asked, looking around.
She pointed. “Over there.” She took a few steps forward and stopped. “Oh no. Karl!” she called when she saw him lying on the ground. 
“I’m okay,” he said, sitting up and rubbing the back of his neck. 
“What happened?” she asked breathlessly. She glanced around. “Did you see him? Did he have Rags with him? Who is it?”
Karl shook his head slowly. “I didn’t see anyone, but I guess he saw me.”
“Which way did he go?” Craig asked. When Karl shrugged, he pointed, “Probably that way; toward the tract. Savannah, stay with Karl,” he instructed.
She nodded and watched as the detective checked the ground for tracks, then he walked swiftly toward the housing tract. When Karl started to get up she took hold of his arm to help him.
“I’m okay,” Karl said. “Come on, let’s hotfoot it to your place. I don’t think the detective wants us hanging around out here.” When she resisted, he said, “Come on now, Savannah. Your mother would never forgive me…”
“Okay,” she grumbled. She looked him over. “You’re sure you’re all right?”
He nodded. “Could have been worse.”
“So you didn’t see the man or Rags?” she prodded as they walked back toward her house.
Karl was quick to say, “No.” Then he stopped. “Hey, there may have been a cat.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“I heard one. Yeah, just before my lights went out, I heard what sounded like a cat meow real loud.”
“Poor Rags,” Savannah said, slumping. She took a deep breath in an attempt to hold back a flood of tears.
 
 **** 
Several minutes later Craig returned. “You’re supposed to keep this locked,” he scolded, walking in through the kitchen door as Savannah held it open.
“You didn’t find him?” she asked. She stared out a window and moaned, “Who is it? Why is he doing this?”
Craig shook his head. “I don’t know, honey. I didn’t catch sight of him. No strange cars—nothing. I talked to a few people over there in that tract. They didn’t see anything, either.”
“Oh, Craig, what are we going to do?” Savannah wailed.
Just then Michael walked in. “Michael,” she said, running to him. “He took Rags. I saw him. He did it in broad daylight. Rags is gone and we don’t know where or who has him.”
Michael grimaced. “Oh, no.” He wrapped his arms around Savannah. “I’m so sorry, hon. I just don’t know what to say.”
“Okay, Savannah,” Craig said, “let’s sit down, and I want you to tell me everything. Let’s start with a description of the man you saw running away just now. Then I want to know what you can remember about the man who’s been calling you.”
“I don’t know, Craig. I sent you a tape of his voice.”
Before Craig could respond, Gladys suggested, “I’d see what you can find out about the man in the beret.” 
“You think he followed us from San Francisco to take Rags?” Savannah asked. “Why? It’s not logical.”
“At times like this, Savannah,” Craig said, “you need to look at all possibilities. Anything out of the ordinary. Everything and anything.”
Savannah sighed and eased into a kitchen chair. 
Craig motioned for Karl to sit down across from him, and the others joined them around the table. “You first, Savannah. What can you tell me about the man you saw running away just now?” 
“Well, he wasn’t very big. I only saw him from the back, you know. He had light-colored hair—dark-blond maybe—and it was short or maybe curly. I think he wore dark-blue jeans—maybe black—and a dark shirt; a sweatshirt.”
“Any identifying marks or gestures or unusual way of moving that you noticed?” Craig asked.
Savannah shook her head slowly. “Not that I can remember.” She sat up straighter. “It didn’t seem like he could run very fast, but then, if he was carrying Rags…”
“You didn’t see Rags with him?” Michael asked.
Savannah shook her head. “No, but what else would be wrapped in that blanket?” She lurched forward a little. “Karl heard a cat before he got conked on the head.”
Everyone looked at Karl and he nodded. “I sure did. Don’t know where it came from, but I definitely heard a cat complaining rather loudly.”
Craig wrote something on a small pad and flipped the page. He narrowed his eyes and asked, “What about the guy you saw here this afternoon wearing a uniform. Didn’t someone say he was carrying a blanket?”
“Yes,” Savannah yelped. “Janice saw him carrying a blanket. Did you write her description of him down?” He thumbed through his notes. “Yes, got it here—so he could be the culprit based on his proximity to the crime scene, his description and all. Plus he was seen with a blanket on his person.” Craig tapped his pencil against the pad. “Now we have something that’s starting to fit together. He faced Gladys. “Okay, now tell me about the man in the beret.”
“He paid a lot of attention to Rags at the theater one night,” Gladys explained. “Craig, you were there. Maybe you saw him. He wore a plaid beret—you know, blues and grays, as I recall, and a tweed jacket. I also saw the mouth tip of a pipe in his pocket. It was one of those Sherlock Holmes pipes.”
Savannah added, “And he left in a taxi.”
“Do you recall what he looked like, what nationality he was…anything?” he asked.
Gladys shook her head slowly. “Caucasian, I’m pretty sure. Although I think his hair was dark. I guess I don’t really know, but his eyebrows were definitely dark—kind of bushy. I remember thinking he could be of East Indian descent or Spanish.”
“So he had dark skin?” She winced. “I don’t think so. Oh, I just don’t really know. I’m sorry Craig.
“Okay,” Craig said, jotting the last part down as if it were incidental. He mumbled, “Doesn’t sound like the same person to me.” He suggested to Gladys, “Would you call Maggie and get a description of the man who visited her that day looking for Rags?” 
“Yes,” she said, standing up and walking toward the buffet where her phone was charging.
Craig focused on their guest. “Karl, have you seen anyone who doesn’t seem to belong in your neighborhood, lately?”
“Not off the top of my head, but I’m not at the front of the house much. I’ll certainly check with neighbors, though. Most of them have small children and they spend more time out in their yards.”
“Please do.”
“In fact, I’ll call a couple of them now,” Karl offered.
While he was doing that, Craig asked Savannah to describe the man who had come looking for the dog during Teddy’s birthday party. He asked, “Hey, were people taking pictures that day? See if anyone caught that guy in a picture, will you?”
“I’ll do it,” Michael offered, pulling his phone from his pocket and walking into another room. He returned about the same time Karl did and he told Craig, “Everyone’s checking their photos. If he shows up in any of the pictures they’ll send them to me.”
“Good job, Michael,” Craig said. 
When Michael’s phone signaled a text coming through, he grinned at the detective. “Hopefully that’s an answer to my request.” He cheered. “Yes, it’s a couple of pictures from Damon. I’ll go print them for you, Craig.”
“Craig, I told you about the man who showed up at the elderly care home while I was there with Rags, right?” She frowned. “But he didn’t look anything like these other men. He had really dark hair and a moustache, so maybe he wasn’t the one who called me that evening, after all. Shoot, it must have been someone else.” She creased her brow. “I can’t imagine who.” She watched as Craig made more notes, then she thought of something else. “I don’t know if it means anything, but we had an unexpected guest at the cat alliance meeting today—a Virginia Stallings. She was kind of strange, and it was odd that she’d show up like that.”
“Really?” he questioned. “You don’t want new blood in your group?”
“Yes, we do,” Savannah assured him, “but this gal had an odd way of thinking.”
“Yeah, and she used the bathroom about three times,” Gladys said, returning from making her call.
“Only two,” Savannah said.
“No, I think it was three,” Gladys insisted.
“Why is that odd?” Craig asked. “The poor woman probably has that condition old gals get—leaky bladder or whatever it’s called.”
Gladys rolled her eyes. 
Savannah continued, “She said a few things that made us think she was siding with the hoarder who was caught with all those sick cats in San Francisco last month. Why would someone who likes cats side with someone who hurts them?”
Craig thinned his lips while he thought. “Well, I guess that is an oddball behavior. So what do you know about her? Where’s she from? Why did she show up at your meeting?”
Savannah and Gladys looked at each other and Savannah said, “I don’t know.”
“Which means you have absolutely no reason to connect her to the catnapper, right?” Craig asked.
“Right,” Savannah said. She leaned closer to Craig, “Hey, Joyce at the care facility said the fake delivery guy was wearing a pair of those oxford shoes men wear—you know, they could have made the print you found out near the tack room Saturday.” She looked off into space for a moment. “Now that’s really strange. I was convinced that he was the original caller—I mean, he called me later that night and...” She let out a deep sigh. “Oh, Craig, I’m just so confused.” She quickly faced him. “Maybe it’s more than one person conspiring to take Rags. It’s a gang.”
Michael took her hand and squeezed it.
Craig addressed Gladys, “Did you get a description from Maggie?”
“Yes, she said the guy who burst into their house that day was Caucasian and wearing tight jeans and a t-shirt and she thought she could see light brown hair under his fisherman’s hat.”
Craig looked at her. “Doesn’t sound like your Sherlock Holmes wannabe.”
“Not hardly,” Gladys agreed.
 Craig studied his notes again, then gazed at Savannah and Michael. “So do you two have any enemies?” Savannah frowned. “What an odd thing for you to ask.” 
“Awww come on, work with me here,” Craig said. “Surely there’s a jealous former girlfriend…”
“Michael’s?” Savannah asked.
“No,” Craig said impatiently, “yours—maybe someone who’s jealous of your great looks and your marriage and family, your status in the community. It happens, Savannah.”
“No,” she insisted.
“An old boyfriend?” he asked. When Savannah didn’t respond, Craig looked at Michael. “Any disgruntled clients or malpractice suits?”
Michael shook his head slowly. “Nothing, Craig. At least nothing that I’m aware of. Neither of us has received any threats—just those phone calls threatening to take Rags.”
“Why, Craig?” Savannah asked, tearing up. “Why would you suddenly put the blame on us?”
Craig let out an impatient sigh. “Savannah, if we’re going to get your cat back, I have to ask. There are crazies out there who might want to play payback or something.”
“Rob,” Savannah muttered.
“Rob is a crazy?” Craig asked.
She shook her head. “I’d better call him and let him know what has happened.”
“Good idea. And ask him if he knows of anyone who would want to do this,” Craig suggested.
“The reporter!” she blurted. When Craig looked at her, she explained, “Rob said a reporter called him, asking to talk to me. You know, he  is Rags’s agent and he’s listed as a contact person on our behalf. Well, Rob gave the reporter my cell phone number. I talked to him once—didn’t have time to do an interview, but he never called back after that. I was just as glad, because I didn’t like his demeanor, I guess you’d say.”
“So what did he want to know?” Craig asked.
She perked up. “That’s right. He asked some rather strange questions.”
“Like what?” Craig asked.
“Oh no,” she said. “He might have actually been the same guy who called me wanting to buy Rags. I was suspicious, but now…” She choked up. “Craig, I feel so terrorized.” Her voice pinched, she asked, “Just what is he going to do to Rags?”
“Oh, honey,” Craig soothed, “he probably wants to exploit him—try to make money with him, you know.”
“But if that’s what he wants, he’s likely to hurt him,” Savannah wailed.
Craig cleared his throat. “So what did the reporter ask, Savannah?”
“He wanted to know where we work and volunteer, how many pets we have, about any travel plans we might have, what sort of hobbies we pursue, how often I ride the horse…things like that. Craig, I was busy that day and just answered his questions without thinking, wanting to get him off the phone.” She moaned. “Good grief, he was trying to figure out when and how he could get his hands on Rags.”
“Call Rob and find out what he knows about that guy,” Craig instructed.
After talking to Rob, Savannah reported that he knew nothing about the reporter. He had just talked to him on the phone briefly that one time.
“So Savannah, you saw the man who allegedly had Rags wrapped in a blanket a while ago, right?” Craig asked.
“Yes.”
“Which of the descriptions does he fit? Can you identify him as any of these suspicious men you and others have encountered lately? It seems that none of them has anything in common.”
She thought for a moment and said, “I didn’t get a very good look at this guy. I was mainly focused on what he was carrying, fearful that it was Rags and hoping like crazy it wasn’t.”
“So you didn’t actually see your cat in the blanket?” Craig asked.
“I caught a glimpse of what I thought might be Rags,” she explained.
Craig stared across the table at her. “Have you looked for him? Are you even sure he’s gone?”
“Karl heard a cat before he got knocked over the head,” Savannah reminded him. “I haven’t seen Rags.” She asked the others, “Has anyone else seen him this afternoon?”
“Not for a while,” Gladys said.
“Was your cat outside?” Craig asked. “How did he get his hands on Rags?”
 “I just checked,” Michael said, “and the window to the bathroom off the service porch was open and the screen is off.” He told Craig, “I closed the window, but left everything else alone in case you want to dust for prints.”
The detective stared at him for a moment, then asked Savannah, “So you say the guy you saw was short, small and dressed in…” he referred to his notes, “black, maybe all black. Tell me again about his coloring,” Craig suggested.
“I’m pretty sure he was Caucasian and I think I saw light-brown or dark-blond hair from under a baseball cap.”
“Any facial hair?” Craig asked.
“He was running away, Craig. I only saw him from the back.”
Craig studied his notes. He lifted a page, then another, and announced, “Well, it looks like your culprit could be the deliveryman who showed up at the old folks home while you were there with Rags.” He shook his head and muttered, “No, the hair color’s wrong. It’s more likely it was the jerk who barged in on Maggie.” He cleared his throat. “I wonder how in the devil these other characters fit into the scheme of things, if at all.” He looked at his notes again and said, “Michael, do me a favor, would you? Call Arthur and see what he can tell you about the fellow wearing the plaid beret.”
Michael frowned. “Why, Craig? He’s probably the most different one of the batch.”
Craig grinned. “Just humor me, will you?”
“Sure,” Michael said, removing his phone from his pocket and walking out of the room. When he returned, he said, “Well, Arthur doesn’t know much about him, just that he’s an old-timer in local theater. He has even performed on Broadway. He’s a colorful guy and he does like cats. Arthur knows this because he was a guest at Arthur’s and Suzette’s once for a cast party and he paid a lot of attention to Koko.” When Craig looked confused, Michael said, “That’s Arthur’s cat.”
“He didn’t try to steal Arthur’s cat, did he?” Craig asked.
“Not that Arthur said. Sounds like simply an eccentric guy with some quirks.”
Karl chuckled. “Isn’t that a description of an eccentric—someone who’s quirky?”
Michael laughed. “If it isn’t, it should be.”
“Right,” Karl agreed.
“Ohhh, little Glori,” Savannah said, lifting the cat into her lap.
“What was she doing?” Michael asked.
“Just staring up at me,” Savannah said. She snuggled with the cat and kissed the top of her head. “I wonder if you saw anything. Did someone take our Ragsie, huh?” When Glori sat down on her lap, looked up at her, and mewed, Savannah ran her hands over her fur and said, “You miss him, don’t you? Poor baby girl. I’m so sorry.”
Again, Glori mewed at Savannah. She leaped from her lap to Michaels and stared into his eyes.
“She knows something’s wrong, Michael,” Savannah said. “I feel so sorry for her. I think she’s in mourning.”
Michael ruffled the fur on her cheek and said, “You could be right. She does look sad, doesn’t she?”
“Do you believe that cats can feel emotions?” Karl asked.
Both Michael and Savannah nodded. She said, “Oh yes, and some cats are more sensitive than others.” She reached out and caressed Glori. “It appears that she’s one of those. It just breaks my heart.”
After watching Glori for a moment, Craig pushed away from the table and stood up. He pocketed his notepad and pen, saying, “Well, that’s all the damage I can do here this evening. I’ll let you get on with your dinner.” He asked, “What is that, anyway? It sure smells good.”
“Mom’s pot roast,” Savannah said.
“I’m so hungry after smelling that for darn near an hour that I don’t know if I can make it home without stopping to eat something.”
“Want to join us?” Gladys asked. “There’s plenty.”
“Thank you, Gladys, I really appreciate it, but we’re eating at the inn tonight.” He winked and said as if sharing a secret, “Mattie’s making lasagna.”
“Ohhh,” Michael said. “Craig, can I come with you?”
“Absolutely, Michael.”
“No he can’t,” Savannah said.
Craig smirked jokingly at Michael. “Sorry buddy. You’re going to have to eat that scrumptious-smelling pot roast.” He headed toward the door, calling over his shoulder, “Enjoy. I’ll be in touch.”
“Thank you, Craig,” Savannah called, slumping into a chair. “Well, that was a lot of nothing,” she complained. “All of that information and no real clues. Poor Rags.” She took a ragged breath and said to Karl, “I’m sure sorry to have our dinner hour ruined like this. And you were beaten up in the process. I hope everyone’s still hungry.”
“Karl, you were beaten up?” Michael asked.
“Yeah, the guy who took Rags hit him over the head,” Savannah said. 
“Well, at least that’s what we think happened,” Karl said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I sure went down.
“Poor guy,” Gladys soothed. She said, “Well, let’s pull the roast out and let it rest. Shall we have a glass of wine in the meantime?” 
“Sounds good,” Michael said.
“Sure does,” Karl said. “What would you like me to do?”
 
 **** 
“I like Karl,” Savannah said later that evening as she and Michael prepared for bed.
“Yeah, he’s interesting,” Michael said.
Savannah added, “And easy to talk to. He’s just a nice guy.”
Michael smiled. “Your mom seems happy.”
“Yes, she really likes him.”
“Really likes him?” Michael said. He chuckled. “Like going steady  liking ?”
Savannah grinned briefly and mumbled, “Maybe.”
When Michael heard her deep sigh, he sat down on the bed next to her and held her. “We’ll find him,” he whispered. “He always finds his way back to us and he will this time.”
“I don’t think so, Michael,” she said, sobbing. “I have no hope at all of finding him.”
“What?” he exclaimed.
“There’s absolutely no trail, no clues, nothing,” she lamented. She pulled away from him. “My phone,” she said, picking it up and looking at the screen. “It’s Craig.” She answered, “Hi, Craig. Please tell me…”
“What, Savannah? What do you want to hear?”
“You sound cranky. Are you all right?”
He let out a sigh. “Not really. I have you expecting miracles and my wife heading out into the wild blue yonder looking for a fountain of youth or something.” When Savannah didn’t respond, he spoke more gently, “I’m sorry, honey. I know you’re upset. I am, too. I’m pretty attached to that crazy cat of yours and to you and Michael. You can bet that I’ll do everything—I mean everything—to make sure he’s not in any danger.”
“Danger?” she gasped. “You think he’s in danger?”
“I hope not and, from what you told me, probably not. But we don’t know. Priority number one is to find him, and I may have a lead.”
“Really?” she squealed.
“Now, let’s don’t get overly eager here, but it could be a viable lead. More than one resident over in that housing tract said they saw a taxi in their neighborhood this afternoon. They wouldn’t have thought it odd, except that it came twice—maybe three times.”
“Hmmm. A cab, huh?”
“Yes, and you said you think this guy was on your property earlier in the afternoon and again later when Rags went missing.”
“Maybe,” she said, “if it was the same guy.”
“Only thing is…” he said.
She held her breath. “What?”
“The cab they saw was blue, and there are no blue cabs anywhere around here.”
“Taxicab,” she muttered.
“What?” he asked.
“Well, something is niggling at me, but I’m just so tired I can’t think tonight. Listen, it’s late; if I remember what it is I’ll call you in the morning. Why don’t you get some sleep now, too.”
Craig hesitated, then said, “Okay, night-night.”
“What was that about?” Michael asked.
“Someone saw a blue cab in Karl’s tract this afternoon, and Craig tried to track the company for information—you know, in case the guy who took Rags used a cab. But he couldn’t find a blue cab company anywhere in the area.”
“So?” Michael said.
“So, another dang dead end, I guess.” She closed her eyes for a moment, “…only…”
“Only what?”
“I don’t know. I guess I’d better quit overtaxing my brain and try to get some sleep.” She asked, “Michael, will you pray with me before we go to bed?”
 
 **** 
“The cab!” Savannah screeched during breakfast the next morning. She turned to Gladys. “Mom, you said the man wearing the beret took a cab that night from the theater.”
“Yes,” Gladys said. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I guess it’s not actually important. I mean, people take cabs all the time in a city like San Francisco. But it’s kind of unusual up here in these small communities.”
“Yes, it is, but not unheard of,” Michael said.
Savannah continued eating, then muttered, “Blue. Mom,” she said, “was it a blue cab? Did that man in the beret leave in a blue taxicab?”
“Huh?” Gladys asked, confused. “Blue? I don’t know…I mean. Gosh, I don’t remember. Let me think about it. Why?”
“Well, the people over where Karl lives saw a blue cab in their neighborhood twice yesterday. Blue.”
“You think he took a cab from San Francisco?” Gladys’s eyes brightened. “Was he wearing a beret and a tweed jacket?”
“Not when I saw him,” Savannah said.
“What about a moustache?” Gladys asked.
“I don’t know. I didn’t see his face.”
“Sounds like you’re reaching for straws, hon,” Michael said gently.
“I’m turning over every leaf,” she spat. “That’s what you do in a criminal case. You have to think outside the box and consider all possibilities, even obscure ones.” She stood up and walked swiftly out the door.
When Michael heard her phone ring, he picked it up. “Hi, Craig. I don’t think Savannah heard her phone. Let me go get her. I think she went out to feed the horses.”
“Wait, Michael,” Craig said.
“Yeah?”
“How is she?”
“Worried, upset, distraught. You know how she feels about that cat,” Michael said.
“Yes, I do.”
“Any leads?”
“Not really,” Craig said.
Michael hesitated before saying, “Well Craig, I don’t know what it’s worth, but I heard about the cab that seemed suspicious in the tract behind us. Savannah remembered her mother telling her that the man at the theater—you know, the one Gladys said seemed to be so taken with Rags—he left the theater that night in a cab.”
“And it was blue!” Gladys called out. 
“Just a minute, Craig,” Michael said. He asked Gladys, “You say the cab was blue? Are you sure?”
“Yes, I remember now thinking that it was the odd man out. There were two yellow cabs out front and this blue one. I don’t think I’d seen a blue one before. Yes, he got into the blue one—in the front seat.”
“Okay,” Michael said into the phone, “Gladys just remembered that the cab the man in the beret took was blue.”
After a moment of silence, Craig said, “So do you think he hired a cab from the city to come here and take the cat? Who would do that?”
“Well, I’m not sure we’re dealing with someone who’s in his right mind. Do you think he is, Craig?”
“Probably not,” the detective agreed. “Hey Michael, I have an idea. Would you give me Arthur’s number? I want to ask him a few questions.”
“Sure, Craig, whatever will help. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do, will you?”
“I will. But thanks for this. It just might be the break we need to tie up some very loose ends.”
“You okay?” Michael asked when he joined Savannah out at the corrals minutes later.
“Yes. Just needed some fresh air.”
“Craig called. He’s following a lead. He said he’ll keep us informed.”
“Oh. Really?” she chirped. “Where? What sort of lead?”
“I think he wants to learn more about that guy your mom saw at the theater—the one wearing the beret.”
Frustrated, Savannah blew a puff of air through her lips. “Seems like a long shot. I mean, Michael, we have a possibility of four or five different people as potential suspects, all behaving suspiciously. How does that even make any sense? Craig might go off after one of them and waste valuable time. Meanwhile, the real catnapper could hide Rags away where we’ll never find him. They might even ship him to another country.”
“Now, Savannah.”
“Really, Michael,” she said, gaining energy. “I wonder if I could get Craig to put someone on each of those men who have acted suspiciously—the man in the uniform, the one in the beret, the skinny guy in tight jeans, the deliveryman, and maybe even the guy who lost his dog. They all need to be tailed and interrogated.”
 
 **** 
Later that day Savannah’s phone rang. “Hi, Iris,” she greeted.
“Hi. Are the kids down for a nap?”
“Right on schedule,” Savannah said. “Why?”
“I thought maybe you could use a walk with a friend—you know, fresh air and an ear.”
“Oh, Iris, you’re so sweet, but…”
“But what?”
“Well, I don’t know. I was just going over my notes for the fundraiser. It’s day after tomorrow, you know.”
“Yes, and what is it you must do today?” Iris asked. “Is it something I can help with?”
“Well, it’s all last-minutes stuff, actually. Michael has Antonio and Juan coming over tomorrow afternoon to help, and a committee will be here first thing Saturday morning to set up.” Savannah thought for a moment, “Hey, Mom’s here. Yeah, let me check with her and see if I can sneak away for a bit.” When Savannah returned to the phone, she said, “Yes, Iris. A walk sounds nice.” Hesitantly, she asked, “Have you heard anything from Craig?” 
“Not today,” Iris said. “Things have been quiet around here. He didn’t even come to the inn for lunch, and he eats lunch here a lot. He’s one of Mattie’s biggest foodie fans.”
Savannah chuckled. “What did she fix today?”
“I had leftover lasagna. She made that for dinner last night.”
“I heard,” Savannah said. “Craig was eager to get there for his lasagna dinner last night. If he knows there’s some left, he’ll probably stop in for another plate of it this afternoon.”
“Probably,” Iris said. “So, want to meet me here at the inn?”
“Okay,” Savannah agreed.
“You were right,” Iris said, greeting Savannah minutes later.
“About what?” Savannah asked.
“Craig came in for a plate of lasagna.”
Savannah chuckled.
“I think he wants to talk to you. Do you have time?” Iris asked.
“Yes.” Savannah said with some relief. “I’d like to touch base with him. Hi, Craig,” she said quietly as she and Iris joined him in the kitchen. “Sorry to disturb your favorite lunch. Iris said you want to talk to me.”
“Yeah.” He wiped his mouth with a napkin and faced her. “How are you, kid?”
“Doing okay. Sure miss him. And I’m worried about what’s happening to him.”
“Well, don’t be,” Craig said.
She stood up straighter. “Why? Do you know something?”
He grimaced. “Not yet. But we’re close. We will get him…or her.”
“Her?” Savannah said. “A woman took him?” She widened her eyes. “Craig, there was a woman at our meeting yesterday.” She stopped herself. “I guess I told you that. We don’t know anything about her, and she was behaving rather oddly.”
Craig shook his head. “No. We still don’t know who took him, but we’re closing in and checking every possible lead. Crossing things off the list is just as important as finding clues. We’ll narrow it down, and then we’ll know who our culprit is.”
“Okay. So is there anything you can tell me?”
“Sure, I learned a few things about the beret man from Arthur.”
“You did? What?” Savannah asked eagerly.
“Well, he’s an actor, as you may know, and part of a little theater group in San Francisco. As I understand it, he’s not getting many paying parts these days and his funds are diminishing, so he’s taking on some unusual side jobs. At least I’d consider them unusual—doorman, food-delivery guy, valet…” He chuckled. “Arthur said he takes every role very seriously, whether he’s rehearsing for a play or delivering a pizza. He goes the extra mile with role-playing. Know what I mean?”
“I guess so. What about the others we consider suspects—the delivery man at the nursing home, the man checking our gas meter or whatever, the man who went to Auntie’s…”
“We’re looking for all of them as we speak. I have feelers out all over the place. Nothing to report yet, I’m afraid.” Craig stood up and looked into her eyes. “Stay strong. We will find him.”
“In San Francisco?” she asked, weakly.
“Wherever he is. Once we know more about this guy, we’ll put out bulletins. Rags has quite a following, doesn’t he?”
She nodded.
“Well, fans are sometimes our best detectives in situations like this.”
“You’ve had situations like this before?” Iris asked.
“Well, not exactly like this, but yeah, missing animals, cars, persons…” He looked down at his plate. “That’s all I have to report today. You girls have a good walk. Got your phone with you in case something happens on my end?”
Savannah and Iris both nodded.
 
 **** 
The two women had been walking and talking for a while when they approached a freshly painted picket fence.
“Isn’t this where Liam lives?” Savannah asked. “Hey, they’ve been doing some fixing up around here.” She gazed across the yard. “Looks nice.”
“Yes, a neighbor told me that some of the teens got together and decided to do something nice for Madeline and Liam. Look, there he is,” Iris said. She smiled. “Hi, Liam. How’s your new kitty?” She said to Savannah. “He has a new kitty. Did you know that?”
“No. That’s wonderful,” Savannah said.
“Want to see her?” the boy asked excitedly.
They heard a voice bellow from the house, “Liam, who are you talking to?”
“My friends,” he said, running to join his mother at the door. He pointed. “See, it’s those ladies with Rags.” He asked Savannah, “Where’s Rags?”
“Um…oh, he’s not with us today. I’d sure like to meet your kitty, though, if it’s okay.”
“Yes.” Madeline stepped outside and approached the two women. “It’s really a nice cat. My gosh, nothing like most cats—you know, she’s friendly, clean, well-mannered, and funny as all get out. Yeah, this cat’s different.”
“Of course she is,” Savannah said, smiling. When Liam returned from the house with a small fur ball in his arms, she felt instant emotion. “She’s beautiful,” Savannah gushed, taking the fluffy grey-and-white kitten from the boy. “What’s her name?”
“Fluffy,” he said, proudly.
“I like that. Liam, it looks like you’re taking good care of her,” Savannah said, snuggling with the kitten.
“He’d darn well better,” his mother said. When she saw the two women staring at her, she changed her tone a little. “Well, she’s just so special, that’s all. She deserves to be treated good.”
Both Savannah and Iris smiled.
Savannah said, “Your yard looks nice.”
“Yes, thanks to those kids up the street. They finally figured out that there’s more to life than smoking and lazing around all day. They do odd jobs for me, and I bake for them.” Madeline leaned forward, sharing proudly, “They love my lemon meringue pie.”
“Cool.” Savannah passed Fluffy back over the fence to Liam. “Good to see you both. So glad you’re doing well.” She ruffled the fur on the kitten’s head. “I just love little Fluffy. What a cutie.”
Madeline smiled and started to walk away with Liam, then turned and said to Iris, “By the way, I saw workers over there a few days ago at the gnarly tree you’re so fascinated with.”
Iris turned to her.
“Yeah, I’m told they closed up that fissure or whatever it was so folks won’t get that crazy feeling no more,” Madeline added.
“Crazy feeling?” Iris questioned.
“You know, it was like something was squirting out of the ground, and it was freaking people out. Well, it’s not doing that no more.”
“Oh!” Iris said, looking in the direction of the tree. “Did they say what it was?”
Madeline shrugged. “Not that I know of, but I think the county council was afraid it was dangerous somehow and they might get sued, so they fixed it for good.”
Savannah couldn’t help but chuckle when she saw Iris’s expression, but she didn’t comment until they’d moved on down the trail, away from Madeline and her son. “So I guess that wasn’t a healing spa, huh?” 
“Sheesh, I don’t know,” Iris said.
“A gas leak?” Savannah suggested.
Iris grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Oh, that would have been awful if I’d opened a spa over a natural-gas leak.”
“Yeah, you wouldn’t get many return clients. You’d be asphyxiating them all the first time around.”
“Don’t say that!” Iris demanded. “No, that wasn’t gas escaping. It couldn’t be. We would have smelled it, right?”
“You’d think so,” Savannah agreed.
“Well, I believe those workers tampered with a natural hot spring or electromagnetic field,” Iris insisted.
“Or maybe it was the utility company fixing a short in their equipment,” Savannah suggested. 
“Huh?”
“In that case you won’t be giving shock treatments to clients. Whew! You sure dodged a bullet there, girlfriend.”
“Awww, Savannah, that wasn’t anything man-made, I tell you; it was natural, and I just missed out on a great money-making opportunity by not jumping on it more quickly. Darn,” she said, stomping her feet.
Savannah looped her arm in Iris’s. “Oh, come on. Things aren’t that bad. You still have your beautiful inn, a great reputation there, and a few decorating clients. What do you need with another burden?”
“Burden?” she shrieked. “It might have been a really good moneymaker.”
Savannah smirked at her friend. “Well, it is no more—so get over it.”
“I’m over it,” Iris said. “Yeah, maybe it wouldn’t have been such a good idea.” She faced Savannah. “But what about your grandpa and the mention of that spot in his book? Folks knew about it way back before they laid gas lines and electric lines; besides, the electric lines here are above ground. Yeah, I think whoever closed up that fissure or whatever it is, covered up a very important natural…um…something.”
“You’re not going to give it up, are you?” Savannah scolded.
“Are you going to give up on your cat?” Iris asked.
When Savannah began to tear up, Iris, hugged her and said, “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean it. Of course, Rags is more important than any old hole in the ground.”
Before Savannah could respond, her phone chimed. “Hi, Craig,” she said.
“I think we’ve got our guy.”
Savannah suddenly stopped. “What? Did you find Rags?”
“No, not yet, but I think we know who has him.”
“Which one of those suspects is it?” Savannah asked.
“All of them,” he said, matter-of-factly, “or at least some of them.”
“What?”
“He’s dedicated to the theater, Savannah, and a master of disguise. One of his jobs was as a makeup artist in Hollywood. And,” he paused, “he once worked in the circus—you know, when circuses were cool, and relatively safe. Know what he did?”
“What?” Savannah asked.
“Lion tamer.”
“Oh my gosh,” Savannah said. “But that still doesn’t explain why he wants Rags so badly.”
“I’m afraid we don’t have an answer to that part of the puzzle yet. But I’m having my friend on the San Francisco Police Department, Pat Patterson, look the guy up as we speak, and when we find him, I’m certain we’ll find your cat.”
“What great news. Oh, Craig, I sure hope…”
“Whoa,” he said, “if it happens the way we think it will, yes, it’s very good news. But we aren’t there yet. We don’t know if he actually has him, if he ever had him, if he handed him off to someone… There are still a lot of unknowns. Just know that we’re working on it, and we think we’re close to finding him.”
“Thank you,” she said quietly.
Craig cleared his throat, then asked, “So are you gals having a good walk? Did you get a thrill on Blueberry Hill?”
“What?” Savannah asked.
“At that squirty place my wife keeps talking about. Did it shock or spit on you or whatever?”
“No. It seems it’s been repaired, or at least closed up. No more thrill on Blueberry Hill,” Savannah said, chuckling.
 
 **** 
Savannah couldn’t wait to share the potentially good news with Michael and Gladys that evening when they all came together at the dinner table.
“So it  was the man in the beret?” Gladys asked.
“Evidently,” Savannah said, “and the man who visited Auntie, and the delivery guy and…”
“One and the same?” Michael asked. “All disguises?”
“I guess so. I wonder which one he really is,” Savannah said. “I mean what does it say on his driver’s license?”
“It’s doubtful he has one. He seems to always be taking a taxi,” Gladys reminded her.
“Has Craig actually found the guy?” Michael asked. “Has he been detained?”
“I haven’t heard,” Savannah said. “His friend in the San Francisco Police Department is going to confront the actor and hopefully find Rags with him. That would be ideal.”
“Yes, it would,” Michael agreed. In an attempt to change the subject, he asked, “So are you ready for the big event on Saturday?”
“No. But Iris reminded me I don’t really have a lot to do. We have a committee. Mom and I’ll put pretty bows on some of my jelly and jam jars for the raffle table. I may have to iron some tablecloths—things like that. Are Antonio and Juan still planning to help you set up the tables and chairs?”
“Yes,” Michael said.
“Thank heavens for committees,” Gladys cheered.
“Oh yes. And we have some really good committee members in the cat alliance,” Savannah said. “The best, actually.”
Gladys smiled.
When Savannah’s phone rang, she stood up. “Sorry guys, I have to get it. It could be Craig.”
“It’s okay, hon,” Michael said.
“Hi, Craig. Did you find him?”
“We found the perp, yes. Patterson has a bead on where he might be. So far, though, they haven’t been able to put their hands on him.” 
“Doesn’t he have an address?” she asked.
“He’s currently crashing on a wharf, probably in one of the warehouses or storage units that have been converted into apartments,” Craig explained. “Patterson doesn’t know which of the series of warehouse conversions he’s staying in, but he’s evidently there in order to stay in character.”
“Stay in character?” she asked.
“Yes, he wants to try out for a part that takes place in a warehouse district in Chicago, so he’s trying to acclimate himself to the circumstances.”
“Wow! He sounds dedicated. But is Rags with him? Is there any evidence that he has Rags?” Savannah asked.
“Once they find him, if Rags isn’t with him they’ll check for cat fur on his clothes and belongings,” Craig explained. “From there, if he isn’t talking we’ll put the screws to him. Oh, he’ll talk,” he assured her.
“Well, let me know,” Savannah begged. “I’m on pins and needles here.”
“I’m sure you are,” Craig said compassionately. “I believe you’ll have your cat home sooner rather than later. The guy’s gotta make a mistake.”
“Can you find him through one of his employers—you know for one of those jobs—food delivery or whatever?” Savannah asked.
“We’re doing that as we speak,” Craig said. “We know where some of his acting buddies hang out and we have people checking on that as well. Talk soon.”



Chapter Seven
   
The next day Savannah was surprised by an early-morning call. “Rochelle, hi! How are you?”
“I’m good. Can you talk?”
“Yeah, is everything okay? Why are you calling so early?” “I’m sorry,” Rochelle said. “I didn’t get you up, did I?”
Savannah pulled her light robe around herself. “No. I’m up, but just barely. What’s going on?”
“I was concerned about you.”
“Me? Why?” Savannah asked.
Rochelle paused. “Savannah, is Rags all right? I mean…”
“Rochelle, do you know something? Tell me. Do you know where he is?”
“Oh no, Savannah. So something  is wrong. I sure hoped it was an errant image that meant nothing. What happened?”
“What do you see, Rochelle?” Savannah begged. “It didn’t occur to me to call you. I keep forgetting about your…um…gift. Do you know where he is?”
“I’m afraid not,” she said, “at least not precisely.” Rochelle asked compassionately, “Can you tell me what happened?” 
“I don’t know,” Savannah wailed. “After we got home from San Francisco, I started getting calls from some guy who said he wanted to buy Rags. Then there were strange men showing up under suspicious circumstances, and…”
“Strange men?”
“Well, it turns out it was probably the same guy, only he used disguises.”
“Oh,” Rochelle exclaimed. “That explains why my vision was so confusing to me. Of course. Now I get it.”
“Get what?” Savannah asked. “What do you know, Rochelle?”
“Nothing, really. It’s just that…” She sighed deeply. “Well, I was awakened last night by a cat, and I was pretty sure it was your cat, Rags. I sensed that he was…”
“In danger?” Savannah blurted. “Is he in danger?”
“I don’t think so, except…”
“What, Rochelle?”
“Well, he’s not happy, I can tell you that. He doesn’t want to be where he is. He desperately wants to be with you.”
“Ohhh, poor Ragsie. He misses me?”
“That’s the message I received loud and clear,” Rochelle said. “He’s being treated okay, but he’s…well, I’d say uncomfortable. I mean he’s uncomfortable on many levels.”
“Uncomfortable?” Savannah repeated.
“Yes, I’m not sure, but I think he’s confined, for one thing, so he’s physically uncomfortable. Wait! It’s not an enclosure as much as it’s like a…a cocoon or a corset.”
“A corset?” Savannah questioned.
Rochelle paused for a moment. “Yes, that’s what keeps coming to me, the image of him in a corset.”
“Where is he? Can he tell you where he is?” Savannah begged. “Who has him? Do you see who has him?”
“That’s the odd part,” Rochelle said. “I keep sensing water. A lot of water. He could be near where they keep boats.”
“A harbor? But where? There are a lot of harbors and piers and ocean here in California, as you know.”
“I know,” Rochelle groaned. “Savannah, I wish I could give you something more specific. Listen, I’ll do some meditating today and see if the images become more clear to me.”
“Thank you, Rochelle. I’m encouraged! At least it sounds like maybe he’s not in danger. But that corset thing is a little disturbing. I wish I knew what that was about. Yes, let me know if you get a clearer image. And thank you for calling.”
“Sure. I hesitated calling. Truly, I hoped that was just a crazy dream with no bearing on reality, but…”
“Yes, it could be real. Rochelle, you’ve actually made me feel a little better. Now if we can just find him before anything bad happens to him.”
“Keep good thoughts, Savannah,” Rochelle suggested. “I’ll be in touch.”
“Who’s not in danger?” Michael asked, stepping out of the bathroom.
“Rags,” she said brightly. She looked down at the phone in her hand. “That was Rochelle. She had a vision. She didn’t even know Rags was missing, and she said he came to her in a dream or something and he seems okay. He might be on a boat or at least near boats.”
Michael stared at her for a moment, then rubbed his wet hair with a towel, asking, “How often is Rochelle right about these things?” 
“I don’t know, but I think I’ve known her to be right more often than not.” She tilted her head. “Michael, as foreign as her weird insightfulness is to me, I have to admit she’s sure been right about a lot of things over the years that we’ve known her. I can’t even remember a time when she wasn’t. Can you?” “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t really pay much attention when she has those vision things.” He pulled a shirt on over his head. “So she says the old boy communicated with her? And he seems to be okay?”
“Yes!” she said gleefully. She laughed. “But he’s not happy with the corset he’s wearing.”
Michael faced her. “Say what?” 
“Rochelle saw him wearing a corset or something like a corset, and he says it’s too confining. He doesn’t like it.”
Michael shrugged. “That’s odd.” Buttoning his jeans, he asked, “So are you going to tell all this to the detective?”
“Yes, I sure am. He needs every bit of evidence and information he can get, even if some of it’s kind of out there.”
“Yeah, Rags on a boat wearing a corset,” Michael murmured. “That does present quite a peculiar picture.” He grinned at her. “That’s something Rob would be interested in for one of the children’s books.”
Savannah thought about the concept, then walked into the bathroom.
 
 **** 
“A corset?” Craig exclaimed into the phone later. “Savannah, I’ve met Rochelle, and I like her and Peter. They seem like normal people, but my impression of her is a bit—what would you say—cockeyed, after hearing about this.”
“Oh, Craig,” Savannah soothed, “just put that information into your memory bank. It might prove to be important or not. Don’t discard it—especially the part about the boats.”
“Now that’s another thing,” Craig said. “Can you imagine your cat on a boat?”
“Sure, he’s been on a boat before,” Savannah said. “He’s not crazy about water, but it doesn’t freak him out, either.”
“Well, in my world, cats and boats and water belong at opposite ends of the dictionary.”
“Huh?” Savannah muttered.
“I can’t imagine your cat anywhere near the water, at least not willingly.”
“Craig, let’s not miss any opportunities to find him,” Savannah said, choking up. “You usually listen to Rags. You pay attention to his clues before you pay attention to mine. Craig, I think Rags spoke to Rochelle last night.” “Why Rochelle?” he asked. “Why not you or me?” “Because  she knows how to listen, and you obviously don’t.” Savannah felt uncomfortable with the silence that followed. She wasn’t about to speak lest her emotions come even closer to the surface. 
After pondering her comment, Craig finally said, “Well, that certainly makes sense.”
“Yes, it does,” she said. “So will you check out this lead or theory or whatever it is?”
“Well actually, Savannah, that’s exactly where the clues are taking us today.”
“Where?” she asked.
“To a small marina in the Bay Area. Want to go?”
“Me? When?” she asked. “I’m getting ready for a big fundraiser here this weekend, you know.”
“I’ll have you back in time. See if Helena will help with the kids and the party preparations. I’d really like you to be there. Rags will respond to you—you know, in case he’s locked away someplace.” Craig said more quietly, thinking aloud, “Maybe we should get Rochelle in on this raid, as well.”
“When are you leaving?” she asked.
“I’ve reserved seats on a flight to San Francisco. It leaves in two hours. I can pick you up at eight thirty. Can you do it?”
“Yes. I’ll make it work. I’ll call Rochelle.”
“You can do that on the way,” he said. “If she can do it, we’ll discuss where to meet once we land in San Francisco. Just get some breakfast and pack a few things: Rags’s things and something for overnight, just in case we get hung up there.”
“Okay. See you at eight thirty,” she said before ending the call.
“See who?” Michael asked once she’d finished the call.
She took a deep breath. “Craig.” She sat down on the bed next to where Michael was putting on his shoes. “He thinks he knows where Rags is, and he wants me to go with him to a marina in the Bay Area to see if we can find him.” When she saw the concern on Michael’s face, she said, “Craig believes he’ll have a better chance of finding Rags if I’m with him. He’s confident that Rags will respond if he hears or senses me.”
Michael finished tying his shoes and stood up. “What about that long to-do list I saw you working on last night? Hon, you have a big fundraiser happening here tomorrow afternoon.”
“I know that, Michael,” she said walking into the kitchen with him. “Mom knows what needs to be done, and I’ll get Helena or her sister to come in and help. Antonio and Juan said they’d help. Everything will be fine.”
“But what about me?” he asked quietly. When he heard Gladys chuckle, he glanced at her and sat down at the table. “Well, don’t I count?”
“Of course you do, honey,” Savannah said, wrapping her arms around him. He scooted his chair out and she sat down on his lap and smothered him with kisses.
“Mommy doing?” Teddy asked, walking into the room with his small wagon. “Mommy doing, huh, Mommy?” he asked again, raising his arms to be lifted.
Savannah and Michael laughed as she lifted him onto her lap and the two of them snuggled with their baby son. 
“A piggy pile?” Lily asked, running from where she’d been pouring kibbles for the cats. “Can I play?” she asked, trying to climb onto what was beginning to resemble a human totem pole.
“The more the merrier,” Savannah said, helping her up.
That’s when Michael shouted, “Hey, you guys are squashing Daddy!” The more he complained, the more the children laughed. When he started tickling Lily and Teddy, the children giggled and wriggled so much that they slipped off Savannah’s lap, and she eased each of them down onto the floor. She stood up and Michael said, “Ahhh, that’s much better. Now Daddy can breathe.”
“Again! Again!” Teddy cried, trying to climb up onto Michael’s lap.
“Let’s eat breakfast now,” he said. “Come on, let’s eat some yummy fruit and peanut- butter-banana toast.”
“Yay!” Lily cheered, scrambling up onto her booster seat.
“Yay!” Teddy mimicked as Savannah lifted him into his high chair.
“So you’re going where?” Gladys asked once they were all seated.
“The Bay Area on a small plane with Craig. He has a lead on where Rags might be.”
“So he went fishing?” Michael asked.
Savannah giggled. “Could be, I guess. He does like fish.” She continued, “I remember once when he was a kitten…”
“Rags was a tiny kitten, Mommy?” Lily asked.
“Yes, he was. But Mommy didn’t adopt him until he was a teenager kitten. On his first night home, I thought he might want to play with Bubbles, my fish.”
“A goldfish?” Lily asked. “You wanted him to play with your goldfish?”
“No,” Savannah yelped. “I didn’t want Rags to play with Bubbles, so when we went to bed I put him in a closet on a high shelf and....”
“You put Rags in the closet?” Lily asked.
Savannah shook her head. “No, Bubbles.”
“So Rags wouldn’t hurt him?” Lily asked. 
“Yes. When I got up in the morning, guess what I found?”
“Rags?” the child chirped.
“Yes, Rags and a broken fishbowl and no goldfish.”
“Where did Bubbles go?” Lily asked, wide-eyed.
“Probably in Rags’s tummy,” Michael said.
“Rags ate Bubbles?” Lily asked disbelieving. “Tiny kitten Rags ate your goldfish, Mommy?”
“That’s what I thought, until I found Bubbles on a shelf in a cupboard a few weeks later,” Savannah explained.
“Live?” Lily asked.
“No. Fish can’t live out of water,” Savannah explained. “I guess Rags didn’t want to eat Bubbles so he hid the fish from me.”
“Why, Mommy?”
“Why does Rags do any of the things he does?” Michael countered.
“Why, Daddy?” Lily persisted.
“Nobody knows,” he said. “Now eat your breakfast.”
 
 **** 
“So is everything in place at the busy Ivey household this morning?” Craig asked when he arrived at their door at eight thirty sharp.
“I hope so,” Savannah said. “Thank goodness for cell phones, in case I have forgotten a detail.” 
“Are you taking all this?” he asked when he saw what Savannah had packed.
“Oh, Craig, it’s just an overnight bag and a tote. I have Rags’s harness and leash, his backpack, and his favorite blankie for his trip home, food in case he hasn’t been fed…oh, and treats that might help us lure him.”
Craig shook his head. “So you’ve packed for two.”
“Indeed I have.” She pointed. “You can take the duffle bag, if you will. Thanks.” She invited hugs from the children and told her mother good-bye. “Now call if you need anything, Mom. Helena will be coming over to help. You have my to-do list. Michael’s leaving the clinic early this afternoon to help Antonio and Juan set up tables, chairs, and shade tarps.”
“We’ll be just fine, Vannie,” Gladys said. “You go on now and bring back your cat.”
“Sure hope so.” She picked up her purse and the tote and headed toward the door.
“That bag looks heavy,” Gladys said. “What do you have in there?” Savannah frowned. “Yes, it is heavier than I thought.” She patted the blanket on top and said with a laugh, “I guess I’m getting weak. Bye everyone! Love you!”
“Did you call Rochelle?” Craig asked, driving out of the driveway.
“No. Like you said, I had a busy morning. I’ll do it now.” Savannah placed the call. “Good morning, Rochelle.”
“Hi. Everything okay?” “Yes. I’m with Craig, and we’re coming down your way to see if we can find Rags. With what you told me this morning and some leads Craig has uncovered, he thinks he knows where to look. He wondered if you would be able to meet up with us and maybe guide us in finding him.”
“Certainly I will,” Rochelle said. “When and where?”
“Um, I don’t know yet. We’re heading to a small airport up here. Just a minute, Rochelle.” She turned to Craig. “Do you know where you want Rochelle to meet us?”
“I have the address on my phone,” he said. “Tell her you’ll send it after you end your call. Tell her it will be coming from another device.”
“Have you ever flown out of here?” Craig asked, pulling into a small airport about forty-five minutes later.
“A couple of times,” she said. “I like those puddle jumpers.”
“Puddle jumpers?” he questioned. 
“That’s what Dad used to call small airplanes—puddle jumpers.”
Craig grinned as he turned off the ignition and proceeded to exit the car. He opened the back passenger door and gasped, stepping back so quickly he stumbled and fell against a parked car.
“What’s the matter?” Savannah asked, clasping her hands at her chest.
“Good god, Savannah. You could have told me you brought her. But why?”
“Huh?” Savannah said. “What are you talking about? What’s in there? A spider? Lizard?”
“Cat!” he spat. “A dang cat. Why, Savannah?”
She moved closer to Craig and peered into the car, where she was surprised to see two bright gold eyes staring back at her.

 Mew!

“Glori, for heaven’s sake. How did you…? Oh Craig, I’m sorry. I don’t know how…” When she saw Rags’s blanket draping from the tote bag, she said, “She must have crawled in under that blanket for her morning nap. I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry.” 
When he didn’t respond, she looked sheepishly at him and saw that he was grinning and shaking his head. “A real stowaway, huh? So you didn’t plan this?” he asked.
“No, but she could actually be helpful in finding Rags. She does love him, which might be why she chose to nap under his favorite blanket this morning,” she quipped. “Or maybe she knew we were going in search of him. She seems a little sad lately.”
“Well, how will you handle her on the plane? You didn’t sneak a cage in too, did you?”
Savannah shook her head. “No. But Glori’s fairly manageable. I should be able to carry her and keep her contained on my lap, using the blanket.” When she saw Craig’s doubtful look, she said, “Really, she’s well-mannered and quiet. Not a behavioral problem at all.”
“Except that she stowed away,” he complained. More impatiently, he said, “Well, get your stuff and wrap up the cat as best you can. We have a plane to catch.”
“Oh, wait,” Savannah said, “I have Rags’s leash and his carry pack. I may be able to adjust his harness to fit her. Yeah, we’ll be okay. She’s a good girl. You’ll see.”
“You’re flying with a live animal?” the clerk asked several minutes later when the couple and the cat reached the check-in counter. “It will have to go below in a container.”
“Oh no,” Savannah said. “I’ll hold her on my lap. I promise she won’t cause any trouble.”
“It’s regulations,” the woman explained drily. 
Savannah shook her head defiantly. “No! No way will I allow her to ride down there. Listen, she’s a stowaway. She’s going to help us find my other cat—he’s rather famous, you know. If you care about cats you might have heard of Rags. He works with the police to nab criminals.”
The ticketing agent looked down at Glori and back at Savannah. “It’s regulations. It must ride in a crate below.”
Craig let out a sigh, moved up next to Savannah, and showed his badge. “Police business, ma’am. This is a member of our feline team. We’re on our way to the Bay Area to rescue this team member,” he said, flashing a picture of Rags on an official-looking identification card. “None of our feline or canine team members ever fly below. Now, let’s hurry this up. We have a deputy cat in serious trouble, and we need to deploy quickly in order to save him.”
“Oh,” the woman said, glancing at Glori again and at Savannah. “Okay, then you’re all set. Gate two. They’re waiting for you, Detective.” 
Savannah picked up Glori and skipped a little to catch up with Craig. She couldn’t help but glance back at the ticketing agent, who was staring blankly after them. “That was some fast talking you just did, Craig, Thank you so much for not allowing them to put her below. I just think that would be horrible for an animal.” She snuggled with Glori. “You get to sit with us, Deputy Glori.” She tilted her head and said, “You have an ID card for Rags? I didn’t know that.”
Craig simply winked at her and continued leading the way to gate two.
 
 **** 
“Rochelle will meet us at the dock,” Savannah said to Craig as he drove the rental car toward a local wharf ninety minutes later. “She said she’ll probably be there ahead of us.” She snickered. “She couldn’t believe what Glori did this morning—you know, stowing away like that.”
“I’m still having trouble believing it myself,” he grumped.
Minutes later Savannah pointed. “There’s Rochelle’s car. Oh, I see her out on the dock. See her there?”
Once the threesome and the cat had exchanged greetings, Craig asked, “So Rochelle, have you had any more of those feelings you get? Do you know where we should look?”
She shook her head. “Only that I sense he’s close. If he’s not here now, he was here recently. I’m pretty sure this is the spot. What brought you here, Craig? Why this particular dock?”
“Well, it was a combination of several things that Arthur told me about the quirky actor and his fascination for the ocean, and the fact that there are warehouses here. As I told Savannah, the guy’s preparing to audition for a role that takes place on a wharf, and Arthur believes he’s currently living in a converted storage unit or warehouse somewhere. Arthur checked with some of this guy’s actor buddies, and a couple of them said they’ve seen him in this area. He knows someone with a boat here, and one of his friends or acquaintances said he heard Virgil was living on that boat.” He asked her, “Does this information coincide with your dream or whatever it was?”
“Well, I don’t know about that guy—you say his name is Virgil?” Rochelle said. “Yeah, I don’t know about him, but I believe Rags could be close.” She stooped over and petted Glori, who was on Rags’s leash. “Can she tune into him? I believe she can.”
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “She does sort of idolize him. She loves Buffy—they’re like soul mates, but there’s something special between her and Rags.” She chuckled. “Although I think it’s one-sided. She looks up to him, follows him around and all. He likes her, but he isn’t as fanatical about having a relationship as she seems to be. She actually takes kibbles to him from the kibbles bowl sometimes.”
“She takes food to him?” Rochelle confirmed. “Is that ever adorable.”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, and the other day Rags got closed in the linen closet.” She grimaced. “Yes, it happens. He can push the door open when he’s ready to come out, but Glori probably didn’t know that. When she realized where he was, she went bananas. She ran to us and began carrying on so much that we followed her to see what the problem was. She led us to the linen closet and sure enough, there was Rags inside trying to have a quiet afternoon nap.”
Rochelle smiled at the cat and scratched her behind one ear. “She’s a love bug. Sweet cat.”
“Well, gals, and cat, let’s do our thing,” Craig suggested.
“Which is?” Savannah asked.
“I want to snoop around and ask some questions. You two keep your eyes and ears open.”
“Yes, sir,” Savannah said, reaching to pick up Glori.
“Leave her down,” Craig suggested. “Let’s see where she wants to go.”
“Okay,” Savannah said, letting Glori take the lead. Craig and Rochelle followed. 
 
 **** 
“So what do we know?” Craig asked an hour later.
“That the catnapper, Virgil whatever-his-name-is, is kind of a character around here, and he’s rather elusive,” Savannah said. 
Rochelle agreed and added, “Even though he hangs around here, he’s rarely ever seen.” She asked Craig, “Do you think he’s a creature of the night? You know, he sleeps all day and comes out at night…like a cat? That could be why he’s seldom seen.” 
“Or it could be because he’s sometimes disguised, and people don’t recognize him,” Savannah suggested. “It appears he’s renting warehouse space here someplace, but no one seems to know where it is.”
Craig nodded. “That one guy believes he’s living on his friend’s boat.” When neither of the women responded, he said, “I’d like to check it out. That’s’ where I think we need to go first.” He looked at his notes and recited, “It’s the next-to-last boat in Section W.” 
“There’s W,” Rochelle said after they’d taken a long walk along the waterfront.
“The next-to-last boat is missing,” Savannah said, pointing. “I wonder if he took it out.”
Craig looked around. “Let’s see if we can find someone to ask.”
“Okay, I’ll catch up with you,” Savannah said. “I’m going to try putting Glori in the backpack.” 
Before she had the cat settled, Craig and Rochelle returned.
“Yup, it appears that the boat that’s missing belongs to a friend of the actor. The guy I talked to doesn’t know who took it out, but it could have been Virgil.”
Savannah stared out into the harbor, tears forming in her eyes. “I wonder if Rags is with him.” 
Rochelle put her arms around Savannah. “He’s okay. That I know. Rags is okay.”
Craig stared at Rochelle for a moment, then asked, “You gals hungry? Want to get lunch? We can eat right over there on the deck and watch for the boat to return.”
While the three of them were eating their burgers and fries, they took the opportunity to ask their waitperson a few questions. What they learned surprised them. 
“That was a bombshell,” Craig said a little while later, wadding up his napkin and dropping it onto his empty plate. He stared across the table. “I’d like to find out who was on that boat when it burned last night.”
“Me, too,” Savannah said weakly. “So, Craig, what will we do now?”
Craig turned to Rochelle. “Do you sense or feel anything or whatever it is that you do?”
She smiled coyly at Craig, closed her eyes for a moment, then said, “Rags is okay, and I don’t think he’s very far away.”
Savannah grasped her friend’s arm. “You’re sure? He wasn’t on that boat when it burned?”
She shook her head slowly. “Savannah, I’ve had a lot of things float and zip in and out of my consciousness since we’ve been sitting here. Some are stronger than others, and some are weaker. Based on what I know from similar things I’ve experienced in the past, Rags is okay. I believe that to my core. But where he is, I don’t know. So far, the zingers aren’t making any sense. They will in time, perhaps.”
Just then, the waiter appeared next to Craig. He leaned over and said quietly, “He wasn’t on the boat that burned. He’s staying in one of the converted units over on the east wing, but I couldn’t find out which one. That will narrow it down somewhat for you,” the young man said. 
“Was anyone hurt?” Rochelle asked. “I mean in the boat fire?”
The waiter shook his head. “Everyone was saved. No casualties. But the boat’s a total loss.”
“Thank you,” Craig said, handing the young man a fifty. “Keep the change.”
The waiter’s face lit up. “Thank you, sir.”
“Let’s go,” Craig said. “He could be on the move. If we get separated, let’s meet back here.” 
The women nodded and followed after the detective, who could only hope he was on the trail of the person they thought had catnapped Rags.
After wandering through alleyways surrounding what appeared to be warehouses and storage units with a random business operating here and there, Craig stopped and waited for the women to join him. He instructed, “Savannah, let the cat go on the leash. I want to see what she does.”
“Glori?” Savannah questioned.
“Yes, Glori. How many cats do you have with you?” he cranked.
“Okay, but remember, she doesn’t have good hearing. Don’t expect her to use her hearing to find Rags.”
Ignoring Savannah, Craig said, “Just put her on the ground. I want to see what she does. Watch her, now.” After a moment, he said, “Fish. I think she smells fish.”
“I’m sure that every board and crevice in this entire wharf reeks of fish,” Rochelle said.
“I hope that doesn’t impede her ability to find Rags’s scent,” Craig mumbled.
Savannah flashed a quick look at Craig and chose to ignore him.
“Okay, now where does she want to go?” Craig asked. “Just give her room to roam.”
“I am,” Savannah snapped. “She’s sizing things up. She doesn’t know where she wants to go yet.”
“She seems to be thinking about it, though, doesn’t she?” Rochelle noticed.
Savannah nodded. “She sure does. Look at her. She’s so alert. What is it, baby cat?” she crooned. She felt a tug on the leash and quickly stepped out after the cat, who was practically running along the planks. Rochelle and Craig followed. 
“She’s slowing down,” Craig said. “Hey, what does she want to do now, Savannah?”
“I don’t know. Let’s watch her,” she suggested.
That’s when Glori stopped and jumped up with her paws against a window, as if she were trying to peer into the building. 
“That window’s covered with some sort of dark plastic material,” Savannah said. “We can’t see inside.”
“Yeah, I hope they can’t see us out here,” Craig muttered. He looked around. “Where’s the door to that unit?”
Rochelle walked to one side of the building, then the other. “There are two doors,” she reported. “Big one around there; smaller one here.”
Craig pointed. “You girls knock on that door. I’ll stand outside the other one. If you spook him and he runs, I’ll nab him. If he opens the door and wants to talk to you, I’ll run around and get him from this side. We just don’t want to lose him.”
“What if he runs out this way?” Savannah asked. “I mean before you get here?”
“Trip him if you have to,” he said. “Now, go knock. Speak loudly when he answers, to let me know his demeanor and all.”
“Okay,” Savannah said, leading Glori to the door.
Rochelle followed. She grabbed Savannah’s arm and hissed, “This is the most excitement I’ve had all week.”
Savannah grinned at her friend. Once they were in position at the door, Savannah grimaced, then knocked loudly. She waited, and knocked again. After knocking a third time, she heard a lock disengage and she stepped back and waited. She called out, “Oh good, he’s unlocking the door. Hello,” she said loudly.
“What is it?” a man asked, opening the door just a couple of inches. “It’s not a fire or anything, is it? If not, leave me alone. I’m busy.”
“But, sir,” Savannah said, stalling, “yes, someone spotted a fire, and we’re trying to get everyone out before it…um…”
“…causes an explosion,” Rochelle continued.
Craig, who was grinning and shaking his head at Savannah’s attempts, pushed past the women. When the man started to run, Craig grabbed him and turned him around. “Not so fast, there.” He told Savannah, “Close the door.” To the man he said, “Turn on a light. Do you have any lighting in this dungeon?” 
“Yeah, who are you? What do you want?” the man demanded. “I’ll leave. Just let me get a few things. You don’t have to manhandle me, for cripe’s sake. Is this how firemen evacuate people these days?”
“Where’s the cat?” Craig growled, looking around. He lifted the black shade on the window.
“Cat? What cat?” the man asked.
Craig looked down at Glori. “The one this cat told us is in here,” he explained. “Where is he?”
“I don’t have a cat, man.”
Craig took a better look at the man in the light and said, “Do you have ID? Let me see your ID. What’s your name?”
“Berkely Jones. And I don’t have a cat.” He picked up a wallet from a small table and handed Craig his driver’s license.
Craig looked at it, then looked down again at Glori, who sat quietly with apparently no interest in following a scent. He asked, “Do you know an actor who calls himself Virgil?”
“Sure, everyone knows Virgil. He stays down here sometimes. Is he the one you’re looking for? Hey, what did he do? He’s one weirded-out guy.”
“Does he have a cat?” Craig asked.
The man shrugged. “I don’t know. I never saw him with one.”
“Do you know where he is? We looked for him on a boat he’s supposed to be using.”
“Oh yeah, someone took that boat out and it burned. No one got hurt, but poor Virgil; he lost a sweet deal. I think he slept on the boat sometimes.”
“So when he isn’t living on the boat, where does he stay?” Craig asked.
“Are you going to manhandle him too?” Mr. Jones asked, “’Cause if you are, I’m not sure I want to tell you where he is.”
“Look,” Craig said, “he’ll get whatever’s coming to him and so will you if you don’t tell me where he stays; and I mean now!” 
“Okay, I’ll show you where he sometimes stays, but I can’t promise he’s there now. He could have gone back to the city for all I know.” He scowled at Craig, then said, “Follow me.” He glanced at Savannah and Rochelle, looked down at Glori, and said, “So, Virgil has a cat?”
Craig nodded. “Yeah, he stole it.”
“A cat? Why?”
“Just show us where he stays and you can go back to your knitting.”
This irked Mr. Jones and he spat, “I wasn’t knitting, man. I’m making a fishing net. I’m a master netmaker.”
“Whatever,” Craig mumbled.
“Hey, it’s a lost art. There aren’t many artists who craft nets by hand anymore.”
“Uh-huh,” Craig said unimpressed.
After walking together along a row of buildings, around a corner, and partway up the next alley, the man stopped and pointed. “That’s his space—number one-twelve. I don’t know if he’s there, but that’s his space. He uses it for storing the stuff he inherited from his mom, and stuff he collects. He put a bed in there for when he needs to get out of the city. Now can I go?”
“Yeah, thanks.” Craig grabbed his arm. “But remember, if this doesn’t pan out, I know where you live.”
Mr. Jones tried to pull away. “Hey, I swear, that’s Virgil’s space. Now let me go.”
Craig let go and the man ran off.
“Okay,” Craig said, “same plan.” He stopped and looked at Glori. “Any reaction from her?”
“Actually, yes,” Savannah said. “She started getting kind of excited when we turned the corner back there. She’s sniffing the air. Yeah, she could be smelling Rags’s scent if he’s been in this vicinity.”
Craig watched the cat for a few moments, then said, “Let’s do it. You girls go to that door. I’ll be back here at this one.”
This time when Savannah knocked on the door, a woman opened it right away and asked, “Can I help you?”
“Oh, um…I’d like to see Virgil. Is he here?” Savannah asked.
“No, not at the moment. May I say who’s calling?” The woman stooped. “Oh, look at this darling kitty-cat. Isn’t she a cute thing? A girl, am I right? Calicos are always girls.”
Savannah nodded. 
“Let her go,” Craig whispered when he caught up to Savannah. “Let her go.” 
Savannah winced and dropped Glori’s leash, then said, “Oops, I’m sorry. She pulled the leash out of my hand.”
“I’ll get her,” Craig said, pushing his way into the converted storage unit and past the woman who had answered the door. When she protested, Craig grabbed her and put her arms behind her.
Savannah cupped her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide. 
Rochelle gasped
“Get your cat,” Craig called, holding the struggling woman.
Savannah glanced back at them before she walked behind a temporary wall and picked up the leash. “There’s a litter box in there,” she said when she returned with Glori. Savannah watched as the cat leaped up onto a small sofa, pawed at a blanket, and meowed.
“So he’s been here, has he?” Craig muttered. He turned the woman around, snapped handcuffs on her wrists, and pulled off her wig, saying, “Hello, Virgil. Where’s the cat?”
“What cat?” he said in his natural man’s voice.
Savannah and Rochelle exchanged looks, and Rochelle pointed, “Oh, there’s his wardrobe. Look Savannah, didn’t you tell me he wore a tan uniform and,” she picked up a plaid beret, “what does your mom call these—a tam?”
“You’ll probably find moustaches, beards, and makeup in the bathroom,” Craig suggested.
“Hey, stay out of my stuff,” Virgil complained. “And you’d better let me go; they’re counting on me being at rehearsal in twenty minutes. It’s a very important rehearsal, you know.”
“Hey,” Craig said, “we’re out of here and on our way the minute you give up the cat. Where’s the cat?”
Virgil pointed at Glori. “There’s a cat.” To everyone’s surprise, he then raised his voice and began to chant, “A cat is a cat is a cat. No one can deny that. Just watch them chase a gnat or a rat and take the place where you sat, because a cat is a cat is a cat.”
“Entertaining,” Craig said sarcastically. “You can perform for all the other prisoners when you get to the jailhouse, ’cause that’s where I’m taking you, Mr. Shakespeare—to jail, if you don’t turn over the cat.”
“Well, I took him out on the boat,” Virgil whined.
Savannah gasped. “Oh no! The boat that burned?”
The actor stared at her. “Yeah, how’d you know?” Before she could answer, he said, “No, the cat wasn’t on it when it burned. I wouldn’t let anything happen to Skitters.”
“Skitters?” Craig questioned.
“My cat, Skitters. Yes.”
“Where is Skitters?” Craig asked.
“Why? Do you want to take him away? Someone’s always taking him away from me. Every time I find him, they take him away, so I have to keep him where no one can find him.”
“Where’s that?” Craig asked. “Where is the cat?” When the man tightened his lips defiantly, Craig said, “Listen, I have all day and all night, but if you want to make that important rehearsal, you’d better tell us. We’re going to find him sooner or later. Later, you might just be in jail.”
Virgil dropped his head. “He’s at the theater. He stays at the theater, mostly. We’re trying to get him ready for a very important part.” He spoke more excitedly, “Hey, maybe you’d be interested in this. He’s going to carry explosives. We’ve been getting him used to the vest…”
Savannah and Rochelle made eye contact. Savannah whispered, “The corset.”
“What?” Craig asked.
“Rochelle saw Rags wearing a corset.”
Craig frowned. “Oh. Okay, fella, get dressed, and you’re going to take us to the theater. Savannah, you and Rochelle take Glori and wait outside, will you?”
Before complying, Savannah asked quietly, “Explosives? They aren’t real, are they?”“Naw,” Virgil said, “I wouldn’t let them use real explosives on Skitters.”
 
 **** 
Minutes later Craig helped Virgil into the front seat of the rental car and asked him to direct them to the theater. 
“Are you kidding?” Virgil cranked. “How am I supposed to give directions with my hands tied behind my back?”
“Do your best,” Craig said.
“Okay. Take a right here, go for about eight blocks, then take a left. I’ll tell you where.”
“Virgil,” Savannah said from the backseat, “why did you take my cat?”
“Oh, I couldn’t help that, dear lady. I simply fell in love with him when I saw him perform a few weeks ago. He is an exact replica of Skitters, my childhood cat. An absolute clone.” He turned to look at her. “Where did you get him?”
“From a pet store in LA.”
“That’s where I was living when we had Skitters. Mother got him from a coworker whose cat was always having kittens, and I kept him until I went off to the college of performing arts. He lived out the rest of his years with Mother. I can show you pictures of Skitters.”
“I’d like that,” Savannah said. She continued, “So Virgil, you know what loving a cat is like. Why would you ever want to hurt another human being and another cat by separating them like you did? Why?”
The actor remained silent, then finally said, “I have no reasonable answer for my obsession, dear lady. But I am genuinely sorry if I harmed anyone, especially the cat.” 
“That doesn’t go very far toward making up for the pain and the expense, and who knows how this might damage my cat!” Savannah spat. “You are a selfish, self-centered, uncaring man!”
“Not to mention criminal,” Craig added.
“Ahhh, you aren’t turning me in, are you? Usually I’m not arrested…”
“You’ve done this before?” Rochelle asked.
He responded smugly. “A few times.”
“What do you think, Savannah,” Craig asked, “do you want to press charges?”
“Absolutely,” she said. “You hit a friend over the head, you upset my entire household, you scared me when you came snooping around my house, and you brazenly catnapped my cat!”
“Yeah,” he sighed. “I guess I have tampered with the law a bit, but is this really a criminal offense? Really?” he pleaded.
“Have you ever spent time in jail?” Craig asked.
“No,” Virgil said as if boasting. “Not a day. Not a minute. I have a way of talking my way out of sticky situations. I’m an actor, you know—quite a very good one.” He pointed. “Turn here.”
Minutes later, Craig parked outside a large theater.
“Gosh, this is impressive,” Savannah said. “Lots bigger than the theater where Rags and I performed.”
Virgil faced Savannah. “Speaking of that awful name—Rags…”
“It’s actually Ragsdale,” Savannah said. “Not as silly as Skitters.”
“You have a point there,” Virgil said. “Yes, I guess Ragsdale is a proper moniker for your cat, but Raaags,” he gagged.
“Let’s go,” Craig said, slipping out of the car and walking around to the passenger door.
“You’re not going to walk in with me wearing  these things, are you?” Virgil complained. “Uh…no, I guess not. But don’t try anything. I have backup officers on the way. Mrs. Ivey has decided to issue a complaint; it’s out of my hands now. However, I have to say I’d do the very same thing. I would have you arrested in a nanosecond.”
Virgil let out a sigh.
“Any funny business, Virgil, and you will sorely regret it,” Craig said, removing the cuffs. “Now take us to the cat and make it fast.”
Savannah picked up Glori, and she and Rochelle followed the detective and his prisoner into the theater. Savannah glanced around. “Rags!” she called. They walked past the greenroom and a couple of what appeared to be dressing rooms. Finally Virgil stopped and took a key from his pocket.
“You left him in here by himself?” Savannah asked. “You locked him up?” 
Virgil shrugged. When he opened the door, Craig and Savannah burst in. “Rags!” she called.
“There,” Rochelle said, pointing. She frowned and took a few steps back. “That’s not him, is it?” “No!” Savannah said, frantically looking around the room. “Where’s my cat?” she demanded.
“And what are you doing to this poor cat?” Craig asked. “Take that thing off him. That’s abuse or torture or something. Get that off him now!” he commanded.
Once Virgil had released a grey-and-white cat from what appeared to be a tightly wrapped vest, they watched the frightened cat disappear into a closet. 
“Now where’s her cat?” Craig demanded.
“I thought that  was her cat,” Virgil said. “Gee, I guess I don’t have your cat, Miss. Must be someone else. Someone else must have it.”
Craig wadded the front of the man’s ruffled shirt in his fist and shoved him against the wall. “You scumbag,” he snarled.
“Hey, you’re messing up my costume,” Virgil screeched. “It’s a dress rehearsal today, you know.” 
“Savannah, give Rochelle your cat and see if you can get someone in here. I want to know why this cat’s been confined in that halter contraption like that.”
“He’s in training for a part in my movie,” Virgil insisted. More arrogantly, he said, “I’ll be the star, you see, and I’m doing some of the directing, as well.”
“Whoopie do,” Craig remarked scornfully. He took out the handcuffs and fastened them around Virgil’s wrists again. 
“Hey, why did you do that?” Virgil asked.
“Because you’re not cooperating, man.”
“This is Jock Worley,” Savannah said, returning. “He’s a stagehand. He put calls in to the director and producer. He said he doesn’t think anyone knows about this.”
“Good lord,” Jock said when he saw the contraption that had been around the cat. “What did you do that for, Virgil?”
“Do you know if there’s another cat on the premises?” Craig asked.
“Hell, I didn’t know this one was here. I thought he was taking the cat home at night.”
“Cat singular?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, as far as I know there’s only one cat, why?”
Rochelle nudged Savannah. “Look at Glori. She’s pulling me.”
“Go with her,” Craig said. “You too, Savannah. See where she takes you.” He asked Jock, “Are any of the other rooms locked? Do you have keys?”
“Yes, they keep them locked,” Jock said. “We were told some things had been stolen, so they made a new policy. I don’t have a key, but I know someone who does.”
“You said just one key?” Craig asked.
“Yes, one key opens them all.”
Craig reached into Virgil’s shirt pocket, saying, “Never mind, we have a key right here. Come on, let’s see what we find in the other rooms, shall we?” He held tightly to Virgil’s arm, then turned to Jock as they walked into the hallway. “By the way, when the police get here, would you show them in?”
“Awww, man,” Virgil said, “I told you I’m sorry.”
“Acting,” Craig said. “It’s all just an act.”
“Look at Glori,” Savannah said as she waited anxiously for Craig to open the door to the next room. “I’m pretty sure Rags is in there. She knows it, too. Look how cute and excited she is. Rags!!” she shouted when the door opened and she saw him. She rushed into the room and wrapped her arms around him. “What have they been doing to you? Are you okay?” She pulled back and tried to look him over, but he only wanted to rub against her. Glori moved closer and sat down near him, reaching out and batting gently at him with one paw. He rolled over on his back and batted at her with his front paws. “He’s happy to see you too, Glori,” Savannah said. “Look, he loves you.”
“They’re so cute,” Rochelle said. “I’ve never seen a kitty-cat reunion before.”
”So that’s your cat, is it?” Virgil asked. “Now that you’ve got him back, there’s no need to detain me, right?”
“Hold on,” Craig growled. When he saw a policeman approach the door, he said, “Thanks for coming. I’d like you to take this creep to the station. We’ll be down to make a formal complaint shortly.”
“What’s he charged with?” the officer asked.
“Let’s start with catnapping. We’ll discuss other charges when we get there.”
“Catnapping? Is that even a criminal offense?” the officer asked.
“Okay, then,” Craig said, “how about stalking; animal endangerment, abuse, and neglect; evading a police officer; trespassing…”
“Okay, okay,” the policeman said. “Let’s go, Virgil or whoever you are this week.”
“So you know this guy?” Craig asked.
“Oh, yes,” the officer said. “He makes regular appearances at the station flaunting various personas. It looks like you folks caught him being himself for a change.” He shook his head. “He’s quite the master of disguise.”
Craig grinned at the actor. “Well, I’m afraid he’s just been unveiled.”



Chapter Eight
  
“Well, hello there, buddy,” Michael said when Savannah arrived home with Rags and Glori that night. He shook his head. “I still can’t believe Glori sneaked a ride with you guys.”
Craig chuckled. “Yeah, we were pretty surprised too, but it turns out she was a big help in finding Rags.”
Michael ran his hand over Rags’s back. “Is he okay?”
“Seems to be,” Savannah said. “Maybe a little traumatized. He was pretty quiet and clingy on the way home. Craig had to manage Glori on the plane because Rags wanted to be with me.” She smiled at the cat. “You know, he takes up so much space, sprawly big boy that he is.”
“I didn’t mind,” Craig said. “She’s a nice cat and a good travel companion.” He nodded toward Rags. “He was too, this time. It seems the wind was kinda knocked out of his sails.”
Michael stroked Rags’s back. “He’s been knocked down a few pegs before, and he always snaps back. No worries, Craig. He’ll be ready to report to work again real soon.”
Craig placed Savannah’s overnight bag on the floor. “Well, it’s been real…”
“I know,” she said, “but a real what?” She hugged him. “Thank you, Craig. I don’t know if we’d ever have found him if it wasn’t for you.”
Craig pointed at Glori. “And her. And your friend Rochelle. It was a team effort, Savannah.” He spoke more seriously. “I’m just glad you signed a complaint against that obnoxious bully. He needs to be taught a lesson.”
“But what punishment will he get?” Michael asked. “It seems that infractions against animals aren’t taken all that seriously.”
“Yeah,” Craig agreed, “remember when it was a hanging offense to steal someone’s horse?”
Michael chuckled. “Before my time, Craig, but yes, those were the days when horses and livestock were protected by law. Then we started valuing dogs. Cats are just coming into their own, as far as the law is concerned. Usually the creeps who mess with cats get a rap on the knuckles or a slap on the wrist, and they’re back on the street to terrorize another family and maybe harm another animal.”
“Well, I intend to follow this case carefully,” Craig said. “I’d like to see it set some sort of precedent that will offer more protection for our feline friends.” He rubbed Rags’s head, saying, “Bye, buddy. Good to have you back.” He crouched next to Glori and ruffled her fur. “And you, little princess, you’re a trouper-and-a-half.” He smoothed her fur and stood up. “I really like that little girl. She’s a pretty nice specimen of a cat, if you ask me.”
“Specimen, huh?” Savannah said, laughing. “Thanks again, Craig. I’m awfully glad to have both of them home.”
Just then Gladys came down the staircase. “I thought I heard you, Vannie.” She smiled down at Rags. “You found your cat. Good.”
“Yes,” Savannah said, hugging her mother. “Did everything go okay here?”
Gladys nodded. “I think we’re ready for the big shindig tomorrow.” Before anyone else spoke, she asked, “So, Craig, what did you find out about that blue cab that showed up a few times in this mystery?”
“Oh,” Craig said, chuckling. “Funny thing about that cab. It’s actually privately owned—you know, a personal car of one of Virgil’s actor friends. Virgil pays him to drive him around. In fact, I’m thinking about going after that guy as an accessory to Virgil’s crimes. He had to know what Virgil was up to. If nothing else, I figure he’ll make a great witness.” Craig turned to leave. “Hey, I’d better get home to my wife and cat. You folks take care. I guess we’ll see you tomorrow at the big shindig.”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Thanks again, Craig.”
He gave an offhanded wave and left through the front door.
 “So how’d things go here, Michael?” Savannah asked. “You said on the phone that Mom and Helena and also Antonio and Juan got a lot done. Did you leave anything for me to do?”
“Not really,” he said, “We have the tables and chairs all set up, the food’s being delivered tomorrow, and the stage is here. The performers and presenters are in town and ready; Janice and Betty met with them today. I think you can be the princess of the party tomorrow. Just circulate and enjoy the day.”
“I think I’d rather enjoy a long nap.”
Gladys smiled at her daughter. “I’ll bet. Well ’night, all,” she said, heading back up the stairs to her room.
“’Night, Gladys,” Michael called.
Savannah trotted after her and wrapped her in a bear hug, saying, “Thanks, Mom, for everything.” 
When she caught up to Michael as he walked toward their bedroom, he put an arm around her and said, “Let’s get you to bed so you’ll be fresh in the morning. How about we close the door so you aren’t disturbed?” “Oh no, honey,” Savannah protested. “I couldn’t do that to Rags. He’s going to need me. He’ll want to stay close for a while. Leave it open.” She dropped her tote bag on the floor. “I’m going to take a shower. I won’t be long.” When Savannah returned wearing a robe she looked around. “Where are the cats? I thought for sure they’d be in our bed.”
“I wondered that too, so I went looking for them,” Michael said. “He took her hand. “Come on, I’ll show you.” When they reached the dining room, he lifted the canopy on one of Buffy’s princess beds.
Savannah put her hands up to her mouth and laughed quietly. She whispered, “They are so cute.” She reached under the canopy and ran her hand over Rags, who was sprawled across the middle of the bed. Glori was curled up on one side of him and Buffy on the other. She kissed each of the cats, then stood up. “That is just the cutest thing ever.”
Michael put his arm around her and smiled down at the cat pile.
 
 **** 
By noon the following day, the fundraising event at the Iveys’ was in full swing. Savannah and Vivian, the director of Four-Paws Cat Shelter in San Francisco, had just returned from visiting Glori in the house. 
“I’m so happy to see how well Glori fits into your family,” Vivian said. “The photos you’ve sent of her with your children are wonderful, but seeing how contented and happy she is in person—it means the world to me and all the volunteers who’ve worked so hard with these cats.” 
“We adore her,” Savannah said. She chuckled. “And the other cats have accepted her like she’s a long-lost sister.” 
Vivian smiled warmly. “I’d love to feature her in our next newsletter. Would you be willing to write a little about her transition into your family?”
“Sure,” Savannah said. She put a hand on Vivian’s arm. “I told you that we were in the city yesterday, rescuing Rags from a catnapper. Did I tell you that Glori was with us?”
“No. Why did you take her?”
“It was all her idea,” Savannah said. When Vivian raised her eyebrows, Savannah added, “She stowed away in my tote bag.”
Vivian burst out laughing. “Oh my gosh, that’s hilarious.” 
“She actually helped us find Rags, and boy, was he ever happy to see her. You should have seen his reaction.” Savannah looked off into space for a moment. “You know, he had a calico sibling, from what I’m told. I wonder if he has any memory of that kitten, or if there’s something about Glori that reminds him of his birth sister.”
“Maybe Glori is his sister reincarnated,” Iris said, having overheard the conversation.
Joyce joined them and asked, “Have you ever thought of researching his DNA? Maybe you’d find that Glori  is his sister.”
Savannah looked surprised. “Now wouldn’t that be odd? But no, Glori’s younger than Rags.”
“He could be her great-great uncle or cousin or something,” Joyce suggested. She smiled. “By the way, Savannah, the residents at the care home keep asking when Glori’s coming back. Some of them sure became attached to her.”
“To Glori?” Vivian asked. “An elder-care home?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. Vivian, these are my friends, Iris and Joyce. Iris runs a bed-and-breakfast inn and Joyce manages an elderly care home. I took Glori to visit the folks there, and she was quite a hit.” 
Vivian put her hands up to her mouth. “Oh my, and to think she was so shy and introverted when she arrived at Four-Paws.”
“That’s hard to believe,” Joyce said. “She seems to love people. Savannah, I really hope she’ll come back to visit us.”
“What about Rags?” Iris asked impishly. “Don’t you want to invite Rags back?”
Joyce glanced at Savannah and stammered, “Well, I…um…”
“That’s okay,” Savannah said, laughing. “We’ve been kicked out of places before because of Rags. No, I don’t think he’s cut out to spend time with the elderly.”
“Although he was helpful in finding Bruce’s picture,” Joyce reminded her.
Savannah laughed. “And in outing poor Ronald, who tried to smuggle the sugar. No,” she said, “I wasn’t planning to bring him back. He’s too embarrassing to take anywhere.”
“Are you talking about Rags?” Arthur asked when he approached.
“Yes,” Savannah said. “How are your new kitties doing? Have you brought them home?” She explained to Iris and Joyce, “Arthur and Suzette have adopted a sister and brother who were pretty badly neglected in that hoarding situation.” Arthur nodded. “They’re still adjusting. Health-wise, they’re much better. Still on meds, but doing well. It may take them a while to adjust to having space and being able to explore. It appears that they never had that opportunity before. They don’t quite seem to know what to do or what will happen if they leave the safety of their room. In fact, I’ve provided a pen—with the door open, of course, and they spend most of their time inside there. That’s their comfort zone.”
“What does Koko think of them?” Savannah asked.
“She hasn’t seen much of them. I did catch her standing at the doorway to their room and staring in at them yesterday. I’m not sure she knows they’re cats. They’re certainly nothing like her friend, Rags.”
When the others in the group began chatting amongst themselves, Savannah asked, “Arthur, how’s your neighbor, Tom?”
“Great,” Arthur said, smiling. “His family is all moved in. He bought young Tommy a gentle horse; I rode with him a few days ago. They’re keeping Esmeralda brushed and the chicken coop clean. Things seem to be going well over there. Good to see.” He laughed, “Tommy delivered us a carton of eggs on horseback one day last week and that didn’t work out very well. All but two of the eggs were broken by the time he got to our house. He said he’ll walk them over next time, or we can pick them up in the car.”
“Vannie,” Margaret said, joining them, “do you know what’s wrong with your mother? She seems weepy. Is she ill or something?”
“No. Not that I know of,” Savannah said, frowning. “Where is she?”
“She just went into the house. She said she wants to check on the kids. I reminded her that the kids are over in the play area with Colbi and Jenna. So she said she was going to check on the animals.”
Savannah gazed toward the house. “Hmmm. I don’t know. Maybe she isn’t feeling well this afternoon. I’d better go see.” Moments later, Savannah knocked lightly on her mother’s bedroom door. “Mom. Mom, can I come in?” When there was no answer, Savannah opened the door and peered inside. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing,” Gladys said, quickly dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “Go back to the party. I’m fine.”
“No, Mom. Something’s wrong,” she said, joining her. “What is it? Are you sick? You aren’t coming down with something, are you?”
“Oh Vannie, will you stop fussing over me. I’m just upset, that’s all. Let’s leave it at that.”
“No, Mom. Now, what is it?”
Gladys relaxed her shoulders with a sigh and said, “I guess you’ll find out soon enough. It’s Karl. I just got a call from his daughter. Vannie, he’s in jail!” she said disbelieving. “Can you even imagine that?”
“No, I can’t,” Savannah said. “What happened?”
Gladys let out a sigh. “Well, I don’t have the whole story yet and Karl really doesn’t want me involved, but as I understand it, it’s a matter of misidentification. He says he was wrongly accused. But that’s all I know. I just feel so awful him having to go through this when he didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Gads,” Savannah said. “What’s he accused of?”
“That, I don’t know yet. I just feel so out of the loop and helpless. He probably needs help, and I’m unable to do anything because I don’t know anything.”
“Mom,” Savannah said gently, “why don’t you ask Craig if he can shed some light on the situation? Although…”
“Although what?” she asked.
“Well…”
Gladys frowned at her daughter. “Vannie, are you thinking that Karl might actually be guilty of whatever it is he’s been arrested for? Is that what you’re afraid of—that Craig might tell me something I don’t want to hear?” She looked sternly at Savannah. “That can’t be the case. That won’t happen. Karl has done nothing wrong, I’m sure of it. I know the man and…”
“Mom,” Savannah said pleadingly.
“No,” Gladys insisted. “I won’t even consider it.” She stood up. “Yes, I’d like to speak with Craig to find out if he knows anything or if he can find out anything.” She walked toward the door, turned, and asked curtly, “Coming?”
“Yes,” Savannah said, catching up to her mother. The two of them approached Craig as he sat allowing Rosemary and Teddy to run small toy trucks across his feet and up his legs. “Hey, Craig,” Savannah said, “can we talk to you?” She chuckled, “Oh, excuse me. I didn’t know you were doubling as a highway, or are you a parking garage?”
“I’m not sure,” he said, “I hope they don’t ruin my shine.”
“Your shine?” Savannah repeated. “Craig, you’re wearing sport shoes.”
He looked down. “Oh, yeah.” He stood up and led the women away from the play area. “What can I help you two with?” He squinted at Savannah. “You aren’t missing another cat, are you, or dog or horse?”
Gladys looked at Savannah, who asked, “Do you want me to leave?”
“No. Please stay,” Gladys said, grasping Savannah’s arm. 
Craig looked from Gladys to Savannah. “What is it?”
“Well, it seems that Karl has been arrested,” Gladys said quietly, “and I’m a little worried.”
“Why?” Craig asked. “I mean, why was he arrested?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m worried. I understand it’s a case of mistaken identity, but he’s still in custody as far as I know.” She huffed. “I guess part of it is the not knowing. I need to know he’s okay.” She looked at Craig. “Could you possibly find out what’s going on?”
“Where was he arrested, Gladys?” Craig asked.
“I think the sheriff came to his home here in Hammond. His daughter texted me. She doesn’t know much about this either, but Karl evidently asked her to tell me he wouldn’t make it over here until maybe later. Craig, can you find out anything more?”
“Well, Gladys,” Craig said, “even if I can shed some light on what’s going on, I’m not sure I’d be able to talk to you about it. I mean, if you were his wife…”
“Oh.” She frowned. “Yeah, that makes sense, I guess. I hadn’t thought about that. It’s an awkward place to be—so close, yet without privileges.”
“I’m afraid so,” the detective said. “There are a lot of couples in your situation.”
“Yes, but we’re not youngsters,” Gladys said.
“I know, but for the most part, society hasn’t evolved, if that’s the right word, to the point where non-related couples have the same rights as do those who are married or related by blood. Know what I mean?”
“I guess I do, Craig. But I consider myself a close friend. Even a close friend doesn’t have rights?”
“I’m afraid not—not without the consent of the other friend. But, Gladys, this isn’t to say that there’s anything private going on. Let me see what I can find out, okay?”
“Yes, thank you, Craig.”
When Gladys turned to walk away, Savannah caught up to her and put her arm around her shoulders. “Hey, let’s go get some of that spiked lemonade Iris brought, want to? I hear Mattie made it and that it’s spectacular.”
“Oh, I guess so,” Gladys said with a sigh. 
Just then Lily approached, holding Teddy by the hand. “I think he’s stinky, Mommy. Aunt Ris-Ris said he’s stinky and needs his diaper changed.”
“Sure, honey,” Savannah said. “I’ll take him. Thank you for being such a big girl. She kissed Lily’s cheek, then picked up Teddy and carried him into the house. When she returned she saw Gladys with Lily on her lap. Craig sat across from her. She rushed to join them.
“Truck,” Teddy said, pointing to where several small children played.
“You want to go play with your trucks?” Savannah asked. “Lily, would you take your brother to the play area, please?” When Lily balked, she said, “I see that Rosemary needs help putting that dolly’s hat on.” Lily scooted off Gladys’s lap and started to run off when Savannah called her back. “Lily, you’re forgetting something.”
The child laughed. “Oh, Teddy. Come on, Teddy,” she urged.
“Now that’s worrisome,” Savannah said. “She’s already becoming forgetful like her mother.”
Craig chuckled. 
Gladys remained rigid.
“Well, I learned a couple of things,” Craig said. “Karl is saying it was an intentional case of mistaken identity. According to Karl, it was deliberate, and it has evidently happened before. At least that’s what I’m being told. That was Karl’s statement when they picked him up. He’s being held while they check out his story. So that’s all I know.” He patted Gladys’s hand and said, “Now there’s nothing for you to worry about. He’s okay. I’m sure he’ll be joining you here later if not sooner, once they straighten this thing out.”
“I sure hope so,” Gladys said. “Poor guy. Who would do this to someone like Karl?”
“Unfortunately, it’s people like Karl who make the best scapegoats,” Craig said.
“Craig, want to join Mom and me in a glass of that spiked lemonade?” Savannah asked.
His eyes lit up. “Did Mattie make it?”
“Yes.”
“Then absolutely. Lead the way,” he said, taking both women’s arms and ushering them across the yard to the refreshment table.
The threesome had been enjoying their lemonade for a few moments when Janice Fischer joined them. “Savannah,” she greeted, “I want to ask you something.”
“Hi, Janice. What?”
“Well, I was talking to Vivian about the relationship Rags and your new cat have established. Vivian said that you told her there was a calico in his litter.” She cocked her head. “Have you ever done a genetic search on Rags? I mean, don’t you wonder what his siblings are like as adult cats?”
“What?” Savannah asked. “Locate Rags’s siblings? No. I’ve never heard of that being done. How would one go about it?”
“It can be quite a challenge, but sometimes very successful and interesting. You know where he came from—I mean you’ve had him since he was young, right?” When Savannah nodded, Janice continued, “With the Internet and DNA testing, you just might be able to find his littermates.”
“Oh my gosh, wouldn’t that be a kick?” Savannah said. “Yes, I do know something about his beginnings, and I wrote about it from my memory in his meowmoir.” She thought for a moment. “But to know something about Rags’s ancestry…that could be really interesting, revealing, and probably worth another book. If not for the story that would be revealed, then possibly just to show that people can trace their cat’s ancestry.”
“I know someone who’s involved in the scientific study of cat DNA. I can give you her contact information, if you’re interested,” Janice said.
“You know a cat genealogist?” Savannah asked.
Janice winced. “Well, I don’t think she uses that term to describe what she does. She’s more of a cat-DNA expert—a scientist who’s interested in cat genetics. She generally works with breeders—you know, verifying parentage in show cats and things like that. But I’ll bet she’d be interested in helping you to locate information about Rags’s familial or ancestral background. Want her contact information?”
“Absolutely,” Savannah agreed. “The idea thrills me. Yes, I’d love to pick her brain and start my own research on Rags. In fact, I’ll make that my summer project. I’ll be home with the children and at the same time engaged in something fascinating and fun. Hey, Janice, thanks for the idea. I’m excited.” 
“Excited about what?” Margaret asked, walking up.
“Trying to find Rags’s littermates.” Savannah faced her aunt. “Wouldn’t it be interesting to find out what kind of personalities they have? We might learn where Rags’s got his crazy habits.”
“Cat genealogy? Margaret said, mulling over the idea. “Is there such a thing?”
“Well, I actually have the names of the other people who owned Rags before I got him, and the name of the pet-store manager where I adopted him. I think he should be able to put me in touch with the people who own Rags’s mother.” 
Margaret cocked her head in thought. “Vannie, are you sure you want to take a chance on uncovering any Rags clones? What if you find out there’s a whole generation of these cats who are a menace to society? Zowie!” she yelped, “This could open a can of worms for sure.” 
“Oh Auntie, that’s not going to happen. Just think of what a fascinating project this could be,” Savannah said with a shimmy. “Yes, I want to see what I can find out, and I actually know where to start.”
 
 **** 
The last of the guests were leaving that afternoon when Savannah noticed Gladys and Craig standing out near the gazebo talking. Savannah hugged her sister and Bud, waved at Alicia’s family as they drove out of the driveway, then checked to make sure Michael was with the children. She joined her mother and the detective. “Is everything okay?” she asked. “Did Karl get released?”
Craig shook his head. “I’m afraid not yet.” He took a deep breath. “I was just telling your mother that things aren’t going very well. Karl has summoned his lawyer.”
Gladys gasped. “Why, for heaven’s sake, if it’s a case of mistaken identity?”
Craig tightened his jaw. “It’s more complicated than that, I guess. New evidence is coming to light, and…”
“Evidence of what?” Gladys demanded. “If Karl said he didn’t do this, he didn’t do it. What’s he accused of, anyway, Craig? Running a stoplight? He wouldn’t do that.”
“I’m afraid it’s more serious than that, Gladys,” Craig said.
“Oh no,” Savannah muttered, putting an arm around her mother’s shoulders. “What is it, Craig?”
He blew out a breath through pursed lips, ran his hand through his hair, and said, “Well, it’s going to come out. You might as well know…”
“Know what, Craig?”
“Well, Gladys,” he said, taking her hand, “he’s been accused of a pretty serious hit and run incident.”
“What?” she shrieked. “No, Craig! That’s impossible. Karl wouldn’t…”
“There’s evidence, Gladys. And evidently motive. It doesn’t look good.”
Craig lurched forward to help Savannah support Gladys when she became weak-kneed and began to faint. 
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