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Chapter One
  
“Hi, hon,” Savannah said into her phone. “Sorry I didn’t call earlier. It got kind of hectic around here.”
“Oh?” Michael said. “What’s going on? Did you gals find the missing piece to that genealogical puzzle?” He chuckled. “You’re chasing down Rags’s sire now, right?” 
“I’m afraid we’ve found more than we expected.” Savannah petted Rags when he rubbed against her ankles. “Well, Rags found it. Oh Michael, it was awful!”
“What happened?” he asked.
She spoke more quietly. “Rags found a body today—it could be a real skeleton in his closet—and Chris and I are harboring fugitives here at Mom’s house in LA.”
“What?” he bellowed. “Savannah,” he warned.
“We’re okay. No one knows where we are, except for the police, of course. We’re safe.” She spoke more hesitantly, “At least I hope we are. We have children here, and Rags’s mother.”
“Children? Whose children?”
“Wait, Michael. I think I hear something,” she muttered. 
Rags heard it too, and so did Chris, the scientist who had traveled to Los Angeles with them. As Rags crouched under Savannah’s chair, Chris entered the room and quickly switched off the kitchen light.
“Savannah! Savannah, what’s going on?” Michael asked.
“I’ve got to go. I’ll text you,” she said, promptly ending the call.
“Someone’s out there,” Chris hissed. She pointed at Rags. “And he knows it.”
Savannah reached for the cat, who was staring at the door to the attached garage and emitting a low growl. “Settle down, Rags. It’s okay,” she whispered. She looked at Chris. “Do you think it’s him? But how?” 
“Who else?” Chris said. “Call the police.” 
“Wait,” Savannah said. “Where are the others? We have to make sure they’re safe.”
“Call first,” Chris insisted.
Savannah prepared to make the call, all the while thinking back to the day she met cat-DNA expert Christine Tomlinson and the two of them had launched out on what was supposed to be an interesting and amusing journey. All I wanted was to gather information about Rags’s ancestral pawprint. I thought it would be fun to learn where his big personality came from. Is it genetic or is he a one-of-a-kind cat? She took a deep breath. This has sure turned into one wild and crazy ride. But then, that’s the way it is with most anything that involves Rags. And to think that it had all started so innocently on a whim. 
 
 **** 
It was a bright Sunday morning in May and the Iveys, along with Savannah’s mother, Gladys, were enjoying a pancake breakfast in their spacious farm kitchen. To Savannah’s chagrin, Gladys had made cat-shaped pancakes for the children. 
“Look, Grammy,” four-year-old Lily said, “I ate a ear! A kitty ear.”
“I eat eye,” Teddy, who was two, said. “I eat foot. I eat tail.”
Savannah winced. “You sound like a couple of cannibals.” 
Gladys smiled at the children, then asked, “Vannie, do you know if the cat alliance made their quota at the fundraiser yesterday? It seemed to be a successful event.”
Savannah nodded while she poured milk into the children’s sippy cups. “Yes. Last I heard, we raised over six thousand dollars for the cats in that awful hoarding situation.” She took her place at the table with the others. “I think the fundraiser was a success on many levels. Everyone seemed to have a good time. It was well organized. Our newly landscaped yard was great for the type of event we had. And it really wasn’t all that much work.” When Michael cleared his throat, she looked at him and noticed he was grinning at her, as was Gladys.
“Wasn’t much work?” he repeated.
Gladys asserted, “Who says?”
Savannah shrank back against her chair. “Oh, yeah, I wasn’t here for the set up or anything, was I?”
“No you weren’t,” Michael said. “You sashayed back into town just in time to enjoy the festivities.”
“I guess you’re right,” Savannah said sheepishly. “I’ll have to remember that trick.” She stroked Rags’s fur when he put his paws on her knee. “However, it wasn’t like I was enjoying a Caribbean cruise. I was on a harrowing mission to rescue my cat.”
“We know, hon,” Michael soothed. “It was a good event, and you were a gracious hostess. I’d say that everything went smoothly.”
Gladys chuckled. “Except for…”
Michael nodded. “Oh yes, except for…”
“What?” Savannah insisted. “What happened that I missed?”
“Well,” Gladys said, “I guess you were busy when Rags whooshed past someone and escaped into the yard.” She thought for a moment. “I believe it was Edie, who’d come in to get more juice for the kids’ punch. It didn’t take long to catch up to him, but…”
“Yeah,” Michael said, chuckling, “he’d left his mark by then.”
Savannah gazed at Rags, who sat on the floor staring up at her. “He looks so angelic.”
“Angelic?” Michael repeated.
“I’m surprised he even wanted to be outside with all those people,” Savannah said. “He’d had a rough few days with that awful catnapper.” She confirmed with her mother, “So he slipped past Edie?”
Gladys nodded. “And caused Pastor Sheila to spill punch on her dress.”
Savannah gasped. “Oh, no. How’d I miss that?”
“There’s more,” Michael said. “A little boy arrived with a cup of ice cream. I guess they’d stopped to eat before coming to see the cat circus. He’d evidently set his cup down for a minute while he tied his shoe or something when Rags saw it and…”
“He didn’t?” Savannah said, ruffling the fur on Rags’s head.
Michael nodded. “Oh yes he did, and that little boy was not happy. I think you’d taken someone out to meet the horses around that time, but I imagine you could hear the kid’s tantrum from the corrals.”
Gladys giggled. “And all the while, Michael and Max are trying to catch up with the cat.”
“Yeah,” Michael said, “if we hadn’t corralled him when we did, Sir Lancelot…”
“Sir Roscoe,” Savannah huffed. “It’s Sir Roscoe.”
“Well, he would have possibly lost a few of his circus cats. At least one of them saw Rags run past where Sir Roscoe was performing with them, and she leaped from her pedestal to follow him. Rags seemed to be heading toward the corrals, maybe looking for you, but Max and I were able to snag him, and that’s why he was closed in that upstairs bedroom.”
Savannah chuckled. “Yes, that’s becoming his safe space, where the world is safe from Rags and vice versa.” She shook her head. “I didn’t know about any of that. Thanks for taking care of it.” She looked at Michael, then Gladys. “You’re right. I had a lovely day visiting and getting nice compliments on our landscaping.” 
Michael smiled at his wife. “So what do you have planned for today while I toil in the hot sun manhandling a herd of cattle?”
“Oh, that’s right,” Savannah remarked, “you and Bud have a ranch call. Why on a Sunday?”
“Why not?” he countered. When he could tell she was waiting for an answer, he explained, “We like to keep the routine farm calls separate if we can—you know, before or after clinic hours or, for the more complex calls, on weekends.” He took a sip of coffee, then said, “Hey, are you really going to research Rags’s ancestry? I heard you discussing it with some of the gals yesterday. I must say it sounds like a daunting undertaking. Where would you even begin?”
Savannah’s face lit up. “I have a few ideas. I’ve already made some notes based on what I know, and who else might know something. I’ll call Christine, that scientist friend of Janice’s. She has evidently done this sort of research before. I guess she charges people to research a cat’s heritage, to prove pedigree, mostly. They can even trace any cat back to its beginnings and loosely determine its probable ancestry. But I’m pretty sure they use these techniques mainly for health reasons—to learn a cat’s potential for disease. Some diseases, as you know, are genetic.”
“Of course,” Michael said. “Some breeds are more prone to certain ailments, and DNA testing can help define genetic ties that would show a possible precursor to certain diseases in a cat, but I don’t think there are DNA banks set up to reunite cat families.” He cocked his head. “In fact, do they even store cat DNA data—you know, once they’ve done a test?”
“I don’t know,” Savannah said. She smiled. “Maybe my effort to find Rags’s siblings and the book I might write about this experience will cause that to happen sooner rather than later.” She added, “I sure hope Christine can walk me through the DNA maze so I don’t come up against a bunch of dead ends in my research.”
“I thought you said you know where to start,” Gladys said.
“Well, I do when it comes to Rags’s beginnings. I mean, I know where I got him and I have the names of the two people who owned him before I did, so I might be able to find out a lot just through those sources.”
“How did you get those names?” Gladys asked.
“Edgar, the pet-store manager where I found Rags, gave them to me in case I had any questions. I never did contact them.” She hesitated, then said, “Yeah, the DNA route will probably be only a small part of my search. I may use it just for verification of Rags’s siblings when and if I find them.” More excitedly she said, “I’d love to find his sire, but that might be a long shot. He was probably a cat about town.” 
Michael stood up and slipped into his jacket. “Well, it sounds like you have enough leads to get you started. Good luck with that, hon. Will you start your research today?” Before she could respond, he said, “Oh, you have plans to do something with Brianna, right?”
“Yes, we’re going shopping at the mall, then we’ll take the kids to the park for a picnic.” She glanced at Gladys. “Mom may join us if Karl isn’t available.”
Michael looked at his mother-in-law. “Karl’s back home?” “Yes.” Gladys frowned. “He had to post bail, which seems ridiculous. He didn’t do anything,” she insisted, “most especially commit a hit-and-run, for heaven’s sake. He’s an honorable man, I tell you.”
Savannah and Michael glanced at each other, and he said, “I sure hope that’s their finding, Gladys.” He kissed Savannah and each of the children, then waved. “See you all this afternoon.”
Gladys sat solemnly for a moment, staring down at her tea cup, then said quietly, “I realize it must be hard for you and Michael and others to believe, but I just know this is a huge mistake. Karl’s daughter, Jilly, feels the same way I do. It has to be what he says it is, a case of mistaken identity. That’s the only explanation that makes any sense—any sense at all.” She bowed her head, her shoulders heaving as she wept. “I just feel so awful for him. I wish I could find some way to help.”
Savannah embraced her mother. “I’m sure the truth will come out, Mom. It will be okay. Like you said, Karl’s an honorable man.” Before she could continue, she noticed that their newly adopted calico had joined them. “Hi, sweet girl. Mom, look—Glori’s concerned about you.”
“Oh,” Gladys said, looking down at the cat. “Glori, you’re such a dear.” She invited the calico up onto her lap, then cupped her face in her hands. “You are just the sweetest little thing. Did you come to comfort me?” Gladys took a deep breath and glanced at the children, who sat silently watching their grandmother. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Grammy’s silly. I’m okay. Hey, let’s get ready for a fun day, shall we?”
Savannah petted Glori and asked, “So, Mom, you and Karl don’t have plans today?”Gladys shook her head. “Not until later this afternoon.” More cheerfully, she said to the children, “Let’s get ready to play, shall we? Vannie, what time are we meeting Bri?”
“She’s coming by around ten.” Savannah looked at the clock. “I should have time to call Christine.”
“The scientist?” Gladys asked. “Why don’t you do that now? I know you’ve been eager to talk with her. I’ll get the kids cleaned up. What do you want them to wear?”
Savannah considered the question, then waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, you decide.” As an afterthought, she said, “Let Lily help you. Lily likes to dress herself and everyone else,” she joked. “…Teddy, the cats…”
“I want to wear my purple skirt,” Lily asserted.
Gladys glanced at Savannah, who shrugged. “Purple skirt it is,” Gladys confirmed. “Come on kids, let’s get dressed for the day.”
After straightening the kitchen, Savannah placed the call. A woman answered and she said, “Hello, is this Christine Tomlinson?” 
“Yes.”
“This is Savannah Ivey. I’m a friend of Janice Fischer’s.”
“Oh, hello. Janice said you’d be calling. It’s about cat DNA, right?” the woman asked.
“Yes.” Savannah chuckled. “I’ve taken on a rather unusual project and if it becomes as interesting as I think it will be, I want to follow up with a book.”
“On cat DNA?”
“One particular cat’s genealogical path back to his beginnings and beyond,” Savannah explained. When she heard no response, she said, “Christine?”
“Yeah, I’m here. By the way, let’s make it, Chris. Janice and I went to grammar school together, and she’s one of only a few who still uses my given name. I abandoned it in sixth grade. What about you? Do your friends use a shorter version of your name? Savannah is a mouthful.”
“Well, no,” Savannah admitted. “I pretty much go by Savannah. So Chris,” she said, “is it possible to identify a cat’s siblings and perhaps the sire through DNA testing?” 
After a moment of silence, Chris said, “Well, we don’t exactly have a worldwide data bank of samples, per se.”
“I understand that,” Savannah said. “I’m just wondering if we can use genetic markers to prove or disprove a familial connection—you know, in a pair of cats, for example.”
“Sure,” Chris said. “How old is the cat in question? Is it a purebred? If it’s young and has papers, then it’s more likely that...”
“No, he turns eight years old this month, and he’s not registered.” Savannah chuckled. “Except maybe as a felon.” 
“What? We’re still talking about a cat, right?” Chris confirmed.
Savannah laughed. “Yes, sorry about that. It’s just that he sort of has a reputation for getting into mischief. He’s pretty well-known, actually.”
“On the Internet?” Chris asked. “Is he one of those YouTube stars?” 
“No,” Savannah said, “but he does star in a documentary and some children’s books. Oh, and he’s been written up in magazines and newspapers. I’m on a mission to find his littermates, hoping to discover where his big personality, as I call it, came from. As I said, if the research and the results are as interesting as I think they’ll be, I may write a book about it. I think it would fascinate his followers and probably thrill the law-enforcement people he works with.”
“He works in law enforcement?” Chris asked.
“Yes, most commonly with a particular detective.” Savannah hesitated. “So Janice didn’t tell you anything about Rags?”
“Not much,” Chris admitted. “She did say he’s unusual. Man, I can’t wait to meet him. So what kind of trouble does he get into? He must not be too bad of a dude if he works with a detective. Doing what, by the way? I mean, I can’t visualize how the police would use a cat in their work. What in the heck does he do, exactly?”
“How about if I send you a copy of his memoirs?” Savannah suggested. “That will give you an idea of Rags’s unique personality. It may also help you decide whether or not you want to work with us.”
“Hey, I’m in. You have me completely intrigued. Yes, I want to meet this guy and you, and I sure will consider working with you. I guess we can determine the capacity once we meet and talk more.” 
“Sure,” Savannah said. “Christine—I mean, Chris—where do you live? I’m in Hammond, not too far from Janice.”
“I’m in the city,” Chris said, “just outside San Francisco, actually. Is your book available as an ebook?”
“Yes. It’s The Meowmoirs of a Klepto Cat. Are you thinking of uploading it to your reader?”
“Yes, that’s the fastest way to get it and I don’t like to waste time when it’s something I’m eager to pursue. This cat, I gotta know more about. And your last name is?” Chris asked.
“Ivey.”
“Let me read the book and I’ll call you. I may want to come up your way and meet you and the cat. You probably don’t travel with him, do you?” “Oh yes,” Savannah said, “whether I want to or not.” When Chris didn’t respond, she added, “You know, sometimes it’s my idea and sometimes it’s his.”
“Oh, that’s funny,” Chris said, laughing. “Hey, I’ll read the book and get back to you. What’s your schedule like this week? Are you available to meet?”
“Yes. Just let me know when. I’ll be contacting people who previously owned Rags. He was born in Los Angeles; that’s where I found him. So aside from the DNA aspect, I actually have leads that might reveal some of what I want to know. I’d like to plan a trip to LA and possibly meet Rags’s siblings and his mother. It would be super cool if I could find his sire, who was probably a feral wandering around the neighborhood, but who knows? His backstory may actually be more interesting than I anticipate.”
“Oh Savannah, this sounds intriguing. I can’t wait to meet you and Rags. In fact, how about if we set up an appointment now? I’d like to do that, if you can.”
“Sure, how about Tuesday or Wednesday? If you want to come for a couple of days, you can stay here,” Savannah invited.
“Oh no, I don’t want to put you out.”
“Really, Chris, we have a large house. There’s plenty of room. And we may have a lot to talk about.”
“Okay then, Savannah. Let me get back to you.”
“Great. Thank you, Chris. I really appreciate your enthusiasm for my little folly.”
“Hey, you have no idea. This sounds like a project of a lifetime.” Chris chuckled. “As you can imagine, my world is kind of dull and confining. I love the idea of getting out of the lab and experiencing the more personal aspect of my work.”
Savannah ended the call and sat in contemplation for a few moments, when Gladys joined her in the dining room with Teddy. She asked, “Okay if he wears this jumpsuit?” 
Savannah smiled at her son. “Teddy, you’re wearing your little mechanic’s uniform. How cute.” She said to her mother, “It finally fits him, I see.”
“Yes,” Gladys said. “Lily wants him to wear it in case we come across any cars that need fixing.”
“Cute,” Savannah said. “And is she wearing her purple skirt?” Gladys rolled her eyes. “Yes, with her unicorn shirt, dolphin leggings, and her Ugg boots.”
“Sounds…um…like some sort of fashion statement. Maybe she’s in training to be a rock star.” Savannah looked at the clock and exclaimed, “Hey, I’d better get cleaned up. Bri will be here soon.”
“Aren’t we going in your car?” Gladys asked. “The kids’ car seats are in your car.”
“Yes. Bri had something to do in town this morning and thought it would be more convenient to meet us here than to drive back home.”
“Oh,” Gladys said. She grinned at her daughter, “So what are you going to wear? Your Wonder Woman costume, maybe your fringed cowgirl vest?”
Bemused, Savannah asked, “What is this—dress up day? Will you be in costume?”
“Sure,” Gladys teased. “I’ll be parading as a grandmother.”
“Oh, okay. Yeah, I guess you do have your grandmother style going on.” She winked. “Except when you’re with Karl. Then you become a…”
“Never mind,” Gladys warned.
Savannah spoke more gently. “So how is Karl? The arrest and those apparently false accusations must be hard on him.” 
Gladys nodded. “I just wish I knew what was going on. This not knowing is really difficult, and I’m afraid it will create a rift between us.”
“Well, it sounds like he doesn’t know much about what’s happening either,” Savannah offered.
Gladys took a deep breath. “I’m not sure that’s the whole truth.”
Savannah studied her mother for a moment, then said, “Well, it could be that he simply doesn’t want you involved in the mess, Mom. He’s being considerate.”
“But is that how friends behave with each other?” Gladys complained. “I want to help, but he’s not letting me in so I can be of some support or help.”
After considering what her mother had said, Savannah glanced at her watch, then jumped to her feet. “Hey, I’d better go get ready.”
“Mommy, can I choose your clothes?” Lily asked, scooting out from her little table where she’d been coloring.
Savannah glanced at her mother, who was grinning. “Um…” she stalled. “Yeah, I guess.” When she realized Gladys was snickering, she said, “Hey, look, Grammy’s still in her robe; she probably needs help deciding what to wear to the park.” 
Lily looked at her grandmother, then took Savannah’s hand. “I’ll help you first, then Grammy.” She pointed at Gladys. “Wait for me, Grammy. I be right back.”
Gladys sputtered, “Uh…well…I....” She took a deep breath. “Oh, what the heck. Sure.” She tilted her head in Teddy’s direction. “What’s he doing?” “He’s putting tools in his pockets,” Lily said. “He needs tools so he can fix cars. See, that’s his car-worker suit.”
“Mechanics uniform,” Savannah corrected.
“Botanics unicorn?” Lily asked, walking from the room with her mother.
 
 **** 
“Hi, Bri,” Savannah said, opening the door to her sister a while later and hugging her.
Gladys also embraced her younger daughter. “So glad you could come out and play.”
“Me too,” Brianna said. She looked more closely at her mother. “I’ve never seen you wear that, have I?” 
Gladys glanced at Savannah before responding. “Maybe not in a long time.”
Brianna grimaced. “Where’d you get it?” 
“I think you gave it to me one Christmas,” Gladys said.
Brianna stepped back and studied the blouse. “Really? I wonder why I did that.”
“Maybe you were mad at her that year,” Savannah joked.
“Funny,” Brianna snarked. “Well, I guess I thought it would look good on you, but gads, it’s really rather hideous. Mom, don’t feel that you have to wear it for me. In fact, why don’t you go change?” She laughed. “I obviously made a mistake when I bought it for you.”
“I can’t,” Gladys said, quietly.
“Huh?” Brianna questioned. “You can’t what?”
“I can’t change,” Gladys explained.
“Why?” Brianna asked. “Is it glued on you?”
Savannah burst out laughing. “No. It’s part of the girl pact.”
“What?” Brianna questioned. “What girl pact?”
“Ask Lily,” Savannah suggested, giggling.
Brianna looked down at the child. “What are they talking about?” 
“I picked out Grammy’s clothes and Mommy’s,” Lily boasted.
Brianna looked Savannah up and down and started laughing, then pinched a piece of her blouse fabric. “I wasn’t going to say anything, because even when you’re wearing something dreadful, you can pull it off with your damn tall stature and skinny frame.”
Savannah looked down at herself. “It’s dreadful?” 
“On me or Mom, it would be for sure,” Brianna explained. “It’s only semi-dreadful on you.” She studied the pattern. “I mean, what is that—black crows in flight against a red sky?” She studied Savannah’s red and black pin-striped capris and asked, “Lily, you dressed your mommy?”
Lily nodded. “And me and Teddy.”
Brianna picked up the toddler. “Well, I have to say you did a good job with your brother and I love your outfit, but poor Mommy and Grammy.”
Savannah snickered.
“What’s so funny?” Brianna asked.
Savannah laughed uncontrollably for a moment, then said, “Well, part of the girl pact is that we’re stopping at your house on the way to the mall so Lily can pick out something for you to wear.”
“Yes, Auntie Bri,” Lily chirped.
“Oh, no,” Brianna said, taking a few steps back. She shook her head. “No. I’m perfectly happy with what I’m wearing.”
Lily grasped Brianna’s arm and jumped up and down. “Please, Auntie. Please, Auntie.”
Brianna thought for a moment, relaxed, and said, “Actually, that doesn’t scare me. I don’t own anything I wouldn’t be happy to wear. Okay, girlfriend, let’s go redress Auntie Bri.” She took Lily’s hand, “Want to ride with me?” 
“Can I, Mommy?” Lily asked.
“Okay,” Savannah said. “Let me get your car seat.”
“We’re just going across town,” Brianna complained as they walked out the front door. “She doesn’t need a baby seat.”
“Oh yes she does,” Savannah insisted. She strapped Teddy into his seat, then removed Lily’s seat and secured it in Brianna’s car.
“When can I ride in the front seat?” Lily whined. “I’m big enough.”
Savannah kissed her daughter on the cheek and smiled before closing Brianna’s car door.
 
 **** 
“You live here?” Lily asked, as Brianna helped her out of the car minutes later. “Dr. Bud lives here. This is Dr. Bud’s house,” the child insisted.
“Auntie Bri’s going to marry Dr. Bud,” Savannah explained, joining them with Teddy and Gladys. “She lives here too.” She looked at her sister. “Haven’t we come here with the children since you moved in, what, a year ago?” “I guess not. Or if you have, she just didn’t know I lived here,” Brianna said.
Lily pointed across the yard. “Aunt Bri, who’s that?”
“That’s Dr. Bud’s grandmother, Oma,” Brianna said. “You met her when you were smaller. Maybe you don’t remember. Want to go talk to Oma? She likes children.”
Lily stared at the woman and asked, “Who picked her clothes?”
Brianna giggled. “Oma did. That’s the way Oma dresses, in long skirts and puffy blouses.”
“Like a gypsy,” Gladys said. When the others looked at her, she explained, “That’s reminiscent of the gypsy costumes we girls wore for Halloween when I was a child.”
“Is she going to trick-or-treat?” Lily asked.
Brianna laughed. “No. No one’s going trick-or-treating.” She looked at her mother, then Savannah. “Although I guess you two are certainly dressed for it.” When Savannah started to protest, Brianna invited, “Come on, Ms. Lily-Fashion Diva. Let’s go pick out my outfit.”
“Can I come in and see Frankie and Snowball?” Savannah asked. “I haven’t seen them in a while.”
“Sure,” Brianna said. “Come on, Mom.”
Lily looked up at Savannah. “Who’s Frankie and Snowball?”
“Kitty-cats. You used to play with Frankie when he was a kitten. I guess you were too young to remember.” She asked her sister. “How are they?”
“Great.” Brianna led the others toward a small house on the property and pointed beyond it. “That’s where we’ll build our home. For our wedding, we’ll lay fake grass and put some potted plants around and arbors with roses, but that’s the lot where we’re going to build our dream house.”
“How big?” Savannah asked. “What style? Ranch?”
“Sort of a cross between ranch and colonial. It’ll be three bedrooms and two baths, with a farm kitchen like yours. I can’t wait to get back into a great kitchen where I’ll be inspired.”
Savannah chuckled. “When you start having kids you’ll be inspired to cook because you have to.”
Brianna glanced at her sister, then led her and the others into her house. 
“Hi, Snowball,” Savannah said when she saw a cat staring at her from the back of a sofa. “Or are you Frankie?”
“They’re both snow-white, aren’t they?” Gladys asked.
“Yes,” Brianna said. “That’s Snowball. Frankie’s probably in his bed around the corner there.” She took Lily’s hand. “Let’s go, fashionista.” She said to the others, “See you all in a few.”
“Don’t count on it,” Savannah said. “It took her fifteen minutes to dress me.”
Brianna looked Savannah up and down. “Yeah, that’s probably because you were protesting.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re going out in public like that.”
“Just wait until you see how she dresses you,” Savannah called after her.
Ten minutes later Lily appeared in the living room. Gladys looked up from where she and Teddy were playing with Frankie and asked, “Where’s your auntie?”
“She’s coming,” Lily said. “Come on, Auntie!” the child called. She ran into the hall and walked out holding Brianna by the hand.
“If any of you laugh, I’ll…” Brianna said.
Savannah tried to keep a straight face. “You’ll what?” she asked. “I thought you didn’t have anything you’d be embarrassed to wear.”
“Well, she found something, didn’t she?” Brianna cranked. “She seems to have a knack.”
“I think that’s cute on you, Bri,” Gladys said.
Savannah chuckled. “You’re the mom; you have to say that.” She tweaked one of Brianna’s sleeves. “Very…um…how should I say this…”
“Never mind,” Brianna said, sulking.
“Hey, you got a shot at my outfit. I’m not going to miss the opportunity,” Savannah asserted.
Brianna slumped. “All right. It’s awful, risqué, in poor taste, but I couldn’t talk her out of it.” She looked at the other women and suggested, “I have an idea. Why don’t we just stay in today? The kids can play with the cats. We can go outside and visit the horses and chickens. You kids would like that, right?”
“Oh, no,” Savannah insisted. “That’s not the way the game’s played.” 
Brianna pouted. “You’re mean. You’re still the mean sister.”
“Now, girls,” Gladys said. “Let’s get our shopping done, then go to the park and have some fun, shall we?” She chuckled. “You can bet we won’t be in any danger today. No one’s going to bother us.”
“Unless it’s a homeless person with poor taste wanting to buy our clothes off our back,” Brianna grumbled.
“That’s the idea,” Gladys said. “Let’s have a sense of humor about this. Look at Lily. She’s proud of her handiwork. She might grow up to be a fashion designer. You don’t want to discourage her from following her passion, do you?”
Brianna glared playfully at her niece. “Okay, if you two can stand the humiliation, so can I. Let’s go.”
 
 **** 
The women and the children were eating lunch at the park nearly two hours later when Savannah’s phone rang. “It’s Chris,” she muttered, standing up. “I’ll be right back.” Into the phone she said, “Hi, Chris. Did you get a copy of the book?”
“I sure did, and I’m still laughing.”
“You read it already?” Savannah asked.
“Parts of it,” Chris said. “I just wanted to let you know I’m definitely in. I must meet your amazing cat.” 
Savannah chuckled. “Yes, he can be amazing, but he can also be a pill.”
“It comes with the territory, Savannah. Don’t you think so? A cat who’s as smart as he seems to be is probably going to find himself in trouble occasionally.” 
“I guess,” Savannah said. “So, you’re interested in my project? That’s exciting.”
“Absolutely. I was once a forensic scientist, you know. I got tired of chasing down clues to catch bad people. I just wanted to spend more time with my cat and my grandchild, so I took a part-time job conducting feline DNA searches. These are mostly for clients interested in learning if their cats have a genetic predisposition to any diseases, or who wanted to discover the cat’s breeding background. That’s about all the swab test can tell us at this point, although we also know more about cat color—you know, predicting the color of kittens, defining the possible color patterns of the sire and dam of orphaned kittens, and so forth.” 
“That’s interesting stuff,” Savannah said. “In fact, that kind of study may help us to determine who Rags’s father is and possibly where Rags got his large personality, right?” 
“Yes, to a degree,” Chris said. She hesitated. “You’ve done some research, haven’t you?” “Well, I’m a licensed veterinarian…”
Chris interrupted. “I thought that was your husband. I think Janice told me he’s her cats’ veterinarian.”
“Yes, he’s a practicing veterinarian. I’m currently taking a break while I stay at home with our children and manage our menagerie of animals.”
“All cats?” Chris asked.
“Cats, a dog, and horses,” Savannah explained.
“Nice mix.”
“So why cat DNA?” Savannah asked. “I mean, it seems like that branch of science is a wide field with a lot of aspects and opportunities. Why cats?”
“Oh,” Chris said, “cats and me, we go way back. One of my passions is research, which I guess isn’t so unusual for a scientist type, right?” Chris continued, “I’m also fascinated with all aspects of cats, and I’ve written quite a few papers and articles on cat genetics and behavior.”
“So you’re a specialist not only in the scientific aspect of cats, but in their very essence.”
Chris chuckled. “That’s one way to put it, I guess. I do love the research, and there seems to be no end to the study. Just when you think you have an aspect of the cat figured out, they display another facet of themselves. But hey, I’m super interested in what you’re doing and I have some time on my hands. I’m no longer tied down. My daughter’s raising her own child now. She used to live with me, but she has finally found a worthwhile man, and I’m pretty much free to do what I want. My cat crossed over the rainbow bridge at the age of eighteen last year. If you need a travel buddy on this journey of yours, I’m your gal. I’m a grandmother, yes, but my daughter got herself preggo when she was sixteen—I was only thirty-eight at the time—so I’m a young grandmother as grandmothers go. I just turned forty-two, and I still have the energy to keep up with someone like you. What are you, thirty?”
“Well, it sounds like you got an early start,” Savannah said. “I got a kind of late start. I’m thirty-eight. Yes, perhaps we can team up. So do you want to plan a trip up this way?”
“Sure do,” Chris said. “You mentioned Tuesday or Wednesday. I checked, and I can get a flight into Hammond Tuesday afternoon.” 
“Super. What time can I pick you up?” 
“Oh, are you sure?” Chris asked.
“Of course,” Savannah said.
“Well then, around two thirty.” 
Savannah ended the call and stared down at her phone for a moment. “Unbelievable,” she muttered, returning to the playground where Gladys and Brianna entertained the children.
“What’s unbelievable?” Gladys asked.
“Did you win the lottery?” Brianna asked.
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “I sure seem to have hit the jackpot so far in my latest project.”
“What do you mean?” Gladys asked. “You just started it today, didn’t you?”
“Yes, and things are definitely coming together faster than I expected. I can’t wait to see what’s around the corner. The cat-DNA expert is flying in to meet Rags on Tuesday, and I checked my email just now and see that I’ve received a response from one of the key players in Rags’s history. Can’t wait to talk to him this afternoon.”



Chapter Two
  
“Are the kids still napping?” Michael asked when he got home later that day.
“Actually, I just put them down—well, around two. Mom’s changing her clothes for a date with Karl. Did you eat? Want me to fix you something?”
He thought for a moment and said, “It looks like you’re getting ready to work on your project, right?”
Savannah nodded. “I’d like to make a few calls.”
He kissed her. “You go ahead. I’ll find something to eat. Then I want to take care of a couple of jobs outside.”
“Okay. I’m off to work then,” Savannah said giddily. “Catch up with you later.” She entered the office, placed her notepad on the desk, and studied her notes. Two responses already, plus the cat-DNA expert. I think I’ll call the pet-store manager first. She grinned. He says in his email that he remembers me adopting Rags because he remembers Rags. She chuckled to herself. He actually expected me to return the cat like the others had done. She picked up her phone and placed a call. 
“Edgar here.”
“Hello, Edgar, this is Savannah Jordan Ivey. Thank you for replying to my email. I was rather surprised that you remembered my cat—or do you just keep really good records?” 
“A little of both,” he said. “So you still have that cat? You say you renamed him Rags?”
“Yes, Ragsdale. I call him Rags.”
“Uh-huh. He was Gray Boy before that, then Tonka when you took him. You were the third one to adopt that poor cat.”
“You do have a good memory,” Savannah said. 
Edgar admitted, “He was a memorable cat.”
“He still is,” Savannah said. “But you also keep pretty good records, right?” 
“Yeah. You never know when someone’s going to come back with a concern or a question. It’s a real plus in the customer-service department to keep records, and it’s fairly easy with computer technology. You say you’re trying to track down your cat’s siblings? I’ve never had anyone do that before.” He hesitated before saying, “Actually, I’m surprised you still have that cat. I didn’t think you’d keep him overnight, let alone for—what—seven years?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “I still have him. He’s a…well, he’s an interesting cat, and I’m extremely fond of him.”
“Glad to hear it,” Edgar said. “So what do you want, the names of the people who adopted the rest of that litter? I do have a record of one adoption that year—earlier in the year, actually—and I’m pretty sure that kitten was from the same litter. But the others must have found homes through the shelter where they were being housed. Do you have their information?”
“No,” Savannah said. “I was hoping…”
“Sure, I can give you the director’s name and number. That’s not a problem, but the customer who took the other kitten, I’m not at liberty…”
“I understand,” Savannah said. She thought for a moment, then asked, “Could you get in touch with that owner and ask them to contact me? I’d really appreciate it. Let them know I have their cat’s brother and that I’d like to talk to them—you know, to compare notes and possibly to reunite the siblings.”
There was silence on the other end of the phone. Edgar finally said, “Again, that’s one of the most unusual requests I’ve ever had related to cats, although there have been some odd things come back to haunt us with regard to snakes and bearded dragons.” He chuckled. “One snake we sold was killed by the rat the folks bought here to feed to it and they wanted their money back for both animals.”
“Oh my goodness,” Savannah said. “Well, you can rest assured that I’m not going to try returning my cat to you, and I have no plans to intrude on anyone. At the least, I’d like to know something about Rags’s siblings’ personalities and character traits, and I’m pretty sure the other kittens’ owners would be interested in knowing about Rags.”
“Like I said, it’s highly unusual, but interesting.”
“So the kitten you adopted out—the one you think was from Rags’s litter—that was a female, right?” Savannah asked. “When I took Rags, I remember you saying he was one of four kittens, and he was the only boy. You said that one of the siblings was a calico, and the other two looked like the mom. So which one did you adopt out?”
“It was the calico,” Edgar confirmed. “I remember to this day marveling at how different your cat and the calico were in every way. Yes, I was happy to send her home with that gal. Your cat…well, I almost decided not to go through with the sale to you. So you’re doing okay with him, huh?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Hey, give me your address or the store address and I’ll send you the book I wrote about him. You may get a kick out of his story.”
“Sure!” he said, with enthusiasm. “I’ll text you the address when we get off the phone. Thanks.”
“And thank you. I’m eager to hear back about the calico. Oh, and you were going to send me contact information for the shelter.”
“Sure, I’ll send that in my text as well.”
 
 **** 
“How’s it going?” Gladys asked when she saw Savannah heading for the kitchen thirty minutes later.
“Good.” She stopped and thought for a moment. “You know how it is with something like this—one step forward and two steps back—but it’s mostly forward motion so far.” She walked closer to where her mother sat. “I want to see if I can figure out what Rags’s sire might look like. According to what I’ve read, an expert on cat genetics can figure it out by looking at the dam and the kitten.” She sat down. “And did you know that a litter of five kittens can each have a different father? Five different fathers. It’s probably unusual for that to happen, but what I’m saying is, it’s possible. Well, I knew that a female cat can be visited by more than one male during her heat cycle, and that each mating can result in more kittens. But I guess I never considered how many different fathers a litter of kittens could possibly have.”
“So that’s why you see such a rainbow of colors in some litters?” Gladys asked. She cocked her head. “Why are you studying this just now? Wasn’t cat genetics part of your veterinary training?”
“Not to this degree. I’m finding it a fascinating study, but also a bit contradictory.”
“I guess that’s science,” Gladys said, “especially a relatively new branch of science. So Rags’s siblings could be only half-sisters and brothers?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, sisters. He evidently had no brothers. It would be great to find out that some of the kittens are his full siblings, but it’s doubtful. I’ll learn more about that if I can track down Angel’s owners.” 
“Angel?”
“She was Rags’s mother. That, I guess, we know.”
“Vannie, the way people move around these days and change lifestyles, it would be a miracle if any of those cats are still where they were seven years ago.”
Savannah smiled. “Which makes this project all the more fascinating.”
Gladys huffed, “Yeah, well, I think you’ve been hanging around Detective Craig too much. It seems you’re becoming even more adventurous the older you get.” She looked across the room where Rags and Glori, shared the ottoman. “Or it could be because of your cat. I mean, he’s leading you astray with his taste for adventure.”
“Could be,” Savannah agreed. She walked into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. “When are you leaving?” she asked.
“Karl’s picking me up any time now,” Gladys said. She nodded toward the hallway. “How late are you going to let the children sleep?” 
Savannah considered her mother’s question. “I think for as long as they want to. We’ve been so busy, it would be nice to enjoy a family evening at home without having to rush them off to bed by seven thirty.”
Gladys smiled. “Sounds nice.” She saw Karl out the window and perked up. “He’s here. See you later. Don’t wait up for me.”
“Sure won’t. Have fun, Mom.” She winced. “I hope you two can enjoy the evening in spite of the problems he’s been dealing with these last few days.” When her phone chimed, Savannah picked it up and looked at the screen. She couldn’t contain her excitement. “Oh, I’ll bet that’s the gal from the cat shelter in LA. Hello,” she answered while waving to Gladys. “This is Savannah.”
“Hi, Savannah. I’m Marilyn Acosta at Kitty Haven. The director, Betsy Braun, asked me to return your call. She said you’re interested in the family of one of our litters.”
“Yes, as I understand it there were four kittens. The mother cat was Angel, a ragdoll. Her kittens were handed over to you, I guess, and you adopted two of them out through the pet store in that mall on Avalon. There was a grey-and-white male originally called Gray Boy and three females. One was calico and the other two looked more like the mother with the ragdoll markings—at least that’s what Edgar, at the pet store, told me at the time I adopted my cat. Oh, I took the one known as Gray Boy. I know it’s been a while, but do you remember them?”
“I sure do, which is why Betsy asked me to return your call.”
Savannah yelped, “Oh. Wow! You’re familiar with them? This is exciting.”
“So you have the male from that litter?” Marilyn asked. 
“Yes,” Savannah confirmed. 
“And you’ve had him all this time?” Marilyn asked. She lowered her voice. “How’s that going?”
“It’s going well,” Savannah said. “I love him to pieces. We have quite a bond.” 
“Really? So has he settled down as he’s matured? We weren’t sure he would.”
“Well…” Savannah hesitated.
Marilyn began to laugh. “Okay, give it to me straight. He’s a handful, isn’t he? No way was that cat going to settle down and become a docile house cat. Am I right?”
Savannah joined her in laughter. “So you do remember my boy.”
“Girl, I’ve been here for nearly twelve years—first as a volunteer and now as co-manager. We work with a lot of cats—rescues with serious health issues and injuries, healthy litters of kittens, senior cats who’ve lost their human and have no place to go—and they come to us with all kinds of personalities. I love them all, but some stay in my heart longer than others. Your cat, Gray Boy—well, he’s one I’ve never forgotten.”
Savannah chuckled. “He made a lasting impression, did he? Frankly, he still has that knack. Few people who’ve met him forget him.”
“I can understand that,” Marilyn said. More quietly, she asked, “How do you sleep at night?”
Savannah burst out laughing. “Oh, my gosh, Marilyn, you’ve got to tell me what you remember about Rags. That’s his name now. Rags…Ragsdale.”
Marilyn hesitated before asking, “How much time do you have?”
“He was that naughty?”
“You must know,” Marilyn said. “You’ve lived with him for nearly eight years.”
Savannah thought about how to respond, finally saying, “Well, he can get into mischief; he’s very curious and creative.”
“Oh, that’s what you call it?” Marilyn quipped.
“Yeah, he can be naughty, but he’s not that bad, really. Maybe that’s because we sort of channel his energy. We live in a large home, so he has a lot of space and enrichment. He walks on a leash, so we take him out fairly often. He also rides in a backpack for longer hikes. He’s been known to ride with me on my horse, and he works with local law enforcement solving crimes and identifying criminals.”
“What?” Marilyn shrieked. “Oh, girl, we must sit down and talk. I want to hear more about this cat.”
“How about if I send you a copy of his memoirs,” Savannah suggested.
“You’ve written about him?” She paused. “Yeah, I can see that. Oh, that’s classic—a book about little troublemaker Gray Boy. I’d love a copy. Thank you. Let me know the price and I’ll mail you a check. You can send the book here to the shelter if you want, and I’ll share it. There are others here who remember him, as well. He comes up in conversation once in a while. One gal said she almost gave up volunteering after him.”
Both women laughed, and Marilyn asked, “Is the book in ebook form?”
“Yes,” Savannah said.
“Well, I’m really eager to see it, so I think I’ll just order it for my reader. What’s it called?”
“Meowmoirs of a Klepto Cat,” Savannah said.
“He’s a klepto?” Marilyn yelped. “Oh, this I must read.”
Savannah chuckled. “Well, Marilyn, this has been enlightening.”
“For me too.”
“I would like to get together and chat one day,” Savannah said. “We can exchange stories about Rags. But what I’m trying to do now is trace down his siblings and his mother, if at all possible. Can you help me with that?”
“Why?” Marilyn asked.
“I’m rather curious about the personalities and quirks of cats with his DNA, and my findings just might result in another book.”
Marilyn was quick to say, “Well, I doubt you’ll find anything unusual about the other kittens in his litter. They seemed like normal laid-back kittens to me. And their mom is a typical ragdoll. Maybe you should go in search of the sire.”
“Yeah, finding him is on my wish list, but I imagine that would be difficult,” Savannah complained.
“Not necessarily. I’m friends with the gal who owns Angel.”
Savannah shivered with excitement, “They still have her? You know where Rags’s mother is?” “Yes,” Marilyn confirmed. She thought for a moment and said, “But I’m not sure they know who the sire is. Jeannie and her husband bought Angel from a breeder, and they bred her almost immediately to one of the males in their cattery. Everyone was shocked when the kittens were born. A mixed litter was not expected. I guess there was a lot of drama and accusations. No one seemed to know what happened; if they did, they weren’t admitting to it.” She paused, then said, “It’s a wonder your little guy, Gray Boy, survived. I remember that the whereabouts of those kittens was supposed to be kind of hush-hush. Jeannie was eager for us to find homes for them as soon as possible, before…”
“Before what?” Savannah said.
Ignoring her question, Marilyn asked, “So you want to know more about Gray Boy’s heritage? That’s odd. I mean, I can imagine chasing down bloodlines for a purebred, but he’s…”
“It’s his personality,” Savannah explained. “I’m curious about the characteristics and traits of Rags’s sisters and his mother. And, yes, I’d love to find his sire, as well. I’m working with a cat-DNA specialist, so I’m hoping we can narrow it down to what color male we should be looking for.” When Marilyn didn’t respond, Savannah continued, “In the meantime, I’d love to meet Angel and her family. Can you put me in touch with them?”
“Well, yes, I can, but…um…” Marilyn stammered. 
“Is there a problem?”
“Well…sort of…I mean…actually, Savannah, Jeannie’s in prison. Her sister’s staying at her house with Angel and Jeannie’s children and the other cats.”
“They have other cats? Also ragdolls?” Savannah asked.
“Yes,” Marilyn said. “Jeannie and her husband, Drew, breed ragdolls. He’s particularly interested in queens with the potential to have large litters of show-quality kittens. Get this,” she added, “he wants to build their reputation so he can legitimately get two thousand dollars for each, or even more.”
“For ragdoll kittens?” Savannah asked.
“Yes,” Marilyn said. Her tone became cross. “Jeannie just loves the cats, but Drew sees no reason to have them unless they’re producing and making them some money.” She tittered. “You can imagine his horror when your cat showed up in his registered ragdoll’s litter.”
“Oh, my gosh, yes.”
“Like I said, if it weren’t for Jeannie, I’m pretty sure your cat wouldn’t exist. He would never have had a chance to be naughty or otherwise,” Marilyn explained.
Savannah gasped. “Oh, that’s an awful thought.” She lowered her voice. “You don’t care much for your friend’s husband, do you?”
“Does it show?” Marilyn snarked.
“So what’s she in prison for?” Savannah asked gently. “What happened there?”
“Shoplifting charges. Everyone who knows her swears she didn’t do it, and I wouldn’t have believed it, but this is her third offense, and…”
“And she has children?” Savannah asked. 
“Yes, a seven- and a four-year-old.” Marilyn chuckled. “Among other charges, she’s accused of walking off with a purebred ragdoll kitten from a cat show. Drew wants to get into showing—you know, to get more recognition for their cattery.”
“Gads,” Savannah said, “and she gets caught stealing a purebred kitten? That’s not going to earn her many brownie points in that world. How did she think she’d get away with it? She couldn’t successfully use it for breeding. She couldn’t show it. She’d be found out, wouldn’t she?” “You’d think this would squelch any and all possibilities of their participation in cat shows, but she returned the kitten, and there were no charges. She was arrested for taking a diamond necklace from a jewelry store. She’s the nicest gal. It’s really hard to imagine she would do any of that, but I guess when you have a disorder, your brain speaks a different language, unless…”
“Unless?” Savannah prodded.
“Unless she didn’t do it.”
“But if she was caught with the merchandise…” Savannah started.
“And I guess she confessed,” Marilyn said. “I wonder if we’ll ever know what really happened.”
“Well, I particularly dislike people who take someone else’s cats,” Savannah huffed. “It’s happened to me too many times.”
“Really? Not with Gray Boy—I mean, Rags—right?” Marilyn asked.
“Yes, always with Rags. In fact, I’m just recovering from the trauma of someone catnapping him.” She chuckled. “And our new cat, a rescue from a hoarding situation, helped locate him. She stowed away in my tote bag and we didn’t know it until it was too late to take her back home. She actually helped us find Rags.”
“Oh my gosh, Savannah. That’s crazy. I can’t wait to read your book.”
“And I can’t wait to meet with you and hear more about Rags when you knew him as a kitten. I’m thinking about coming down your way later in the week—Wednesday or Thursday. Will you be available?” Savannah asked.
“I’ll make myself available. Yes. Let me know what days you’ll be here.” “I will,” Savannah said. “And I’d love it if you could arrange for me to see Angel and maybe talk to the sister.”
“Better than that, I might be able to get you in to see Jeannie,” Marilyn said.
“So you think I could see her in the jail?” Savannah asked. “Yes,” Marilyn said. “I’m on her visitor list. It’s a minimum-security facility and I should be able to get you in, especially since you’re writing a book that may include her. That is, if you want to.” “Absolutely. Thank you. Yes, see what you can do.” 
“And I should tell you, Savannah,” Marilyn added, “there were more than just Rags and the three girls in that litter. Jeanie and Drew managed to sell two of the kittens.” 
“Oh,” Savannah said, “there were six kittens?”
“Yes, they sold the two males that looked a lot like the dam. Drew and Jeannie had people waiting in the wings for those that looked like Angel. She’s a beauty.” She spoke more quietly, “I think Drew sold those cats as purebreds, which is one reason why he didn’t want anyone to know about the ugly ducklings in that litter.” She laughed at her quip.
“What happened to the two little females that had the ragdoll features and coloring?” Savannah asked.
“Well, I don’t exactly understand it all, but there was evidently a flaw that was a red flag to anyone who knows the ragdoll breed. The little males, I guess didn’t have it, but the females were obviously not purebred ragdolls, so that’s how we ended up with them along with the calico and Gray Boy. I remember Jeannie bringing those kittens to us in hopes that they would be placed really quickly before…”
 “Well, bless her for saving those kittens,” Savannah said. “Do you really think her husband would have…”
 “I don’t know,” Marilyn said, “but as I understand it, he was more concerned for his reputation and for future kitten sales than for those beautiful, healthy kittens.”
“Sheesh,” Savannah muttered. 
“Yeah,” Marilyn said. “So you may want to speak with Jeannie. I don’t know what Drew might do if he found out you have one of those off-breed kittens from that litter.”
Just then Savannah saw Michael walk past the office with Teddy in his arms. She followed them into the living room, where Teddy scrambled to get down and play with his train set. Michael kissed the toddler, then walked into the kitchen to get the boy something to drink. Suddenly Teddy let out a howl. “Uh-oh,” Savannah said into the phone. “Hey, Marilyn, I’d better let you get back to the cats. I see that I have a situation here.”
“Oh, with Gray Boy—I mean, Rags?” Marilyn asked.
“Actually, yes, he seems to be holding my son hostage.” “Huh?” Marilyn questioned.
Savannah chuckled. “Well, our two-year-old is trying to push his train, and Rags is sitting on the tracks and won’t let him pass.” When Teddy tried to nudge Rags off the tracks, she said, “Gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon.” Smiling, she pocketed her phone, picked up Rags, and cradled him, cooing, “What do you think you’re doing? You’re blocking traffic. Don’t you know the train must get through? There’s precious cargo on there.”
Michael chuckled when he crept into the room with Teddy’s sippy cup and heard Savannah say, “See, Rags, there are kitty-cats and cows and your stuffed penguin on that train.”
“What did Rags do, hijack the cattle car?” Michael asked. 
“Yeah,” she said. “I think he was trying to hold it up. Teddy ran into him several times, but he still didn’t move.”
Michael shook his head. “He marches to his own drummer, doesn’t he?”
“Rags?” she said, laughing. She kissed the cat’s cheek. “Oh, he has a whole orchestra behind him.”
 
 **** 
“How’s the research coming along?” Michael asked later that afternoon as he and Savannah sat together on the porch swing watching their children play.
“Great. I’m actually making headway that I didn’t expect so soon. I’m really pleased.” She faced him. “Oh, that cat-DNA specialist that Janice put me in touch with is flying up to stay with us for a few days. She wants to meet Rags and I want to pick her brain.”
“When?” he asked.
“She’ll be here Tuesday and Wednesday. Is that okay?” “Yeah, I guess,” he said.
She grinned at him. “Are you pouting?”
“No. It’s just that we’ve been so busy.” He took her hand. “I miss you. I mean, how long’s it been since we’ve had a date night?” 
She smiled. “How sweet. I miss you too.”
“No you don’t,” he challenged. “You’re the one off having fun.”
“Fun?” she countered. “You think it was fun chasing all over San Francisco’s waterfront trying to find Rags, frightened to death that something awful had happened to him?”
“I guess not, but it just seems like either you’re gone or busy or we’re surrounded by people. I guess I’m a little jealous,” he admitted.
She squeezed his hand. “I miss our date nights, too. Shall we plan one?” More coyly, she cooed, “I’m available tomorrow night.” 
“Monday?” he griped. “What’s open on a Monday night? The best restaurants are closed on Monday.”
“Oh, I don’t think that’s true. Let’s do some research. I’m sure we can find a good one that’s open.” Nuzzling him, she said, “Even if it’s a bad one we’ll enjoy the evening together—just us.” She sat up straighter. “Hey, what if you leave the clinic early tomorrow? We can drive to the coast and eat at a restaurant on the beach. I’ve been yearning to be near the ocean.” She snuggled against him. “The days are longer, so we could enjoy the beautiful drive. The weather’s nice. We can sit outside and watch the waves as we eat.” She kissed him softly on the neck. “I say, you’re awfully persuasive there. You’ve about twisted my arm right off.” He chuckled. “Now if only we can keep your mom home long enough to take care of our children.”
“If Mom can’t do it, there’s always Bri or Auntie. We’ll work that out,” she soothed. “Helena loves to spend time with the kids. Oh, and Colbi and Damon owe us. We helped Iris with Rosemary when Colbi and Damon took that little anniversary trip.”
“Okay, so it’s a date?”
She kissed him. “It’s a date.” 
He whispered in her ear. “Will you wear your little black dress?”
“Sure, if you don’t think I’ll be overdressed.”
He pulled back and looked at her. “Speaking of being overdressed. What is that you’re wearing? I don’t think I’ve ever seen that on you. Did you buy it at the mall today?”
She grinned. “So you think I’m overdressed?”
He scrutinized her outfit, saying, “That isn’t exactly what I’d call it.”
“Well, compliments or complaints go to Miss Lily Couturiere.”
“Huh?” he asked, confused.
“Lily dressed everyone today. She found this in the back of my closet and insisted I wear it.” Savannah giggled. “We even made her choose something for Bri from her closet—for punishment, actually.”
“You punished Lily? Bri wore some of Lily’s clothes?”
“No. It was punishment for Bri because she made fun of Mom and me.” Savannah laughed so hard she couldn’t speak for a moment. “After Lily chose Bri’s outfit—you know, from Bri’s closet, boy, was she ever sorry she’d made fun of us.” She spoke more quietly, “Don’t tell Lily, but Bri looked sillier than either Mom or me.”
He looked her up and down. “Hard to imagine.” He chuckled. “I’ll bet you won’t do that again—I mean, let Lily pick out your clothes.”
Savannah huffed, “You got that right.”
 
 **** 
“Thanks, Mom, for taking care of things here this evening,” Savannah said late the next day.
“Oh, honey, think nothing of it. I’m pleased that you and Michael are getting out for a little you time. It’s a very important part of a marriage. Children can distract a couple from the romance in their relationship.” She put her hands on Savannah’s arm. “You kids have a great time and don’t worry about a thing.”
“Thank you. I’m looking forward to it.” She heard a car drive in and said giddily, “Here comes my prince charming.”
Gladys smiled. When Michael entered the house, she said, “I hope you brought the glass slipper.” “Huh?” he asked.
“Oh, she’s being facetious,” Savannah explained.
Michael winked at Gladys. He kissed Savannah, then stepped back and took a good look at her. “You’re gorgeous.”
She smiled demurely. “Thank you. What are you wearing?”
“What do you want me to wear?”
“Your slacks or your jeans and your blue shirt—definitely your blue shirt,” Savannah said.
“Okay, let me wash away the smell of animals and medicine, and we’ll be off.” Michael glanced outside. “Did you take care of the horses already?”
“Darn,” she said, “I guess I was premature in getting dressed.” She craned to look outside. “Hey, Antonio’s still out there working, isn’t he?”
“Yeah, I saw him when I came in,” Michael confirmed.
Savannah walked toward the door. “I’ll ask if he’ll feed this afternoon.”
“Perfect,” Michael said over his shoulder as he headed down the hallway.
“Antonio,” Savannah called minutes later from the porch, “would you feed the horses before you leave?”
“Yes.” He chuckled. “You don’t want to go out there in your good clothes? Those horses can be messy.”
“That’s right. Thank you.” She walked back inside, then decided to handle another task. She removed a large paper bag from the pantry and took it out to the car where she began filling it with the children’s toys, half-eaten cookies, empty juice boxes, a hair scrunchy, and a few other things she was surprised to find there. 
Before Savannah was finished she heard a small voice call out, “Mommy, what are you doing?”
“I’m cleaning your toys out of the car,” Savannah said. 
“My dolly’s hair brush? My white shoe?” Lily asked.
“Yes, I found both of those.” Savannah glanced up at her daughter. “Close the door, honey, before one of the cats gets out. I’m coming back in just a minute. Close the door, now.”
Savannah smiled when she heard Lily say, “Hurry, Mommy. I need my baby Alana’s brush.”
“Coming,” she called. But first, she opened the front car door and emptied the small trash compartment. She wiped the dash with a napkin she’d found. When she was satisfied that their chariot was fit for date night, she closed the car doors and returned to the house.
 
 **** 
“What a good idea,” Savannah said as the couple traveled along one of their favorite routes several minutes later. “I’m glad you took the back roads; it’s so pretty along here. I can’t wait to see the ocean. I haven’t spent much time at the ocean since…”
“You were on the waterfront of San Francisco looking for Rags just last week,” Michael reminded her.
“Oh, I don’t count that. I didn’t have a moment to relax and enjoy the view. No, this is way different. I’m really looking forward to hearing the ocean waves and the sea birds, smelling the salty water, and feeling the ocean spray.” She shivered. “I’m so happy right now, Michael. Thank you for the wonderful idea.” She ran her hand over the back of his neck.
He smiled and winked at her.
Suddenly she gasped and withdrew from him. 
“What was that?” he asked, swerving the car.
“Raaags,” they both said together when the large cat pushed his way between them and sat down on the console. 
“Oh no,” Michael carped. “Savannah, I hope you didn’t plan this as some sort of surprise for me, because I can tell you it sure is a surprise, but not a good one.”
“No,” she insisted. “I had nothing to do with it. Oh, my gosh, Rags, how in the world…” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I can’t imagine how he did this. Darn it anyway.” She slumped in her seat and whined, “Oh, Michael, shall we just take him back home and eat at the diner?”
He thought for a moment, glanced at her a couple of times as he drove, then at the cat. “No,” he insisted. “We’re not going to let him ruin our evening.”
“Then what?” she asked. 
“I haven’t figured that out yet,” Michael admitted, “but we’ll find a way. Believe me, we’ll find a way to have a nice time even with this most unwelcome tagalong.” He shook his head slowly. “Unbelievable.”
Savannah sat quietly for a moment then said, “Lily opened the door…”
“You’re going to blame our daughter?” he asked. “Savannah, we’re the parents.”
“Well, I’m just saying, I imagine he scooted past her. I was cleaning out the car. He could have sneaked into the car without me noticing him. Oh, Rags,” she said to the cat, “does it ever end with you? When will you stop running our lives.”
“Do you mean ruining our lives?” he asked, grinning.
“Michael,” Savannah scolded. She leaned back against the headrest. “So, what are we going to do?” “We’ll forget that he’s with us.” He reached for her hand and massaged it. When Rags pawed at his hand, he nodded toward the backseat and joked, “Go get your own girl. Go on, now.”
Savannah chuckled. She looked around and suggested, “Maybe I can strap him into Teddy’s car seat.”
“Hey, that’s a good idea,” Michael said.
“Really? Do you think it would work?” she asked.
“I don’t know; let’s try it. Didn’t I see a piece of rope back there?”
“Yes,” Savannah said, retrieving it. “I need to return this to Sandy. She let me borrow it for Rags when we rode together a few weeks ago.” She lifted the cat onto her lap and fashioned a harness for him. “There,” she said. “I think that will work. Can you pull over someplace so I can get back there and fasten him in?”
It didn’t take long for Michael to find a suitable turnout. He parked the car and said, “Okay, work your magic. I suppose we’ll need to stop at a pet store and buy him yet another harness and leash. We can eat on a patio that allows pets. Most do, these days, don’t they?”
“Let’s hope so. Or we can get a to-go order and have a picnic at one of the beach parks.”
He looked sympathetically at her. “In your beautiful black dress?”
She shrugged. “It’s washable.”
“Okay,” he said, somewhat reluctantly. “Let’s see if we can secure him somehow, so we can enjoy peace the rest of the way to the seashore.”
A few minutes later, Savannah said, “I think I have it figured out. We should be able to buckle him in with this strap. She looked around. “Okay, Rags, we’re ready for you. Where are you, Rags? Where’d he go? He was right here supervising.”
Michael sighed deeply. “Is he in the back there, or under one of the seats?”
After looking everywhere inside the car and frantically checking under the car, in the engine compartment, and among nearby shrubbery, Savannah began to panic. She spun in place. “I can’t believe this, Michael. How does he do it?” She glanced across the terrain. “Where in the heck did he go?”
Michael shook his head. “Beats me. If I knew his deepest secrets I’d bottle them and probably become a billionaire. Rags!” he called. “Rags, come on, boy. We’re hungry.”
“Rags!” Savannah shouted. “Kitty-kitty.” Exasperated, she said, “I guess I don’t have any treats with me, but there could be some on the floorboards. I’ll dig around.” She opened one of the back doors. “Here are a couple. Rags, I have treats!” she called. “Darn it, he probably won’t respond because I don’t have a treat bag to shake. It’s the sound of the packaging that gets his attention.” She began to panic. “Michael, what could have happened? Did someone see him wandering around and pick him up? Wait,” she said. “There’s a house over there.”
“Are you sure that’s a house?” Michael asked. “It looks more like a shack. But yeah, there are some cars parked around it. I’ll go see if he made his way over there.” He shook his head slowly again and muttered to himself, “Darned cat. If there’s any way he can ruin a nice day he’s going to do it.
Rags!” he shouted, a little angrily. “Rags!” he called as he approached the building. 
“What do ya want?” a man yelled through a broken window in the ramshackle structure.
“I’m looking for a cat,” Michael said. “He’s grey and white—a large cat. He walked away from us, and…”
“There ain’t no cats around here,” the man said, “live ones, that is. When did ya lose him? I shot at one last night. Missed, dang it.”
Michael frowned at the man, then said, “Our cat got away from us just now. May I come onto your property and look for him? He’s pretty important to us.”
“No,” came a voice from the other side of a new luxury car.
“Clark, I thought you was out lookin’ fer a job,” the first man said. “What er ya doin’ out there? Holy crap! Where’d that car come from? Have I seen that car before?” “Sure you have, Pop. It’s been here all along. You just don’t remember, that’s all.”
“Are ya fixin’ to bury it?” the older man asked.
“Bury it?” Clark questioned. He looked down at the pickax in his hands, tossed it aside, and said, “No. I was just going to put this away.” He pointed at Michael. “Who’s he, Pop?”
“I don’t know,” the older man cranked. “He’s lookin’ fer a cat. Have ya seen a cat?”
“Not today,” Clark said. “Why does he want a cat?” “We lost him,” Michael said. “He jumped out of the car, and I think he might have come in this direction.”
Clark walked toward Michael in a confrontational manner. “Well, we don’t want people on our property. If the cat came this way, he’ll surely leave when we he hears me cock my gun. We don’t want no one snooping around here. So get, Mr. Fancy Pants.” He scrutinized Michael for a moment, then asked, “What are you all dressed up for, anyway? A wedding?”
“A cat going to a wedding?” the older man said. “Not likely, Clark.” He thought for a moment, then said, “Why not let him look?” He addressed Michael. “You’ll leave once ya git the cat, right?”
“I sure will,” Michael said peering at the men suspiciously. 
“No,” Clark said. “No one snoops around here. Pop, dressed like that, he just might be a cop.”
“Oh, I didn’t think of that,” the older man said. He left the window, opened a door, and stepped out onto a sagging porch. He looked Michael up and down. “Are you a cop? I wonder if you know my cousin. He’s a cop, but he don’t bother us none ’cause we’re family.”
“No, I’m not a police officer. I’m a veterinarian,” Michael said. He nodded toward Savannah, who stood a short distance behind him. “My wife and I are on our way to dinner at the shore.”
“Well, la-di-da,” the older man said.
Michael continued to glance around the property. “Rags!” he called.
“There he is,” Savannah said, pointing.
“Where?” Michael asked, gazing in the direction she indicated.
“Under that car,” she said, taking a few steps forward. “Rags. Rags, come here.” When she heard what sounded like a gun being cocked, she froze. She looked at the older man, then at Clark, who had just lit a cigarette with a Zippo-type lighter. She cringed under his stare and moved closer to where she’d seen Rags. “What’s that smell?” she complained.
“Nothing,” Clark said.
“I was wonderin’ that too,” the old man said. “Smells like one of them coyotes died under the shed, don’t it?” He pointed. “Hey, what’s he doing there, Clark? Looks like that cat wants to get in the turtleback.”
“Turtleback?” Clark questioned.
“You know,” the older man said, “the back of the car—the trunk.”
“Get,” Clark said, running toward Rags. He picked up the axe and lifted it over his head.
“No you don’t!” Michael said, quickly grabbing the tool from the younger man. “What do you think you were going to do with this thing?” he growled, tossing it aside.
“I don’t want the cat snooping around here, that’s all.” Clark pointed. “There he is, now take him and get going.” 
Michael glanced at Rags, who had climbed up onto the car by then and was pawing at the trunk lid. “Get your cat!” Michael called to Savannah, while keeping an eye on Clark and the old man. “Go put him in the car,” he instructed.
Savannah did as Michael asked. Once she had Rags secured in Teddy’s seat, she turned her attention back to Michael and saw that he was making his way toward her. 
“Get in,” he said, walking quickly to the driver’s side and sliding in behind the steering wheel. He accelerated while Savannah was still trying to buckle her seatbelt.
“What’s going on over there?” she asked. “I was gagging.”
“Call 911,” Michael instructed.
“What? Why?”
He glanced at her. “Hon, I think your cat may have discovered a body.”
She studied Michael for a moment, then asked, “You’re kidding, right?”
Michael shook his head. “No. Didn’t you see the blood smudge on the bumper of that new car? And that kid sure didn’t want us snooping around. He was definitely getting ready to bury something without the old man’s knowledge. It appeared that he’d been digging a large hole near the dilapidated fence.” He glanced at her. “Go ahead and call—give them my cell number in case they have any questions.” 
After Savannah made the call, she patted Michael. “Are you okay? It got kind of freaky there for a minute.”
“Yeah, I have to say I thought we could be in danger. If Rags hadn’t come out of hiding, I was about to suggest we leave him there. I felt it was that potentially volatile.” He faced her briefly, saying, “They shoot cats, so that could have become gnarly.”
“Oh, Rags,” she said, “is nothing simple and easy and fun with you? You’ve ruined our nice date. You make me so mad sometimes.”
“Naw,” Michael said. “Our date isn’t ruined—not by a long shot. He just added another dimension to it. He’s keeping us on our toes. He doesn’t want our marriage to get stale.”
Savannah looked at Michael and they both laughed guardedly. 
A while later, Michael pointed. “Hey, there’s a feed store. Want to go in and see if you can get a harness and leash for him? Us guys will wait in the car.” 
“Yeah, I’ll pick him up some dinner too.” She opened the car door and stopped. “Michael, have I told you lately how much I love and appreciate you?” When he grinned at her, she said, “Really, Michael, you make me so happy.”
He nodded toward the backseat. “Just because I tolerate your sidekick there?”
“Sure, that’s part of it.” She kissed him and said seductively, “I’ll tell you more of the reasons tonight after we get home.”
“Can’t wait,” he whispered. “Now go get that stuff, will you? And hurry back.”
Once she returned, they fastened Rags more securely in the seat with his new harness and leash, and continued their drive toward the beachfront restaurants. When Michael saw the row of eateries along the ocean, he asked, “So, where do you want to eat?”
She motioned to the left. “Let’s try that place; it looks funky enough they might allow Rags on the deck. And it overlooks the beach. The sun will set soon, so we can enjoy the sunset. Oh, this is perfect, only…”
“Only what?” he asked.
“Only, well, I just hope they find that was a dead pig or coyote in the trunk of that fancy car.”
“You don’t like pigs or coyotes?” Michael asked.
“Yes, but I could handle knowing it was a dead pig, I think.”
He cleared his throat. “Well, I have the feeling it’s something more…um…human.” 
Savannah put her hands up to her face. “Don’t say that, Michael. Put that out of your mind.”
“I will if you will,” he promised.



Chapter Three
  
The couple had been dining on their fish-and-chips dinner for some time, and Rags had finished his cat food and seemed to be hoping for a tidbit of fish to drop at his feet, when Michael’s phone rang. He glanced at Savannah from across the table and took the call. 
 “Michael Ivey?”
“Yes.”
“This is Sergeant McKay from the police department. You reported a body out on Prairie Road?”
“Yes. So it was a…” Michael started. “We’d hoped you’d find a coyote or a pig or something.”
“It’s human, sir, and we wonder how you knew it was there. We’d like a statement from you. Where are you now? Do you live in the area?”
“No,” Michael said, heaving a sigh. “My wife and I drove over here from Hammond to have dinner. We’re at the Oceanside Fish House, I think it’s called.”
“Hammond, huh?” The sergeant hesitated, then asked, “So how did you get to the Fish House from Prairie Road?”
“What?” Michael said. “We drove.”
“Where did you get the car?” “What do you mean?” Michael asked. “It’s our car and we drove it from home over here. Why?”
“The Oceanside Fish House, huh?” the sergeant confirmed. “Do you know where the police station is from there?”
“No,” Michael said.
“You can get directions. It’s not far. I’d like to meet you there and get your statement.”
“Uh…okay, I guess,” Michael said.
“I suppose you’ll be able to tell me how you discovered the body—you know, how did you know it was there?” the sergeant asked.
“Well, it was our cat, you see…” Michael started.
“Your cat?” the sergeant asked suspiciously.
“Yes, it’s an unusual story and a strange circumstance, but we’re getting used to those with this cat.” Michael winced. “Sure, we’ll come over to the station and tell you what we know. So you say the body is human?”
“Yes, and I hope you have a good explanation as to how it got there. The homeowner says that isn’t his car. We checked it out and it’s actually registered to someone in Mason, which if I recall is very nearby to Hammond, right?”
“Yes,” Michael said. 
After a few moments, the sergeant asked, “Do you use an alias, Mr. Ivey?”
“No,” Michael said, frowning for Savannah’s benefit.
“I’d be interested in how you got to the restaurant from Prairie Road. The homeowner said you dumped the car with the body in their yard and took off in a waiting car. Who was driving that car?” he asked.
“What?” Michael shouted. He looked around sheepishly at the other diners, then said more quietly, “Listen, I’m Dr. Michael Ivey, a veterinarian living and working in Hammond, and I’m not missing a car. I’d never seen that car before I walked onto that property looking for our cat, who had escaped from us. Once we caught up to the cat, which we found wandering around on that property on Prairie Road, we drove from there to this restaurant in our car—the same car we drove from our home in Hammond.”
The sergeant was quiet, then said, “Well, we’ll discuss that when I see you. In fact, just in case you feel like running, I’ve decided to meet you there at the Oceanside Fish House. I’m pulling up to it right now. Can you tell me how to identify you? Where are you sitting?”
Michael took a deep breath. “We’re on the patio. I’m wearing a blue shirt. I’m with my wife. She’s blond…”
“Oh, I think I see you. Blue shirt, dark hair, pretty woman. Stay put, will you?”
“I have no reason to run,” Michael said, glancing around, trying to spot the policeman.
“So you say,” Sergeant McKay responded sarcastically.
Michael let out a sigh and ended the call. Shortly, he saw two uniformed officers approaching them. “Hello,” Michael said, standing. “I’m Michael Ivey and this is my wife, Savannah.”
“Sergeant McKay,” the first officer said. He nodded to his female partner. “Officer Haun.”
“This is your cat?” she asked, reaching down to pet Rags.
Michael nodded. “So there was a body in that car? I saw what looked like a blood smudge on the bumper. I think that’s what the cat…”
“The cat?” Sergeant McKay questioned.
“Yes, he’s sensitive to…how should I put this?”
Savannah explained, “He seemed to be showing us that something was wrong inside that car.”
The officers studied the cat, then Savannah and Michael. He asked, “And what were you doing there with the cat?”
“Yeah, does the cat usually join you for dinner?” Officer Haun asked, amused. 
Michael blew out a breath in exasperation, explaining, “He stowed away in our car. We stopped near that property to see if we could secure him…in our son’s car seat.”
“You put your cat in a car seat?” the female officer asked.
“We thought we’d try it, but he escaped while we were rigging the thing to fit him. We found him over at the place where that fancy car was parked, and Rags…”
“Rags?”
“That’s the cat’s name,” Michael said. “He showed some interest in the car, which seemed to upset the owner.”
“Of the car?”
“I assumed he was the owner,” Michael said. “What I meant was the people at that house—the old man and his son.”
“The older man didn’t seem to recognize that fancy car, actually,” Savannah explained. The officers looked at her, and she continued, “But the son said his father has a bad memory and just forgot they owned it.”
“We got a whiff of what smelled like a decomposing body,” Michael said.
“And you know that scent because?” the officer asked.
Michael stared at him for a moment. “Well, as I told you, I’m a veterinarian, and who hasn’t smelled a decaying rat or something under their house at one time or another?”
“But you told us you thought it was a human body. How would you know that?” the sergeant asked.
“By the amount of blood, and who would carry around a decaying rat in the trunk of a sixty-thousand-dollar car?” Michael said. He huffed, “Or a body, for that matter.”
Sergeant McKay stared at Michael. “Who, indeed?” He asked, “May I see your ID, please?”
Michael and Savannah both complied. Officer Haun walked away with their driver’s licenses, then returned, saying, “They check out.” She smirked. “I guess your cousins really are in deep trouble, Sarge.” 
Unflustered by her statement, the sergeant stared hard at Michael while speaking to his partner. “Clark Birdsall said these folks parked the car on their property, got out, and asked Clark if he had a pickax and a shovel.”
“What?” Savannah said.
“Yeah, Haun, we’d better get their prints and check out Clark’s story.” 
The officer turned toward their unmarked cruiser. “I’ll get the kit.” 
Meanwhile, the sergeant glanced at Rags and asked, “So you say the cat knew what was in the back of the car?”
Savannah shrugged. “Maybe. He works with the sheriff’s department in Hammond, and he has…”
“Baloney,” the sergeant said. “If he knew it, it was because he saw you put it in there, right?”
Savannah frowned and spat, “What’s wrong with you?”
Michael grasped her arm in a gesture to calm her.
By then Officer Haun had returned. She looked down at the cat. “Wait! You say he works with the sheriff’s department in Hammond?” She squinted. “Is this Rags?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. You know of him?”
“Cliff,” the officer said, “Detective Sledge works with Rags. He’s done some incredible investigative work with that cat. There’s even a book out about him. Now I recognize him.” She looked at Savannah. “You’re the author. I remember seeing your picture on the back of the book.”
The sergeant continued to stare at the Iveys, then down at the cat. He scowled. “Well that doesn’t exonerate them from this accusation. I have to take Clark’s story into account. Folks, I think you should come down to the station with us. We’ll have animal control pick up the cat.”
“No!” Savannah shouted. “That’s ridiculous. Your cousin is lying through his teeth. What my husband told you is the absolute truth, and I’m sure we can prove it. I think you need to find out who that car belongs to and when it was taken and from where. You can take our fingerprints if you want to, but you won’t find them on that car.”
“Well, little lady, how about humoring me?” the sergeant said in a condescending manner. “Keep in mind that you’re guests in our town. You don’t want to insult our gracious invitation.”
“This is ludicrous,” Michael complained.
“You can follow us to the station,” the sergeant suggested. 
“Oh, so you trust that we won’t flee?” Michael spat.
Savannah nudged him.
Once the Iveys were in their car along with Rags, Savannah pulled out her phone.
“Who are you calling?” Michael asked. He grinned. “Oh, let me guess…”
“Hi, Craig. Thanks for picking up,” she said.
“Why wouldn’t I, Savannah, even though you’re disturbing my dinner?”
“Sorry, Craig. We had our dinner disturbed too, and I need some advice.”
“What has your cat gone and done now?” Craig grumped.
“Well…”
“So he did get you into some sort of pickle, did he?” the detective asked, laughing.
“Craig, I think we’re going to be arrested for killing someone and maybe stealing a car and stuffing his body into the trunk and digging his grave.”
“What?” Craig shouted. “Savannah, slow down. What are you talking about? Is this a plot for a movie you’re watching or something?”
“No. Craig, we drove out here to the coast for dinner, and Rags…”
“You took your cat with you?” “Now use your imagination, Craig. No. We didn’t purposely bring him. I think what happened was that Lily let him out accidently while I was cleaning the car out and…”
“I don’t need the nitty-gritty details,” Craig complained. “So he bamboozled you again. And he got you into trouble how? He stole a car?”
“No. A dirtbag named Clark probably stole the car. Rags evidently found a body in the trunk, but the thief…”
“The dirtbag?” he asked.
“Yes, he’s the cop’s cousin and…”
“What?”
“Yes, Sergeant McKay wants to believe his cousin, who says we parked the car on his property with a body inside,” Savannah said. “Now we’re following him to the station…” “The dirtbag?”
Feeling more exasperated, Savannah blurted, “No, the cop. They want to put Rags in a cage.”
“Well, that’s appropriate.”
“Craig, it’s not funny,” she insisted. “Michael and I are being accused of stealing a car and maybe murder. What shall we do?”
“Where are you, Savannah?” Craig asked with a sigh. Once Savannah had explained their location, Craig said, “I can be there in forty-five minutes, but they might be finished with you by then, so I think I’ll call the precinct. I’ll find out what Sergeant McKay has to say, then we’ll see what happens.”
“Okay. By the way, his sidekick, Officer Haun. knows about Rags and his work with you. She’s even read my book.”
“Well, that ought to be worth something,” Craig said.
“Yeah, but the curmudgeon sergeant didn’t seem impressed or even seem to care,” Savannah whined.
“Okay, let me see what I can do from here. Stay calm. You’ll be okay.”
“Thanks, Craig.”
“What did he say?” Michael asked.
“He’s going to call the sergeant and talk to him. Hopefully, we’ll be on our way home soon.”
“So much for our nice date night,” Michael grumbled.
She took his hand. “I love you.”
He winked and squeezed her hand. “I just hope we don’t have separate cells tonight. That certainly wasn’t in my plan.”
She smiled. “Mine neither.”
 
 **** 
It was after midnight by the time the Iveys were reunited with Rags and on their way home. 
“Thank you, Craig,” Savannah said into her phone.
He chuckled. “I don’t know what I did that made the difference, but you’re welcome.” 
“You were a great support,” she said. “You evidently pushed the forensics-lab people hard to consider the evidence needed to free us from this awful accusation. It was not a pretty sight to see that grouchy sergeant have to admit that his cousin may have been a bad boy, after all.”
“Well, I thought you two were goners when they told me Michael’s prints were on the pickax,” Craig said.
“Yeah,” she blurted, “we’d both forgotten about that. Michael grabbed that thing from the kid to keep him from going after Rags with it. Whew, that was a close call.”
“Do you have Rags with you?” Craig asked.
“Yes.” She raked her hand through his fur. “He’s sound asleep on my lap.”
“Good. I was afraid those low-life scumbags would put a hit out on him. From the sounds of it they were really fighting the fact that Rags discovered the evidence.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, wincing. “We could hear that Clark kid out in the hallway.” She asked him, “So what happened? Did Clark highjack that car and kill the driver?”
“Something like that,” Craig said. “I think drugs were in the mix. The guy in the trunk could have been a dealer. Some of them get to the place where they can afford a nice car, especially if they stop using the stuff and just push it. Gotta keep a clear head when you’re in business.”
“Yikes,” Savannah said. “To think that we could have become caught up in a messy underground crime. Horrible. Horrible.”
“It certainly could have been,” Craig said. “I’d say you were caught up in it. Yeah, those knuckleheads will use anyone they can to stay out of trouble, and your cat led you right into the path of their criminal activity.”
“Darned cat,” Savannah spat, continuing to pet Rags.
“But he also got you out of trouble,” Craig reminded her.
“That was a fluke,” Savannah said.
“Sure was.” Craig chuckled. “A fluke is your cat’s specialty. Yeah, if he hadn’t uncovered the murder weapon, you two might be in a world of hurt tonight.”
“What was that, anyway?” Savannah asked, “a knife?”
“Yes. The killer evidently decided to bury it immediately after he got home with the body this afternoon. One of the officers on the scene happened to see where something had been digging in soft dirt—something apparently not human. As any crackerjack officer would do, he looked more closely and saw the red handle of a hunting knife—the murder weapon. Upon further investigation, they determined that a cat had uncovered it.” He chuckled. “…and marked it. Some of the prints were smudged and some of the blood disturbed by cat urine, but there was enough evidence to point a finger at Clark Birdsall.”
Savannah smiled down at Rags. “So I guess it’s a good thing we had him along with us.”
“In some ways, yes,” Craig said. “But would you have stopped in front of that place if Rags hadn’t been with you?”
“You have a point,” Savannah said. She sighed. “Well, it was a bit rough there for a while, but I’m glad that guy’s been arrested and we’re on our way home. Thanks again, Craig.”
“Yeah,” Craig said, “and don’t forget to thank my partner, Deputy Rags.”
 
 **** 
“So when is your new friend coming?” Michael asked the following morning over breakfast.
“This afternoon. I’ll pick her up at the airport around two. I can’t wait to learn more about cat genetics.” She cringed. “I just hope I can understand what she tells me.”
Michael suggested, “You ought to invite your sister over.”
“Brianna? Why? What does she know about cat genetics?”
“She’s a doctor,” Michael insisted.
“Well, so am I and so are you, but I doubt she knows any more about genetics than we do, especially cat genetics.”
“Is it really going to be a big part of your next book?” Gladys asked. “I mean, you aren’t actually focusing on cat DNA, are you?”
Savannah thought for a moment. “No. I guess what I need to know about that science is for my own information. It will be only a small snippet—a minute fraction of the book. My main focus will be comparing Rags to his siblings. Are they birds of a feather?” She laughed. “Or should I say cats of a feather? If not, where did he get his crazy personality? And my big question to Chris is related to Rags’s sire. I want to know what kind of cat we should be looking for. They can determine the potential color of the sire when they know the dam’s coloring and that of the kittens.”
“Who’s the father?” Michael said in a low, booming voice.
“Again, Daddy,” Teddy chirped. “Do again.”
Gladys grinned at her grandson, then asked, “So are you apprehensive about bringing a stranger into the house?” When Savannah hesitated, she said, “I mean, it’s sometimes hard to know what kind of person someone is until you live with them. You’ve only spoken with this woman by phone, right?”
“Yes, but she’s a friend of Janice Fischer, so it’s not like she’s a total stranger. Anyway, we’ll be busy discussing genetics. It’s just such a fascinating topic.”
“Oh, Vannie,” Gladys said, “you may not actually get enough interesting material for a book in all this. I mean, cats are simply cats. Rags is an unusual cat, but that’s not to say the rest of his family is.”
“If they are, don’t you think that would make for good reading?” Savannah countered.
Michael put his hand on Gladys’s arm and said quietly, “She’s on a mission. Don’t even try to dissuade her. She’s focused. You know how she is when she’s focused.”
Gladys chuckled. “Actually, I do. I tend to forget it now that she’s grown. I remember that when she wanted a kitten or a horse or a new sweater, how all-consuming she’d become.”
“Me?” Savannah asked. “What do you mean?”
“You’d work all the angles.”
“What angles?” Michael asked, amused. 
Gladys addressed Michael. “Yes, I’d forgotten that about Vannie. When she got something in her craw she did not give up on it.”
Savannah sat straight. “Are you saying that’s a bad thing?”
“No, honey,” Gladys assured her, “except when you took things to an extreme. Sometimes that was kind of a problem.”
“Like what?” Savannah challenged. 
“Like the time you found that sickly kitten and hid it away in your bedroom after I told you that you couldn’t keep it. It was sick! He needed medical treatment.” Before Savannah could respond, she added, “And what about when you ran for prom queen and didn’t win? Alison Bronson beat you. You wanted to change schools because you thought you could win at the other school. And…”
“You’re on a roll, Gladys,” Michael urged.
Gladys grinned at him. “It took her grandparents and her Aunt Maggie a while to learn how to say no when it was important to do so. They were always quick to buy into her arguments.” With a twinkle in her eye, she said, “Michael, we all thought for sure she’d become an attorney—an attorney for animals, maybe.”
Savannah stared at her mother for a moment. “Gosh, am I that much of a manipulator? I don’t feel like I always get my way. Anyway…” she started.
Michael stopped her. “No need to defend yourself in front of us, hon. We get it. You’re—well, you’re passionate about things.” He cleared his throat and changed the subject. “When are you going to LA? You’re going there to do some interviews, aren’t you?”
Savannah mulled over what Gladys and Michael had said, then took a new breath. “Yes. I’m not sure when, but I’m anxious to find Rags’s siblings. I’m getting quite a list of people to interview.”
“Even a jailbird, huh?” Michael said. “Will you be able to get in to see her?” 
“I think so. I hope so. If she has a good memory, she’ll be one of my primary resources.” Savannah gazed at Michael, then Gladys. “I sure hope she knows something about Rags’s sire.”
“Will you take your cat with you?” he asked.
Just then Gladys’s phone chimed. She looked at it. “A text from Karl’s daughter, Jilly.” She stared down at it for a moment, then groaned, “Oh, no.”
“What, Mom?” Savannah asked.
“Karl has been charged.”
“What?” Savannah exclaimed.
Gladys shook her head. “I can’t believe it! Jilly and I both are in absolute shock.”
“Wow,” Savannah said, “I wonder what evidence they have.” She glanced at Michael. “We’re here to tell you that people sure can be accused and almost arrested, even when there’s no possible way they could have done the deed. Right, Michael?”
“Oh yes.” He asked compassionately, “Gladys, does Karl have a good lawyer?”
“I don’t know. He has one, but I doubt he’s a criminal lawyer.” She grimaced. “Jilly is beside herself with worry. She’s asking me what I think should be done.”
“He needs a good criminal lawyer,” Michael asserted. “I’d ask Craig for a recommendation. He might even know something about the case and can help the attorney sort through the evidence.” He asked more quietly, “Do you know who the victim is?” 
“Some man from San Francisco or who happened to be in the city at that time. Evidently they haven’t found a body, but they claim to have found blood on a car Karl owns—a car that’s in his name. He swears he doesn’t drive that car—hasn’t driven it in months.”
“I’m confused,” Michael said. “I thought this was a hit-and-run.”
“It was,” Gladys confirmed.
“And they don’t have a body?” Michael said. “How do they know someone was killed?”
“I guess they don’t, actually,” Gladys said. “I mean, they don’t know if the victim is dead or alive. They don’t even know who was supposed to have been hit.”
“So how do they know there was a hit-and-run?” he asked.
“There were witnesses,” Gladys said.
“Did anyone see the body get up and walk away?” Michael asked.
“I’m not sure,” Gladys said. She slumped. “There’s just so much I don’t know.”
“Doesn’t Karl have an alibi?” Savannah asked. “You say this happened in San Francisco? He hasn’t been to the city lately, has he?”
Gladys grimaced. “Actually…”
“Oh no,” Savannah moaned. 
“I didn’t even know it,” Gladys said, “but he was there last week overnight to visit someone.”
“Did he loan out his car while he was there?” Savannah asked.
“I don’t know.” Gladys took a ragged breath. “I just hate being so much in the dark. I mean, I care about the man and I want to help him even if it’s just to support him, but I must say that what I do know is troubling, and I feel like I’m so out of the loop that I’m not really a part of his life right now.”
When Gladys began to weep, Savannah embraced her. “It must be hard. I’m so sorry, Mom.” She comforted Gladys for a few more moments, then asked, “Would you like to talk to Craig?”
Michael chuckled. 
“What’s funny?” Savannah asked.
“Well, it’s just that this family keeps Craig so busy, I don’t know how he has time to chase down any real criminals.” 
Sloughing off her husband’s attempt at humor, Savannah suggested, “Let’s call Craig, okay, Mom? Maybe he’ll come over before I have to leave to pick up Chris.”
“I’d like that, Vannie. I just hate feeling so helpless when Karl obviously needs help.”
“But, Mom,” Savannah said gently, “if Karl doesn’t want to talk about it, how are you or his daughter or even an attorney going to help him?” 
 
 **** 
Later that morning Craig greeted Gladys and Savannah on the wraparound porch where they were entertaining the children. He smiled down at Rags and Glori, who were both sitting in Teddy’s wagon as Savannah helped the toddler give the cats a ride. Craig snapped a picture.
Savannah chuckled. “What are you going to do with that?” 
“Put it on the bulletin board at the precinct where the deputies post pictures of their off-duty recreation—you know, fishing, parasailing, hiking, body-building. My feline partner’s favorite off-duty activity should be included—wagon-riding.” Craig laughed. “With Teddy at the helm, that’s gotta be an E-ticket ride.”
Savannah joined him in laughter, saying, “Yeah E-ticket, all right. Especially when he tries to take the wagon down the steps.”
“Good thing cats have excellent reflexes,” Craig said. He walked closer to where Gladys sat, and took her hand. “How are you doing?”
“Okay, I guess. I’m just so worried.”
“Well don’t be,” Craig said.
She stared into his eyes. “Why? Do you know something? Has something happened?” Craig glanced around. “Will his daughter join us? Savannah said something about his daughter.”
“Yes, she’s staying at his house right now. She wants to hear what you have to say.” Gladys looked out toward the orchard. “She should be along any minute.”
“Here she comes,” Savannah called from the other end of the porch where she continued to play with Teddy and the cats. She pointed. “Is that her?” “Yes,” Gladys said, standing up. She walked out to greet the younger woman and ushered her back to the porch. “Jilly Shelton, this is Craig Sledge. He’s the detective I told you about.”
“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Shelton,” Craig said, removing his jacket and tossing it casually across the arm of a wooden porch chair. He shook her hand.
When Savannah approached with Teddy and his wagonload of cats, Gladys said, “This is my daughter, Savannah and my grandson, Teddy. She put her arm around Lily, who was playing nearby with one of her dolls. “And this is Lilliana. Everyone, this is Karl’s daughter, Jilly.”
“Jilly is like Lily,” the four-year-old said. “I’m Lily and you’re Jilly.”
“Yes, we match,” Jilly said, smiling at the child.
Savannah reached out a hand. “I’m so sorry about what your family must be going through. We’re quite fond of your father.”
“Thank you,” Jilly said. I’ve heard a lot about all of you. So nice to meet you. Your children are beautiful.”
Savannah smiled. “Would you like a glass of lemonade or iced tea?”
“Thank you,” the petite young woman responded. “Iced tea would be lovely.”
“Come sit here,” Gladys suggested, motioning toward a nearby chair. When she saw that something had Jilly’s attention, she followed her gaze and chuckled. “Oh, that’s Rags and…”
“The cat you’ve told me about?” Jilly asked, smiling.
Gladys nodded. “Yes, he’s the bigger one. The colorful one is Glori.”
“They’re gorgeous.” Jilly petted Glori and asked Teddy, “Are these your kitties?”
Teddy nodded shyly. He pointed and said, “Rags…Glori.”
“Hi, Rags and Glori,” Jilly said. “They seem to like going for a ride in your wagon.”
Teddy nodded.
Just then Lily ran to them. She picked up Glori and walked back to her chair with the cat dangling from her arms.
“No!” Teddy protested. “No!” he screeched.
“Lily,” Savannah scolded when she returned with two glasses of iced tea. “Come on, let her go for a ride with Teddy. She wants to ride in the wagon with Rags.”
“No she doesn’t,” Lily said. “She wants to sit on my lap now.”
Jilly smiled. “They love their kitties, do they?”
Savannah nodded. “Especially if someone else wants to engage them. A little sibling rivalry there.”
While everyone’s attention was on Lily and Glori, Rags jumped out of the wagon and sauntered toward Craig. No one noticed until they saw Craig’s jacket drop.
“Hey, I think your other cat’s under there,” Jilly said. “He pulled that jacket down on top of himself.”
“What’s going on, buddy?” Craig asked, picking up his jacket. He cocked his head when he saw Rags holding down a piece of paper with one paw. 
“He’s shredding that, Craig,” Savannah warned, watching as Rags tore at the folded piece of paper with his teeth. “Better get it.” She made a move toward the cat at the same time Craig did, but Rags, it appeared, didn’t want to give up his latest treasure. He jumped off the porch and ran toward the corrals. “Rags!” Savannah called.
“What’s he got?” Craig asked.
“I don’t know. Something of yours, I imagine,” Savannah said, bounding after the cat. “Stop!” she shouted. “Rags, give that to me.”
Craig shook his head and muttered, “There must be a better way to deal with that cat. Can’t she take him to a training class?”
Gladys and Jilly stared past him as Savannah attempted to lure the cat. When Savannah finally returned with Rags, she handed Craig a folded page that had been slightly mauled. “Sorry about that,” she said, somewhat out of breath.
“Oh!” Craig said, upon opening the paper. “It’s just my…”
“Where’s the other cat?” Jilly asked.
Savannah opened the kitchen door and dropped Rags inside, then asked, “Lily, do you know where Glori went?” When Lily shook her head, Savannah frantically looked around the yard. “Dang it.”
“Too much for you, are they, Savannah?” Craig asked, chuckling. “She probably went on her own adventure.”
“Oh no,” Savannah yelped, looking under the porch furniture and around the yard. 
“Where are you going?” Gladys asked when Savannah headed back to the kitchen.
“To get Rags. He’ll be able to find her.” She returned with Rags on his leash. “Find Glori,” she instructed. “Come on, Rags, where’s Glori?”
Craig chuckled. “Yeah, cat, redeem yourself, will you?”
“I could use some help here,” Savannah complained from the gazebo. “This new landscaping design isn’t conducive to finding hiding cats.”
“No it isn’t,” Gladys said, chuckling. She gestured. “Come on, Jilly, want to help in the search?”
“Does this go on all the time?” Jilly asked quietly.
Gladys grinned at her. “What can I say? It’s a zoo around here.”
“Found her!” Savannah shouted several minutes later.
“Where?” Gladys called.
Savannah appeared with Rags still on his leash and Glori in one arm. “She was visiting Peaches.”
“Peaches?” Jilly questioned. “On a peach tree?”
“Savannah’s horse,” Gladys explained. “That’s the horse’s name.”
“Oh,” Jilly said. “I guess it is a zoo around here.”
Once the cats were safely inside and the children were playing in their playhouse within viewing distance of the porch, Savannah handed both Jilly and Craig a glass of the iced tea and she sat down. She took a long swig of her tea, then faced Craig. “So, do you have anything to report?”
“Sure do,” he said, leaning toward the women with his arms resting on his knees.
“Mrs. Shelton, what do you know about…”
She interrupted Craig. “Jilly. You can call me Jilly.”
“Okay, Jilly, what I want to know is who might your dad be protecting?”
Jilly sat back in her chair and looked down at her hands in her lap.
“We can’t help him if he won’t help himself, and he seems reluctant to tell us what he knows. From what I understand, he maintains that he didn’t do it and he doesn’t know who did.”
Jilly threw her hands up. “Well, there you have it. Isn’t it up to the police to do their job and find out who framed my dad? If he doesn’t know who…”
“Ma’am,” Craig interrupted, “who are you folks protecting, and why? Do you want to see your dad go to prison?” When Jilly began to cry, he said, “I didn’t think so. Well, you can’t have it both ways.” He sat back in his chair and folded his hands across his stomach. “Evidently this isn’t the first time your father has been arrested.” When she looked surprised, he asked, “Didn’t you know that? Or are you surprised that I know it?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “Jilly, he has squeaked by convictions in the past by some miracle and maybe the fancy footwork of a good lawyer. It appears that these were fairly minor infractions, and he just paid the fines and went on about his business. But Jilly, this is a most serious accusation. And if he isn’t responsible, I’d advise you and your dad to come clean with what you know, because I’m pretty certain that he’s just about used up all of his get-out-of-jail-free cards, if you know what I mean.”
“Please, Jilly,” Gladys said. “Is Craig right? Is your dad protecting someone?”
Jilly rested her face in her hands and wept while the others waited for her to respond.
“Mrs. Shelton?” Craig coaxed.
“He’s my father,” she wailed. “I can’t betray him.”
Craig stood abruptly. “Well, I can’t help you, then.”
“Wait,” Gladys said. She put one hand on Jilly’s back. “Honey, please.”
Jilly faced Gladys, tears streaming down her face, “I’m sorry, Gladys. You’re a nice lady and we all like you, but this is a family affair, and I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do. It’s Dad’s decision.” She stood up and said vehemently, “As much as I hate it, I can’t…”
“Even if it means a long prison term for your innocent father?” Craig said. He lowered his voice and added, “Or worse.”
Jilly looked at Craig. “Worse? What do you mean, worse?”
Craig spoke more gently. “If the victim is dead…”
“What victim?” Jilly screeched. “There’s a victim this time?”
Craig frowned at Jilly. “Isn’t there always a victim?”
“No!” Jilly insisted. “It’s usually just infractions against the state or city or…”
“Yeah, reckless driving, evading arrest, identity theft, burglary,” Craig recited. “Do you think there were no victims?” He lowered his voice. “Or potential victims.” He stared into her eyes. “You say your father wasn’t responsible for any of those crimes? Maybe you’re the one who’s being played for a sucker. Why would he keep taking the hit if he was innocent? Ever think of that, Mrs. Shelton?”
“Dad told me the car hit a post and maybe a deer,” Jilly said more quietly. “He doesn’t know where the police got the notion this was a hit and run. There was no victim at the scene.”
“Well, the evidence shows and a witness corroborates the fact that whoever was driving that car hit someone,” Craig explained.
“But there’s no body, so maybe that’s not true,” Jilly insisted.
“Oh, you’d better believe there’s a victim, and we will find him or her,” Craig said.
When Savannah saw the color drain from her mother’s face, she sat down next to her and patted her arm. “Mom, here, drink your tea.”
Suddenly Craig sat rigid. “What was that?” He looked up at the kitchen window. “It’s your cat, Savannah. What’s he doing?”
“Um…I don’t know. What?” When she saw Rags thumping against the window with his paws and frantically pacing in circles on his windowsill perch, she walked swiftly to the door and opened it just in time to hear Lily scream, “Mommy! Mommy!”
Savannah quickly shifted gears and direction. She leaped off the porch, avoiding the steps altogether, and ran toward the playhouse. Where are the children? She wondered. They were just here. “Lily!” she screeched. “Lily, where are you?” Just then Rags darted past her. At the same time she heard Lily’s voice calling again. “Lily, what’s wrong?” she asked, catching up to the child. When she saw that Lily was unhurt, she looked around. “Where’s your brother?” 
Lily pointed. “With Rags. Rags is going to help Teddy.”
“Teddy?” Savannah called. “Teddy! Lily, where is he?” she asked frantically.
“He fell, Mommy. He fell in Gypsy’s fence.”
“Oh no,” Savannah said, continuing toward the corrals with Lily. When she saw the two-year-old lying face down in the corral at Gypsy’s hooves, she panicked. “Back, Gypsy!” she shouted, running toward her. “No!” she bellowed when she saw Gypsy start to rear up. Before Savannah could react, Rags jumped over the boy and toward the mare. The cat stood on his hind legs and he growled at the agitated horse. Savannah quickly picked up her son and climbed back between the rails with him in her arms. When she saw Rags duck aside just as Gypsy’s front hooves pounded the ground next to him, she handed Teddy to her mother, who had joined her, and she dove back into the corral.
“What happened?” Gladys asked when Savannah returned with Rags.
Lily said, her eyes wide, “Teddy fell off the porch. Gypsy got mad.”
“I think she got scared,” Savannah said, taking Teddy from her mother as he whimpered. She looked him over. “Teddy must have startled her when he fell.”
“Is he okay?” Craig asked, having caught up with the others. Jilly was right behind him.
“Yes,” Savannah said, checking him over. “I think he just had the wind knocked out of him. I don’t see any place where the horse stepped on him or anything.” She asked the toddler, “Do you have an owey, honey?”
Teddy nodded and pointed at his foot, then his elbow, then his finger.
She chuckled and brushed the dirt off his face and shirt. She held him close. “Poor baby boy. At least you didn’t fall in a poop pile.” 
“Horsie, my shovel,” he whined, pointing.
“He dropped his shovel in there,” Lily said. She turned toward the corral, “I’ll get it.”
“No,” Savannah said. “I’ll get it in a minute. You stay out of there. Gypsy’s not in a good mood right now.”
“How’s your cat?” Craig asked. “I saw him challenging the horse. Doesn’t he like her?”
“Not if he thinks the kids are in danger,” Savannah said. She looked around. “Where is he?”
“There,” Jilly said. “Look. He has the baby’s shovel.”
“Oh my gosh, Ragsie. Thank you,” she said, picking up the plastic shovel he’d dropped next to her. She gave it to Teddy, handed him to Gladys, and lifted Rags into her arms. “I’d better get him back inside before he creates anymore chaos.”
“He didn’t actually create it,” Jilly said. “He saved the little guy.” She ran her hand over Rags’s back and said, as if in deep thought, “Despite enormous challenges and imminent danger, the cat saved the baby.” She stared into Rags’s eyes and said to Craig, “You know what? If he can do it, I can do it.” She stood taller, took Gladys’s hand, and said, “Detective, I’d like to make a statement on my father’s behalf. It’s high time he started thinking about himself and the rest of us. We need to grow a backbone and stop the grip he has on this family. I’m damn tired of being held hostage and watching Dad suffer for his every miserable mistake.” She scoffed. “It’s also high time he grew up and stopped hurting other people. That’s certainly not the way Mom and Dad raised us.”
“Good girl,” Craig soothed. 
Gladys patted Jilly’s arm. 
“Okay,” Craig said. “I’m listening.”
Jilly glanced toward the porch. “Shall we sit down?”
Savannah looked at her watch. “Hey, I’d better fix the kids some lunch and put them down for a nap.” She scrutinized Teddy. “This one needs a bath and a change of clothes…again.”
Jilly smiled and ran one hand down Teddy’s arm. “That’s a boy for you. My girl seemed to stay fairly clean, but I was always redressing Gabe.”
Savannah smiled knowingly. She said, “Okay, let me get Rags settled, then I’ll take Teddy.” She shook her head. “Rags, you are an absolute treasure.” She put her cheek against his face and grinned. “At least sometimes. Thank you, sweet boy, for letting us know Teddy was in trouble. Good boy.”
Craig scoffed. “Yeah, good boy, until the next time he’s naughty.” He ruffled Rags’s fur as Savannah held him. “Pretty impressive there, old boy. Good job.” He glanced at Jilly. “Good job on two levels.” He shook his head, muttering, “The irony of that cat.”



Chapter Four
  
“Love the sign,” Christine Tomlinson said when Savannah greeted her at the small airport that afternoon. “I don’t think I would have picked you out of a crowd. You’re taller than I expected, and more athletic-looking.”
“Athletic?” Savannah repeated. “I don’t think I’ve ever been described that way. But thank you…I guess.” She smiled. “I recognized you from your website photo. The only difference is your hair’s shorter, and you’re wearing glasses.”
Chris grinned. “Yeah, but I still look like a scientist, right? That’s what everyone tells me, ‘You look like a scientist.’”
Savannah gazed at Chris’s dark curly hair, pleasant features, and solid frame. “I guess I don’t know what a scientist looks like. But yeah, I thought you’d get a kick out of the sign. Or you’d be terribly embarrassed to have your name displayed for everyone to see.”
Chris laughed. “Well, I’m glad you’re thorough and pay attention to detail. I wouldn’t want to miss taking this wild cat-genealogical adventure with you.” She looked around. “Did you bring him?”
“Who? Oh, Rags?” Savannah shook her head. “No. He’s had a big day already. He didn’t need any more excitement.”
“What happened?” Chris asked, grabbing her suitcase when it slid toward her.
“Want me to carry something?” Savannah offered.
Chris handed her a leather carry-on. “Thank you. That’s my laptop and some notes I want to share with you. So what did your cat do today?” she asked, as they walked toward the parking lot.
“He was a first responder when our two-year-old son fell into the horse’s corral this morning, and he seemed to be trying to keep the horse away from Teddy.” She giggled. “He literally stood up to the horse, who was rather spooked at the moment. If it weren’t for Rags, Gypsy might have actually stepped on Teddy, either on purpose or accidently.”
“Your cat challenged a horse?” Chris exclaimed.
Savannah nodded. She became more serious. “It was quite alarming to see the mare’s reaction to Teddy. The children are certainly not allowed in the corrals unless they’re with me or Michael, but neither of the horses has ever shown aggression toward the kids.” She glanced at Chris as they walked. “I hope Gypsy was just startled and not on the attack.”
“Maybe she has poor eyesight,” Chris said quietly.
Savannah faced her. “What? You mean it’s possible that she didn’t know what it was that suddenly landed at her hooves? She couldn’t see Teddy clearly? I never thought about that.”
Chris shrugged. “Could be, I guess. She might have lost some peripheral vision, and when something came into her view unexpectedly like that, it startled her.”
Savannah considered Chris’s suggestion. “Are you into horse DNA, too?”
She shook her head. “I know scientists who are. People buy a non-papered horse and want to know something about its origin, especially if the horse came from one of the wild-horse herds. I’ve had horses most of my life, and I’ve actually had a search done on a couple of them. Turns out one was related to the Spanish barb, but then many familiar horse breeds are derived from that line. He just seemed to have more of the original Spanish barb confirmation.”
“My,” Savannah said, “you’re one well-rounded woman, aren’t you? At least where animals are concerned, and science.” She faced Chris. “It didn’t occur to me that Gypsy might have a problem with her sight. Thanks for suggesting it.”
“Yeah,” Chris said, “let’s take a look at her and see if we can determine a problem. Hey, you’re a veterinarian, you should be able to tell.”
“Possibly,” Savannah said. After thinking about it for a moment, she added, “I sure hope she isn’t losing her sight, but it would be nice to know that she’s not a grumpy mare who dislikes small animals and children.”
“Is your son okay?” Chris asked.
Savannah nodded. “Yes, thank you. I think he jumped or fell into the corral from the platform around the tack room and got the wind knocked out of him. Lily, our four-year-old, said he wanted to dig with his little shovel in the soft dirt. I should have Michael build a little sandbox or dirt box that he can dig in out near their playhouse—you know, away from the corrals.” 
“It takes a lot of patience and awareness to keep kids out of trouble,” Chris said. She chuckled. “And apparently to keep some cats out of trouble.”
“Do you have children or cats?” Savannah asked as they slipped into her car. “Oh yes, you told me you have a daughter and a granddaughter, right? And you just lost an elderly cat.”
“Yes. I’ve almost always had cats, but I travel more now, so I might not look for another one right away. We have one in the lab, so that’s nice. I get my cat-fix there.”
“Married?” Savannah asked.
“Uh-uh. I was for a while,” Chris said. “I had another close call once, but…”
Savannah chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.” After a lull in the conversation she asked, “Will you and Janice get together while you’re here? You said you two went to grammar school together.”
“Yes,” Chris said. “She was Janice Tuttle then. I guess she went back to that name, right? After she and Anson divorced?”
“Yes, that was her name when I met her, but now she’s using Fischer again, so I suspect she never had her name legally changed.”
“I worked for her ex-husband, Anson Fischer, for a while before his accident,” Chris said.
“Oh, so you used to live in Hammond?”
Chris shook her head. “In Hayley. He had an office there, too. When I decided to go back to school and focus on DNA, then super-focus on cat DNA, he and Janice supported me all the way. They even made me some loans, which I’m thankful I’ve been able to repay. There’s nothing worse than relying on a friend for help and losing that friend in the process. There was no way in heck I’d let that happen, no matter my sacrifices.” She smiled. “That’s how you keep friends. Actually, it’s best if you don’t mix money and friendship, but if you do, it’s in everyone’s best interest that you do so with a lot of respect, responsibility, and appreciation.” Chris looked at Savannah. “At least that’s my philosophy.”
“I like the way you think,” Savannah said. “People like you make good friends.”
“Thank you,” Chris said, smiling. “That was a nice thing to say.”
 
 **** 
“Here we are,” Savannah announced as she drove into her driveway forty-five minutes later.
“Wow!” Chris remarked. “That’s quite a house. How’d you come by this beautiful relic?” She chuckled. “I guess you can tell I’m also a fan of great architecture. I actually live in an old Victorian-style house outside the city. I share it with a couple of other scientists; it belongs to the father of one of them. Yup, a big old house with all the creaky floors, leaky windows, and outdated heating.” Chris grinned. “I love the place.” She stared at the Iveys’ house again. “Has it been in your family for a long time?”
“Well, sort of,” Savannah said. “My aunt married into the family whose ancestors built it, and she inherited it when her husband died. I stayed with her here in the house for a while and fell in love with the place. When she married our next-door neighbor and moved into his house, she put this up for sale and ended up making it possible for Michael and me to buy it. We’re really happy here.”
“I imagine so. It’s quite grand,” Chris said.
Savannah grinned. “While there are some squeaky floorboards, the heating system works well enough and the windows are no longer drafty because my husband’s passion, outside of his veterinary work, is building and remodeling.”
“Beautiful,” Chris said. “Can’t wait to see his handiwork.”
“Well, come in,” Savannah invited, opening the front door. 
 
 **** 
Later that evening as Savannah and Michael prepared for bed, he asked, “So how’s it going with your new sidekick?”
“Sidekick?” she repeated, chuckling. “I like her, but then I like smart women, and she’s smart. As my grandmother used to tell us girls, ‘hang around with women who are smarter than you are and you won’t tire of the friendship. The conversation will always be interesting, and you’ll forever have the opportunity to learn something new.’ She also told us to study hard and become well-educated, or the smart women won’t give us the time of day.”
“Probably all good advice,” Michael said. “So Chris is smart?”
“Yes. You’d have to be smart in order to become a scientist, especially to be involved in DNA research. Have you seen all of the formulas they use?” She sat down on the bed and asked, “Hey, you got home before we did this afternoon; did you get a chance to talk to Mom about Karl? Do you know what bombshell Jilly dropped after I left?” Michael shook his head. “I don’t know anything about it. Who’s Jilly?” “Karl’s daughter. How was Mom this afternoon?”
“Fine, I guess. Maybe a little quiet, but that’s it. She was concerned about Teddy’s accident.”
“He seems okay, doesn’t he?” Savannah asked. “He played as usual and ate a good dinner…”
“And charmed our guest,” Michael added. “He sure seemed to be flirting with her.”
“I know,” Savannah agreed. “I’ve never seen him act that way. And Chris was eating it up.”
 “So what does Chris think of your cat?” he asked. “She was watching him awfully closely. Is he a scientific project for her or something?”
“I don’t think so. She read his meowmoirs. She was probably waiting for him to do something interesting, but he was kind of dull tonight.”
Michael nodded. “Yes he kept pretty much to himself.”
“Oh, Chris knows horses too,” Savannah said. “She thinks Gypsy might have lost some vision, and that’s maybe why she reacted so oddly when Teddy fell into her corral.” She raised her eyebrows. “You should have seen Rags stand up to her, trying to keep her away from Teddy. It was amazing.”
“Did you get pictures for Rob?” he asked. “Rags’s agent would surely be interested in that story.”
“No. I didn’t even think of it because I was so worried about Teddy. But I can describe it. It was pretty bizarre to see this silly cat standing as tall as he could against a huge horse that seemed to be threatening to step on him.” She shuddered. “It was scary.”
Michael frowned. “I imagine. Well, we’d better check out Chris’s theory. I hope the mare isn’t losing her sight. That wouldn’t be good, although I know people with horses that are blind in one eye.” He slipped between the sheets and pulled her down with him. “So what’s on the agenda for you and Chris tomorrow?”
“I think Janice is coming over here for lunch. Chris will continue observing Rags, and we’ll go over my notes with regard to Rags’s siblings. She’d like to go with me down south to speak with some of the people on my list. She brought her kit so she can swab the cats we meet to check their DNA against Rags’s.”
“When will you be doing that?” he asked.
“Chris and I are thinking about going day after tomorrow, if it’s okay with you and Mom. She’s here, and she even packed a little heavy in case we had the opportunity to go this week. And I have a bead on most of the key players in Rags’s history, so we shouldn’t be gone long.”
Michael asked, “You won’t take Rags, will you?” 
“I don’t know. I’ve thought about it, and Chris really wants me too, but…”
“Yeah, I understand that but,” Michael said. “Do you want it to be a pleasant trip, or…”
“Yes, but if I happen to find April and Jazzie while we’re there, I’d really like to see how Rags reacts to them.”
“April and Jazzie?” he repeated
“Rags’s sisters,” she explained. “At least those were their names when they were adopted, according to Marilyn at the shelter. Can you believe they keep records like that? Plus, she said she remembers Rags.” She winced. “And not exactly in a good way. I guess he caused a lot of trouble at the shelter when he was there.”
“Well, he wanted out so he could find you and live happily ever after in Hammond,” Michael quipped.
“I guess so,” Savannah agreed, grinning. 
When Michael heard his phone chime, he reached for it. “Now, who could that be this time of night?” He looked at the screen and announced, “It’s Bud. Hey, Bud,” he said into the phone, “what’s up?”
“That kitten is coming in again—Foxy, the one with the broken leg. He has managed to shimmy out of the cone and remove some of the bandages. They just can’t keep him calm, and I’m reluctant to give him a larger dose of the sedative. He seems to react badly to it.”
“Can they confine him in a smaller enclosure?” Michael suggested.
“I guess he goes berserk when they do. Hey, Dr. Mike, it occurred to me that your new calico might be able to help with this kitten.”
“Say what?” Michael questioned.
“Yeah, you had that cat at the clinic last week when Mrs. Stevens brought the kitten in. Remember how quiet Foxy became when your cat sat with him that little while? We were all shocked at the difference. I was just about to sedate him in order to fit the splint, but when your calico jumped up onto the table with Foxy, he calmed right down.”
“Yes, I remember that. Are you suggesting that we send Glori to the Stevens’s house as Foxy’s caregiver?”
“Something like that,” Bud said. He hesitated before adding, “Or you could take Foxy home with you.”
“To this house full of kids and critters?” Michael complained.
“Sorry,” Bud said, “it was just a thought.”
“Wait, you may be on to something. Savannah will be gone for a few days. She might even take Rags with her. I could bring Foxy home overnight and see if he’ll settle down with Glori. I could take both Glori and Foxy to the clinic during the day so we could continue keeping an eye on him. Hey, you say he’s coming in for bandage repair this evening?”
“Yes.”
Michael glanced at his watch. “Okay, I’ll meet you there with Glori, and let’s see what happens. We’ll go from there in deciding what to do with the crafty boy.”
“Thanks, Dr. Mike,” Bud said. “I haven’t had a patient so bent on self-destruction since old Bart Raleigh’s goat—you know, the one that had a vendetta against their tractor? I’m willing to try anything.”
“A problem at the clinic?” Savannah asked after Michael ended the call.
He grinned at her. “Glori and I have been summoned to work.” 
“Why Glori?” she asked.
“Well, she was there at the clinic the day a very active kitten named Foxy came in with a broken leg. Bud was having quite a time with him until Glori jumped up onto the exam table. I guess she heard the commotion and she wanted to see what was going on.” 
“You let her run free at the clinic?” Savannah asked.
“Sometimes. I keep a close eye on her. Anyway, she was a big help that day, so Bud wants me to bring her to the clinic tonight, hoping that she can calm Foxy enough that we can put on a sturdier splint.” 
“Need help?” she asked.
He considered her offer, then said, “No, I think we’ll be okay. His owners will be there, along with Bud and me and Glori. You’d probably just be in the way.” He kissed her. “Anyway, you need your rest. You’ve been a busy girl.”
When Rags jumped up onto the bed and lay at her feet, Savannah snuggled down into the blankets and smiled. “Okay, Rags and I’ll wait here for you. See you later.”
 
 **** 
Savannah was awakened more than an hour later when Michael climbed into the bed. “How’d it go?” she asked, sleepily. 
“Good,” he said. “I brought home a guest. He’s in the office in Rags’s travel pen. Glori’s sticking pretty close to him, and he’s behaving—you know, staying calm. I also plugged in a pheromone diffuser. You don’t mind helping Glori keep an eye on Foxy tomorrow, do you?”
“No,” she said. “A lot of people bring their work home. Why not a veterinarian? So is Glori okay with having to babysit the kitten?”
“I guess she is. I put one of Buffy’s canopy beds in the room next to the pen, and she climbed right in.”
“Who’ll take care of him when you’re at work—that is, if I decide to go south later in the week?”
“I figured I’d take them to the clinic with me. Glori can stay with him in the large pen, don’t you think so?”
“Sure, if she doesn’t mind.” Savannah thought for a moment and said, “Wow! To think that we wound up with another super-sensitive cat. How unusual.” She propped herself up on her elbow. “Michael, maybe Glori’s actually related to Rags.”
“Now, Savannah,” he said, pulling the blankets up over himself, “let’s not get too carried away with this DNA ancestral thing. It would be a real long shot to learn that out of the millions of homeless cats in the world, we adopted one that’s related to Rags.”
 
 **** 
“Did I hear someone drive away last night?” Gladys asked at breakfast the next morning.
Michael nodded. He ruffled Glori’s fur as she walked by, saying, “This little girl and I had to help Bud with a small patient at the clinic.”
Chris chuckled. “That sweet calico? How so? Did she donate blood or bone marrow or…”
“No,” Michael said. “She helped to calm him so we could treat him.”
“What kind of patient,” Gladys asked, “bobcat, bear cub, eagle?”
“A kitten,” Michael said matter-of-factly. “A small-but-mighty kitten named Foxy.”
“Do you often require your animals’ assistance with unruly or frightened patients?” Chris asked. Before Michael could answer, she said, “I read something in Rags’s memoirs about him being sensitive to other animals, didn’t I? Are you saying Glori has the same qualities or abilities?” “It appears so,” Savannah said. “Michael doesn’t want to consider this, but I have to wonder if Glori’s related to Rags. I think I told you that one of his sisters is a calico.”
Chris stared across the room at Rags as he washed his face with his paws. “It’s possible I guess, but what are the odds?”
“That’s what I told her,” Michael said.
Chris smiled. “There’s one way to find out!”
“You mean test her?” Savannah asked.
“Sure,” Chris said. “Let’s swab her and Rags and see what we come up with. That would be a kick to find out she’s his great-great-great, niece or something.” She looked down at Rags again. “Actually, I want to grab his DNA anyway, so we’ll have it to compare when we start swabbing his possible siblings and especially the sire, if we locate any suspects.” Chris stood up and carried her dishes to the counter, rinsed them, and loaded them into the dishwasher. “I’ll go get my test kit.” She looked around. “Where’d Glori go?”
“Probably back to her patient,” Michael said. He placed his dishes on the sink counter. “Come on, I’ll show you where they are.”
“Great, I’d like to see the support-cat in action. I’d also like to meet the little critter,” Chris said.
“Sure. I think they’re staying here with you gals today.” He looked at Savannah. “Or are you going out gallivanting?” 
“We’ll be home,” Savannah said. “So you might as well leave them here; we can keep an eye on them.”
“Goodie,” Chris said. “Can I hold him?”
Michael shrugged. “I don’t know why not. In fact, he does better when he’s with someone. I think he needs the companionship for confidence. His folks both work and he’s an only cat. I’ve suggested they go back to the shelter and adopt another kitten—once Foxy is healed up, that is.”
“Good idea,” Savannah said. She frowned. “Although it would be interesting to know how Foxy got hurt. Do you know, Michael?”
“Yes, it was a recliner-chair accident. Those things are dangerous for kittens. I’ve seen too many…” He glanced around at the others. “I just wish there was some device to prevent kittens and other small animals from going into the mechanism inside those chairs.”
Chris looked at Michael. “There are ways to protect kittens from recliners. People use all sorts of deterrents—mousetraps, citrus scent, spray bottle…the best one I’ve seen is to drape a sheet or a blanket around the opening in a way that the chair still operates while blocking the area underneath. I thought that was such a good idea I saved the article.”
“I’d like a copy of that to share with our clients,” Michael said. “But what we really need is for manufacturers to build a foolproof safety feature into those chairs—you know, something that will absolutely protect our small household pets—kittens, puppies, and even ferrets and wild critters people sometimes find and raise.” 
Chris nodded. 
Michael took a breath and asked, “So, do you ladies want to kitten-sit today?”
“Sure do,” Savannah said, following him and Chris into the office.
“We’re getting a kitten?” Lily asked, joining them.
Chris smiled. “Your children are so cute.”
“Glori has a kitten friend here today,” Michael explained to Lily. “They’re having a sleepover.” 
“Can I play with the kitten?” Lily chirped, moving closer to the pen. She frowned. “What’s wrong with his leg?”
Savannah put one arm around Lily. “Honey, the kitten is hurt real bad and he can’t come out and play right now. But you can talk to him while he’s in his pen and maybe pet him gently.”
Lily looked concerned. “I can fix him with my doctor set.” 
“Let’s wash the breakfast off your hands first,” Savannah said. Before she could usher Lily toward a bathroom, Gladys joined them with Teddy in her arms. “Is he finished eating?” Savannah asked. She chuckled. “Looks like he’s wearing most of his breakfast. Oh, Teddy,” she lamented. “Don’t you know those strawberries are supposed to go inside you—not in your hair?”
“A budding scientist,” Chris said.
“Huh?” Savannah muttered.
“We want to explore the things around us in a totally different way than most people do.”
Savannah shook her head. “Well if that’s the definition of a scientist, I guess he’s headed for that field.”
“Got your swabs?” Michael asked Chris. “Want to get the sample now?”
“I’ll go get my kit,” she said. “Be right back.” When she returned, she moved closer to the pen. “The poor baby. That apparatus is bigger than he is.” She faced Michael. “He looks calm.”
“Yes, he seems to be, as long as Glori’s near.”
Chris petted Glori. “What a special kitty you are. You have special powers. Yes, you do.” She looked at Savannah. “So why isn’t Rags in here? According to what I’ve read, he’s the kitten magnet and he seems to know when he’s needed.”
Savannah shrugged. “Yeah, maybe he realizes he isn’t needed this time.” She ran her hand over the calico’s fur. “Glori’s got this one, huh, Glori?”
“Hey, hold on to her and I’ll swab her,” Chris suggested.
“Sure.” After only a few moments, Savannah said, “Well, that was easy and quick. Want to do Rags now?”
After securing and labeling the swab, Chris said, “Yeah, where is he?”
“I’ll go get him,” Savannah offered, leaving the room. When she returned with Rags, she found Lily sitting on the floor holding little Foxy on her lap. Glori sat next to them, and Michael stood a short distance away. “Awww. Isn’t he cute?” Savannah crooned. She said to Rags, “Look, have you met Glori’s guest yet? See the cute kitten? That’s Foxy.”
When Rags saw the kitten, he struggled to get down, and Savannah placed him on the floor next to Glori. Rags walked closer to the kitten and began sniffing him until Glori stepped in front of him. Rags navigated around her and approached the kitten again. This time, Glori stepped onto Lily’s lap between the kitten and Rags.
“Now there’s a picture for you,” Michael said, laughing. “Lily and her lap full of kitty-cats.”
Savannah quickly pulled her phone from her pocket and snapped a few pictures. “Glori,” she scolded, when the calico sat so close to the kitten that he toppled over. 
“No, Glori,” Lily said, catching the kitten before he fell. “Stop it.”
“I don’t think she wants big brother bothering her patient,” Savannah said, picking up Rags and snuggling with him.
Lily looked up at Rags. “He can’t play, Rags. See, he has a broken leg.” 
Michael chuckled. “There’s not much to pet with all that stuff on him, is there, punkin?”
“No,” Lily said, “but he’s soft right here on his back.”
Chris smiled down at the child, then asked Savannah, “Want to hold Rags for me while I swab him?”
“Sure,” Savannah said, turning the cat’s head toward Chris. “Open wide,” she coached.
“Another great grab,” Chris said. “You have some awesome cats.”
“Thank you. We love them.” Savannah lowered Rags to the floor and he immediately joined Lily and began sniffing the kitten again. When he felt something touch his tail, he jumped straight up and turned to find himself face-to-face with Buffy.
“She sneaked up on you, did she?” Michael asked, laughing.
“Yeah, I’ve never seen Buffy get the best of Rags before,” Savannah said. “Look at her, she’s practically gloating.”
After placing the second swab in the container and labeling it, Chris looked down at the part-Himalayan cat. “Buffy’s a beauty. Such a nice cat.”
“In every way,” Savannah agreed. 
“Well, I’m off,” Michael announced. “You might make sure the pheromone plug-in keeps working. There’s another one on the desk if that one runs out. I left a few cans of kitten food in a small bag on the kitchen counter. Here’s his medicine; I just gave him a dose. He gets it three times a day.”
“Okay,” Savannah said. “Any special instructions for his nurse?” “Yeah,” Michael said. “Glori, keep up the good work.” He picked her up and looked into her eyes. “You’re such a good girl.” He lowered her to the floor and took Foxy from Lily. “Let’s put him back in his safe place now, okay?”
“I can do it,” Lily said.
“Let me do it this time,” Michael said. “We don’t need any mishaps. This guy’s been through enough already.”
“That’s my phone,” Savannah said. She used her hands to usher Rags out of the room. “Out you go, buddy. Come on, Lily,” she called, removing her phone from her pocket. “Let’s leave Foxy in peace.” Into her phone, she said, “Hello.”
“Savannah Ivey?”
“Yes.”
“This is Pansy Delwood. I got your message. You say you adopted Tonka? How is he? I mean, a week doesn’t go by that I don’t think about that little kitty.”
“So you remember him?” Savannah asked.
“Oh, yes. I’ve had a lot of cats over my lifetime. I’m eighty-seven now, and I remember many of my kitties, but Tonka was one of the most memorable.” She laughed. “What a character. How is he? Is he getting along okay?”
“Just fine,” Savannah said. “I adopted him shortly after you did, and we’ve been together now for about seven years. He turns eight this month. By the way, I renamed him…”
“Again?” Mrs. Delwood said. “You know, his name was Gray Boy when I took him home. Gray Boy, can you imagine? How ordinary is that? So what’s his name now?” she asked. “What do you call him?”
“I named him Ragsdale. I call him Rags.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Delwood said.
When she heard nothing more, Savannah said, “Hello? Are you there?”
“Yes. Where did that name come from, if I may ask? What inspired it? Ragsdale?”
Savannah chuckled. “Well, I wanted to call him Rags because his mother is a ragdoll, and he obviously isn’t—at least he doesn’t have the coloring and the long fur.”
“Oh, yes. I remember them telling me something about a ragdoll. What is that, anyway?”
“It’s a relatively new breed…well, it came about in the sixties,” Savannah said.
Mrs. Delwood huffed, “There sure are a lot of those, aren’t there? Where do these breeds come from and why? What’s wrong with a cat looking like a cat, for heaven’s sake? Why are we disturbing the natural beauty of the cat and trying to make them look like something from Mars or Saturn?”
Savannah chuckled. “Yes, some of the breeding attempts seem to have gotten out of hand. When Mrs. Delwood didn’t respond, she continued, “The ragdoll has the coloring of a Siamese cat—you know, cream and brown or lilac, blue, red. Some of them look a lot like a Himalayan with the points, while others may be differently marked. They have blue eyes and they’re large cats with a great disposition. They call them ragdolls because of their tendency to sort of sprawl and flop. They make great lap cats.”
“That’s exactly the kind of cat I was looking for when I adopted Tonka,” Mrs. Delwood said. “They probably told me about his breeding and that may have been the reason I took him. I don’t remember for sure. What I do remember is meeting a quiet little guy who loved to be petted. He was so friendly…such a sweet boy. And then I got home with him.” She chuckled. “I had to wonder who his sire was. A tornado or a bulldozer?” Savannah laughed. “I’d love to hear about your experiences with Rags…or Tonka. How old was he when you took him in?”
“Around six months old,” Mrs. Delwood said. “Maybe a little more. I only kept him long enough to change his name and for him to change my life.”
“He changed your life?” Savannah asked, amused. “How?”
“How much time do you have?” she asked.
“Oh, so it’s a long story?”
“Yes. Where do you live, dear?” Mrs. Delwood asked.
“I’m in Hammond, north of San Francisco, but I’ll be down your way in a few days. Do you think we could meet?” “Will you have Tonka—I mean, Rags with you? I’d sure like to see him again. As I said, I often think about him. He had an allure I can’t forget. In fact, if I were younger, I would have kept him and found a way to make it work. The timing just wasn’t right for us. I knew he needed someone with a greater sense of adventure than I. I’d pretty much used up my quota of adventure and was ready to sit for a while and use my hands while resting my body. But Tonka had other ideas.”Mrs. Delwood laughed, then asked, “So you’ve had him for how long?”
“Just about seven years. I adopted him probably a few weeks after you did—maybe a month. He’s still a handful, and he’s still adventurous. I wrote a whole book about my life with this cat and I’m working on two others.”
“My gracious goodness,” Mrs. Delwood said, “he’s that interesting?”
“Oh yes,” Savannah confirmed. “If you give me your address, I’d love to send you a copy of his memoirs. I call it his meowmoirs.”
The woman laughed heartily. “Oh, this is really something. I’ve always felt an ache for having abandoned him. You can’t imagine how delighted I am to know he’s bringing joy to someone. I can’t thank you enough for contacting me.”
“I’m glad,” Savannah said. “So do you still live in the Los Angeles area?”
“Yes. You can send the book to thirty-seven East Bronson, Space thirty-nine.” She recited the zip code.
“Okay, thank you. By the way,” Savannah said, “I’ll have Rags with me when I visit. You’re sure it’s okay if I bring him over?”
“Absolutely. Puffy and I always enjoy visitors, although if my daughter brings her dog, Puffy will often hide.”
“So you still have Puffy? She worked out okay for you?”
“Just perfectly. She lacks some of what I liked about Tonka, but she’s just about perfect for me.” Mrs. Delwood paused, then asked, “Now, when did you say you’ll be here?”
“Later this week—probably Thursday and Friday.”
“Oh dear,” Mrs. Delwood said. “That won’t work. I just remembered, I’m going in for some minor surgery Thursday and they want me to stay in the hospital for a couple of days. Will you be here again with Tonka? I’d sure like to see him.”
“Well,” Savannah said, “maybe, but I don’t have any other trips planned at this time. I’ll get that book to you. That’ll give you an idea of what…um…Tonka’s life has been like since you knew him. I think you might find it entertaining.”
“Yes, thank you. It’s been nice talking to you,” Mrs. Delwood said.
“Good luck with your surgery,” Savannah said. “Good-bye, now.”
“Was that one of the people you want to interview about Rags?” Chris asked when Savannah ended the call.
“Yes, Pansy Delwood. She owned Rags for…”
“Oh yes,” Chris said. “She only had him for a short time and he did damage to some of her heirlooms.” She laughed. “I read about that in your book.”
“Yes. It sounds like their relationship wasn’t made in heaven, yet, she misses him and thinks about him often,” Savannah said. “She was excited about the idea of seeing him, but she’s having surgery later in the week and won’t be able to meet with us. I sure hope Cathy, the woman who originally adopted him, is available.” She tapped her phone screen. “I’ll check my emails to see if she has responded. “Oh! Wow! This might be her. I think this is her.” 
“What does she say?” Chris asked. “You don’t look too happy.” 
“Yeah, listen to this, ‘Thank you for your note. I assume you’re referring to the kitten we adopted from the pet store on Avalon Street some seven or eight years ago. If you have an issue with us returning him, you can go to….’ Wow!” Savannah said. “Such language. She writes, ‘That cat was awful. They probably should have put him down. I have to say, I came close to it myself. There was no controlling him. I told them at the shelter that we were moving as a way to get them to take him back. They were reluctant. They knew what a horrible cat they had on their hands. In response to your question, no, I have no interest in revisiting that period in my life by participating in an interview, especially since I have no idea what you plan to do with the material. Leave me out of this. If you’re looking for someone to validate your plan to put him down or whatever, you’re on your own. Next time pay more attention to the red flags when you adopt a cat. Sorry I can’t help you, Cathy Clayborn.’”
“She’s sure bitter about something, isn’t she?” Chris said.
“Or guilty,” Gladys said. When the others looked at her, she explained, “Maybe she feels guilty for abandoning him.”
“Do you think so?” Savannah asked. “Something’s wrong. I’ll reread my email to her and see if I said anything to put her on the defensive like that. Gads, I’m kind of glad I don’t have to interview her, although, it could give my book an interesting flavor.”
“Yeah,” Chris said, “don’t be too hasty in writing her off.”
Savannah looked at her. “Huh?”
“This could be a valuable angle for your story. I’d give it another try with her. Tell her you’re not going to out her or anything, and that if you use something she tells you, you won’t identify her if she doesn’t want to be identified.” Chris tilted her head. “There’s no reason to identify her, is there?”
“Probably not,” Savannah said. “I really would like to hear her perspective on Rags. She’s so filled with—well, I don’t know what—animosity, maybe. I didn’t expect that.”
“So who else have you heard from besides the pet-store guy, the elderly gal who you just talked to, the shelter volunteer, and that hateful woman?” Chris asked.
Savannah chuckled. “Hateful is right.” When Rags sauntered into the room, she said, “Oh, Ragsie, life must have been miserable for you with that woman. I’m so glad we found each other.” She looked at her notes. “Let’s see, we have an appointment to meet with Jeannie. She’s Rags’s mother’s owner. She’s in a minimum-security prison or jail facility.” Savannah raised her eyebrows. “That ought to be interesting. Chris, ever been inside one of those?”
“Uh…” Chris stalled. “I have to admit, a time or two.”
“Oh?” Savannah said.
Gladys stared wide-eyed.
“Well, I got involved in some of those protest rallies that used to be popular and was arrested a couple of times, with a whole lot of other people.”
“But you didn’t wind up in prison, did you?” Savannah asked.
“No. Just spent a few hours downtown. You know how it is.” She winced and said, “I also visited my husband in one of those places a few times, until I decided to divorce him. We’d already been separated for a couple of years. Yeah, I’m somewhat familiar with the system. You?”
Savannah shook her head. “It’ll be a first for me.” She looked at her notes. “If we have time, I might also visit Edgar at the pet store, and I hope to be invited to Jeannie’s home to see Angel. The icing on the cake would be if Jeannie or someone else has information about the male cats that were hanging around when Angel slipped out on that secret date.” She frowned. “If, indeed, that’s how it happened.”
Chris and Gladys chuckled. Chris said, “Yes, once we see the coloring of the female, I can pretty much determine what color Rags’s sire is.”
“Really?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, I want to see the colors, the depth of the color, whether it leans toward copper, blue, or....then we can use a formula taking into account Rags’s coloring to determine the possible color of the kitten-daddy.”
“Cool, those are the people I’d like to talk to—the kitten-daddy’s humans, if there are any,” Savannah said. “I think that’s where we’ll get the juiciest material for the book.” 
“Sounds good.” Chris looked at her watch. “Hey, mind if I go get a shower before we start making lunch?”
“Sure, go ahead,” Savannah said. Once Chris had gone up the stairs to her room, Savannah asked, “Mom, how’re you doing? Anything new about Karl? In fact, what was the bombshell his daughter dropped yesterday after I left? I haven’t had a chance to talk to you.”
“Oh, that was a shock,” Gladys said, “but I’m so glad Jilly told all of this to Craig and to me. Jilly’s terrified that Karl will be upset with her because she spread their dirty laundry in front of us. They have such a good relationship, but she’s not going to stand by and watch her dad continue to make the same mistake again and again.” Gladys laughed. “And to think it was your cat who helped her stand strong and to chance making some waves in their otherwise calm existence.” She scoffed. “It’s a phony existence, if you ask me.”
“Phony?” Savannah questioned.
“Yes. Well, everyone’s wearing blinders and gags—see no evil, speak no evil,” Gladys huffed and continued, “In this case they’re all afraid to speak the truth. That’s even worse!” 
“Mom, you sound downright angry with Karl,” Savannah said.
“With Karl, yes, and other members of that dysfunctional family.”
“Dysfunctional?” Savannah questioned.
“Well, Jilly and her husband come across as normal and reasonable people,” Gladys said, “but evidently there’s a freaky, abnormal, almost grotesque element to the family dynamic that I didn’t know anything about. Who would? They present themselves as an ideal family. Know what I mean?”
“So you feel as though you’ve been deceived?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, tricked, led astray, deceived.” Gladys shook her head. “Oh, I know it wasn’t exactly deliberate; no one was trying to deceive me. I just got caught up in their drama and it has led to a family secret coming out. Before that, I was completely unaware that there was any dysfunction in that family. You’re right, Vannie,” she spat, “I’m not happy about it.”
Savannah gazed at the children to make sure they were occupied, then she sat down and asked, “So what happened? What’s the deep, dark secret?”
Gladys folded her hands in her lap and heaved a sigh. “Karl’s relationship with his son.”
“He has a son? Did you know that?” Savannah asked.
“No. They evidently don’t have much to do with him except when he comes around wanting something, or in cases like this when he uses his father to avoid punishment for something he did.” 
“That’s sad,” Savannah said.
Gladys nodded. “Vannie, evidently Karl has been taking the fall for this boy for years—you know, stepping up and accepting the blame and punishment so his son doesn’t have to. It’s ludicrous. It does absolutely no one any good, I tell you. No one. I hope Karl comes to realize that he’s doing his son no favors by protecting him like this.”
“That is a rather sick family dynamic,” Savannah agreed.
“Yes,” Gladys said. She winced. “I just hope Karl will own up to it, stop it, and take his life back.”
Savannah stared at her mother for a moment, then asked, “So do you mean you think Karl’s willing to take the blame and do the time in what sounds like a very serious crime?”“Yes. It appears that’s exactly what he’s prepared to do.” Gladys shook her head in disgust. “It’s terribly disturbing to see a grown man allowing his immature son to behave in such an irresponsible manner. And it infuriates me to think that a grown young man would allow or expect a parent to do so. That’s not what parenting is all about!”
“So what do you believe causes Karl to do this?” Savannah asked. “Is it out of some sort of misguided love? Does he actually believe he’s doing his son a favor? Or is Karl afraid of the kid?”
Gladys thought for a moment before saying, “Evidently the boy was sickly as a child, and his mother coddled him. When she died she made Karl promise he’d always take care of Daryl, no matter the expense.”
“Oh, so maybe Karl has a sort of misguided concept of what is meant by taking care of the kid,” Savannah said. “In the process of trying to fulfill his wife’s wishes, he’s actually creating a monster and suffering in the process.”
“That’s how I see it,” Gladys asserted. She added, “He’s certainly not doing the kid any favors.”
“So did Jilly talk to Karl?” Savannah asked. “What’s he going to do?”
“I don’t know what has happened since we saw Jilly yesterday morning—you know, whether she has talked to her dad or if Craig has talked to him. I should hear something maybe later today.” She grimaced. “But remember, I’m not family, so I don’t actually have a place in this.” Gladys choked up a little. “Now if I could just convince my heart of that.”
Savannah put a comforting hand on her mother’s, just as her phone rang. She looked at the screen and said, “Oh my gosh, it’s that awful Cathy woman who used to own Rags. I wonder why she would call me after sending that scathing email.” She cringed. “I guess I’d better take it. Hello,” she said cautiously.
 



Chapter Five
  
“What happened?” Chris asked when she returned to the living room a few minutes later. She glanced at Gladys, then Savannah. “Is everything all right? You look like you’re in shock.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “I just had a call I didn’t expect from Cathy—the gal who was so rude to me in her email.”
“Oh? What’s her deal?” Chris asked.
Savannah shrugged. “A mental disorder, maybe. She’s decided she wants to talk to me. We have a date to talk on Friday. Can you believe it?”
“No. That email was pretty hateful.”
“Yes, hateful,” Savannah agreed, “and rude, but she said she got to thinking about it and decided she’d maybe like to contribute to Rags’s book. She says she has some unbelievable stories to tell.” Savannah grinned. “At least that’s what she thinks. They might pale in comparison to the rest of his story—know what I mean?”
“Yes,” Chris said, laughing.
“Maybe she thinks you’ll pay her,” Gladys offered.
Savannah looked at her mother and thought about what she’d said. “Yeah, could be, I guess. We’ll find out soon.” She looked at her notes. “Whew, we have a busy few days ahead. We may have to stay longer than we’ve planned.” She asked Chris, “Okay with you?” “Sure,” Chris said. “I’m have a great time hanging out with all of you.”
Gladys sat up straight and faced Savannah. “Oh, Vannie, I forgot to tell you. My house in LA is vacant, if you’d like to use it for your stay.” She waved her hand in front of her. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before this, but the Miller family moved out last week, and it hasn’t been rented yet. If you and Chris would like to stay there, I’ll ask my manager to hold off showing it until next week. However, my handyman will probably be around some—he’s my gardener, as well. He wants to do some repairs to the fence and some yard cleanup, if you don’t mind him puttering around while you’re there.”
“That would be fine—as long as people won’t be going in and out and letting Rags out.”
“No. As I understand it, they’re finished with cleanup inside.”
“Yes, definitely, we’d love to stay there. What great timing. Thanks, Mom.”
“Good. I’ll let the neighbors know you’ll be there.” Gladys smiled. “They keep a close eye on things.”
 
 **** 
By the time Michael arrived home later that afternoon, Savannah had packed her bags, created a slow-cooker meal for supper, and she’d set appointments with three of the seven people she wanted to interview in Los Angeles. 
“How’s Foxy?” Michael asked.
Savannah smiled. “Doing okay.” When Glori walked in and rubbed against Michael’s legs, Savannah addressed the cat, “Isn’t that right, nurse-kitty?” She told Michael, “She doesn’t leave the room much unless he’s sleeping. He must be resting now.” Savannah picked up Glori. “She’s such a good girl. Doing a good job. She really ought to get a bonus this year.”
Michael chuckled as he left the room. He’d been gone for just a few seconds when Savannah heard him shout, “No, Rags! What are you doing?”
Savannah made eye contact with Chris, and ran down the hallway to the office. “What happened, Michael?”
“Well, I guess he jumped up on top of the pen and scared Foxy. See, he’s hiding behind his litter box.” 
“Poor kitten,” Savannah cooed. “He won’t hurt you, Foxy. He probably wants to get in there with you.” 
Michael lifted Rags off the cage. “Come on, you big galoot. What do you think you’re doing?”
“Well, that is his pen, Michael. Maybe he heard us talking about our trip. He always spends time in his pen when we’re traveling.”
Michael shook his head. “No harm done.” He put Rags down and reached into the pen for the kitten. He examined him, saying, “Everything looks good. Glori’s doing her job, although it could have something to do with those pheromone plug-ins. That stuff soothes some cats. So glad it’s working with Foxy.” He removed the cone and looked into the kitten’s eyes. “There, is that better? I know you hate that thing. Hey, if you continue on this path, young man, you’ll heal up nicely.” He chuckled when the kitten pawed at his face. “Yeah, you’ll be just fine as long as you don’t overdo it.”
“So you think the pheromones work, do you?” Chris asked, peering in from the hallway.
“For some cats in some situations, sure. I’m awfully glad Foxy’s one of the success stories.” He held the kitten close and ruffled his fur with one finger, crooning, “I just hope something like this won’t happen to you again.”
“So you don’t think it was an accident?” Savannah asked.
“We’re looking into it. These folks are new clients, but they say they’ve had cats before. I’m checking with other veterinarians in the area to see what I can learn about them.”
“Then what?” Chris asked. When Michael looked at her, she said, “I mean, how do you handle something like this if you feel the home isn’t safe for the animal?”
“We call animal services and they run an investigation,” Michael explained. “If they determine it’s an unsafe environment for a cat or a dog, they’ll remove the animal from the home and place him with someone who will take care of him. In some cases the problem is pure ignorance, so they might mandate classes. Most people aren’t purposely abusive or negligent; they just don’t know.”
Chris smiled. “You’re certainly an optimist.”
He looked at her and said, “It makes for a happier life if you are.”
 
 **** 
The dinner-table conversation that evening was lively as the Iveys and Chris shared animal stories. Chris was especially interested in some of the more recent activities Rags had been involved in. When there was a lull, Michael asked, “So are you ready for your trip? You’re leaving early tomorrow, right?”
Savannah nodded. “Yes. Around seven. We have two jam-packed days of interviews.” She faced Chris. “I’ll work on my list of questions when you take your turn at the wheel.”
This surprised Chris. “I’m driving? Sure, I don’t mind.”
“You have a driver’s license, don’t you?” Michael asked.
“Yeah. Even though I don’t drive much in San Francisco.” She explained, “I have a car, but I live close to where I work and traffic’s so awful in that area that I usually walk or take public transportation. I drive out to the country sometimes.”
“Wine country?” Savannah asked.
“Yes. I used to drive a truck.” She chuckled. “Well, for a short time. I made deliveries to businesses in the city.”
“Really?” Savannah said. “You’re a Jill-of-many-trades, aren’t you?”
“Pretty much. I worked a lot of different jobs in order to get to the place where I could work the jobs I wanted.”
“In the science field?”
Chris nodded while putting Teddy’s sock back on his little foot. She smiled and said, “You lost something, sweetie.” She glanced at Michael, then Savannah. “This project with Rags may be one of the most fascinating in my career so far.”
“No kidding?” Savannah said. “Well, let’s hope it’s at least interesting.” 
Gladys giggled. “With Rags, how can it miss?”*
 
 **** 
The following morning Savannah and Chris fixed breakfast an hour earlier than usual. Michael joined them for scrambled eggs with ham, a bowl of fruit, and English muffins with Savannah’s homemade peach jam. He asked, “So, do you have all of your stuff together?”
Savannah nodded. 
He motioned toward Rags, who had jumped up onto an empty chair at the table. “And you’re taking him with you?”
Meanwhile, Chris took a picture of Rags with her phone. She laughed. “He’s a kick.”
Savannah lurched forward. “Oh, that reminds me that I want to take my camera. There may be some great photo ops where I’ll want better quality shots than I can get with my phone.” She responded to Michael’s question. “Yes, I plan to take him. I want to get pictures of him with his siblings. Might as well have him with us, in case I get that opportunity.”
“Then you’ll want the pen, won’t you? I’m taking Foxy and Glori to work with me this morning. I’ll bring home another large pen for the kitten to stay in overnight.” When Savannah looked quizzical, he said, “You can’t travel with Rags without a pen.” 
“No. I guess I can’t. I was thinking I wouldn’t need it since we’re staying at Mom’s.” She decided, “Yeah, I’d better take it.”
“I sure would.” He tilted his head, listening. “I think I hear our children.”
“Oh, they’re waking up?” Savannah said, leaving her chair and walking toward the hallway. After a few minutes, she returned carrying Teddy. Lily skipped ahead of them with a blanket trailing behind her.
“Hi, punkin,” Michael said, taking Lily onto his lap. He reached for Teddy. “Hi, buddy. How’s it going?” he asked, lowering him onto his lap as well. When Teddy took the last bit of scrambled eggs and ham from his daddy’s plate, Michael scolded playfully, “Hey, you, go get your own breakfast.”
Teddy giggled and Michael blew raspberries on his neck, causing him to giggle even more.
“What’s all the noise?” Gladys asked, walking into the kitchen. She kissed the top of Lily’s head, then Teddy’s. “Sounds like happy noise.”
“Yup,” Michael said after Lily had scooted off his lap. He stood up and put Teddy in his high chair. “Happy, happy,” he murmured. He helped Savannah prepare plates for the children, then he slipped into his lightweight jacket.
“Are you leaving already?” Savannah asked, pouring milk for the children.
“Yes, I want to check on LuLu. She had a bit of a rough time during surgery yesterday. Bud was going in to check her around midnight. I didn’t hear from him, so I guess she was doing okay, but I want to make sure.”
“Is LuLu a kitty, Daddy?” Lily asked.
“A doggie. A cute little poodle mix.”
“What color?” Lily asked.
“White,” he said. 
“Does she have an owey?”
Michael nodded. “Indeed she does. One of her brother dogs bit her.”
“Oooh,” Lily moaned. “Poor LuLu.”
Chris grinned. “Do you think she’ll be a veterinarian?”
Michael and Savannah looked at each other. He said, “Could be. Lily, do you want to be a veterinarian?”
The four-year-old thought before saying, “Yes, and a mommy, and I want a ranch where I can keep ponies.”
“You’re an ambitious young lady,” Chris said, smiling.
Michael picked up a carrier and left the room, returning with Foxy inside. He put Glori’s harness and leash on her, and immediately Rags perked up. He ran to Michael and started rubbing against his legs. When Michael didn’t respond, Rags sat down and looked up at him, then walked around him and rubbed on him again. “Rags, just settle down,” Michael said. “You’re not going with me. You’re going on a road trip with Mom and Chris today. Glori has to go to work. You don’t want to go to work, do you?”
Savannah chuckled, then asked, “Who wants to help me feed Peaches and Gypsy?”
“Me,” Lily said, slipping down from her chair. “I do.”
“Me,” Teddy chirped, pushing against his high-chair tray. 
Savannah lifted him out of the chair and he immediately ran toward the hallway. 
“Where’s he going?” Gladys asked.
“Probably to get his boots,” Savannah said. “He likes to wear his rubber boots when we go out to the corrals.” 
“Can I help?” Chris asked, “Although I didn’t bring my boots.”
Savannah nodded. “It’s okay. It shouldn’t be muddy.” After helping Teddy with his boots and leading him down the porch steps, Savannah said, “So what do you kids think about the new kitty?” 
Lily looked up at her mother. “Where did Daddy take the kitty and Glori?”
“To work, where he and Bud can watch the kitty.” 
“Why?” Lily asked.
“You saw the kitty. He’s hurt.” 
“The kitty still has a broken leg?” Lily asked.
Savannah nodded. “Yes. And the kitty wants to play, but he’s not supposed to play until his leg’s all better.”
“Did Daddy say that? Daddy’s the animal doctor; did he tell the kitty that?” Lily asked.
Savannah nodded. “He sure did.”
“And Daddy’s going to watch the kitty?” Lily asked.
Savannah nodded. “And Glori. Glori’s the kitty’s nurse.”
Lily tilted her head. “Glori’s a nurse?”
“Yes, she’s Foxy’s nurse while he recovers.”
“Kitty broken?” Teddy asked. He became serious when he said, “My goat’s broken.”
“Your goat’s broken?” Savannah repeated.
“He broke it with his saw and hammer,” Lily said.
“You sawed your toy goat?”
Teddy nodded. “Leg broke, head broke.”
“That’s no way to treat your toys,” Savannah said. “Maybe we should take away your saw and your hammer.”
“Bad goat,” Teddy said. “He eat cow food.”
Savannah chuckled. “Oh, that was a bad goat, but we don’t saw up goats or cows or kitty cats.”
“They are a kick,” Chris said. “Such cuties.”
“There you are,” Michael said, joining Savannah, Chris, and the children at the corrals. “Helping Mommy feed the horses?” he asked.
“Hay,” Teddy said. 
Michael nodded. “Yes, they’re eating hay aren’t they? I see that you have your boots on.”
“Horse boots,” Teddy said, pointing at them.
Savannah shaded her eyes. “I thought you left, Michael.” 
“Yeah, I wanted to take a closer look at Foxy before we go. I’m concerned about the little fellow.” 
“Why? Is he still too active?”
“No, it’s not that. He seems much quieter this morning. I think we have a better splint on him now; it took some ingenuity because of where the break is. Bud and I almost decided to take the leg off, and we might still have to if this attempt fails.” He leaned up against the corral rails while watching Savannah fill the water trough. He chuckled when Teddy floated a piece of straw in the tub. “It’s just that I wonder if Foxy’s being abused.” 
“You’re still worried about that, are you?” Savannah asked.
He grimaced. “It’s something veterinarians face every once in a while—a sketchy case of possible abuse. It’s a real catch-twenty-two for us. We have to be real sure before we confront a client or call authorities, but dang it, we also want to stop any possible abuse before it happens. If we falsely accuse someone, we’re at risk for a lawsuit, so we have to be pretty darn sure.”
“What does Bud say? Wasn’t Foxy Bud’s patient?” Savannah asked.
“Yes. He’s the one who brought it to my attention. It’s the kind of break he has that concerns us. It’s one of those red-flag breaks. And this isn’t the first time he’s been taken to a veterinarian with an injury.” 
“No kidding,” Chris said. “That does sound ominous. How old is the kitten, about three months?”
Michael nodded. “Thirteen weeks.” 
“The fact that they’re getting him help must indicate that these people aren’t purposely hurting the kitten,” Chris suggested. “Do they have other animals?”
“No. Just this one kitten. I spoke to the owner last evening, and the strange thing is that I got an entirely different story about what happened than Bud did when they first brought Foxy in. Initially, it was the recliner chair. Last night the man said something about accidently stepping on the kitten.”
“That does sound suspicious,” Savannah said. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m not sure. Bud and I’ll discuss it. We’ll do whatever we think is best for Foxy,” he assured her. “Hey, I’d better get to work. Have a good day, ladies and kids.” He stopped and said to Savannah, “Drive safely. Have a good trip. I’ll check in with you later.”
 
 **** 
“Come give Mommy kisses and hugs,” Savannah said, crouching with her arms open a while later as she and Chris prepared to leave. “Teddy, Mommy’s going bye-bye. Come give me huggies.”
Before the toddler could respond, Lily barreled into the living room and ran into her mother’s arms. “Bye, Mommy,” she said, hugging her tightly.
“Watch out!” Gladys called, laughing. “Here comes the tank.”
“Ooof,” Savannah said when Teddy rammed into her full force. She lost her balance and fell over. 
Both children laughed. “Pig pile!” Lily shouted. “Grammy, come do the pig pile with us.”
Gladys continued laughing. “I don’t think so, but thanks anyway.” She reached for Teddy, then helped Lily up.
“That was almost too much love,” Savannah said, lifting herself up off the floor.
“You have the most fun family,” Chris said, also continuing to laugh. “A little crazy with all the critters, but fun.”
Savannah smiled. She hugged her mother and each of the children, then picked up Rags’s leash and walked out the door behind Chris, waving and throwing kisses. “See you all soon. I’ll FaceTime you tomorrow.”
“He’s going to ride in the baby’s car seat?” Chris asked, watching Savannah strap Rags in.
“Yeah, Michael and I just discovered a few days ago that we could do this.” She stood back. “See, he’s confined, but still able to sit in the car seat on his blanket or lie on the seat. He can even ride on the seat back, if he wants to. So far it seems to work pretty well. Of course, he doesn’t fight being restrained. He’s used to the harness.”
Chris glanced at the house. “Won’t they need the car seat for Teddy?”
“Oh, this is an extra one,” Savannah said. “Yeah, Mom has the seats the children use in her car. They’re all set.”
Chris smiled at Rags. “He’s such a good boy. He’s confident, isn’t he?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “That’s part of his large personality—his confidence.”
“I think that’s what attracts people to him most,” Chris assessed, “his confident nature. He’s not meek and mild and standoffish.”
Savannah chuckled. “No. None of those things.” She slid in behind the steering wheel and placed her phone on the console. “I want to talk to Marilyn, the gal at the shelter in LA. I’ll wait until we’re on the highway, then I’ll place the call.”
“Oh, you have the hands-free system in this car?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “I don’t use it much, but we have it.”
The two women chatted as Savannah drove them through town toward the freeway, then Savannah placed the call. “Hi, Marilyn, this is Savannah. Is this a good time to talk, or do you want to call me back?”
“Yes, I can talk. What’s up, Savannah? You’re leaving to come down here today, right? And the DNA specialist will be with you?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Chris and I are on the road as we speak.”
“Good. So I’ll see you later this afternoon for our visit with Jeannie,” Marilyn confirmed.
“Absolutely. We’re looking forward to it.”
Marilyn asked, “Have you reached everyone you want to interview?”
“Just about,” Savannah said. “I hope to make contact with the others today or tomorrow. So we’re meeting you at the facility at four thirty?”
 “Yes,” Marilyn said. “See you then.”
 
 **** 
 “You are a good driver,” Savannah said as the two women hummed along the freeway through Camarillo later in the day. “What kind of a truck did you drive—an eighteen-wheeler?” Chris chuckled. “No, it was large box truck. That’s how I met my husband. He managed the trucking company. I was ready to settle down and he wasn’t, so I ended up raising our daughter on my own.” She said sarcastically, “After putting him through law school.”
“Law school?” Savannah repeated.
“Yeah, but he never passed the bar, so he became a mechanic.”
“Oh, he’s had an interesting work history, too, hasn’t he?” Savannah remarked.
“Uh-huh.” Chris took a deep breath. “And now it’s my turn to have an interesting life—not that life with a child isn’t interesting.”
“Right,” Savannah said. She looked out the window. “We’re just coming to Thousand Oaks, so we don’t have too much farther to go. Want me to take over?”
“I might have you do that as we get closer to the city and all that LA traffic,” Chris said. “You’re probably more accustomed to it than I am.”
“But you were a truck driver,” Savannah challenged, grinning.
“Yeah, how many years ago?”
“Okay, sure, I’ll drive,” Savannah said. “Let’s stop for a cup of coffee and maybe a piece of pie. I’ll drive the rest of the way.” She glanced at Rags. “He’s probably ready to get some fresh air.”
“He really is a good traveler,” Chris said. 
“Yes, he’s been pretty good except for…”
“Oh that’s right, when we stopped for lunch.” Chris laughed. “What was his problem with that little girl? You say he thought she was Lily?”
Savannah giggled. “Do cats even have a thought process? Can they think things through, make plans, figure things out?” She faced Chris. “I mean, you’re the cat scientist. Can they?”
Chris glanced at her and said playfully, “Yeah, but isn’t cat scientist an oxymoron of sorts? Who truly understands cats—especially the way their mind works? Is it learning, conditioning, a deep knowing?” She winked at Savannah. “Maybe all of those. So what was the problem?” she asked again.
“Well, that toy the little girl had was exactly like one Lily has. Rags does not like that toy. I think it’s because it’s kind of noisy, and Lily will sometimes run it toward him to make him move or something.” She glanced sheepishly at Chris. “I know my little Lily looks angelic, but I sometimes catch her scheming against the cats or her brother.”
Chris chuckled. “A girl’s gotta take care of herself. So that’s why he was batting at the toy? He didn’t want it, but he wanted to get it out of her hands or something?”
“I guess so. That’s what he does with Lily when she’s playing with hers.”
“Well, her mother wasn’t very happy about it,” Chris said. “I mean, the cat trying to knock the toy out of her little girl’s arms.”
Savannah chuckled. “No. Just imagine your child being bullied by a large, assertive cat.”
“Yeah, he could be intimidating to a kid.” Changing the subject, Chris said, “How nice that your mom’s house is vacant. Does that happen often?”
“No. I think this is the first time it’s been vacant since she moved to Hammond. Maybe once before. Yes, this is perfect timing.” Savannah pointed. “As I recall, there’s a place just up here a ways with good pie and excellent coffee. Pull off at the next ramp; I think I remember where it is.”
Half an hour later the women were just finishing up their snack, and Chris said, “Boy, were you right! That’s the best piece of lemon pie I’ve had in ages. And this coffee…” she winced. “Yeah, it’ll keep me awake for a while.” She looked out the café window. “Is Rags okay?”
“Yeah, I checked on him while you were washing up. He’s pretty quiet today. Probably resting up.”
“For what?”
“Who knows?” Savannah looked at her watch. “We’re supposed to meet Marilyn at the jail at four thirty. Mom’s house isn’t far from the facility, and I’d like to drop Rags off there. You want to go with me to meet this woman, don’t you?”
Chris nodded. “Yeah, I’d like to hear what she has to say. This is the gal who stole the show kitten?” she asked.
“Yes.” Savannah grabbed her purse and stood up. “Well, if traffic isn’t too bad, we should be right on time. Let’s get back on the road, shall we?”
“Let’s do,” Chris agreed.
 
 **** 
“I like your mom’s place; it’s in a nice neighborhood,” Chris said as Savannah followed the car’s GPS instructions to the jail a couple of hours later.
“Yes, it is. She was happy here until she got grandchildren.”
Chris smiled. “She’s awfully good with your little ones—a good grammy. How long has she been with you?”
“Nearly two years, I think. I don’t know what we did without her.”
“Well, you keep so busy,” Chris said. “It’s nice that you can follow your interests and still be so involved with your children. I don’t see you getting stale like some moms seem to do.”
Savannah nodded and quipped, “I really do have the best of all worlds.” 
“As it should be,” Chris said.
Twenty minutes later, Savannah pulled into a large parking lot. She glanced around. “Marilyn said she drives a Blue Echo. Oh, I’ll bet that’s her over there.” She drove closer to a woman who appeared to be waiting for someone. “Are you Marilyn?”
The woman quickly approached the car. “Yes, Savannah?”
“Uh-huh,” Savannah said. She motioned toward her passenger. “This is Chris Tomlinson.”
“Hi,” Marilyn greeted. She wrapped her arms around herself. “Thank you for being prompt; I feel so vulnerable out here like this.” She looked inside the car as Savannah and Chris climbed out. “You don’t have your cat with you?”
“No. We left him at the house where we’re staying. I didn’t think he’d be welcome here.”
“You might be surprised,” Marilyn said. “People bring dogs all the time.”
“Which means cats probably aren’t welcome,” Savannah said, chuckling.
“Especially Rags,” Chris added. “Can you imagine the trouble he could get us into at a place like this? Although I haven’t seen him do anything naughty since I’ve known him—well, except for that small incident with the little girl and her toy at lunchtime, and maybe when he scared little Foxy. I keep waiting and watching for him to do something out of bounds. But nothing. He’s been an almost perfect gentleman.” She laughed. “Gentlecat.”
Savannah advised, “Be thankful.”
Marilyn looked at Chris, then Savannah. “Well, let’s go in.” She stopped for a moment and said, “Just so you know, they’ll rummage through your purses.” 
“Oh?” Savannah said. 
“Is there a problem?” Marilyn asked.
“No. I don’t think so.” She chuckled. “Frankly, I never know what’s going to end up in my purse.”
“Let’s hope no guns, knives, drugs…” Marilyn said.
“My two-year-old’s nerf gun, maybe,” Savannah joked.
After the women had gone through security, Chris nudged Savannah. “What were they looking for in your purse?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “That can of cat food might have been suspicious, I guess, or maybe Teddy’s saw. I had to take his plastic saw from him so he’d stop cutting up his toys. I’m not sure how it ended up in the bottom of my purse.”
By then both Chris and Marilyn were giggling.
Savannah was on a roll. “They seemed most concerned about the half-eaten antacid I confiscated from Rags yesterday.” She cringed. “I think he took it from my mother’s nightstand. I told the guards they could have it.”
“Teddy’s saw actually cuts things?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, if whatever he wants to cut isn’t too sturdy and he’s determined enough.”
“And you’re here to see…?” a male guard asked as the three women approached another security point. The officer stared sternly when Marilyn seemed to have trouble keeping a straight face.
“Jeannie Gerard,” Marilyn said, struggling to keep her laughter at bay.
The guard studied her for another moment, then opened the door and allowed the trio to enter. 
“There she is,” Marilyn said, leading the others to where a slight blond woman with light blue eyes and rosy cheeks sat. “Hi, honey,” Marilyn said, hugging her. “This is Savannah and Chris.”
“Hi,” Jeannie said. She looked at Savannah. “You have one of Angel’s kittens, right?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Thank you, by the way, for him. I just adore him. Hey, want to see a picture?”
“I sure do,” Jeannie said, her eyes lighting up. “Oh, he’s handsome. He’s a big boy, isn’t he?”
“Sixteen pounds,” Savannah said. “Hey, Marilyn says there were six kittens in Rags’s litter. I thought there were only four—the calico, two female ragdolls like Angel, and Rags. But there were six kittens?”
Jeannie winced, took a breath, and said, “Yes, there were also two ragdoll males. It was a big litter, and we had trouble dealing with them, so Marilyn and her group helped us find homes before…”
“Before what?” Savannah asked, quietly.
“Well, we breed ragdolls, so to have a mixed litter like that doesn’t exactly bode well for our reputation.” She looked down at her hands. “My husband wanted to…you know.” She sat up straighter. “He means well. He loves the cats too, but he thought we should do what so many breeders do and get rid of that litter.” She smiled. “We sold the two males.”
“I’m so glad you didn’t destroy the litter,” Savannah said. “If the other kittens have a personality anything like Rags’s, they’re bringing their owners great joy.” She glanced at Chris and Marilyn. “Well, most of the time.” She asked, “Has Marilyn told you anything about Rags?”
Jeannie nodded. “A few things, yes.” She glanced at Marilyn and told Savannah, “She visited me Tuesday, I think it was—after she’d spoken with you.”
“And after I’d read part of Rags’s meowmoirs.” Marilyn put her hand on her friend’s arm. “Oh my goodness, Jeannie, you must read it.”
“Can you receive books here?” Savannah asked. “Would you like a copy of Rags’s memoirs?”
“I can receive books as long as they come from a publishing company, not an individual.”
“Great,” Savannah said, “I’ll have one sent to you.”
Jeannie smiled. “I’d like that.”
“Jeannie, how long will you be here?” Savannah asked. “Three more months,” she said.
Savannah looked around. “How are you doing? I mean…”
“I’m okay,” Jeannie said quietly. “You just have to follow the rules.”
When it became obvious that Jeannie didn’t want to say anything more, Savannah suggested, “Can I ask a few questions about your cat and the other kittens?”
“Sure.”
“Do you think there’s a chance I could meet Angel?” Savannah asked
“Oh,” Jeannie said. “I don’t know. Maybe while Drew’s at work. You’ll have to check with my sister. She lives there now, to care for my children and the cats.”
When Jeannie began to cry, Savannah comforted her. “It must be hard. I’m so sorry this has happened.”
“So am I,” Jeannie said through clenched teeth. “Drew said it was best…” She stopped and looked at the others, then asked Savannah, “What is it you want to know about Angel?”
 
 **** 
“That was an emotional ride.” Chris said as the three women left the jail facility. “I feel so sorry for that poor girl. She seems way out of her element.”
Savannah nodded. “She sure does.” She turned to Marilyn. “How long’s she been in there?”
“About five months. It hasn’t been easy for her.” She leaned forward. “Actually, I agree with the family and friends who believe she doesn’t belong here.”
“But she was caught, wasn’t she?” Savannah asked. “How could she deny it?”
Marilyn squinted and said through gritted teeth, “She wasn’t alone.”
Both Savannah and Chris were confused. Savannah asked, “What do you mean?”
Marilyn glanced around before saying, “I think her husband set her up. That’s what I think.”
“Why would he do that?” Chris asked. “That’s horrible. So you think he’s the one who took the jewelry and the kitten?”
“He was with her every time she was supposedly caught. Anyway, he’s a jerk and a bully. Yeah, I think he might have let her take the fall. She told me once that he had to work, so it made more sense that she spend the time in jail so he could continue supporting the family.” She clenched her jaw. “And playing golf, and wining and dining friends, and going yachting.”
“They have a yacht?” Chris asked.
Marilyn shook her head. “They hobnob with people who do. Jeannie doesn’t like the crowd he hangs out with. She says they’re phony, but he always insists she be with him. Well, you saw her. She’s candy on his arm. She makes him look like a successful, desirable man.” She scoffed. “Maybe in his eyes. I can’t stand the jerk.”
Savannah frowned. “He doesn’t sound very honorable. So you think he’s the thief?” 
Marilyn snarled, “It has crossed my mind.”
Savannah stared wide-eyed at her for a moment, then said, “Marilyn, thank you so much for setting this up. I learned a lot from Jeannie.”
Her demeanor a little lighter, Marilyn said, “I saw you taking notes.”
Savannah nodded. “She adores her kitties, doesn’t she? I love the way she talks about them.” She faced Marilyn. “Do you think you could get me in to meet Angel?”
Marilyn hesitated, then said, “Okay, here’s how we’ll do that: There’s a big event tomorrow that I know Drew won’t want to miss. I’ll see if Jeannie’s sister, Pam, will let you in the house. I just don’t think Drew would allow it. I’d rather try to go behind his back, if you’re not too uncomfortable with that.”
“There’s no reason to be, is there?” Savannah asked. “I mean, it doesn’t matter to me who lets me in. I’d just like to see Rags’s mother. It would be cool if I could bring Rags with me and get photos.”
Marilyn nodded. “I’ll see if I can make that happen, Savannah. Yes, I think I can work it out. I’ll be in touch.”
“That was informative,” Chris said once the two of them were on their way back to Gladys’s house to settle in for the evening. “I hope we can get permission to do a swab on Angel—you know, just to make sure she is Rags’s mother. Might as well cover all the bases, don’t you think so?”
“I sure do.”
“It will help us to determine parentage with his littermates, too,” Chris said.
“Right. Did you come prepared to do swabs?” Savannah asked.
“Of course. You know, this project will also help to further our understanding of genetics. I don’t know that anyone has ever used the process for the purpose you have in mind.” Chris smiled. “This may be one for the record books.”
 
 **** 
“Hi, Ragsie,” Savannah said when they returned to Gladys’s house. “Have you been watching for us out the window? Ready for supper?”
“He seems to understand your words, doesn’t he?” Chris observed.
“Or what’s in my mind.”
Chris asked more excitedly, “You use mind talk with him?” “Yes, quite often. And when he listens and wants to do what I ask, it really works,” Savannah said.
“Amazing.” Just then, Chris pointed. “What’s he doing?”
When Savannah looked down at Rags, she saw that he was biting at one of his toes. “I don’t know. Rags, what’s going on?” She looked at Chris. “You know, I noticed him tearing at that nail with his teeth yesterday and I meant to take a look. Darn it, Rags, I think you’re due for a nail trim, aren’t you and I didn’t bring your clippers. Let me see that toe.” She took one look at his paw and moaned, “Oh no.”
“What is it?” Chris asked, concerned.
“Oh, Chris, I’m such a bad cat mom. I feel awful.” She hugged Rags to her. “Ragsie, I’m so sorry. That must really hurt.”
“What happened?” Chris asked, moving closer.
“Look,” Savannah said, “that claw’s just starting to grow into his pad.” She shook her head. “I know he’s prone to this problem, and I keep an eye on him, but darn—I missed it this time. Rags, I’m so sorry. You know what, Chris? I used to work at an all-night emergency veterinarian clinic not far from here. I’m going to drive him over there and get this taken care of.”
“You can’t do it with nail clippers?” Chris asked.
Savannah winced. “I’d rather not. It’s that big gnarly claw, and it’s kind of brittle. I’d rather have them use the appropriate clippers on it. I’ll have the rest of his claws trimmed at the same time. It won’t take long.”
Chris was quiet for a moment. “I wonder if that’s a genetic thing with his siblings. Could be, you know.”
“Yes, I guess it could.”
“I’ll go with you,” Chris said, “if you don’t mind. I might learn something from this excursion too.”
“Sure.” Savannah started to put Rags’s harness on him, then changed her mind. “I’m going to feed him first. I think he’ll be happier if I do. Come on Ragsie,” she called. “Let’s eat, then we’ll go get you a paw-dicure.” 
“You really do know your way around this place, don’t you?” Chris said minutes later as Savannah drove through city streets and connecting freeways.
“Pretty much. We moved here when I was eleven, and I stayed until I married Michael, so I had a lot of experience driving here, although this isn’t the most congested part of LA. It’s easy to navigate through most of these rural outskirts. Here we are,” she said, parking the car. 
She picked up Rags and carried him into the clinic. “He has an ingrown toenail…well, claw,” she told the receptionist. “It’s growing into the pad. We’re visiting LA and I didn’t bring the proper tools to take care of it.” Looking sheepish, she said, “He didn’t show this to us until after hours, so here we are.”
“No problem,” the pert receptionist said. “We’ll get you in. It’s fairly quiet so far this evening.” She handed Savannah a form on a clipboard and asked her to fill it out, saying, “Please take a seat.”
Savannah and Chris sat down a few seats away from another woman. A canvas carrier sat on the chair next to her. 
“He has an ingrown toenail?” the woman asked after Savannah had returned the paperwork to the receptionist. “I’ve never heard of that with a cat. How does that happen?”
Savannah smiled. “It usually occurs in older cats and in certain breeds. The ragdoll might be one of them. Of course, a ragdoll is a relatively new breed, so I guess you’d have to go back to which cats contributed to this breed to find out if he’s actually susceptible to the problem. I know that the Himalayan is prone to have this happen.”
“Ragdoll?” the woman asked, looking at Rags suspiciously.
“Oh yes, that’s a breed of cat and…”
“I know,” the woman said, “but he doesn’t look anything at all like what I thought a ragdoll was. They look a lot like a Himalayan, don’t they?” 
Savannah laughed. “Yes, kind of and no, he sure doesn’t, but it’s true. His mother was a ragdoll.”
“You learn something new every day,” the woman said. She faced Savannah and glanced down at her carrier. “Actually, Jazzie’s part ragdoll on her mother’s side too. I’d never heard of the breed before I found her.”
“Really?” Savannah said. She spoke to Rags. “Hey, buddy, see that sweet little girl in there, she’s part ragdoll like you are.”
Chris chuckled. “Yeah, he sees her. Look how interested he is. He’s pulling to go visit her.”
The woman looked through the mesh at her cat. “She hates going anywhere in her carrier. I just can’t get her used to it. She’s in there shaking and quaking right now.” She put her hand on the carrier in a comforting manner. “I feel so bad for her.”
“Yeah, a lot of cats have veterinarian anxiety or carrier anxiety,” Savannah said. She looked down at Rags. “He seems to enjoy going out no matter where it is—even to see a veterinarian.”
The woman stared down at Rags. “What’s his name?”
“Rags. Well, Ragsdale. I call him Rags—partly in honor of his heritage.” She added more excitedly, “We may get to meet his mother tomorrow.”
Rags pulled harder toward the carrier. “No Rags,” Savannah said, holding onto the leash. “You don’t want to scare poor Jazzie.”
“Oh that’s okay. She likes other cats. Let’s see if she likes Rags. Jazzie, Jazzie, honey, look—Rags wants to meet you.” She picked up the carrier and turned it so the calico could see him. The colorful cat began sniffing the air. She stared out at Rags as he walked closer, and she continued sniffing—her little nose wriggling, her large eyes focused on him. He, too, was interested in her scent.
“She likes him. Look at that,” the woman said, smiling. “By the way, I’m Irene.”
“Savannah,” she said. “This is Chris. Yes, there seems to be a love connection.”
Irene smiled. “Jazzie, want to come out and meet Rags?” She looked at Savannah. “By the way, she’s not contagious. She gets chronic ear infections and I brought her in for a well-check and possibly another round of the ear drops.”
“After hours at an emergency vet? Isn’t that kind of expensive?” Chris asked.
Irene shook her head. “It’s my work schedule. I’ve been out of town for a few days and Jazzie’s had a petsitter. She’s wonderful, but I don’t want to ask her to take her to the vet too.” Irene opened the carrier door, lifted out the calico, and put her on her lap.
“Savannah, she looks just like your other cat,” Chris remarked.
“Yes, she does look a lot like Glori,” Savannah said. “She’s really cute. Is she as sweet as she is cute?”
“Oh yes. I love her. I’ve had her for four years. I still can’t believe those other people wanted to give her away,” Irene said.
Everyone chuckled when Rags reached his paws up onto Irene’s knees and sniffed Jazzie. He sat back down on the floor and stared at her, then stepped up again and sniffed. When he started licking the calico’s cheek, Irene petted him. “What a sweet boy you are.”
“Maybe he thinks that’s his kitty, Glori,” Chris suggested.
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “He took a liking to Glori right away. I always thought she must remind him of his sister.”
“He has a calico sister?” Irene asked, surprised. “That seems almost impossible, doesn’t it? I mean, their coloring is so different.”
Savannah motioned toward Chris. “That’s what we’re here in LA to find out.”
Irene looked at both women. “What? Find out what?”
Savannah said more quietly, “We’re here to trace Rags’s roots—you know, see if we can learn something about his heritage.”
“Why?” Irene asked, puzzled.
Before Savannah could respond, Rags climbed into Jazzie’s carrier and came out with a small toy rabbit. He dropped it on the floor at Irene’s feet and pawed at Jazzie as if he wanted her to come down and play with him.
“As you can see,” Savannah said, “he has a big personality, and I thought it would be interesting to find out if his sisters and brothers do too.”
“He works with the police department up north,” Chris added.
Irene looked at Chris, then at Savannah. “The police department? Oh,” she said, “is he one of those animals they use in airports these days to support frightened passengers?”
Savannah chuckled. “No, he hasn’t landed a regular job yet. He’s a klepto, you see—he steals things, and that has gotten him into some trouble, but he sometimes comes up with a clue that helps solve a mystery or even a crime.”
Irene stared at Rags. “Really?” 
“So, Irene,” Savannah prompted, “you say Jazzie’s four years old?” She chuckled at Rags’s fascination with the calico. “I’ll bet if you put her on that chair, he’ll lie with her to comfort her. She’s not shivering and shaking so much now, is she?”
“No,” Irene said. She tilted her head. “That’s a first. I’ve never seen her settle down like this during any vet visit. He could be a support cat for other animals.”
“He does that sort of work too, doesn’t he, Savannah?” Chris said to Irene, “Her husband’s a veterinarian, and they do a free clinic on Thanksgiving for pets that live on the streets with the homeless. They actually use Rags to calm those frightened dogs and cats while they’re being examined.”
“Dogs?” Irene questioned. “Jazzie’s really afraid of dogs, but then she’s afraid of a lot of things. To answer your question, Jazzie’s more like seven or maybe eight years old. She was already grown when I got her. She kept hanging around my condo for some reason—maybe because I had no animals or small children and she felt safe. It took a while, but I found out where she lived and I talked to her owners. They said their son had just gotten a dog, and it wasn’t working out for Jazzie. They evidently tried to make it work, but Jazzie kept running away. I told them I’d love to have her if they didn’t want her anymore and they agreed. They’re the ones who told us her mother was a ragdoll.” She snuggled with the calico. “I’m just so glad we found each other. She’s a wonderful cat.”
Irene placed Jazzie on the chair next to her as Savannah had suggested and continued petting her. Immediately Rags jumped up onto the chair, lay down next to her, and put one paw on hers. She sniffed his paw, then licked it a couple of times.
“Now that’s new,” Irene said. “I’ve never seen her so relaxed around strangers, especially another animal. I don’t think she knows she’s an animal.”
“So you don’t have any other pets?” Chris asked. 
“No, but there’s a cute pair of kittens next door that come and peer at Jazzie through the sliding glass door. Jazzie hides behind a small table and watches them. She won’t engage. I’ve never seen her engage with another animal like this.”
“Oh my goodness,” Savannah yelped, staring down at the calico.
Before she could finish her thought, the technician called for Jazzie to come into the back area.
“Wait,” Savannah said, staring at the calico. “Jazzie. You say she’s around eight years old?”
Irene nodded. She put Jazzie back into the carrier and closed its door.
“Irene,” Savannah said. “Oh my gosh, Irene, Jazzie might actually be Rags’s sister.” 
Irene stood stunned. She looked down at Rags, then into Savannah’s eyes. “What? How could that be?”
“I told you that Rags had a calico sister. He just turned eight, and I learned recently that his calico sister’s name was Jazzie.” When she realized the technician was waiting, she walked slowly in that direction with Irene saying, “I’d really like to talk to you some more. May I call you?”
“Yes,” she said, reciting her phone number. “I’ll be in town for the next three days, then I’m off again. Please contact me; I’m interested in knowing more.”
“Wow!” Chris said once the two women were alone again with Rags. “What are the odds?”
Savannah looked down at Rags. “Where Rags is concerned, you just never know what odd, unusual, strange, out-of-the-ordinary thing is going to happen.”
 



Chapter Six
  
“Well, Savannah Jordan…um…Ivey,” the veterinarian said provocatively when he entered the reception area minutes later. “I wondered if that was you and Rags. You still have that crazy cat?”
“Dr. Brad,” she said, smiling. “And I wondered if you still worked here.”
“Sure do—just been waiting for you to bring him in again, and here you are—eight…nine years later?”
“More like seven,” she corrected. “Dr. Brad, this is my friend, Chris Tomlinson.”
“Tomlinson,” he repeated, shaking her hand. “Christine? Haven’t I read something about you or written by you lately? It had to do with a topic I’m wildly interested in—cat DNA.”
Chris smiled. “You probably did. Yes, I’m dabbling in the cat-DNA field.”
“I guess you are,” Dr. Brad said. “You have a fine reputation.” He looked at Savannah. “So are you practicing, or have you rolled over into the genetics field too?”
“No, I’m a mom and wife in Hammond. Chris and I are—well, we’re trying to track down some of Rags’s relatives. I want to find out more about his genetic ties.”
“Why?” he asked with curiosity.
“Well, you might not know this, but the crazy cat, as you call him, has a reputation of his own.”
He snickered. “Yeah, I’ll bet he does.”
“He’s a celebrity,” Savannah said.
“A celebrity criminal?” He sneered. “It seems to me he was burglarizing your neighborhood last time we talked.” He laughed. “You asked if there was a remedy for that. Have you found one?”
“Not really,” she admitted. “Yeah, he’s still a klepto, but he also helps fight crime.” When the veterinarian looked skeptical, Savannah said, “He has pawed culprits, found missing persons…he even saved a baby who was about to fall from a second-story balcony.”
The veterinarian studied Savannah for a moment, then said, “Well, what’s going on with him this evening? It says here he needs his nails trimmed. Savannah, you brought him in for that?” He grinned at her and said coyly, “You really did want to see me, didn’t you? How flirty of you.”
She winced, then explained, “I just arrived here an hour or so ago and noticed he has a problem with one of his claws. I don’t have the proper tools with me.” She lifted his paw. “See, it’s growing into the pad.”
“Yikes,” he said. “Yep, we’d better take care of that.” He grinned. “It’s awfully nice seeing you, just the same.” He took a deep breath and walked away, suggesting, “Come in here and put him on the table.”
Once Rags’s nails were back in good shape, Savannah and Chris said goodbye to the veterinarian and returned to the lobby just as Irene was about to leave with Jazzie. “How’d it go?” Savannah asked her.
“Oh, she’s fine. Just needed another dose of her ear meds. And Rags? Is he okay?” “Yeah, got his paw-dicure. He’s happy.” Suddenly Rags pulled against the leash. “Oops, I think he wants to say goodbye to Jazzie.” Savannah gave him some slack and Irene placed the carrier on the floor. The three women smiled down at the cats and Savannah asked, “So Irene, do you know the names of the people who originally adopted Jazzie?”
“Yes, Bertles.”
“That’s them!” Savannah squealed. “Rags, oh my gosh.” She grabbed Chris’s arm and jumped up and down. “She’s Rags’s sister!” She explained, “The pet-store manager got permission from the Bertles for me to contact them. I don’t think he knew they’d given the cat away. I’ve left messages, but they haven’t called me back. Irene,” she said, “Rags is Jazzie’s brother.”
Stunned, Irene asked, “How can that be? I mean, I believe in coincidences, but this…”
Smiling widely, Chris asked, “Irene, would you let me take a swab of her DNA? This will tell us for sure whether or not Jazzie is Rags’s sister.”
Before Irene could respond, Savannah said excitedly, “Then, I’d love to sit down with you and learn more about her personality, and maybe speak with her previous owners as well.”
Irene recoiled and asked, “Are you a researcher or writer or something?” 
“Well, Chris is the researcher,” Savannah said. “She’s a scientist specializing in cat DNA. As I told you, Rags is a rather interesting cat. I’d like to know more about his beginnings and see if we can find out if this is genetic or situational or environmental or what. And yes, I plan to write about our findings—Chris probably will do so too, in scientific journals.”
“Gosh, my Jazzie might become a star?” Irene squealed.
“If you want her to, I guess,” Savannah said. “But yes, I’d love to include her story and pictures in the book I plan to write.”
Irene complained, “I know a lot of people who plan books and never get around to writing them.”
“She’s already written one book,” Chris said.
“Oh yes, I have copies in the car. I’ll go get one for you,” Savannah suggested. “Let me take care of my bill here, and I’ll meet you out front. We’re in the white SUV.”
Irene sighed. “Well, okay.” 
“No charge,” the receptionist announced. “Dr. Brad said to tell you that it was his pleasure.”
“Wow! Well, tell him thank you very much,” Savannah said.
“Can we take his picture?” the receptionist asked.
“Oh, a picture of Rags? Yes. Sure.”
“He’s the one in the documentary, right?” a woman in the back of the reception area asked. “I told Meghan and Sylvia that I thought he was the same Rags I saw in that documentary.”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “You saw it, huh?”
“Several times on TV. He’s one amazing cat. You mentioned a book? I’d like to buy a copy from you if I can.”
“Sure.”
“Give me your keys and I’ll get one,” Chris said. “Go ahead and take your pictures. I’ll be right back.”
By the time the two women caught up with Irene in the parking lot, she had loaded Jazzie into her car. She handed Savannah a card. “This is my address. Want to bring him over tomorrow sometime? Early morning is best for me. Around eight or nine?”
“Perfect,” Savannah said, looking at the address. “Oh, I know where this is. You live near Rags’s agent.”
“His agent?” Irene asked, glancing down at Rags. Skeptically, she asked, “Who’s that?”
“Rob Willoughby.”
“Rob?” Irene cried. She looked down at Rags again. “He’s my next-door neighbor! It’s his and Cheryl’s kittens that come around and frighten Jazzie.”
“They have two kittens now?”
“They sure do. Well, they aren’t kittens anymore, but they still come around once in a while. Wow, small world. So Rob’s Rags’s agent—a cat’s agent?”
“Yes, Rob did the documentary and commissioned some children’s books about Rags. He sets up promotional opportunities and things for us.” She winced. “I really should let him know I’m in town. I haven’t even told him about this crazy thing Chris and I are doing. I’d better update him. Yes, we’ll see you tomorrow, say 8:30?”
Irene nodded, still a little overwhelmed by what had happened that evening.
“So your agent lives in this area?” Chris asked, as Savannah drove them back to her mother’s house.
“Yes. I’d better call him tonight,” Savannah said absentmindedly.
“How about dinner?” Chris asked hesitantly. “Don’t you ever stop for dinner and other incidentals—like maybe sleep?” Chris joked.
“Oh yes, food. That’s probably a good idea. I know a good Chinese take-out place. How does that sound?”
“Great. Yes. Let’s do it. I’m going to need nourishment to keep up with you and Rags this week.”
 
 **** 
After eating dinner, unpacking a few things, and setting up Rags’s pen, Savannah prepared to call Rob. Before she could do so, however, her phone rang. She looked at the screen and laughed. “Hi, Rob. You aren’t going to believe this, but I was just going to call you.”
“Yeah, yeah, so you say. You’re in LA and didn’t even bother to tell me?” he complained.
“Sorry about that,” she said. “It was kind of a last-minute decision.”
“No problem. So how are you and the old boy?” he asked.
“Good,” she said. “Just got here this afternoon and already our mission is moving forward successfully.”
“And your mission is?” he coaxed
“Oh that’s right, I haven’t told you about it, have I? That, too, happened quickly, and I haven’t had time to do much of anything but focus on the project.”
“Which is?” he prodded again.
“I’m traveling with a feline-DNA expert and we’re on a mission to trace Rags’s heritage.”
Rob was silent for a few moments, then asked, “For real?”
“Yes. Don’t you think it’s an interesting concept?” 
“Well, you did mention the idea once, but I didn’t think you’d actually follow through—I mean, how do you trace something like that?” Rob asked. “Sounds impossible to me.”
“Hey, where’s your pioneer spirit?” Savannah teased.
He avoided her question, asking instead, “So, are you finding anything?”
“A lot of things. I assume you’ve talked to Irene, your next-door neighbor.”
“Yes, she told me she met you at the vet clinic.”
“Uh-huh,” Savannah confirmed. “Well, did she tell you her cat is quite possibly Rags’s sister? Or she could be a half-sister, I guess, if they had different fathers. It appears that they were in the same litter. I’m almost positive they were. We’re going to do a swab on her to find out if she’s actually related to Rags. Isn’t that just the most uncanny thing, us running into Irene and Jazzie like that?”
“Yes,” he mumbled. “Uncanny is one word. So is this specialist you mentioned for real, or is he one of Rochelle’s psychic friends who’s charging you a fortune to tell you your cat’s a cat?”
“Oh, quit being cynical,” she said. “You sound like my husband.”
“So he thinks this is some cockamamie scam too, does he?” 
“Rob, Chris is a scientist on staff at a university. She’s a friend of a friend and she’s well -quoted and well-published in the feline-DNA field. Also, I’ve been able to get in touch with several key players in Rags’s background. I have a list of people I’ll be interviewing while I’m here.” She took a breath. “Hey, I’m tired and need to get some rest, but maybe you and Cheryl would like to have breakfast with us early tomorrow before we meet with Irene and Jazzie.”
“Sure, we can do that. Will you have Rags with you?” he said.
“Yes, we’re taking him to Irene’s, so it would be best if we could meet someplace near where we’re staying so Rags won’t have to wait in the car.”
“Just a minute, Savannah,” Rob said, leaving the phone. When he returned, he suggested, “How about bringing him here? Cheryl and I’ll fix breakfast for you gals and Rags can play with our cats. We have two now, you know.”
“I heard,” Savannah said. “So where did the second one come from?”
“Well, you met Miss Kitty, who’s now a little over a year old, and a few months ago we found a part-Maine coon that actually looks like a Maine coon. She’s six months old and a really nice cat. The two of them get along great. Hey, maybe they’re related, too.” He laughed at his comment, then said, “Savannah, I’m really enjoying being a cat dad—something that would never have happened if it wasn’t for having met Rags.”
“Cool. I can’t wait to see Miss Kitty and meet your new fur kid. What’s her name?”
“Gidget,” he said.
“Oh,” Savannah said. “That’s what Cheryl wanted to name Miss Kitty.”
“Yup.” He spoke more quietly, “I call her Gizmo.”
“Why?” Savannah asked.
“Oh, I don’t know, to mess with Cheryl, I guess.”
Savannah shook her head. “So about seven thirty at your place? What can we bring?”
“Nothing. We just went shopping. We’ll have bacon and eggs and bakery bran muffins, if that’s okay. We still have some of the orange marmalade you gave us last time we were in Hammond. Oh, and Cheryl just said we have fresh strawberries.”
“Sounds great. See you in the morning.” Savannah chuckled. “Do you need a wakeup call?”
“No. I’ll be up early cooking the bacon,” he said.
“So we have a breakfast date?” Chris asked once Savannah had ended the call.
“Yes, Rags’s agent and his girlfriend have invited us over for bacon and eggs. We’ll need to leave here around seven. Okay with you?”
“Yes,” Chris said. “And Irene lives next door to him? I’ll bring my testing kit and we’ll see what we can find out about Jazzie’s genes. I have a connection here in LA—a lab where I can take the sample for analysis, so we should get a quick turnaround.”
Savannah clapped her hands together. “Oh, this is all just so exciting. I hope I’ll be able to sleep.” She picked up her phone and said, “I’d better call Michael and check in.”
“I thought you did that earlier,” Chris said, “before we stopped for pie.”
“He wasn’t home yet. I just did FaceTime with the kids and Mom.”
“They’re doing okay?” Chris asked, smiling.
“Oh yes,” she said. “That’s one of the beauties of having a live-in grammy; there’s very little adjustment for the kids when one of us is gone. They were actually at my aunt’s house eating jigglers when I called.”
“Jigglers?” Chris repeated.
“You know, those Jell-o cutouts kids can eat with their hands. They love it when Auntie makes those for them.”
Chris smiled. “Well, I’m going to get ready for bed. Sounds like we have another busy day ahead.” 
 
 **** 
 “What’s so funny?” Chris asked when Savannah returned from the bathroom in Irene’s home just after nine the following morning.
Savannah announced, “There was a raccoon in the toilet. I fished it out. It’s drying off in the tub.” 
“What?” Chris squealed, wrapping her arms around herself. When she noticed that Irene was laughing and shaking her head, Chris said, “Oh, a toy, right?”
“Yes,” Irene confirmed. “I forgot to put the lid down. Sometimes Jazzie gives her toys a bath. Or maybe she’s drowning them, I don’t know.”
“So she’s a klepto too, huh?” Savannah asked. “That was going to be one of my questions.” She sat down and asked, “How bad is it?”
“Bad?” Irene repeated. “It’s not bad. I think it’s cute, only I spend a lot of time stepping over her stuffed toys and picking them up when company’s coming. You notice there are no toys in sight today.” She ran her hand over Jazzie’s fur. “I hid her toy basket in the closet before you got here.”
“Oh, please bring it out,” Savannah said. “I’d love to see her in action.”
Irene shook her head as she walked away. “If you’re sure.” When she returned she placed a basket of cat toys on the fireplace hearth. “Savannah, you must be used to having Rags’s toys scattered all over the place.”
“Not really,” Savannah said. “It’s mostly the kids’ toys.”
Puzzled, Irene said, “But I thought you said he’s a klepto.”
“Yes, but Rags doesn’t bother with his own basket of toys much. He takes other people’s things and the kids’ toys and hides them in an upstairs closet. I call it his stash. He has taught me to pick up after myself better. If I don’t, he might drag my bra around, or one of my t-shirts. He will take his toys to one of the other cats or the dog sometimes, I guess in case they want to play with them. When we used to live here in LA, he got out sometimes.” Savannah grinned. “That was before I figured out how to contain him. Well, he would come home with all sorts of things. Yeah, he’s the classic klepto. He actually steals things. Jazzie’s habit is more an attempt to please you, probably. Does she bring her toys to you?”
“Oh yes, any time I’m sitting down paying bills, practicing the piano, talking on the phone, or reading, for example, here she comes with toy after toy.” Irene smiled. “She has a very different kind of meow when she’s about to deliver a toy.” 
“She loves you,” Chris said. “That’s so sweet. Did she do that when she lived with her former owners?”
“I’m not sure,” Irene said. “I didn’t think to ask them, but I imagine she did.” 
Savannah pointed. “Oh, look. She just took something out of the basket. What is that—a giraffe?”
“Yes.” Irene leaned down and petted Jazzie when she dropped the toy at her feet. “Good girl. Thank you for the nice giraffe.”
“I swear she’s smiling,” Chris said. “She’s so pleased that you like her gift. Gosh, she’s just the cutest thing.” She faced Savannah. “Like Glori. Does Glori do that?”
“Not yet.” Savannah explained to Irene, “Glori came from a hoarding situation in San Francisco, so it’s unlikely that she had the opportunity to learn this behavior, or to develop it if it was somehow ingrained in her DNA. She may have been one of the cats the hoarder kept in a pen. I don’t exactly know her situation, but I’m pretty sure this is the first time she’s had the freedom of a home and people who actually pay attention to her.”
“Oh, those situations are so sad,” Irene said. “She’s one very lucky girl to have found you—or for you to have found her.”
“Amen,” Chris said. She asked, “Savannah did you show her a picture?”
“Yes.”
“She sure does look like Jazzie,” Irene said. “So you think Rags remembers his calico sister?”
“Who knows what cats know down deep,” Savannah said, “but I like to think he does.”
“Irene, is it okay if I swab her?” Chris asked. “She’s kind of relaxed there.”
“Sure,” Irene said. “How long will it take to get the results?”
“Maybe later today or tomorrow. It depends on how busy the lab is, and how interested they are in our project.”
The three women smiled watching Jazzie wash her face after Chris took the sample. The calico trotted off toward the kitchen, and Rags, who had been lying at Savannah’s feet, followed her.
“Don’t run off too far, Ragsie,” Savannah called after him. “We’re going for another car ride in a minute.” 
Chris laughed. “Did you see that tail swish? He heard you and he probably understood what you said, but that tail swish was a dis, if I’ve ever seen one.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “he can get snotty with me.” She turned to Irene. “We have your number. We’ll let you know as soon as we hear something.” She gazed out a window. “So Jazzie’s original owners live in the neighborhood here?”
Irene nodded. “On the next street over, toward the end of the block. Jazzie had to walk quite a ways to find me.” She chuckled. “I wonder if she knocked on other doors before coming here. Don’t you just wish you could follow a cat when she’s out and about and find out what she sees and what she does when she’s alone?”
“Yes, it might be entertaining and enlightening,” Savannah said.
Chris interjected. “Or boring.” When Savannah stood up, Chris picked up her purse, preparing to leave. She looked around and asked, “So where’d the cats go?”
“Oh, they’re probably getting a drink of water,” Irene said. “Jazzie’s a drinker.”
“Really?” Savannah questioned. “Have you had her checked for diabetes or kidney disease?”
Irene nodded. “Yes, she’s had the blood work done. She’s borderline on the kidney function, so we’re keeping an eye on her.”
“Good,” Savannah said. She offered her hand and thanked Irene for her hospitality.
Irene reached out and hugged her. “This has been so much fun. Thank you for bringing Rags over. I’m glad we ran into you last night. I still can’t believe the coincidence.”
“That’s Rags’s middle name—coincidence,” Savannah said.
“Really?” Irene asked, wide-eyed.
“No, but it should be.” Savannah peered into the kitchen. “Where are those two? Rags, time to go. Rags!” She frowned. “Hmmm, I wonder where he went. And Jazzie—they were right here.”
“They must be in one of the bedrooms,” Irene said.
“Or they’re floating stuffed hedgehogs and squirrels in the toilet,” Chris said, laughing.
“I put the lid down,” Savannah said.
“Well, I can’t imagine where they went,” Irene said minutes later. “We’ve looked in every closet, under the bed...”
“Did anyone open a door?” Savannah asked, sounding a little panicked. “What about a window? Could a determined cat push a window screen off? Rags is kind of an expert at that, you know.”
“I don’t think so,” Irene said. “Let’s check.” When they returned to the kitchen, she said, “Oh, I unlocked the kitty door earlier. They’re probably in the garage. I keep Jazzie’s litter box out there.” She chuckled. “Maybe Rags needed to use the facility.” However, when Irene opened the door and stepped into the garage, she gasped. “Oh no, the gardener must have left the side door open. It will stand open if you don’t use force to close it. Oscar knows better,” she complained. “He must have had a new helper this morning. Darn it!”
Savannah let out a deep sigh and ran to the door, opening it wider. She called, “Rags! Rags, come on! Let’s go. Jazzie! Here kitty-kitty.” The three women stepped out into the yard and looked around.
“I’ll check out front,” Chris suggested.
“I’ll go ask Cheryl and also Mr. Giddings on the other side if they’ve seen the rascals,” Irene said. “Poor Jazzie. I don’t think she knows her way around. She doesn’t go out—well, except for when she lived with the Bertles. She was allowed to roam then.”
“Would she have gone back to their place?” Savannah asked.
“After all this time?” Irene questioned.
Savannah shrugged. “It’s something to consider.” She called out to the cats again, just as Irene’s cell phone rang. 
“Hello.” Irene glanced at Savannah wide-eyed and said, “Oh, Oh, this is a surprise. Cats? There are two of them, Jazzie and…” Irene paused to listen, then said, “Yes, Tracy, would you believe that big scary grey-and-white cat is a gentle being and he may actually be Jazzie’s brother? Yes, it’s true. We did a swab test today to find out—you know, DNA. Yeah, pretty off the wall, indeed. So you have them there? Would it be okay if I bring the big cat’s owner over to meet you? She has a few questions about when Jazzie lived with you. Oh good. Thank you. We’ll be right over.”
“Jazzie went home?” Savannah asked, surprised.
Irene nodded.
“No kidding?” Chris said, rejoining them. She laughed. “So sister Jazzie wanted her brother to meet her original family. Now that will be an interesting story to tell in your book, Savannah.” 
Minutes later the three women joined a couple who were entertaining the two runaway cats on their spacious front porch.
“Thank you so much for holding onto them,” Savannah said. “By the way, “I’m Savannah Ivey, Rags’s mom, and this is Chris Tomlinson, the scientist who’s helping me to locate and identify Rags’s siblings. I contacted you…”
“Yes,” Tracy said. She motioned toward her husband. “Jim and I just returned from a business trip. I planned to call you this week, although I don’t have much to say, since Jazzie now lives with Irene.” She frowned down at the cats. “So you think these two are brother and sister? What makes you think so?” Before Savannah could answer, Tracy narrowed her eyes and said, “Wait, I think I remember this cat. He was a very tiny kitten then—smaller than Jazzie, actually—or maybe it just seemed that way because she was fluffier. Yeah, I guess that was quite a mixed litter—this calico, a fluffy Siamese-type kitten...” She pointed, “and him.”
Savannah nodded. “Tracy, can you tell me where you got her?”
“At that pet store in the mall—you know, on Avalon. Yes, I sure did see a cat like this there with Jazzie. Gosh, he must weigh twice as much as she does now.”
“What made you choose Jazzie?” Chris asked.
“Her coloring. I’ve always liked the more colorful cats.”
“Did you notice anything unusual about Jazzie’s habits, behavior, or demeanor when you had her?” Savannah asked. “You had her for what—four years?”
Tracy glanced at her husband and he said, “Yes, three or four. She was a really nice kitten.” Jim asked, “Tracy, did you ever tell Irene about her sock fetish?”
Tracy looked sheepishly at Irene and said, “I don’t think so.” She asked, “Does she still have it?”
“Sock fetish?” Irene asked.
Tracy said, “Yes, she used to pull socks out of the clothes hamper or out of our shoes, and she’d drag them through the house leaving them any old place. I had the hardest time finding the mates to everyone’s socks.” 
“Funny,” Irene said. “Well, she still has a klepto habit, but not with socks. However, I keep a lid on my hamper, and my sock drawer is pretty much always closed.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Actually, I believe I bought that hamper because of Jazzie’s tendency to drag laundry around—not just socks.” She laughed. “That’s also when I started buying her those little stuffed toys. Those are her focus now.”
“So she’s had that behavior since she was quite small, then?” Savannah asked. “I mean, carrying things around in her mouth.” She asked Chris, “Is something like that an inherited behavior?”
“That’s a good question. Certainly there are behaviors that sort of run in breeds. For example, the Abyssinian is supposed to be one of the most intelligent breeds. They love being higher than everyone and everything else. They’re climbers. The British shorthair tends to be less likely than most cats to seek human contact. The most active breeds are thought to be the Bengal, Cornish Rex, and Korat. The ragdoll is among the least active.” Chris looked at Savannah. “That doesn’t seem to be true with Rags.”
“Well, I can’t say that he has a lot of energy, really,” Savannah said. “He’s just super curious and he seems to have more endurance than many cats.” After thinking about it, she said, “Maybe that’s because he is so curious, and when he gets focused on something, he’s unstoppable.” 
Chris stared down at Rags. “I read that ragdolls are quite smart and can be trained like a dog can. I don’t imagine you found it very difficult to leash-train him, did you, Savannah?”
“No,” she said, “but training him to stay home—now that’s a challenge. Hey, which breeds are most inclined to wander—you know, to be adventurous? Do you know?”
“I believe the Bengal is one and the Abyssinian,” Chris said. “But then there are exceptions in every breed and in every cat.”
“Of course,” Tracy said. “Boy you gals know a lot of about cats, don’t you?”
Jim chuckled. “Not enough to keep the cats at home.”
“Good point,” Savannah said. She asked, “Was Jazzie an escape artist when you had her? I hear she visited Irene quite often.”
The couple looked at each other. He said, “Oh yes. She seemed always to be worming her way outside. We planned to keep her inside. She was not happy. She wanted to be outside with us. We spend quite a bit of time out here in our yard with our children. Jazzie didn’t like being left out of things. She wanted to be out here with us, like our dog does, but we couldn’t trust her to stay close. Cats don’t respond to commands like dogs do.”
Tracy nodded. “The children loved Jazzie, but they wanted a pet that was more fun to play with, so we decided to get a dog. I know that people have dogs and cats together, but we couldn’t see Jazzie willingly sharing her space with a dog. We thought she’d be happier in a dogless home.”
“So, Tracy, was Jazzie creative in finding ways to escape from the house?” Savannah asked.
“Oh my goodness, yes.” She laughed. “Of course, when you have children going in and out all day, a cat doesn’t need a lot of smarts or craftiness to slip out around them.”
“Isn’t that the truth?” Savannah agreed.
“We found her on the roof one morning with no way to get down,” Jim said.
“Oh?” Irene questioned, petting Jazzie, in her lap. “How did she get up there and not be able to get down? She seems smarter than that to me.”
“And she is,” Jim said. “She’s so smart, in fact, that she climbed up a stack of towels and tablecloths in our linen closet and on up into the attic space. We’re still not sure how she managed to get on the roof, except that there was a broken vent cover. I assume she squeezed out through there and clawed her way onto the roof. There are no trees hanging over the roof, as you can see, so no way for her to get down.”
“We were glad she didn’t try to shimmy back down through that vent into the attic—or maybe she did and couldn’t find her way to the opening in the closet.” Tracy threw her hands in the air. “Who knows exactly how she did it. All we know for sure is she was on the roof that morning, crying her lungs out. Jim had to climb the ladder to get her down.”
He chuckled. “She was still young and lightweight, so I had her ride down the ladder attached to my leg.”
“Ouch,” Chris said. “By the claws?”
He nodded. “Yeah, it stung a little, but it worked. I was afraid to try coming down one-handed, and putting her on my shoulder didn’t seem like a very good idea, either.” He smiled at Jazzie. “Yes, I guess you’d say she’s creative.”
“Jim,” Tracy said, “remember the time she crashed the wedding?”
He rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes, that was almost a disaster. At least the bride and groom are still married.”
“What happened?” Savannah asked, amused.
Tracy glanced at Jim. “We invited friends of my sister to have their wedding here. We’d just moved in a few months earlier and the yard was at its peak. It was ideal for a small wedding. Plus, I love to entertain. So we made sure Jazzie was comfortable—you know, away from the hustle-bustle in a quiet place with her most familiar things. Well, one of the guests must have been looking for the bathroom or something and he opened the door to her room. Whether Jazzie ran out or he left the door open and she came out later, we don’t know.” 
“I’ll tell you what happened,” Jim flashed a look at Tracy, then said quietly, “That guy was up to no good. He was looking for something to steal, maybe, or for a place to shoot up or smoke a joint.”
“Why do you think that?” Chris asked.
“Well, he claims that Jazzie attacked him for no reason at all. He came out of the house all scratched up and bleeding.” He shook his head. “I wonder what he did or tried to do to that poor cat. Well, she comes tearing out of the house through the sliding door, which we’d been leaving open for guests, since Jazzie was secured and all. She saw the people and started to run back inside, but someone was coming from that direction, so she darted back out. Long story short, she made a leap, I guess she thought to safety, and landed in the middle of the wedding cake while the bride and groom were cutting it. It was one of those tiered cakes and oh what a mess.” 
Tracy nodded. “My sister and I spent thirty minutes trying to get all the icing off the bridal gown.” She chuckled. “…not to mention off poor Jazzie.”
Savannah laughed along with the others. When she finally caught her breath she said, “Yup, she must be Rags’s sister.”
“He does things like that?” Tracy asked.
“Oh, you just can’t imagine,” Savannah said, “but I’ll leave you with my book, which pretty much details Rags’s story ever since I adopted him. I think you’ll get a kick out of it.”
“I’ll bet,” Jim said.
“So is that the real reason you let me have her,” Irene asked, still petting Jazzie, “because she was being a naughty girl?”
Looking sheepish, Tracy admitted, “That’s only part of it.” She asked guardedly, “How are you getting along with her by now?” 
Irene smiled. “I adore her. She hasn’t caused me much trouble. I thought she was kind of a handful until I heard your stories. Actually, she’s a dream cat. I sure wouldn’t think of giving her away.” Irene asked hesitantly, “You don’t want her back, do you?”
“Oh no,” Tracy said.
“Thanks, but no thanks,” Jim said. “She’s one cute cat and a lot of fun, but we’re too busy to give her what she needs.”
“Which is?” Chris asked, amused.
“Constant companionship.” He smiled. “She’s really rather a prima donna, don’t you think so, Irene?”
Kissing the calico on top of her head, Irene said, “Yes she is, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Everyone watched Jazzie give herself a lick bath, then Savannah stood up. “Well, thank you for squealing on these two miscreants. We have more interviews to do today, so we’d better be on our way. It was so nice to meet you, Tracy and Jim.”
“So what did you learn?” Jim asked, also standing.
Savannah looked down at the two cats and laughed. “That the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, perhaps.” 
 



Chapter Seven
  
“Savannah, you weren’t kidding when you said hanging around with Rags can be amusing and full of surprises,” Chris said. “So far he’s possibly found his own sister and participated in a jail break when the two of them escaped from Jazzie’s house. What else are we in for?” 
Savannah smiled, then asked, “Do you want to run the samples by the lab now or…”
“I hope to get one from the sister that looks like the mother cat,” Chris said. “When are we scheduled to see her?” Before Savannah could respond, she asked, “You only found one of the ragdoll sisters? Weren’t there two?”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Marilyn knows this gal who adopted April. I guess she has lost track of the people who took the other one. But, yes, we can probably see April this afternoon after we visit Jeannie’s cat—you know, the mother cat. I spoke with Jeannie’s sister, Pam, and she said she’s home all day with a sick child, so we can come by any time.” 
“Sick?” Chris asked.
“She says he’s not contagious. It’s his allergies acting up. He had an asthma attack last night, and they decided to let him rest at home today.”
“So where does Rags’s mother live?” Chris asked.
“Not too far from here.”
Fifteen minutes later Savannah pulled up in front of a neatly kept home in a cul-de-sac. A woman, who introduced herself as Pam, opened the door and invited them in.
“Is it okay if the cat comes in?” Savannah asked.
“Yeah, I guess,” Pam said a little nervously. “Just watch that he doesn’t mess up anything or hurt any of the other cats, that’s all.”
“Of course,” Savannah said.
“My brother-in-law’s very particular. He’s at work now, then he’s going to some event, so we should be free to visit.”
“He won’t approve of us being here?” Savannah asked.
Pam winced. “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for my sister. She begged me to take care of the kids and the cats for her. I guess she didn’t trust who he might hire.”
“I don’t blame her,” Savannah said. “Bless you for helping out.” 
Pam looked at Savannah, then Chris. “I love these kids. I don’t have any of my own, but I’d sure rather be back up in Oregon stocking my store. As it is, I’ll have to delay my opening.”
“What kind of store?” Chris asked.
“Secondhand and antiques,” Pam said. “I may call it, Pamela’s Vintage Junque—you know, with a q-u-e. It’s mostly things our mother hoarded over many years. She passed away last September, and this is my way of honoring her while doing something I love.”
“How nice,” Savannah said. “Hopefully you’ll be able to get back to it soon.”
Pam nodded. “And I hope to get Jeannie involved in it with me.” 
Savannah leaned closer and said, “It’s none of my business, but I sure can’t imagine your sister doing what she’s been accused of.”
“She didn’t,” Pam spat. “She’s taking the hit for someone else.” She glanced around. “Hey, that’s all I can say. What is, is and it will be over soon, unless...”
“Unless what?” Savannah asked.
Pam took a quick breath. “I don’t even want to go there. Let’s just hope this is the last time.”
“It’s happened before?” Chris asked.
Pam looked at Chris, then Savannah and said, “I’ll go get the cat.” She asked, “It’s Angel you want to see, right?” She stopped at the doorway and asked, “Now why is it you want to see her? You know there are no kittens in the cattery right now. Do you have a sire you’d like to breed or something? I was kind of busy when you called and I didn’t understand what you wanted with Angel.”
“Well,” Savannah stalled. “We’re pretty sure Rags, my cat here, is one of her kittens, and…”
“What?” Pam shrieked, leaning against the doorjamb.
 “I’m tracing his family tree. We’ve already met one of his sisters, a cute calico.”
“Angel had a mixed litter? I didn’t know that. And Jeannie said it’s okay for you to see her?” Pam shook her head. “Oh, I don’t think Drew would allow that.”
“Yeah, from the sounds of it, he wouldn’t, but Jeannie’s the one who gave me your number. So yes, it’s okay with her.” When Savannah saw Pam staring down at Rags, she explained, “It was just about eight years ago. Angel evidently had a date with a cat of a different color.” She chuckled. “And Rags is one of the products of that union. He’s quite an unusual cat, which is what inspired me to go on this genealogical journey.”
Pam stood quietly for a moment, finally saying, “Well, if Jeannie says it’s okay, I guess…I’ll be right back.” 
“Thank you,” Savannah said.
Pam returned carrying a cream-and-brown ragdoll cat almost as large as Rags. She sat down with her on her lap, and Savannah moved closer. “She’s beautiful.” She looked at Rags. “Ragsie, this is your mother. Do you remember her? Isn’t she gorgeous?”
Pam stared down at Rags and said, “Doesn’t look like he got any of her genes. What a…”
She cleared her throat. “Well, I guess he’s good-looking in his own way, but he sure isn’t a ragdoll.”
“No, not in looks. He does sprawl, though. He’s floppy and kind of laid back and relaxed, friendly, social.” She grinned. “And he can be wildly adventuresome.”
Chris chuckled. “He’s a thrill-seeker.”
“Hmmm,” Pam mused.
“I’d love to take a picture of the two of them together, if you don’t mind,” Savannah said. 
“Okay, I guess,” Pam said nervously.
After Savannah and Chris had both snapped a few pictures, Chris asked, “Okay if I swab her while she’s all quiet there?”
Pam frowned. “Swab her?” 
“Take a swab so we can test her DNA,” Chris explained.
“I don’t know about that,” Pam said. “I wasn’t told anything about taking her DNA.”
“We just want to have her DNA in the mix so it’s easier to determine the ancestry on both sides,” Savannah said. “Isn’t that right, Chris?”
Chris nodded. 
Pam glanced around. “Gosh, I don’t know. They breed ragdolls here. If it were to become public knowledge that Angel had a batch of off-breed kittens…” She became slightly agitated. “No, I don’t think I’d better allow a DNA test on her. That might just open a can of worms that I sure don’t want to be responsible for. I’m walking on eggshells here as it is. I’m trying to do my best to follow his ridiculous rules and just take care of the children and the cats.” She stood up. “I’d better put this one back in her pen.”
Savannah gasped. “You keep her in a pen? I thought she was a pet.”
Pam stopped and stared at Savannah. “She’s a breeder, and Drew says…” She shook her head and quickly left the room. 
“Is there any possibility that we could talk to Mr. Gerard?” Savannah asked when Pam returned. “Do you think he would give us permission to swab Angel?”
“Probably not,” Pam said. “Well, I guess it depends on what you plan to do with the information.”
“I hope to write a book. I’ve already written one book featuring Rags—a sort of memoir. I have a sequel in the works. I envision this new book focusing on Rags’s family. I expect it to be a study of genetics—you know, what traits seem to be inherited and which of them might be taught or maybe environmental. The first step is to positively identify members of his family. That’s why we’d really like to swab all the possible key players, even Angel.”
“And you want to write about this in a book?” Pam shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I’m sure Drew would not want the publicity. I don’t know a lot about the inner workings of their cattery, but I’m quite sure he wouldn’t want word to get out that one of his breeders had a cat that looked like that one,” she said, pointing at Rags
Chris leaned forward. “What if Savannah doesn’t name him or his wife or Angel in the book or provide any information that might identify them? Do you think he would allow her to proceed?”
“Oh, you aren’t using names?” Pam asked.
“Not if someone doesn’t want me to,” Savannah said. “The identity of the cats and the cattery is not important to my story. I’m not trying to cause anyone any trouble. My focus is to find out if Rags’s siblings and parents have traits in common with him. I see it as sort of a study on cat genealogy and genetics—how to trace a cat’s beginnings, but it will consist mostly of stories—unusual behavior in some of the cats from Rags’s gene pool. Know what I mean?” 
“Oh,” Pam said. “Well, I don’t think Drew would want to be a part of that. No. I’m sorry, but I have to protect my sister and her children at all cost. However, you can call him. Maybe he would be willing to work with you. It’s hard to predict what he might or might not do.”
“What if she signs something here and now saying that she won’t publish anything that would implicate or identify Angel or the Gerards or their cattery in any way? All we want is to verify that Angel is this cat’s mother and the mother of the kittens thought to be his siblings,” Chris said.
Savannah nodded. “She’s right. I won’t use any identifying information without written permission. So there’s no reason why I can’t eliminate your sisters and her husband’s names and the name of the cattery altogether or use assumed names.”
Pam looked at Savannah and shook her head. “Oh, I don’t think so. No. I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t work. He wouldn’t trust you. I mean, he doesn’t trust anyone.”
Chris asked quietly, “Pam, the cat you had out here earlier—Angel—is she being drugged?” “What?” Pam shrieked. “Why would you ask that? Certainly not. She’s simply a quiet, gentle cat.” She looked off into space for a moment and said, as if she were thinking out loud, “She was more active when she was younger, though. I remember Jeannie telling me how much energy she had.” Pam shook her head. “Of course she was younger then.”
“Yeah, what is she–about nine or ten by now?” Savannah asked.
“I imagine,” Pam said.
“Are they still breeding her?” Savannah asked.
“I don’t know,” Pam said nervously.
“Who feeds her?” Chris asked. “He does,” Pam was quick to say. “Drew insists on feeding her as a bonding activity, he says.”
“Bull-ony,” Chris snarked. “He’s drugging her. I can tell by looking at her eyes. The more I think about it, the more concerned I am about that cat. I think we should call animal services and report what’s going on here. Something’s not right.”
“Get out!” Pam shouted. “You do not come into this home and make false accusations like that!”
Chris quickly apologized. “I’m sorry. That was blunt of me. I know you’re just an innocent bystander, but I’m concerned about that beautiful cat, and you should be too.”
Pam looked at Savannah, who said, “Yes, Pam. I agree. I’m a licensed veterinarian and I have to tell you I’m also troubled by what I saw. I compared Angel’s pupils to Rags’s when she was out here a while ago, and Angel’s are definitely dilated. It could be that she was a little nervous, but…”
 “Listen, Pam,” Chris said. “I’d take that cat to a veterinarian and make sure she’s not being drugged.” When Pam started to protest, she said, “I realize you don’t know all that’s going on here. From what you’ve told us, your sister’s husband sounds at least a little misguided, perhaps. And if he’s drugging cats for some reason, well, something is wrong with him. Are the children okay?” Chris asked compassionately. “What?” Pam shouted. “Are you suggesting…?” Without warning, she began to sob.
Savannah moved closer to her and said quietly, “I’m sorry. You must be under tremendous pressure here.”
“It’s awful,” Pam said. “I don’t know how much longer I can do this.” 
Savannah touched Pam’s arm. “Why don’t you take the children and the cat and convince him they should stay with you? Can you take them to your home in Oregon?”
“Yes,” she said. “I’ve actually suggested it numerous times—coming up with different reasons why it would be good for all of us. He refuses. I’m a prisoner here. I can’t leave because of my sister, and she can’t leave because of the children. I honestly believe she feels safer where she is. It’s almost like a vacation for her—a vacation from the disruption he brings to this house.”
“Is he hurting the children or the cats?” Savannah asked.
“I don’t think so,” Pam said. “Not physically, anyway, but his punishment techniques border on torture. I’ve never had children, but that’s how it seems to me. I’d like nothing more than to rescue these kids from his clutches, and the cats too.” She took a ragged breath. “Last week he withheld food from Angel because she spilled her water. He also finds ways to punish the cats if they miss the litter box. My gosh, if you saw how small their cages are! They can hardly turn around in there without stepping in a bowl or the litter box. I don’t think their beds are adequate, either; they each have just a single layer of flannel spread over the wire mesh.”
Savannah winced. “How many cats are there?”
“Come on, I’ll show you,” she said. She stood up, then faced the two women. “I don’t know why I feel compelled to talk to you ladies.” She took a ragged breath. “I’ve been under so much pressure. I guess I felt a need to finally release some of it.” She started to say something else, but stopped herself; then motioned toward another room. “Come on. I’ve already opened a can of worms; we might as well let them crawl on out.”
Savannah and Chris glanced at each other and Savannah rolled her eyes. They followed Pam through a spotless kitchen and into the attached garage, where they saw seven small cages on the workbench, on the clothes dryer, and on a pallet on the floor. Each had a large ragdoll cat inside, and as Pam had said, each cat had barely enough room to turn around.
“How often do you let them out for exercise?” Savannah asked, looking more closely at the cats.
“Every once in a while he brings one out to show someone, but there is no exercise routine. No.” Pam blew her nose and said, “When Jeannie’s here, she spends more time with them—brushing them, clipping their nails, just letting them be cats. Drew won’t let me handle them except on rare occasion. So no, they get fed, and I clean their litter boxes and make sure they have water. That’s it. He doesn’t even want me out here talking to them, but I do every chance I get.” She put her hand against Angel’s fur as the cat lay alongside the mesh in her cage. “I feel so sorry for them. This is no way to treat cats. Drew says that’s how breeders do it. The breeders he’s spoken with all keep their cats in pens.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “maybe pens and maybe under certain circumstances, like when a dam is about to give birth, or to separate the males from the females, but not twenty-four-seven in tiny cubicles like these. Poor kitties.” She felt herself choke up. She looked around again and asked, “Where does he keep the queens and their kittens?”
Pam waved her arm around the garage. “They stay in those cages.”
“Oh, my gosh,” Savannah said. “That’s unacceptable.” She faced Chris. “I’d like to see about getting someone out here to take care of these cats until Jeannie comes home, then perhaps educate both of them on the needs and humane care of breeding cats.”
Chris nodded. “Of any cat, really.” When she saw Pam’s shoulders heave, she put an arm around her to comfort her. “Pam, I really do think we should call animal services. This is just— well, it’s inhumane. Cruel. Those cats are suffering.”
“Jeannie’s friend Marilyn may be able to help,” Savannah suggested. She moved closer to Pam. “I think you should leave, too. Take the children and get out of here.” 
“Drew would…”
“What?” Savannah challenged. When Pam remained silent, she added, “I’m curious; has anyone ever stood up to your brother-in-law?”
“Sure,” Pam said, her shoulders shaking, but he always manages to get his way. He squirms out from under any accusation and becomes more angry, vindictive, and mean. You just don’t know,” she wailed.
Savannah comforted the woman and looked at Chris, trying to figure out what to do or what to say, when she noticed that Rags was no longer at her feet. “Rags!” she called. She looked around. “Where’d he go? I’m sorry, Pam, I thought he was right here with me. May I go look for him?”
“Yes,” Pam said. “I’ll help you. He can’t have gone far.”
After checking the living room and kitchen areas, Savannah asked, “Where’s the sick child?”
Pam pointed into the hallway. “Do you think he went into his room?” She panicked and said, “Oh, no! Drew thinks Evan’s allergic to cats. He said that’s why he keeps the cats locked up like that.”
“It seems like he’d find a new hobby if his child is allergic to them, rather than abuse the cats like that,” Chris huffed.
Savannah nodded. She followed Pam into the child’s room and found the four-year-old sitting up on his bed with his arms around Rags. Rags lay across the boy’s lap quite contentedly.
“Look, Aunt Pam,” the boy said, “I found a kitty.”
“Or he found you,” Pam said. She sat down on the bed next to the boy and petted Rags. “He’s a nice cat, isn’t he? His name’s Rags. Rags,” she said, “this is Evan.”
“Hi, Evan,” Savannah said, smiling. “Do you like cats?”
The boy nodded. “A lot.” 
“What’s this?” Pam asked, when she saw something on the floor next to the boy’s bed. “Is this yours, Evan?” she asked.
He shook his head. “The cat brought it.”
“Oh dear,” Savannah said. “Sounds like he found some mischief. What is it, something important?”
“It’s a baggie of powder,” Pam said. “It’s not labeled or anything. “I wonder where he got it and what it is.” She glanced at the boy. “I don’t think he would have found it in Evan’s room.”
“Probably not,” Savannah said.
Chris reached for the bag. “Let me see that.” She held the baggie up and examined it, then opened it and sniffed. “It looks suspicious. I’d like to take it to the lab and have it analyzed. Do you have another bag like this? Or an envelope will do.”
“I don’t know,” Pam said, taking it back and holding it close. I’d better put it back—but I don’t know where the cat might have found it.” 
“All I want is a pinch of it. Your brother-in-law, if it’s his, will never miss it,” Chris said.
“But what if it’s…”
“If it’s what I think it is,” Chris said, “you do not want it around this child.”
Once Pam had provided Chris with a small envelope, Savannah said, “Let me help you figure out where Rags got it. I pretty much know how he rolls.” She picked up the cat and asked, “Now, which rooms have open doors where Rags could get inside? I see that there’s one closed door.”
“Yes, that’s Drew’s and Jeannie’s room.” She pointed. “That’s my room, and this is Drew’s study or trophy room or whatever you want to call it.”
“This door was open?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, probably. Shall we go see if anything’s disturbed?” Pam suggested.
Savannah said to the cat, “Rags, can you show us where you got this?”
“Will he mind you?” Chris asked.
“It happens occasionally,” Savannah said. She placed the cat on the floor and held onto his leash. “Did you find this in here, Rags?”
Rags leaped up onto a desk and slipped a paw into a top drawer that was slightly open. He dug around for a few moments, then pulled something out.
“It’s another baggie with a prescription bottle in it,” Pam said. She took it from Rags. “Looks like the same sort of powdery stuff that’s in that baggie.” She studied it more closely, then dropped her hand to her side and leaned on the desk for support.
“What is it?” Savannah asked.
Pam lowered herself to a chair. “You’re right,” she said almost inaudibly.
“About what?” Chris asked.
Pam looked up at the other women and said, “I sometimes see a powdery substance in Angel’s food bowl. I just figured it came from her food. I didn’t think anything of it. It was so minimal.” She handed the bag to Chris. “It’s a sedative, all right. He must be giving it to her. But why?” she demanded. 
“To keep her quiet, I guess,” Savannah said. “Otherwise she’d probably be causing a commotion.”
“Oh my gosh,” Pam said. She rested her head in her hand for a few moments, then stood up. “Listen, you’d better go. I’ve said enough. Please, for the children’s sake, don’t say anything about what you’ve seen here.”
Chris thinned her lips in contemplation. “Pam, I’m sorry.” She glanced at Savannah. “I, for one, have a real problem with what’s going on out there in that supposed cattery. The man is either evil and uncaring, or he just doesn’t know any better. Either way, he is abusing those cats. I have no recourse but to…”
When Pam started to protest, Savannah spoke up. “I agree, Pam. I’m awfully sorry you’ve been caught in the crossfire, but we can’t stand by and watch those cats suffer. Please understand.”
“I should never have let you in!” Pam shouted.
“Or it might have been the best thing you could have done,” Savannah said quietly. “Best for everyone. Take care, Pam.” She handed her a card. “Please call me if you need help with anything. Anything at all, okay?”
“Just leave,” Pam said nervously. 
Savannah picked up Rags and followed Chris out the door and to the car. “Are you going to call animal services?” she asked.
Chris looked at her. “When’s our next interview?” 
“I’m still trying to get in touch with April’s family—you know, one of Rags’s ragdoll sisters. We have a meeting with Marilyn at the shelter in about an hour.” She shimmied excitedly. “Later today we have an appointment with Cathy, the gal who first adopted Rags and who gave him away when he was only six months old.”
“Cool,” Chris said. “That ought to be an interesting interview.” She turned toward Savannah. “Why don’t you call Marilyn now and tell her what we found at the Gerard’s home? She can probably take care of the situation or tell us who to call.”
Savannah considered Chris’s suggestion, then said, “Let’s think before we act on that, shall we?”
“Think about what?” Chris asked, frowning.
“I don’t know. Yes, I think we need to take action on behalf of those cats, but I don’t want to be too hasty in how we do it. Let’s get some lunch and let the horror of it settle a little. I think we should go ahead with our twelve thirty meeting with Marilyn. Let’s take care of that nasty business then. Okay?”
Chris stared at Savannah for a moment, then said, “Okay, whatever you think.” Savannah rested her head on the steering wheel. “My heart just breaks for those poor cats.”
“I know,” Chris said, rubbing Savannah’s back. 
Savannah took a deep breath. “Hey, let’s go get lunch, shall we?”
 
 **** 
Marilyn graciously showed Savannah, Chris, and Rags into the lounge at the shelter later that day. “He really is a healthy-looking boy,” she said once they were seated. “Look how shiny his fur is.” She put one hand down and attempted to lure Rags to her. Savannah slackened his leash. “Well, hi there,” Marilyn said when he approached her. She petted him. “Yes, you’re a handsome boy, and sweet.” She watched as Rags proceeded to explore the lounge from the end of his leash, then she asked, “So how’s the investigation going?”
Savannah and Chris exchanged looks. “Interesting,” Savannah said. “We ran into Rags’s calico sister, Jazzie, quite unexpectedly last night.” 
“Yeah,” Chris said. “Rags found her.”
Marilyn raised her eyebrows. “Really? How did that happen?”
“Well,” Savannah said, “after we left you last night, I noticed that Rags had a claw growing into one of his pads and we took him to an emergency clinic where I used to work. Lo and behold his sister, Jazzie, was there for a follow up visit.”
Marilyn looked surprised. “No kidding?” 
“Yeah,” Savannah said. “We visited with her in her home this morning and found out that she has some tendencies similar to Rags’s.” 
Chris grinned. “They ran off together this morning—the two cats, I mean.” 
“Ran off?” Marilyn repeated.
Savannah nodded. “Yes, to Jazzie’s former owner’s house, so we got to talk with them, too.” Savannah rolled her eyes. “It’s been quite an interesting expedition so far.” She cringed. “Only…”
“Only what?” Marilyn asked, concerned.
Savannah glanced at Chris before saying, “Marilyn, we need your help. We believe that your friend Jeannie’s husband is either purposely or maybe unintentionally abusing or maybe just neglecting cats.”
“What?” Marilyn questioned.
“The cats are in these tiny cages, he punishes them if they spill water…” Chris said.
“They get no exercise—never, except when Jeannie used to let Angel out behind his back,” Savannah added.
Chris nodded. “And we’re pretty sure that at least Angel, and maybe the others, are being drugged—you know, sedated.”
Savannah added, “Chris got a sample of a powdery substance Rags found in Mr. Gerard’s study, and Pam says she’s seen this residue in Angel’s food bowl.” She spoke even more quietly, “We both saw signs in the cat that she may have been drugged.”
Marilyn blew air between her lips. “That’s just…” She slumped. “Gosh, I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s not totally unexpected.”
“You knew about this?” Chris asked.
Marilyn squirmed in her chair. “We’ve suspected he didn’t know what he was doing, but we haven’t had the opportunity to—or any real reason to—you know…” She grimaced. “I had hoped to wait and do an investigation after Jeannie got home.”
“Well, we don’t think you should wait,” Savannah asserted. She glanced at Chris. “We think he should be reported, but I wanted to talk to you first, in case you follow a certain protocol. Do you work with animal services in situations like this?”
“We sure do,” Marilyn said. “Did you get pictures?”
Savannah shook her head, but Chris pulled her phone out of her pocket and said, “Yes.” She grinned at Savannah. “I snuck in a few.”
“Good,” Savannah cheered.
“Oh my gosh,” Marilyn said, looking at Chris’s pictures, “no wonder Jeannie doesn’t let me in this area when I visit. She always has an excuse, or she’ll bring a cat out for me to see. Pam actually let you in there?” Marilyn asked, surprised.
“Yes,” Savannah said. “As much as she protested, I think there’s a part of her that knows this is wrong, and she wants to do what’s right for the cats and for the children.”
“The children?” Marilyn repeated quietly.
“According to Pam, he’s kind of rough on them too.”
“And she’s wound as tight as a top,” Chris added. 
“Yeah,” Savannah agreed. “I don’t know how much more she can take.”
“Okay, from what you’ve told me, it sounds like we’d better take action sooner rather than later. I’d like to talk to Betsy and see what it will take to get the ball rolling. Can we get together on that other matter another time? I mean your cat-genealogy search.”
“Absolutely,” Savannah said. “I’m so glad you’re going to help those poor cats. Bless you.”
“Well, bless you,” Marilyn said. She stood and shoved her hands into her pockets, suddenly remembering something. “Oh, I have something for you. I dug this up from our files. I don’t know how helpful it will be, but it’s the name and address of the woman Jeannie and Drew got Angel from. She was a breeder of good standing in the ragdoll community. She ran a cattery here for a long time,” she lowered her voice, “until she went missing. I heard that her children took over the cattery after she disappeared. I assume they’re still running it.”
“She disappeared?” Savannah asked, puzzled.
“Yeah, didn’t I tell you about that?” Marilyn asked.
“No.”
“It wasn’t too long after Jeannie and Drew got Angel, actually. It really hit the ragdoll community hard. Dreama Gallagher was a sweet gal and well-respected.”
“And she was never found?” Chris asked. “Do they suspect foul play, or what?”
“They checked all the possibilities at the time and never could find a lead—all dead ends.” Marilyn glanced at her watch. “Hey, thanks for bringing this sad news to my attention, I want to take care of it as soon as possible—you know, get the ball rolling.”
“Cool,” Savannah said. “Let us know what happens and whether we can do anything to help.”
“Will do,” Marilyn said, waving.
“Now what?” Chris asked, once they’d returned to the car.
Savannah looked into the backseat at Rags. “What do you want to do, Ragsie?”
He stood up in the car seat with his paws on the window looking out, and Chris laughed. “I think he wants to stay here at the shelter and play with the cats.”
Savannah nodded. “Probably.” When her phone chimed, she checked her messages and reported, “A text from Claudia. She says she and April would welcome a visit after four this afternoon.” She looked at Chris. “Okay with you?”
“Claudia?” Chris questioned.
“Yes,” Savannah said. “Rags’s sister, April’s mom. She’s the one who looks like Angel.”
“Oh. Yeah,” Chris said, “that’s okay with me. It’ll be interesting to meet another sibling. Jazzie’s kind of a character. I wonder if April is too.”
Savannah responded to Claudia’s text, then picked up the paper Marilyn had given her. She looked at her watch. “Hey, we have a little time before we meet Cathy Clayborn. In fact, I believe this cattery is close to where she lives. Want to go check out this place? I want to see if the Gallagher cattery’s still being operated there. Wouldn’t it be cool to talk to someone who knew Angel back when—maybe even when she was a kitten?”
“Yes,” Chris agreed, enthusiastically.
The women had been on the road for about thirty minutes when Savannah turned into a housing tract. She said, “Look for one thirty-three.” 
After a moment, Chris pointed. “There! Wow! It looks abandoned. I don’t think anyone lives there anymore.”
“Not unless vagrants have taken it over.” Savannah said. She parked across the street from the house and asked Chris, “What do you think? Want to go exploring?”
“Why not?” Chris agreed.
“Come on, Ragsie,” Savannah cooed as she released him from the car seat. “It looks like it’s been abandoned for a long time. What a mess.”
“Someone must still own it, but why haven’t they sold it or fixed it up or something?” Chris asked.
“Good question,” Savannah said. After they’d walked around in the front of the house, Savannah tried a gate latch. “It’s open. Want to snoop?”
Chris looked around. “I don’t see any no-trespassing signs.”
“Or big watch dogs,” Savannah joked, pushing the gate open. “Weeds,” she said.
“Weed?” Chris said. “Are they growing pot back here?”
“No,” Savannah said, laughing. “Not weed, weeds. Thick, tall weeds.” Suddenly she lurched forward. “Rags,” she yelped. “Where do you think you’re going?”
“Follow him,” Chris said, grinning.
“And get all dirty and scratched up in those weeds?” Savannah complained.
“Yeah, I want to see what he’s so interested in. Look, he stopped.” Chris noticed.
“What, Rags?” Savannah asked, catching up to him. “What are you doing?”
“He’s digging. What’s he digging at?” Chris asked, getting closer.
“I don’t see anything. Come on, Rags,” she urged. “There are stickers out here, and probably bitey bugs.”
“Wait,” Chris said. “He’s seriously onto something; let’s see what it is. Aren’t you curious?”
“I guess so,” Savannah said. “Rags, what did you find? Whatever it is, you probably can’t have it. This isn’t our property.” She turned to Chris. “You know what, he’s probably after the scent of a gopher.”
Just then they heard a man’s voice. “Can I help you ladies?” 
Savannah and Chris turned. When they didn’t see anyone, they continued watching Rags.
“What are you doing there?” came the voice again.
“Where are you?” Chris asked.
“The back fence,” the man said. “Unlock the gate and I’ll show myself.”
Chris made her way to the gate and unlatched it, opening it to a man of about forty-five who had a bald head and tattoos up and down his arms. 
“So are you looking to buy this property?” he asked. Before Chris could answer, he said, “I’m Buzz. I live back there. I run a motorcycle shop out of my garage. I was just checking on my dogs when I heard you out here. So are you going to be our neighbors? It’s been a long time since we’ve had a neighbor back here—well, since a couple of years after Mrs. Gallagher disappeared. That was a darned shame. My wife still has the jitters over that deal. I mean, where could she have gone to?”
“I guess no one knows,” Chris said. 
He raised his eyebrows. “At least one person knows—whoever it was that kidnapped her.”
“You think she was kidnapped?” Savannah asked, from across the yard.
“Hell, yeah. She wouldn’t have left those cats of hers. No way. I’ve lived here all my life. I grew up here, and she’s always had cats. Cats were her life, like bikes are mine.”
“Rags,” Savannah complained, when he pulled away from her again. She stumbled through a shrub trying to keep up with him.
“Now what?” Chris asked, when the cat stopped.
“I don’t know,” Savannah complained. “Another gopher hole, I guess. Wait,” she said, “he’s digging at something there—oh, probably something that blew off that clothesline years ago, or it’s just an old rag. Leave it, Rags,” she said. “Leave it.”
Buzz chuckled. “You sound like you’re talking to a dog. That’s a dog command.”
“He’s part dog,” Chris said, grinning. She moved closer to Buzz. “So what happened, do you think? When did Mrs. Gallagher go missing?”
“Well, it’s been about six or seven years ago, I’d say. I told the police that I saw her just before she was reported missing. She was fretting about something. I had come over to fix that clothesline there. The rain had softened the ground and the clothesline pole was tilting. Yeah, she still used a clothesline. I think she had a clothes dryer, but she hung the cats’ blankets and beds on the line.”
“And she was upset about something that day?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, she kept muttering something about…well, she said, ‘I shouldn’t have done it. I knew I shouldn’t have done it. I must get her back.’ I remember that to this day, maybe because it was the last conversation I had with her, and because she seemed so focused on something.”
“What did she mean, do you know?” Savannah asked, having overheard Buzz’s remarks.
He shook his head. “I think about it every once in a while, but I sure don’t know. I don’t have a clue.” He turned toward his property. “Hey, I’d better get back.” He frowned. “You didn’t tell me what you’re doing here. Do you have business?”
“Yeah,” Chris said, “it looks like the house could be fixed up. I like the neighborhood. It might just be the perfect house for me.”
“Well, welcome. I know the other neighbors would also like to see this place fixed up.” He said as if it were a secret, “It’s attracting rats.”
“Rats!” Chris exclaimed. “Maybe that’s what Rags is after.”
“Could be,” Buzz said, scrutinizing the cat. “Well, good luck to you. I sure hope you move in and clean the place up, although I didn’t know it was for sale. I heard that the kids want to hold onto it in case their mother comes back.”
“Really?” Chris said. She looked around. “They must not have the money to do upkeep.”
“No,” Buzz said, “so maybe they’ve given up and decided to sell. I hope so.” He narrowed his eyes and looked across the yard, asking, “What’s your cat doing?”
“Looking for those rats you mentioned, maybe,” Chris said.
Just then, Savannah called, “Chris come look at this!”
“He’s sure excited about something,” Buzz said, walking closer with Chris. “What’s he got there? Oh, it looks like Mrs. Gallagher’s glasses. She wore glasses just like that. She must have thrown those away. They’re all broken.” He glanced around the yard. “But why would she toss them out here like this?” After thinking for a moment, he reasoned, “I wonder if they fell off when she was trying to fight off her kidnapper.”
The two women stared at Buzz, and Chris asked, “So you think these are Mrs. Gallagher’s glasses?”
“I’m pretty sure they are,” he said. He glanced around the yard. “Gosh, I haven’t been back here in years. It sure isn’t like it used to be when she was here. She kept it immaculate.” He smiled. “She’d bring her pretty cats out here sometimes to enjoy the fresh air. She had a portable pen she’d set up for them, and she’d sit out here with them, reading or writing. She was always reading or writing, that is when she wasn’t pampering the cats.” He took a strong breath and said, “Well, I’d better get back. Good luck, there.” He started to walk away, then turned and said, “Want to latch the gate after me? Thanks.” 
After latching the gate, Chris walked back toward Savannah and Rags. “Now what’s he doing?” she asked. She laughed. “He’s sort of like a metal detector, isn’t it? A furry metal detector.”
Savannah nodded. “Yeah, look what else he found.”
Chris stared down at the ground. “What is that? It looks like the handle of a cane.”
“Sure does, doesn’t it?” Savannah said. “Now what, Rags?” she said when he began pawing the ground in another spot. “Oh my gosh!” she exclaimed. 
Chris moved closer. “A shoe. Good lord, a woman’s shoe.” She swallowed hard. “Do you think the woman tossed this junk out here?”
“I doubt it,” Savannah said. “You heard that motorcycle guy…”
“Buzz,” Chris interjected.
“Yeah, he said she had a really nice yard. It doesn’t seem that she’d be inclined to garbage it up.” Savannah looked around. “Looks like they’ve had some flooding in this area in recent years.” 
“So you think this stuff washed into the yard?” Chris asked.
More mysteriously, Savannah said. “Or, the flooding washed away some of the dirt and it’s exposing stuff that was buried out here.”
“Holy shhh… Savannah, are you saying…”
Savannah interrupted. “I think we should call 911.”
Chris gulped and looked down at the cat. “You weren’t just a-kidding when you said traveling with Rags could be an adventure. Unbelievable.”
Savannah looked at her watch and winced. “You know what? We’d better keep our appointment with Cathy, Rags’s first owner. I sure don’t want to miss out on talking to her. Let’s go do that, then come back here and maybe place that call, okay?”
 
 **** 
“Lucky for us she lives close by. We’re only a few minutes late.” Savannah exited the car with Rags and they approached the door with Chris. “Hi, are you Cathy? I’m Savannah Ivey and this is Chris Tomlinson.”
“Hello,” a woman of about fifty greeted. She looked down at her slightly soiled jeans and said, “Excuse my appearance. I got carried away in the garden this afternoon. That recent rain grew a new batch of weeds around my veggies.”
“No problem,” Savannah said. “We just came from a weed patch ourselves.”
Cathy gave the two women a once-over, then led them to a small den and invited them to be seated. She looked down at Rags. “So you’re traveling with a cat?”
“Yes, is he okay in here? Do you have pets?”
Cathy shook her head. “No more. Cats just don’t fit our lifestyle.” She stared at Rags for a moment and asked, “Hey now is this the cat I had years ago—the one called Gray Boy?”
Savannah smiled. “Yes, he is. As I understand it, you were the first one to adopt him.”
“Yes,” she said, remembering. “I went to the pet store to buy a gift for my brother and his family who had just bought a new dog. I couldn’t help but check out the pets in the cages, and I saw him and a cute little fluffy kitten. I watched them play for a few minutes. They made me smile. When I got home, I couldn’t get the fluffy one out of my mind, but by the time I decided to go back and get her, she was gone, and he was the only one left, so I took him.” She shook her head. “What a mistake!”
“Really?” Chris said. “How so?”
Cathy looked sideways at Rags and let out a sigh. “Where do I begin? He was into everything. He played with my plants, climbed all over the furniture, got into the closet and even dresser drawers.” She looked wide-eyed at the other women. “He’d even climb my leg—you know, with his claws. Can you imagine that?”
Savannah chuckled. “I’m glad he doesn’t do it anymore.”
“Yes, he’s huge. Isn’t he large for a cat?” Cathy asked.
“Yes, he’s a big boy,” Savannah said. “So far, what you’ve told us, Cathy, is pretty much what kittens do. Had you owned kittens or cats before?”
Cathy thought for a moment. “I remember there being a sweet cat that wandered in and out of our yard when I was a kid. He never got into any trouble—never scratched us or anything. He was quiet and just loved being petted.”
“Yeah, he was probably an older guy—more settled than a kitten would be.” 
“I guess,” Cathy said, looking at Rags. She took a breath. “We had to lock him in a bedroom when we had company over for dinner; otherwise, he’d take shrimp off people’s plates, or we’d find him on the table licking the roast. He was super naughty. A friend told me I needed to buy a cage for him, so I did, but that didn’t work out so well. I’d put him in there and he’d yowl and yowl until I couldn’t stand it anymore.”
“Sounds like it wasn’t a match made in heaven,” Chris said.
Cathy laughed. “Definitely not. 
“But you kept him for six months,” Savannah reminded her. “You must have reconciled your differences with little Gray Boy.”
Cathy winced. “Not really. We just let him have his way. When we started giving him outdoor privileges, he calmed down some.” 
“So you turned him out?” Chris asked.
Cathy nodded. “Yes, and the more we made him stay outside, the more pleasant he was to have around. He wasn’t perfect, but I could do the bookkeeping for my husband’s business without him scattering my paperwork everywhere. And he wasn’t as apt to leap up onto the countertop when I was baking. Yes, we got along much better when he became an outdoor cat, only…”
“Only what?” Savannah asked.
“Only then he became a thief,” she announced. When she saw the amusement on Savannah’s face, she said, “It was so embarrassing. He found things in our neighbors’ yards and he’d bring them home. People walking past our yard would see something he took and come in and retrieve it. I’m not altogether sure that they believed me when I told them it was the cat taking all that stuff. Would you? I mean, he doesn’t do that anymore, does he?” When she saw Savannah grinning, she asked more loudly, “Does he?” Before Savannah could speak, she said, “I thought we broke him of that. We started keeping him in the garage. We only let him out or in the house occasionally—we’d feed him in the garage, and that’s where his litter box was.”
“Alone?” Chris asked.
“Well, I’d go out and talk to him sometimes, but all he’d do is meow and meow, so I’d go back inside where I couldn’t hear him.”
Savannah frowned and petted Rags, who continued to sit against one of her feet, unmoving.
“He’s sure staying put there, isn’t he?” Chris said. “He hasn’t moved since we got here.”
Savannah shook her head, then asked Cathy, “So how long did you keep him in the garage?”
“Until I decided to return him. Gads, how I hoped they’d take him back. Well, Edgar, at the pet store, wasn’t too happy about it. In fact, he wouldn’t take him back. He said I had to return him to the shelter. It’s cats and kittens from the shelter that the pet store sells. So I went to the shelter and met Betsy. I made up all kinds of excuses for returning him. As it happened, I don’t think they cared. Betsy seemed to be okay with me bringing him back. She assured me they’d find him a nice home.” Cathy smiled at Savannah and asked, “So you’re doing okay with him, are you?”
Savannah nodded and petted Rags affectionately. “Very well, thank you.” She stood up. “Cathy, thank you for your time. I really appreciate you talking to us. We have another interview soon, and we’d better get a move on.”
Meanwhile, Rags bolted toward the door, pulling Savannah off balance a little. Cathy said, “There, see how obnoxious he can be? You must be a saint to put up with that cat.” She looked suspiciously at her, “You didn’t come here hoping I’d take him back, did you?”
Savannah stared into her eyes for a moment and said, “Absolutely not. That’s the last thing on my mind. I actually adore this cat. Again, thank you for returning him and making it possible.”
Cathy shook her head. “Well, I don’t see the allure, but then each to his own, I guess.”
Savannah faced her. “I’m curious, did you ever get another cat?”
“No. No more animals. I’m just not an animal person. I like other people’s dogs and some cats, but I don’t want one of my own. I don’t know what I was thinking when I dragged him home.”
“So he was about six months old when you took him back to the shelter?” Savannah asked.
Cathy nodded. “Yes, I think so. Is that when you adopted him?”
“No,” Savannah said. “Someone else adopted him, and she took him back after a few weeks.”
“See?” Cathy said. “He was awful—a real handful. You adopted him after that? What sort of problems did you have with him?” She chuckled. “You know, one of the things I forgot to mention that really raised my dander was how messy he was. I’d buy him toys—you know, trying to keep him busy. Well, he’d leave them everywhere. Not only that, he’d pull dirty laundry out and drag it all around the house, and he’d take other things like our keys, money, letters, tea bags…”
“And you didn’t see the humor in that?” Chris asked.
Cathy stared at her. “You consider that funny? Hell no, I didn’t see the humor. I hated having to pick up after him all the time, and what did I get in return for feeding him and taking care of him? Absolutely nothing. He was too active to sit and let me pet him. He wasn’t the lap cat I’d hoped for. And destructive—our drapes were in shreds by the time I wised up and got rid of him.” She squinted down at Rags and shook her head. “Oh no, that was not a match made in heaven. Not with him.”
“Well, Cathy, thanks again for taking time to talk to us. Hey, before we go, do you have any pictures of him when he was a kitten? I missed that stage with him, and I’d love to see any pictures of him that you might have.”
“Wait,” she said, leaving the room. She returned and handed Savannah an album. “They’re all in there. When I found out you were coming, I dug them out. I thought you might want to see them. You can have them if you want; I’d just throw them away.”
“Thank you,” Savannah said, hugging the album to her. “This is great. I really appreciate it.”
“No problem.”
“Thanks again for talking to us.”
“Man, she’s sure not a cat person, is she?” Chris remarked once they were seated in the car.
“Not even,” Savannah said. She opened the album and her heart melted. “Look how cute he was. Oh, I love this. This trip was so worth it, just to get these pictures. I’ll have to send her a rose bush or pea plant or something as a thank you.” She handed Chris the album and said, “Okay, we’d better go back to the Gallagher home and make that call.” She let out a sigh.
 



Chapter Eight
  
An hour later a uniformed police officer approached Savannah and Chris where they sat on a crumbling block wall in front of Dreama Gallagher’s house. “Are you the women who found the body?”
“Good god,” Chris said. “It really is a…”
“I’m afraid so,” the officer said. “So tell me, what were you doing poking around back there?”
Savannah took a deep breath and looked down at Rags, who lay at her feet at the end of his leash. “I’m Savannah Ivey, and I’m working on a book about cat genetics with Chris, here. She’s a cat-DNA expert. We’re trying to trace my cat’s family, and we came here to see if they were still running a cattery here, because Mrs. Gallagher used to own my cat’s mother.”
“A cat?” he asked, scratching his head.
Savannah nodded.
“So why were you digging in the backyard?” he asked. “What were you looking for?”
“Well, we went into the backyard out of curiosity—to see if anyone was living in the house—you know, hoping to find someone who could put us in touch with Mrs. Gallagher.”
“Okay,” the officer prompted.
Savannah looked down at Rags. “The cat started digging things up. It seemed suspicious to me—you know, some of the things he was finding. So I called you.” She winced. “Is it Mrs. Gallagher?” The officer cleared his throat. “The body is yet to be identified.” He stared at the women then at the cat and said, “Can I see your ID?” After looking at their driver’s licenses, he asked, “So you don’t live here in the area?”
“No.” Savannah wrote something down in a small pad and handed the page to the police officer. “We’re staying here. This is my phone number. We may be leaving tomorrow.”
“So you’ll be around this evening? Great,” he said. “I’m sure we’ll have more questions.”
Savannah frowned and recited under her breath, “I shouldn’t have done it. I must get her back.”
“Ma’am?” the officer said, looking up from his notepad.
“Um…” Savannah stalled. “We spoke with a neighbor here earlier, and he said that was the last thing Mrs. Gallagher ever said to him and that was a day or so before she disappeared. He doesn’t know what it meant, but I think I do.”
Chris stared at Savannah. “You do?”
“What?” the officer asked.
“Well, she sold a ragdoll to a man named Drew Gerard…”
“A ragdoll?”
“Oh, that’s a cat. A breed of cat.” Savannah explained, “You know, I told you she ran a cattery here.”
“Go on,” he said.
“I wonder if she may have changed her mind about selling that cat to him and he…”
The officer asked, “Mr. Gerard? So you think she confronted him? Do you know this Mr. Gerard?”
“No, I just know of him and I don’t like him at all,” Savannah sneered.
“Ditto,” Chris added.
The officer looked at Chris then back at Savannah. “Why?”
“Because of the way he treats cats, mostly,” Savannah said.
“That’s no reason to accuse a man of killing someone and burying her body in her yard, is it?”
“Well, I guess not,” Savannah said, “only I think she may have had second thoughts about selling him the cat and he might have become belligerent and hit her or something—he may have killed her unintentionally. He could have an anger problem.”
“And he abuses cats,” Chris added.
“Okay, well, thank you ladies for your help.” He looked at his notes. “I’ll let you know if we need anything else.”
“Wow!” Chris said when she, Savannah, and Rags were settled back in the car. She fluttered her hand in front of her face. “I don’t know how much more of this excitement I can take.”
Savannah grinned. “Welcome to a day in the life of Ragsdale.” 
“Hey, want to go to the lab with the samples?” Chris asked.
Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “Let’s go meet with the gal who has Rags’s ragdoll-look-alike-sister. Maybe we can get her swab and deliver them all together.”
“Go for it,” Chris said. She let out a deep sigh. “It can’t get any more freaky and weird.”
Savannah grinned at her passenger, then ran her hand over Rags’s fur. “Want to go meet another beautiful sister, Ragsie?”
Both women laughed when Rags jumped into the front seat onto Chris’s lap and put his paws on the dash.
“You’re going to let him ride untethered?” Chris asked.
“Yeah, we’ll see how he does.”
About thirty minutes later they pulled into a long driveway and parked in front of a large stucco house surrounded by tropical plants and trees.
“Looks like they have a horse ranch here,” Chris said, stepping out of the car with Rags’s leash in her hand.
“Yes, it does. Gosh, what a great setup. I wonder if they train, breed, or what,” Savannah said, joining her.
“A little of both,” came a voice from behind them. The women turned to see a man holding his hand out to Chris. “You must be the woman with the cat—April’s brother, right?”
“I am,” Savannah said, also shaking his hand. “Savannah Ivey. This is Chris Tomlinson, my friend and cat-DNA expert.”
He looked down at the cat, who wandered around at their feet. “Is this him?” he asked, alarmed. “Claudia told me you said he doesn’t look like April, but golly, you can’t get any more different than this. Are you sure he’s from the same litter?”
“We’re pretty sure,” Chris said. “DNA testing will confirm it one way or another.”
Savannah smiled. “Didn’t Claudia tell you about the lone grey-and-white kitten left at the pet store when she adopted April?”
I guess she might have,” he said. “I didn’t pay any attention.” He leaned over and petted Rags. “Nice cat,” he muttered. “Well come on in, Claudia has April all brushed and ready for company.” He chuckled. “I think this is the first time April has had guests of her own.”
“Hi,” Savannah said when Claudia greeted them at the door with a beautiful ragdoll cat in her arms.
“Hey, Claud,” her husband said, “get a gander at this cat. They claim he’s April’s brother.”
“Gosh,” Claudia said, “he really is different.”
“So you didn’t see him at the pet store when you adopted April?”
“Not that I recall,” she said. She laughed. “I only had eyes for this beauty. Do you blame me?”
“Certainly not,” Savannah said, smiling at the exquisite cat. “She is beautiful.” She chuckled. “Does she always dress for special occasions?”
“She dresses anytime I want her to,” Claudia said. “You see, I have no children. She is my child.” She snuggled with the long-haired beauty, who was at the moment wearing a pink tutu. “I saw her and had to have her. We’ve been together for going on eight years.” 
“We visited Rags’s and April’s mother earlier today,” Savannah said.
“You did? What does she look like?” Claudia asked. “Where does she live?”
“They’re about thirty minutes from here. And I have to say April looks an awful lot like her mother.” She asked Chris. “Don’t you think so?”
Claudia looked at Rags. “You mean a cat who looks like April gave birth to him?”
“Yes, we believe so,” Savannah said. “You haven’t seen Angel?”
Claudia shook her head. “Not even a picture of her. No, I never knew what she looked like.” She sat down and motioned for the others to do the same. “So what is it you want to ask me?”
Chris pulled out her phone and showed it to Claudia. “This is Angel.”
“Oh my,” Claudia said. She held the cat up so she could see the picture. “Look, April, that’s your mama.” She addressed Chris and Savannah. “She’s a little scruffy around the edges, isn’t she?”
“Yes, Angel’s being kept in a cage, and I don’t think anyone’s grooming her.”
“Sad,” Claudia said. “Yeah, her fur’s a little messy, but otherwise she does sort of resemble April.” She asked, “So what is it you want to know?”
“One of my main questions is—well, I wonder if April has any klepto tendencies.”
“Why would you ask such a question?” Claudia insisted. “You mean, does she pilfer from local businesses? Of course not!”
“Oh, well no. Not exactly. You see, Rags here is a klepto and evidently in a way so is his calico sister. Rags used to drag things home from neighbors when he’d get out and he takes things from guests’ purses and pockets when he gets the chance. He also gets into other kinds of trouble. He’s like a precocious child. I’m wondering if April has any of those habits,” Savannah explained.
After mulling over the question Claudia said, “Not that I’m aware of.” She shook her head. “No, she’s quite manageable.” She covered the cat’s ears with her hands and said, “Sherman thinks she’s retarded.”
“Sherman?” Savannah questioned.
“My husband.” She smiled down at the cat. “I just think she’s well-behaved and lovely.”
“It sounds like she got more of her mother’s ragdoll genes than Rags did,” Savannah said.
Claudia looked down at Rags. “So he’s unruly, is he? Is that why you keep him on that dog leash?”
“He can be,” Savannah said. She decided to try a different approach. “So tell me, Claudia, what’s the naughtiest thing April has ever done?”
Claudia stared at Savannah for a moment, then glanced at Chris and down at Rags. “Well, I caught her on the dining room table once just as guests were arriving for a fundraising luncheon.” She rolled her eyes. “That was embarrassing.” She sat up straighter. “Oh, she fell into the tub with me when she was still a kitten. My, was that unbecoming. Can you just imagine her soaking wet? Of course, I had to take her to the groomer the very next day.” On a roll, she said, “She started digging dirt out of my big ficus plant and it went all over the carpet. I couldn’t break her of that, so I had to get rid of the plant. It lives outside on the patio now.”
“Well, it sounds like you have a pretty nice cat there,” Savannah said. When Rags started pulling on the leash she held fast to it, then picked him up and attempted to get him to lie down on her lap, but he kept turning and pulling against the leash. “Oops,” she said, when he slipped off her lap. She lifted him back up and tried to hold him steady.
Meanwhile Claudia stared across the room at him and so did April. “He is rather active, isn’t he?” Claudia said. She started to say something else when suddenly April leaped from her lap and strolled toward Rags. “No!” she shouted, chasing after her.
Chris laughed. “I think she just wants to meet her brother.”
“Is he safe?” Claudia asked. “He won’t scratch her or bite her will he?”
“No,” Savannah said. “He’s very fond of other cats—a gentle giant, you might say.”
Claudia put her hands up to her mouth and reluctantly returned to her chair. She watched as her elegant cat approached Rags. April put her paws on Savannah’s knees and sniffed Rags. They touched noses.
Meanwhile Chris took a couple of pictures with her phone. “Awww, that is too cute.”
When Rags stood up and began pawing at April, Claudia left her chair and ran to her cat’s rescue. “No,” she scolded. “What’s he doing?”
Savannah chuckled. “I don’t think he likes that outfit on her. He does that with our calico when our daughter dresses her. He sometimes lies on top of her, trying to remove the dress or hat or whatever it is.”
“Really?” Claudia said. She picked up April. “Well, let me take it off then so he doesn’t chew it up. We’ll see how he likes her without it.” She removed the tutu and placed April on the floor. When the cat walked away from the others, Rags followed her and batted at her tail a few times. “What’s he doing now?” Claudia asked. 
“They’re just getting to know each other,” Savannah said, taking a few photos on her phone.
“Oh,” Claudia said, jumping from her chair a short time later and scooping April up into her arms, “It’s time for her afternoon treat. We’ll be right back.”
“Before you go,” Chris said, “Is it okay if I swab her?”
“Do what to her?” Claudia asked.
“I just want to get a sample of her saliva on a swab so we can see how much similar DNA these two cats have. It’s for our study,” Chris explained.
“Oh,” Claudia yelped. “It won’t hurt her, will it?” “Not at all,” Chris assured her.
Once Chris had the sample, the women thanked Claudia for allowing the cats to visit and they left.
“Okay, now let’s go see what we’ve got,” Chris said, patting her DNA-testing kit.
Minutes later, they arrived at the lab and exited the car. Savannah looked around and said, “I think I’ll just stay out here with Rags. He would probably like to move around some, and I wouldn’t mind breathing in some fresh air for a few minutes,” she told Chris. “You’re just going to drop that off, right?”
“Yeah, I think so. It probably won’t take long.”
Savannah smiled. “No problem. I can use a little down time. I imagine you can too.”
“Yeah,” Chris said. “I was hoping for a nap, but it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen. I’ll be back shortly.”
Savannah had been walking around the landscape in the parking lot with Rags for a few minutes when her phone chimed. “So much for down time,” she grumbled. “Hello,” she said into her phone.
“Savannah? This is Pam, Jeannie’s sister. Listen, you said to call if I need anything. Well…”
“What is it, Pam? What’s going on?”
Her voice pinched, she said, “Savannah, I’m afraid to go home—I mean back to Jeannie’s.” She took a couple of quick breaths. “The animal-control people came to the house. I called to tell Drew. I didn’t tell him how it came about, but he was sure that I had turned him in, and he’s furious.”
“Pam, where are the children?” Savannah asked.
“With me. Evan and I picked up Shari from school, and we’re hanging out at a park. We have Angel with us. I’d taken Angel out of her cage after you left and sneaked out of the house with her in Evan’s backpack. Jeannie loves all of the cats, but Angel is very special to her. I couldn’t let them take her.”
“Pam,” Savannah said, “I’ll text you the address to the house where we’re staying. Chris and I’ll be going back there soon; we should be there within half an hour. Go there and if we’re not home yet…hey, I’ll call the neighbor to the right of the house and have her let you in. If she isn’t home, we won’t be long. We’ll see you there, okay?”
“Okay,” Pam said. “Thank you. I just don’t know what he’d do if we went home. I’d like to give him time to calm down before I take the children back there.”
“No problem,” Savannah said. “We have the room, and we’d be happy to help you out. See you there in a short while.”
“What’s going on?” Chris asked when she approached Savannah minutes later. “You look worried about something.”
Savannah faced Chris. “Oh, Pam called…”
“The freaked-out gal at Jeannie’s house?” Savannah nodded. “Animal control showed up.”
“Already?” Chris said.
“Yes, they took the cats. Pam called and told Drew about it and he was so angry that she left with the kids and wants to stay away until he calms down. Oh, and she has Angel with her.”
“Really? Well good. So glad those cats will be taken care of. Where did they take them?”
“I don’t know. We’ll meet Pam at Mom’s house and maybe get more details.”
“Let’s go,” Chris said eagerly.
“So you were able to leave the samples?” Savannah asked.
Chris nodded. “Yes, they were pretty interested in your project and said they should have something for us later today or tomorrow.”
“Wow! Cool.” Savannah took a deep breath. “Now to find the sire.”
“Yeah, do you have any idea how you’re going to do that?”
“I thought maybe we’d nose around Jeannie’s neighborhood.” Savannah suggested. She grinned. “Or Mrs. Gallagher’s.” She faced Chris. “By the way, after seeing Angel, do you have any idea what color cat we’re looking for?”
“Probably red,” Chris said.
“Red?” Savannah repeated. “What makes you think he was red, for heaven’s sake?”
“That’s the way the cookie crumbles,” Chris said. She shook her head. “I know it seems odd, but that’s the largest probability as I see it, and I double-checked with some of the folks in the lab; they agree.”
“Wow, now that would not have been my wildest guess,” Savannah said. “So we’re looking for an orange tabby?”
“Yup! Most likely with short hair.”
“Yeah, I would imagine.” She shook her head in disbelief and followed Chris to the car.
 
 **** 
“Pizza was a good idea,” Savannah said later that evening as the three women and two children sat around the kitchen table eating together. 
Pam laughed. “That’s what the kids ask for almost every night, so they’re in heaven tonight.” She smiled at Shari and Evan. “Is it good?”
Both children nodded.
Pam looked around. “Who lives here?” 
“It’s my mom’s house. She lives with us now in Hammond and helps with our children. She rents this house out.”
“Furnished?” Pam asked. “Is it an airbnb?”
“No,” Savannah said. “A regular rental. There are still people who want a furnished place, which is fortunate for us.”
“Sure is,” Chris said. “I’m not much one for sleeping on the floor.” She took a swig of coffee and said to Pam, “By the way, Savannah let me use her car to take Angel’s swab to the lab and I got it there just before they closed. If we’re lucky, we might get her result along with the rest of them tomorrow.” She looked at Pam. “Thank you for letting us swab her, by the way.”
“Sure,” Pam said.
Savannah asked, “Pam, have you heard from…” she glanced at the children.
Pam shook her head. “Not yet. I left a message and told him I have the children and would bring them back tomorrow if he has calmed down by then.”
“Daddy?” Seven-year-old Shari asked, placing her pizza on her plate. “Is Daddy mad again? Is he mad at me?”
“No, honey,” Pam soothed. “He’s just mad at the world today, not at any of us. We’re going to stay here for a while, okay?”
The child nodded and resumed eating. 
“Hi, Angel,” Chris said, petting the cat when she reached up and rested her paws on Chris’s knee. “You are a pretty girl, aren’t you? Are you hungry?” She asked, “Pam, did you bring her dinner?”
“Oh shoot,” Pam said. “I was in such a rush. I can drive down to that mini-mart around the corner.”
“I have extra,” Savannah said. “Rags won’t mind sharing.” She laughed, “Look, he can’t keep his eyes off her.”
Everyone smiled at Rags, who sat perfectly still watching Angel’s every move.
“Do you think he remembers her?” Chris asked.
“You’re the cat-genetics specialist,” Savannah said. “What do you think?”
“I can run the numbers and do the research, but I’m still learning about cat behavior and inherited traits. I’d hoped to learn more about that on this excursion.”
“Well, Rags is pretty interested in most of the cats he meets, although some more than others,” Savannah said. “I’d say his interest level with Angel is close to a ten. He seems mesmerized, don’t you think so?”
Chris nodded. “Yes. So is it a familial or genetic thing, or does he simply think she’s beautiful?” She spoke to Angel, “Yes, you are beautiful. Look at those eyes.” 
 
 **** 
By the time it was dark outside, everyone but Savannah had gone to their room. She sat down at the kitchen table and placed a call to Michael. “Hi, hon,” she said into her phone. “Sorry I didn’t call earlier. It got kind of hectic around here.”
“Oh?” Michael said. “What’s going on? Did you gals find the missing piece to that genealogical puzzle?” He chuckled. “You’re chasing down Rags’s sire now, right?”
“I’m afraid we’ve found more than we expected.” She paused and petted Rags when he rubbed against her ankles. “Well, Rags found it. Oh, Michael, it was awful.”
“What happened?” he asked.
She spoke more quietly. “Michael, Rags found a body today—it could be a real skeleton in his closet—and Chris and I are harboring fugitives here at Mom’s house in LA.”
“What?” he bellowed. “Savannah,” he warned.
“We’re okay. No one knows where we are, except for the police, of course. We’re safe.” She spoke more hesitantly, “At least I hope we are. We have children here and Rags’s mother.”
“Children? Whose children?”
“Wait, Michael. I think I hear something,” she muttered. 
Rags heard it too, and so did Chris. As Rags crouched under Savannah’s chair, Chris entered the room and switched off the kitchen light.
“Savannah! Savannah, what’s going on?” Michael asked.
“I’ve got to go. I’ll text you,” she said, immediately ending the call.
“Someone’s out there,” Chris hissed. She pointed at Rags. “He’s aware.”
Savannah reached for the cat, who was staring at the door to the attached garage and emitting a low grow. “Settle down, Rags. It’s okay,” she whispered. She looked at Chris. “Do you think it’s him? But how?”
“Who else?” Chris said. “Call the police.”
“Wait,” Savannah said. “Where are the others? We have to make sure they’re safe.”
“Call first,” Chris insisted.
Savannah picked up her phone, then reached out to check the lock on the door. Just then, the door opened and a man burst into the room. 
“Where are they?” he demanded.
“Who?” Savannah asked, backing up quickly toward Chris. When she saw the man glower at Rags, she picked up the cat, and with all the confidence she could muster, she demanded, “Who are you and what do you want?” 
“My children,” he said.
“What children?” Savannah asked, her voice unsteady.
The man snarled, “I know they’re here. Do you want to get them, or shall I tear the place apart to find them? It’s your choice.” 
Before she could respond, Pam walked into the room. “Drew, what are you doing here? How did you…?”
“GPS,” he said, grinning. “I knew I couldn’t trust you, so I put a GPS tracker on your phone, just in case you tried something sleazy like this.” He looked at Savannah and Chris. “Who are these people and where are my children?”
“They’re here with me, waiting for you to calm down,” Pam asserted.
“I’m not going to calm down. Animal control stole all of my cats. Why, Pam? Why? Do you know?” he bellowed.
When Savannah realized that Pam was losing her courage, she said, “Mr. Gerard, I saw your cats today when we visited Pam, and I could see that they were not being cared for properly. I’m the one who called animal services.” When he started to raise his voice again, she put her hands up and said, “Now, as I understand it, they’re holding the cats until you can provide appropriate conditions for them.”
“What do you mean appropriate? I feed those cats,” he shouted. “I…I keep them clean and I train them to behave. They’re going to be the best-behaved cats in the show ring.”
“Mr. Gerard,” Savannah said calmly, “it’s abuse to keep cats in small cages like that with no exercise. You’ll raise scared cats with all sorts of joint problems and other health issues, not to mention…”
“Who says?” he bellowed. “I want those cats back, and you’d better damn well make that happen.”
“Mr. Gerard,” Chris said, “you will get them back as soon as you learn what they need and how to care for them.”
“And who are you to tell me…” Suddenly he stopped and looked down. “You have my cats here, don’t you?” He pointed at Angel, who was sitting just outside the kitchen door with Rags. “That’s one of my cats.” He stormed toward the cats, demanding, “Where are the rest of them?”
Savannah put her hands up to stop him. She said more calmly, “Yes, that’s Angel. Pam is keeping her safe here with us. We don’t have any of your other cats. Pam saved Angel for you.”
Drew stared down at the two cats. “What’s she doing running around loose, and where did that other cat come from?” He aggressively grabbed Angel. Glaring at Rags, he said, “What if he’s diseased? We can’t have disease in the kennel.”
When Angel squirmed to get down, he held her tighter and she yowled.
“What have you done to this cat?” he asked. “She’s all worked up. Didn’t you give her the food I prepared for her? I told you she must have the food I prepare.”
“Because it’s laced with drugs?” Chris asked. “You’ve been drugging this cat, haven’t you?”
When Angel let out another yowl, Rags jumped up on the table and stared at the man, his ears back.
“What’s he doing?” Drew asked. “Challenging me? Yeah, you just try challenging me,” he snarled, moving toward Rags. 
Frightened of what Drew might do, Savannah shoved a kitchen chair in front of him and he fell over it, losing his grip on Angel. The cat leaped to the floor and the two cats ran out of the room.
“Come here you little…” Drew shouted, picking himself up off the floor. 
Meanwhile, the two children walked quietly into the room and sheltered against Pam. She put her arms around them and held them close. Drew saw them and shouted, “You two go get in the car! Go on, go out and get in the car!” He looked at Pam. “I don’t care what you do, but my children and my cat are coming home with me.”
“No they’re not!” Pam asserted. “Not until you calm down. I’ll bring them home in the morning.”
“Like hell!” he yelled. “You kids get in the car!” 
The children continued holding tightly to Pam, which angered Drew to an even greater degree. He lurched at her. Before he could put his hands on her, however, he let out a scream and fell to the floor.
“What happened?” Pam asked, her view blocked by the kitchen table. 
Chris pointed. “I think the cats are in cahoots.” With an air of satisfaction, she said, “Those two little dickens stopped him in his tracks.”
“Call 911,” Savannah said, picking up a kitchen chair and placing it strategically over Drew, who lay writhing on the floor. Chris saw what Savannah was doing, and she picked up a second chair.
“I already did,” Pam said, watching the two women. Her eyes wide, she said, “Um…I’ll…I’ll go make sure the door’s unlocked for the police.” 
When she returned, Chris asked, “So what did you tell the dispatcher, Pam?”
She grinned slyly. “Well, I told him that a man had burst into the house uninvited, then I left the line open so he’d hear Drew’s rant.”
Chris grinned down at Drew as he lay pinned to the ground, holding his shins and moaning. “The cops have GPS trackers, too,” she said.
 
 **** 
 “What’s going on here?” a uniformed officer asked when he and his partner showed up at the door minutes later.
“Come in,” Pam said. She nodded toward the kitchen. “The intruder’s waiting for you in there.” She faced the officers, “Oh, I’m Pam.” When they entered the kitchen, she pointed, “That’s Savannah, this is her mother’s home, and that’s Chris.” She looked at one officer’s chest for a name badge. Not seeing one, she asked, “And you are?”
“Officer Bill Tanner. This is Sergeant Ralph Everett.” 
Savannah pointed at the officer. “You were there at the Gallagher house earlier.”
He nodded, a little confused. Still standing just inside the kitchen door, he asked, “So the intruder, you say, is still here? Where is he?”
“Well, come on in here,” Chris suggested. She pointed toward her feet. 
The officers glanced at one another, then took a few steps into the kitchen. “Good lord,” the sergeant said. “What happened here?”
“Get me out of this!” Drew demanded. “Make them let me up! These crazy-ass women took advantage of me. Arrest them—all of them!”
“Yes,” Savannah said, “we took advantage of him, all right, “after he stormed in here with all kinds of accusations, tried to put his hands on Pam, there, and abused one of the cats.”
“Cats?” Officer Tanner repeated.
Savannah motioned across the room where Rags and Angel sat watching the human activity. “Yes, they scratched him up a little to keep him from hurting Pam and the children. He’d already manhandled that sweet little cat over there.”
“Lies!” Drew shouted. “Those cats are evil. They should be put down. If I could get my hands on them…” he said, struggling to get up.
The sergeant laughed. “Well, I don’t think you’re in any position to put your hands on anyone or any animal right now, sir. Both officers took in the scene before them, marveling at the women’s ingenuity. What they saw was Drew lying face down on the floor under two kitchen chairs, which were being held down by Chris and Savannah. The women had caught some of the fabric from his trousers and his shirt under the legs of the chairs, then each sat on one of them so he couldn’t squirm out of the situation.
“Get them off me!” Drew shouted. “I need a doctor. Those cats scratched me all up. Well, don’t just stand there looking stupid, get me up. I know people in high places who could have your jobs.”
“Brother,” Officer Tanner said, “I think we might just leave you there to stew in your own juices for a while. We let you up and you’re liable to go berserk on us.”
“No!” Drew said. “I promise. I won’t. Just let me up. I have things to do. I don’t have time for this.”
“Okay,” the officer said. “We’ll let you up, but you have some explaining to do. These women seem to have some complaints.” He looked at Savannah for confirmation.
All three women nodded. “Yes,” Pam said confidently. 
The officers motioned for Savannah and Chris to stand up, then helped Drew to his feet and instructed him to sit in one of the kitchen chairs.
“Just let me take my children home, will you?” he said, standing up from the chair.
“Sit down!” the sergeant ordered. 
Drew did as he was told, then he pulled up his pants legs. “Look what the cats did to me. I could die of rabies!” 
“What cats?” Officer Tanner asked. “Do you mean those docile little pussycats sitting over there minding their own business? Those two fluff-balls took you down? Is that what you’re saying?”
“Oh,” Drew stammered. “Um…well, maybe it was a jungle cat of some sort. I didn’t see what kind of a cat it was—a bobcat or a mountain lion, maybe.”
When the officer looked at Savannah, she grinned. “Nope, it was those two cute little ordinary housecats there. They didn’t like it when he threatened to put his hands on Pam and the children.”
“Awww, I wasn’t going to hurt anyone,” Drew said. “Those are my kids. I just wanted to take them home where they belong…you know, I’m a single dad now.”
“What?” Pam cried.
Drew ignored her and continued babbling. “I just want my children home.” He prepared to stand up again. “Just let me take my kids home. They haven’t done their chores yet. They have homework.”
When Evan moved behind Pam and whimpered, the sergeant said, “They don’t seem to want to go with you, Mr. Gerard.” This infuriated the man, and he turned his frustration toward Rags and Angel. “I want those cats destroyed,” he yelled. “They’re a menace to society.”
Meanwhile, Pam said quietly, “I can’t believe Angel did that. She’s a really different cat when she feels threatened.”
“And when she isn’t being drugged,” Savannah muttered.
“Someone’s drugging cats?” Officer Tanner asked. “Hey, I don’t think that’s kosher.”
“No, it’s definitely not.” Savannah explained, “We turned Mr. Gerard in to animal services earlier today because he was abusing cats—keeping them in very small cages and obviously drugging this one. His wife’s in prison for something she probably didn’t do, and we think possibly he did—you know, that he framed her and tricked her into taking the fall.”
“Those are some pretty serious accusations,” the officer said. “Do you have anything to back them up?”
“I think that can be arranged fairly easily,” Savannah assured him.
Chris stared across the room at Drew. “I think the guy has some issues that go way back. I knew someone like him once who was belligerent and horribly confrontational. It didn’t take much of anything to set him off and it got worse with time. Turns out he’d been responsible for a horrible tragedy and the guilt had been eating at him, driving him absolutely crazy.”
“Yeah, it happens,” the sergeant said. He asked Drew, “So what’s at the root of your anger? Do you know, sir?”
“Nothing!” he shouted. “Absolutely nothing. I have no problems with guilt or anything else. I just want my children and my wife and my cats to do as I say, that’s all. Is that too much to ask? I do all the work. I pay all the bills. I just want order,” he said, choking up. Suddenly, he began to weep. He bowed his head and mumbled, “If only that woman had stayed out of my way.”
“What woman?” the officer asked. “One of these women?”
“No.” When he realized that the others were all waiting for him to continue, he clammed up.
“What’s that cat doing?” Officer Tanner asked, peering under the table at Rags. “I think he picked up something. What is that?”
The women followed the officer’s gaze and saw Rags with something dangling from his mouth. “It’s a piece of jewelry,” Chris said, squatting to get a closer look. “An earring, maybe.” She asked Savannah, “Did you bring a pair of diamond earrings with you?”
Savannah shook her head, and approached the cat, crooning, “What do you have, Rags?” 
Suddenly Officer Tanner said, “Rags? Is that Rags, the cat Detective Sledge works with up north of San Francisco?”
“Yes,” Savannah said, wide-eyed. “You’ve heard of him?”
“Sure we have.” He turned to his partner. “You know that cat, right?” He kneeled down and tried to entice Rags. “Come here boy, let’s see what you’ve got there.” 
When Rags approached the officer, Drew quickly reacted. “That’s mine. It must have fallen out of my pocket just now.” He grabbed for Rags, but the cat darted to one side and dropped the earring next to the policeman’s foot. 
While the sergeant physically lowered Drew back into the chair, the officer picked up the earring and emitted a low whistle. “Where’d you get this, Mr. Gerard?”
“Um…you see, they’ve been in my family for a while. I just took them out of my safe deposit box. I planned to give them to my wife—you know, for her birthday.”
“Her birthday was three months ago,” Pam said, dryly. 
“I know,” he countered. “I’ll give them to her when she gets home.”
The two police officers studied the earring, then looked at each other. Officer Tanner nodded and left the room.
When Savannah saw the sergeant reach down and pet Rags, she moved closer and said quietly, “I have to tell you that when Rags brings something like that to our attention, it’s usually important. He takes things and hides them sometimes, but if it’s important for any reason, he brings it to us.”
He studied the cat for a moment. Before he could comment, his partner returned. Officer Tanner removed the handcuffs from his belt and asked Drew to stand up.
“Awww man,” he griped. “No. You’re not going to. You can’t…”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Gerard, I’m going to have to arrest you.” He put a hand on one of Drew’s shoulders. “Please turn around.”
“Why?” Drew demanded, pulling away.
“We believe that those earrings were part of a heist that took place this afternoon.” With the sergeant’s help, the officer cuffed Gerard and proceeded to pat him down. He slipped a hand into his prisoner’s jacket pocket and removed a matching earring and a diamond bracelet. “Why are we arresting you?” the officer asked, holding up the jewelry. “Theft. Apparently these items were taken from the home of Mr. and Mrs. Johanson sometime this afternoon during a fundraiser. And as I understand it, Mr. Gerard, you were there.”
“You don’t understand,” Drew protested. “Someone probably put those in my pocket. I didn’t even know they were there.”
“Changing your tune, huh?” the sergeant said.
“It’s the truth, man!” Drew shouted. He became more agitated, then glanced at the children and said, “You can’t take me away. Who’s going to take care of my kids? Those are my kids over there.”
The officers looked at Pam and she nodded. “I’ll be with them. No problem. Thank you,” she said, her tone sincere.
The women stood quietly watching as the officers walked out with Drew Gerard, then they looked at each other. “Now what?” Pam asked, visibly relaxing. “I guess I can take the children back to the house.”
“I wouldn’t,” Savannah said. “They might not book him or he might make bail.”
“But I can’t stay here. He knows where I am,” she wailed. “He’s madder than ever now, and when he gets mad he gets vindictive. I can’t subject the kids to that.”
Savannah thought for a minute. “Let’s see if we can have someone stay here with us—you know, an officer.”
“Do you think someone would?” Pam asked. 
Savannah shrugged. “Possibly.”
Just then there was a knock at the door. Savannah looked at the others, then asked apprehensively, “Who is it?”
“Tim from next door.”
Savannah opened the door. “Hello.”
“I just wanted to check on you ladies. I saw the police car out front. They took someone away.” He asked, “Are you ladies okay? I heard you were staying here.” He nodded toward Savannah. “You’re Gladys’s daughter, right? We met you when you were here a couple of years ago.”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, I am. Thank you for checking on us.” She glanced at the others and said, “We had a little…domestic issue here. Everything’s okay now.” She winced. “Unless…”
“Unless?” he questioned. 
“Unless they let him go tonight, then we don’t know what he might do.”
He asked, “Would you feel better if I stay here with you? I sure don’t mind.” He chuckled quietly. “You all look a little scared right now. It must have been a frightening encounter with that gent.”
“Yeah, well, we just hope he spends at least the night in jail,” Chris said shuddering.
“So the charge is domestic violence?” Tim asked.
“I think so, and theft. They found some diamonds on him,” Chris said. “Maybe breaking and entering, attempted assault…”
“Oh,” Tim mumbled. He said, “If someone presses charges regarding the theft, they should keep him, but sometimes people have a way of squirming out of things like this. I know, I was in the police business for a lot of years.” He said to Savannah, “Hey, my wife and I are awfully fond of your mother. I’d be glad to help keep her family and friends safe this evening.”
Savannah looked at Pam, who said, “I’d sure feel better having a policeman here…someone who knows what to do.”
Chris laughed. “Well, gals, I don’t think we did so badly ourselves.”
Tim looked interested. “What happened? Did you bean the guy?”
When Savannah’s phone rang everyone looked at her and listened in as she answered. “Oh, hi, Craig. What’s up? Michael called you? Why?” She shrugged facetiously at the others, then said, “Well, yes, we did have an intruder, but I don’t know what Michael thought you could do about it from there. Yes, we took care of it.” She glanced at Tim. “A neighbor is here now. He might stay the night in case they let the guy out of jail. Yeah, we’re fine. You should have seen your feline partner in action. He found stolen jewelry on the guy, he scratched him all up, and while he was down whining like a baby, we gals—there are three of us—we pinned him to the floor with kitchen chairs until the police arrived.” She grinned at Tim’s expression when he heard this. “Thanks Craig,” she said. “Yes, I’ll let you know what happens.”
“You pinned him down with these chairs?” Tim asked. He chuckled. “Remind me never to mess with Gladys’s daughter and her friends.” When he saw the two cats wander into the room, he asked, “Which cat did the sneak attack?” “Both of them, actually,” Chris said. She ran her hand over Angel’s fur. “They were flat-out awesome.”
When Tim still looked stunned, Savannah patted him on the back and said, “Come sit down with us and have a cup of coffee or a sip of wine and we’ll tell you all about it.” She looked at her watch. “First, however, I need to call my husband.”
 



Chapter Nine
  
The following morning after she’d tidied the place up, packed her bags, and fed the cats, Savannah greeted Chris, who joined her in the kitchen. Chris picked up Angel. “She is a beautiful girl,” she crooned. “What a difference since the kids brushed her.” She asked, “Who’s brush did they use, anyway?”
“I think they brought some of Angel’s things with them—including her brush and her bed,” Savannah said.
Chris caressed the cat. “Nice. I love a fluffy cat who likes to cuddle. By the way, Savannah, I got the results of the swabs in an email this morning.”
“Really?” She said, excitedly. “So what’s the verdict?”
“All positive. Jazzie, April, Rags, and Angel are all definitely closely related.”
“Woo-hoo!” Savannah said.
“Did you expect a different outcome?” Chris asked.
“Not really—I mean, we knew who gave birth to those three kittens, but it’s still worth celebrating.” 
“Oh,” Chris said, “and Glori and Rags are not related.”
Both women laughed and Savannah said, “Yeah, I guess that’s no surprise, either, is it?” She asked, “So Chris, you believe the sire is orange? I’d like to speak to Jeannie again and find out what she knows about Angel’s probably accidental breeding. I think I’ll call Marilyn and ask if she can get us in to see Jeannie again before we head home. Or maybe Pam can.”
“I can do what?” Pam asked, entering the kitchen with the children.
“Hi,” Savannah said. “How’d everyone sleep?”
Pam picked up Evan. “Good. Didn’t we, kids? You slept good, didn’t you?”
“With Angel and that cat,” Evan said, pointing at Rags.
“Oh, you had a bedful, did you?” Savannah said, laughing.
Pam smiled and snuggled with the boy. “Sure did.”
“Can I pet Angel?” Shari asked
“Sure,” Pam said. “You can pick her up and pet her and do whatever you want with her. She’s finally going to get to be a cat.”
“You seem more relaxed today.” Savannah noticed.
Pam nodded. “He’s in jail. That makes me happy. They don’t think he’ll be released any time soon. I spoke with one of the officers this morning, and he said that with the multiple charges, he’s going to be held for a while.” Eyes wide she said, “He asked me about Jeannie and her prison term. I told him what most of us believe, that Drew is the thief and that he threw her under the bus. The officer’s going to look into it. He said that if they can get proof or get him to admit it, they might be able to have her released.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful,” Savannah said.
“I know. I can’t wait. Only,” Pam said, grimacing, “Jeannie confessed. Or maybe she just didn’t contest the charge. I’m not sure which.”
“But if she confessed under duress…” Savannah glanced at the children, who were watching cartoons on TV. Rags lay between the two kids. “I mean, we could all attest to the fact that man’s a bully.”
“Did he say how long it would take to get her released?” Chris asked.
Pam shook her head.
“Well, I’d like to see Jeannie,” Savannah said, “today if possible, before we head home. I’d like some clarity on the breeding between Angel and the orange male.” She picked up Angel and cuddled her. “This one isn’t talking, are you, sweet thing?”
Pam said, looking at her watch, “They allow visiting this morning, but we’d better hurry. I’ll call and make sure you can see her. Sometimes you have to make arrangements ahead.” She looked around. “Where’s Tim?”
“Oh, I sent him home. He said he had a nice sleep on our couch, without his dog taking up so much space. I gave him a cup of coffee to go and he went home to get cleaned up. He and his wife have something going on today.”
“Well, it was nice of him to stay. I had the first good night’s sleep I’ve had in quite a while.”After placing a call, Pam said, “You’re all set to visit Jeannie. Can you be there by eight thirty?”
“Sure.” Savannah glanced at the clock, then focused on her guest. “Now, Pam what are you going to do?”
“I think I’ll take the kids home. If what the officer told me is correct, we’ll be okay there for at least a few days.”
Savannah hugged her. “Okay, take care. Let us know if you need anything.”
“Sure will,” Pam said. She glanced at Chris, then Savannah. “Thank you both for everything. You’ve been so kind.” She petted Rags when he jumped up into a chair near her. “And thank you, handsome boy. You’re the best.”
Rags stood up with his feet on the back of the chair, looked her in the eyes, and meowed loudly.
Savannah chuckled. “I think he’s thanking you for letting him meet his mom.”
 
 **** 
“Hi, Jeannie,” Savannah said a short while later when she and Chris approached her in an outdoor visiting area at the prison. “Thank you for seeing us.”
“Certainly. Thank you for visiting me. It gets kind of dull in here, as you can imagine. How are things at home? You’ve been to my home, right?”
“Yes, I’m afraid a lot has happened there.” Savannah squinted. “Are you aware that your husband is in jail?” “What? Why?” she asked. “He didn’t…” Jeannie started.
Savannah wasn’t sure what to say, but finally she blurted, “He’s in trouble for the way he treats the cats.”
Jeannie blew out a breath. “Wow. I wondered when that would happen.”
“Yeah,” Chris said, “we understand that you knew it was wrong, and you did your best to...”
“Yes,” Jeannie said. “I tried to get him to see what he was doing was inhumane, but he…”
“He’s one bullheaded guy,” Chris said.
Jeannie looked down at her hands in her lap. “That’s one way to put it.”
“Jeannie,” Savannah said, “he’s also being charged with theft.”
“What?” Jeannie yelped.
Savannah nodded. “For stealing some expensive jewelry from someone’s home.”
“Burglary? A home?” she questioned.
“Yes,” Savannah said. “And he burst into where we were staying last night and caused quite a commotion. We had to restrain him and call the police. Rags found the diamonds.”
“What?” Jeannie squealed. “What did he do? You restrained him? Diamonds?”
After Savannah and Chris explained what had happened the night before, Jeannie simply shook her head in disbelief. Savannah asked, “I’m curious; what surprises you, that he did what he did?”
Jeannie sat silently for a moment, then said sheepishly, “Well, it might surprise you to know it’s the part where he got arrested.”
“I thought so,” Savannah said. 
Chris raised her eyebrows. “So you aren’t surprised that he stole the jewelry or that he’s in trouble for the way he takes care of the cats?”
Jeannie shook her head slowly, continuing to look down at her hands. 
Just then a woman approached. “Jeannie Gerard?” 
Jeannie looked up and nodded.
“I’m Lois Smyth, detective with the LAPD. I’d like to ask you a few questions.” When Jeannie hesitated, she said, “It’s about your husband.”
“Well, I’m visiting with friends right now. They told me he’s in jail,” she said, her voice trailing off.
“It will take just a minute.” She looked at Savannah and Chris. “You can stay if you want. I’ll be out of here in a jiff. I just have one question for Mrs. Gerard.” She faced Jeannie. “Did you take that stuff you were accused of stealing, or were you bullied into taking the rap for someone else?”
Jeannie thought for a minute, then said, “No. No, I didn’t take it. I realize that I confessed, but I lied. My husband…”
“Your husband?” Detective Smyth said, waiting for more.
“Yes, he thought it was best that I be incarcerated because he’s the breadwinner, you see. So I went along with him.” She looked up at the detective. “He’s the thief, not me. He has this…I guess it’s a problem. Maybe a mental problem, and he promised he’d get help if I’d confess. He said it would never happen again.” She began to cry. “But it did, didn’t it? He took something this time without me or the kids being with him.”
“The kids?” Detective Smyth asked.
“Yes, we’d sometimes come home from shopping and I’d find things we didn’t pay for in one of the kids’ pockets or in the diaper bag. He’d say, ‘It’s okay, those stores can afford to have kids take merchandise. It happens all the time.’ And he’d refuse to take it back, saying he didn’t want our son or daughter to be traumatized. He’d just keep the watch or electronic gadget himself. Sometimes I’d see him sell one of those things to someone. He promised he’d stop,” she wailed.
“Okay, thank you, Mrs. Gerard. I thought so. I’ll start the paperwork now to have you released and back home with your children.”
“And the cats?” she asked.
“Cats?”
“They took our cats. I’m told the authorities took our cats. Those were my cats until he decided to get involved. He saw that there was maybe money to be made, and he started adding more cats and keeping them in deplorable conditions, while waiting for them to have kittens that he could sell. He became obsessed with the cats. All I wanted was a sweet ragdoll as a pet for the family, and he tried to turn her into a breeding machine. Boy, was he mad when…” She looked at the detective. “Oh, never mind. That’s not your affair. But I would like to make sure the cats are taken care of, and there are a couple I hope to keep—Angel and Bella.”
Savannah put her hand on Jeannie’s arm. “Angel is okay. Pam has Angel, and she’s out of the pen and off the drugs.”
Jeannie creased her brow. “Drugs? He was drugging her? I wondered why Angel suddenly became so docile. It was creepy. I thought it was because she was in that horrible cage.” Jeannie’s eyes lit up. “She’s okay?”
“More than okay. And she’s safe,” Savannah assured her.
Jeannie choked up and uttered, “Thank goodness.”
The detective stood up. “Well, I don’t know about the cats. I’ll see what I can find out. Meanwhile, hang tight. We should have you out of here within a few days.”
“Thank you,” Jeannie said, tears streaming down her face. “Thank you all so much.”
The three women watched as the detective walk away. Savannah patted Jeannie’s hand. “Good news, huh?”
“Yeah,” Chris said, “good to see you standing up for yourself like that.”
Jeannie smiled. “It felt good. Thank you for giving me the courage.” She sniffled and took a deep breath. “Now, what did you want to talk to me about? I don’t know how much more time I have to visit.”
“Jeannie, do you know who Rags’s and Jazzie’s and April’s sire is?”
“So you found some of the other kittens from that litter?” Jeannie asked excitedly.
Savannah nodded. “Yes. Two of them. Do you remember who has the other look-alike ragdoll kittens?”
“I just might have something about them at home. When I get home,” she smiled, “which might be sooner rather than later, I can maybe get something for you. I’m not sure.”
“Well, mainly what we want,” Chris said, “is information about the male cat.” 
“I don’t know,” Jeannie said. “Drew was positive that Mrs. Gallagher sold us a cat that was already pregnant with those kittens. He blamed Mrs. Gallagher after Angel had the kittens and he saw the odd ones in the litter.” She cringed. “He was furious, if you can imagine.”
“Yeah,” Chris said. “We saw some of his fury last night.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jeannie said.
Savannah was quick to say, “You do not need to apologize. He’s not a reflection of you.” She frowned. “I don’t know why…”
“Why we stay together?” Jeannie asked. “Yeah, a lot of people say that. I’ve had some thoughts about that since I’ve been in here, but…”
“But what?” Savannah asked.
“The children…” Jeannie started.
“The children are scared to death of him,” Chris asserted.
Jeannie looked at Chris and swallowed hard. “He is kind of strict. He says it’s important for the kids to have a little fear…that’s how you teach discipline.”
Savannah smirked at Jeannie. “Do you really believe that?”
“Well, I…” Jeannie started. She grinned. “Yeah, I really do need to rethink things, don’t I?”
“I’d say so,” Chris agreed. “I was with an abusive man once. I know how easy it is to make excuses for them and hope things will be better. The good times are wonderful, but the other times are awful and could actually become seriously violent. It’s not healthy for you or for your children and certainly not for the cats.”
“I’ll consider that,” Jeannie said quietly. When she saw Savannah and Chris both staring at her, she said more assertively, “Really, I will seriously consider it.”
Savannah patted Jeannie’s hand. She took a deep breath and asked, “So you and Drew thought Angel was expecting when you brought her home?” 
“No. Not at first. When I told Drew I wanted Angel, he vetoed the idea immediately. I’d seen her at a cat show I had gone to with a friend, and I absolutely fell in love with her. I couldn’t get Angel out of my mind, so I’m afraid I tried a little manipulation to get my way. I started talking to Drew about how much money we could make breeding Angel and selling the kittens.”
Savannah chuckled. “Speaking Drew’s language, huh?”
“Yeah,” Jeannie said, “but I didn’t expect him to get so carried away. He bought my argument and went right out and purchased the cheapest male ragdoll he could find. Then he bought Angel for me as a surprise. I was so excited.” She thought back to that time nearly eight years earlier. “Well, it appeared that she was in heat, so we left the two cats together that first night.” 
“Hmmm,” Chris muttered. 
“When we saw the kittens some sixty-five days later, we were shocked. Drew went storming over to see Mrs. Gallagher, and she denied that the cat was pregnant when we bought her.” Jeannie said, “Frankly, I was inclined to believe her because she was so respected in the ragdoll-cat arena, but Drew was absolutely convinced that she cheated us and lied to us. He couldn’t think of any other way it could have happened. He just knew it was her fault, and he was furious because she would not give his money back. Then she went missing, so we lost out altogether.” She frowned. “That was a strange thing to happen.”
Savannah nodded and cast a look at Chris. She asked, “Jeannie, this is a very important question. Do you recall if, around the time you bought Angel, you ever saw an orange cat in your neighborhood?”
“Oh,” Jeannie said. “That’s an odd question.” When she could see that Savannah was waiting for an answer, she said, “I’m trying to remember.” She started to shake her head, then said, “Wait. Yes, I do remember a large orange cat that would come very occasionally and sit on our back fence. I had bird feeders out there for a while, but Drew made me take them down. He doesn’t like birds and didn’t want that cat in our yard, either.” She smiled. “That big old guy would come and watch the birds. I never saw him take one.” She looked at Savannah. “He belongs to the people behind us. Shari catches the school bus with their little girl.”
“So they still live there behind you?” Chris asked.
“Yes. And I’m pretty sure they still have the cat.” She smiled. “He sometimes follows their daughter, Selene, to the bus stop.”
“Interesting,” Savannah said, looking at Chris.
Chris nodded, then asked Jeannie, “So is there any way—any chance at all—that Angel could have gotten out and hooked up with that orange cat or another tom who happened to be around your house after you got Angel—when she was in heat?”
“Oh, let’s see, I don’t recall. Wait, there was one morning when Drew was ranting about something. I was pregnant with Shari, as matter of fact, and not feeling well. He accused me of leaving the doggie door unlocked, and he was pretty sure something came in and ate Angel’s food and used her litter box. That was shortly after we got her—like a few days.”
“She stayed in the garage?” Chris asked.
Jeannie sighed. “Yes, it took Drew a while to allow cats in the house, and then it was just for short periods of time. I often brought them inside when he wasn’t home.”
“So do you think the orange cat came in that night and maybe bred with Angel?” Savannah asked.
“Or, Angel could have gone out,” Chris said, “if the doggie door was open.”
Oh!” Jeannie said. “I never thought of that. Gosh, no! It never occurred to me. Drew was so insistent that she was pregnant when we got her.” She gasped. “Do you think a stray cat from the neighborhood got to Angel?”
“It’s quite possible,” Savannah said. She stood up. “Jeannie, thank you so much for your time.”
Jeannie chuckled. “What else do I have these days but time?”
Savannah squeezed her arm. “Well, maybe that will change here very soon.”
She clapped her hands together quietly. “Wouldn’t that be—oh, I can’t tell you how much I miss my children.”
“I can guess, “Savannah said. “I have two little ones and I find it very hard to be away from them.”
Jeannie smiled.
Savannah started to turn away, then asked, “What’s the name of the people who have that orange cat?”
“Sy and Kim Swanson,” Jeannie said. “Kim works from home now, so she’s there most of the time.”
Savannah nodded. “Great. Thanks so much. I may have more questions once I start writing the book, if you don’t mind.”
“Of course not,” Jeannie said. “By then you can call me on my cell phone, or we can email back and forth.”
Savannah hugged her and turned to walk away. Chris followed, waving. She winked. 
“Hope to see you on the outside soon.”
 
 **** 
“I’m excited,” Savannah said, as she and Chris headed toward Jeannie’s neighborhood. “Directly behind them,” she recited, driving along the street and looking at the addresses.
“There!” Chris said. “I can see that big tree in the Gerard’s backyard.” She pointed. “See it there? This must be it. Looks like someone’s home. Did you call ahead?”
“No,” Savannah said. “Jeannie couldn’t remember the number, and I thought we’d just take a chance and…” She pointed. “Hey look. There’s an orange cat in the window. Oh my gosh, this is too cool.” She parked the car and opened the door. “Come on.”
“Right behind you,” Chris said.
Savannah pushed the doorbell, and the women waited.
“I hear someone inside,” Chris said. “Push it again.”
Savannah did and still no one answered, so she knocked and almost immediately the door opened. “Mrs. Swanson?” Savannah asked.
“Yes.”
“I’m Savannah Ivey and this is Chris Tomlinson. We’re friends of Jeannie Gerard.”
“Oh?” Kim Swanson said. “How is she? Is she still…”
Savannah nodded. “Yes, she’s still there, but she could be coming home real soon.”
“I sure hope so. That poor woman... That just shouldn’t have happened. I don’t believe…” she looked at Savannah and Chris and asked, “So how can I help you?” 
“It’s rather a strange issue. We’d like to come in and talk to you about your cat—that orange cat we saw in the window just now.”
“In the window?” she said. She took a step back into the room and looked toward the window, saying, “Oh, that’s Rusty. We also have Red and Orange Juice—we call him Juice.” 
“Three orange cats?” Chris confirmed.
Kim nodded. “Yes.” She frowned. “Uh-oh, what did they do? Do you live around here? Have they visited you?”
“No,” Savannah said. “But I wonder if one of them visited Jeannie’s ragdoll cat, Angel.”
“What? When? Has she been hurt or something?” Kim asked.
“No,” Savannah said. “Can we come in and explain, please?”
“Actually, I am busy, but I’m also curious. I’d like to know what this is all about. Please do come in.” She stopped and asked, “You aren’t planning to sue us for something the cats did, are you? If you’re looking for something of yours, I can show you what’s in the closet.”
“Closet?” Savannah asked, puzzled.
“Well, come in. Please, sit down,” Kim invited. “Okay, what’s this all about? What have my redhead boys been up to lately?”
“It isn’t lately,” Savannah said. “It’s something that happened just about eight years ago.
Did you have any of these cats then?”
Kim nodded. “Just Rusty. He was our first. We got him as a kitten before our son was born ten years ago. The other two didn’t come into our lives until more recently.”
“Okay, then it’s Rusty we want to focus on,” Savannah said. “So that’s Rusty on the back of the couch?”
Kim nodded. “Good-looking, isn’t he?”
Savannah smiled. “Yes he is. So he was about two in the spring of 2011?”
Kim nodded.
“Was he going outside then? Are your,” she chuckled, “redhead boys inside-outside cats?”
“Yes they are. They’re all pretty adventurous.”
“Now for the big question,” Savannah said. “Are they neutered?”
“Oh yes. All of them are. We learned firsthand with Rusty about the dangers for unneutered males running free. He came home twice with an abscess. It’s expensive to take a cat to the vet.”
“Yes,” Savannah said. “And not a good experience for the cat. So when did you have Rusty neutered. Do you remember?”
“Yes,” she said. “Right after his second birthday.” She chuckled. “My husband didn’t want him to have to go through that surgery on his birthday.”
Savannah and Chris smiled. Savannah said, “So, he was an intact male allowed to go outside? And when is his birthday?”
“March twentieth 2009.”
“And you had the surgery shortly after that date in 2011?”
“Yes. Why?” she asked bewildered. “Why are you asking me all this?”
Savannah flashed a look at Chris. “Well, it could be that your cat is my cat’s father.”
Kim frowned. “So you are here to sue me—are you preparing a paternity suit?”
“No,” Savannah said, laughing. “I’m actually eagerly seeking my cat’s sire—you know, doing a sort of genealogical search.”
“Well, I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Kim fidgeted in her seat for a moment not knowing what to say, when suddenly she jumped up and ran toward the hallway. “No, Rusty, darn it. Where did you find that?” She picked something up off the floor and quickly tucked it under a pillow on an overstuffed sofa.
“Was that what I think it was?” Savannah asked, laughing.
“Well, I’d rather not mention it,” Kim said, “because it is rather unmentionable.”
Savannah and Chris both laughed. They did a high five.
“What was that about?” Kim asked, confused.
“He’s a klepto?” Savannah asked. “You mentioned a closet—do you have a closet of things he’s dragged home?”
Kim nodded shamefully. “Yes, so you are a neighbor. What are you missing? Do you want to take a look and see what he might have stolen from your place?”
“I’d love to take a look, but I don’t think he has anything of mine. I live up north. I’m staying at my mom’s house on the other side of the freeway.”
Kim looked puzzled. “Then what brought you here? How could he be the father of your cat?”
“Well, I used to live here in LA, and I found my cat, Rags, at a pet store when he was a kitten. He’s almost eight years old, and he’s such a unique cat that I decided to go in search of his family.”
“No kidding?” Kim said. She leaned forward. “This is fascinating. So how’s the search going, may I ask? How would one conduct a search like that?”
“It’s been interesting,” Chris said. 
Savannah nodded. “Most definitely. We’ve found two of his siblings, would you believe, and his mother.”
“His mother? Kim questioned. She wondered out loud, “So if Rusty’s the father of your cat, who in the heck is the mother?” She winced. “It must be someone who has lived in this neighborhood for eight years.”
“That’s right,” Savannah said. “His mother is Angel.”
“Angel?” Kim questioned. “Oh my gosh, that beautiful ragdoll of Jeannie’s? I love that cat. My Rusty got to her? But how? They keep her indoors.”
“Well, it’s possible that Rusty found the door open into her boudoir one night, and they had a little rendezvous. The Gerards had also bred her—or thought they’d bred her—to another ragdoll, but when the litter came out all colors of the rainbow, they knew that another male cat was involved.”
“So the kittens were orange tabbies?” Kim asked.
Savannah shook her head, a calico, a couple of cats that look like the mother, and Rags,” she said, showing a picture from her phone.
“Oh?” Kim said, putting her hand over her mouth. “But he doesn’t look anything like Rusty or Angel. So how could that be?” She shook her head. “Ladies, I think maybe you’ve made a mistake. There are other male cats in the neighborhood. In fact, I remember seeing a cat marked pretty much like that one, only he was black and white.”
“I’m a specialist in cat DNA,” Chris said, “and I happen to know that the most likely sire for this litter, based on the colors—for at least Rags and maybe the calico—is an orange cat. We can determine if it’s your orange cat by running a DNA test on him.”
“Oh,” Kim said, “well, I’m not sure I want to do that. What would it entail?”
“I would take a little saliva from his mouth and deliver it to a lab to find out if it matches the markers in Rags’s DNA.”
Kim sat quietly, absorbing what she’d been told, then asked suspiciously, “After that, then what?” 
“Project completed!” Savannah said. “I’ll probably write a book about this interesting genealogical pursuit, and Chris may write some articles from a scientific perspective. She looked at Rusty. “So we’d love to swab him to make sure, then I’d like to know more about him. His story will be a large part of the book I want to write about cat genetics—well, actually one particular cat’s genetics.”
“Who cares?” Kim asked. “I’m a marketing expert. That’s what I do when I’m not baking cookies for my six-year-old’s class or schlepping my eight-year-old to soccer practice.” She explained, “There has to be an audience or an end user when something goes to market.”
“Oh she has a following,” Chris said. “Or I should say, the cat does.”
“Really?” Kim said. “So he’s one of those YouTube stars?”
“No,” Savannah said, “but he is the star of a documentary that features his work with the local police department, and he’s the main character in some children’s books. I’ve also written his memoirs, and I’m working on a sequel to that book. Rags has an agent who arranges book signings and other events where we promote the books.” 
Kim sat wide-eyed. “A documentary? He works with law enforcement?”
Savannah nodded. “And he’s a major klepto. One of the things I wanted to find out through this research into Rags’s family is whether there are other klepto cats in his lineage. I’ve often wondered if this is a learned trait, or if it could be hereditary and why. It appears it’s possibly in the genes, but how and why, I don’t know yet. I guess we’ll have to do more research. I can tell you that two of his sisters are sort of klepto—they have some traits similar to Rags, but not as developed. Both of them are inside-only cats.”
Kim shook her head and muttered, “So Rusty dated Angel. I have to say he has good taste.”
“Well, she didn’t do so badly for herself, either.” Savannah stood up. “I’d love to see the closet you mentioned, if you don’t mind. And maybe get a few pictures of him in it or with some of his treasures.”
Kim laughed. “Treasures. That’s what we call that stuff too. So, Savannah, what do you do with the things Rags takes? How do you get it back to the owners? I have no idea who most of this stuff belongs to, but I can’t just throw it away.”
Savannah looped her arm in Kim’s. “Here’s what I used to do, when Rags was terrorizing the neighborhood. On weekends, I’d put him in a wagon, along with the things he’d brought home that week, and go around the neighborhood trying to find the owners.”
“Great idea!” Kim exclaimed. She called out, “Come on, Rusty, let’s go show the ladies your loot.”
The cat wandered in from the kitchen, and trotted past the women down a hallway, leading them into a room and to the closet. 
Chris asked, “He understands you?”
“He seems to,” Kim said. “He responds to many things I say to him.”
“It’s mind talk,” Savannah said quietly. When Kim looked at her curiously, she explained, “He sees your mind pictures. That’s what he’s reacting to.”
“Really?” Kim said. “I had no idea. Wow, this has been very enlightening. Do you think we could meet your cat, Rags—his son? Oh my gosh, his son. This is so wild!”
Savannah looked at her watch, then glanced at Chris. “You know, this isn’t too far out of our way; why don’t we go get Rags and load up the car and we’ll swing by here before we hit the freeway toward home.”
“Oh, would you?” Kim said. “That would be awesome.” She ruffled Rusty’s fur. “Wouldn’t it, old boy?”
 
 **** 
“It’s good to have you home,” Michael said after dinner that night. “You must be tired. You had a long drive.”
“And a full morning before we left LA,” Savannah said. 
“So it was a successful trip?” Gladys asked. “Did you get the answers you’d hoped for?”
Savannah nodded and snuggled with Teddy, who had climbed up into her lap. “Yes. I think we did. It was actually hard to leave LA this morning and it was hard to leave Chris in San Francisco. There’s more we want to do. I’m still waiting to find out if Rusty is Rags’s father.”
“Well, your visit with Rags’s mother’s and his siblings’ owners sounded pretty interesting,” Michael said. “It’s quite amazing that you found those people.”
“I love the story about Rags finding his own sister at the all-night emergency clinic,” Gladys said, bemused.
“Yes, that’s the kind of trip it was,” Savannah said. “We just fell into an unexpected situation or we found one fascinating bit of research after another.” She ran her hand over Teddy’s hair and smiled down at Lily as she played with her doll. “It was fascinating and exciting, but it’s sure good to be home.” 
Michael grinned at his wife. “So did Rags meet his father? It didn’t sound like he was with you when you visited Rusty this morning.”
Yes,” Savannah said. “We took him back. We were really interested in seeing what Rags’s reaction to him would be, and we wanted to see them together. Plus Kim was curious to meet him. So yes, we took the time to go back by Kim’s house before leaving town. And the father and son were quite intrigued with each other. They’re about the same size.” She chuckled. “Rags actually dragged out some of Rusty’s treasures for everyone to see. He brought a dog’s rope toy out into the living room while we women chatted, and a bathing-suit top. Does that sound familiar?”
Michael smiled and nodded. “It must have been déjà-vu for Rags.”
“He also pulled a purse down the hall and carried it to Kim. She hadn’t seen it before. It wasn’t hers. She opened it and there was a wallet in there with ID and money and everything. Kim was so embarrassed. She called the owner who, as it turns out, doesn’t even live in the area. She was visiting a friend around the corner, and I guess Rusty somehow got into the house, found her purse, and dragged it home. The gal was happy she would be getting it back, and surprised, I guess, to learn that it was taken by a cat. She has cats and was quite amused by this.”“So Rags made sure the gal got her belongings back, did he?” Michael said, running his hand over Rags’s fur as he lay next to Savannah and Teddy on the couch. He shook his head, then asked. “So do you think you have a book?”
“Yes. But there are still some loose ends.”
“Like?” he asked.
“As I said we need to get the results of the DNA test to make sure Rusty is the culprit who wooed Angel. And I’m eager to hear that Jeannie’s back home with her children. I’m not sure when they’ll release her.”
Michael smiled at her, then said, “Well, let’s put our children to bed and let you get some rest, shall we?” “Sounds good to me.” She faced him abruptly and asked, “How’s Foxy? Have you learned anything more about his injury?”
“No. So far the Stevens check out okay. Bud’s sending someone from animal services to talk to them before we decide what to do. They came to the clinic to see Foxy yesterday and seemed genuine to me. Mrs. Stevens said her job is changing, and she’ll have more time at home, which is why they adopted the kitten in the first place. So if the investigation goes well, we’ll send Foxy home maybe in a week or ten days.”
“Without Glori?”
“Of course, without Glori,” Michael asserted. “I’m not giving her away. Why? Do you want to give her away?”
“No,” Savannah said. “But don’t you think she’ll miss him?”
He nodded. “Sure she will. But she still has a full life here without Foxy, don’t you think so?”
“I guess. Yeah, she’ll probably be okay. Maybe I’ll take her back to the retirement home to visit the folks there if she gets lonely.”
“Sure,” Michael said. “She might like that.” He yawned. “Let’s go to bed.”
“Sounds good,” she said. She hugged her mother. “See you in the morning. Sleep in if you want to, I’ll take over with breakfast and the kids.”
“Oh, I don’t know, Vannie,” Gladys said. “I’m so used to waking up early.”
“Well, wake up and lounge in bed, read a steamy novel, take a hot bath.”
“Ohhh,” Gladys said, “sounds tempting. We’ll see how I feel in the morning.”
 
 **** 
Savannah had bathed and dressed the children the following morning and sat down to play with them when her phone chimed. She looked at the screen and told her mother, “It’s Pam, Jeannie Gerard’s sister. Hello,” she said into the phone.
“Hi, Savannah. I just wanted to let you know that Jeannie’s home. The kids are so happy.”
“Oh, Pam, that’s great! And her husband?” she asked hesitantly.
“Oh, we’re hoping he stays where he is for a very long time. We sure don’t want him around here. I just don’t know what he’ll do once he finds out Jeannie ratted him out, although he may already know it. Hey, Jeannie wants to talk to you.”
“Hi,” Jeannie said. “I want to thank you again for all that you’ve done for our family. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”
“Oh, well, Jeannie, I’m happy you’re home where you belong. What now?”
“Oh, I’m just going to enjoy my kids and my cats. We’re getting Bella back—she was another one of my favorite cats—a wonderful pet. And pets she and Angel will always be. No more cages and no more breeding. Hey, did you find Rags’s father?”
“Maybe,” Savannah said. “We’re waiting for the lab report. I’m pretty sure Rusty is the one—you know, your neighbor’s orange tabby. He and Rags are like two peas in a pod, only different colors.”
“Cool. That sure blows Drew’s idea out of the water. He blamed poor Mrs. Gallagher for selling us a pregnant cat. He wanted his money back in the worst way, and she wanted the cat back. She knew this hadn’t happened on her watch.”
“So she wouldn’t give his money back? I mean, if she wanted her back…”
“Oh no,” Jeannie said, “that wasn’t Drew’s plan. He wanted the money back and pain and suffering and he wanted to keep Angel.”
“What?” Savannah yelped. “Oh, he is a shrewd businessman—and maybe a little delusional.” She then said, “As for who is the father, we don’t have the DNA results yet, so we can’t be sure, but it’s leaning in Rusty’s direction.”
“Interesting,” Jeannie said. “I can’t wait to connect with Kim again and see what she thinks about all this. I guess both of our cats will be in your book, right?”
“Yes, for sure—well, if our suspicions are correct. I’ll let you and Kim know.”
“Thank you again.”
“You’re welcome, Jeannie, and thank you.”
“Throw that phone away, Mommy,” Lily said, when it chimed again. “Make it stop ringing.”
“I’m sorry, honey, it’s my new friend, Chris. I have to answer it. It could be important. Then I promise, I’ll put the phone away. Okay? And we’ll play.”
“Okay,” Lily said reluctantly.
“Hi, Chris. How are you after our big adventure?” Savannah said into the phone.
“Tired, but gosh, I’m glad I went. It was a blast. Thank you so much for letting me tag along.”
“Sure,” Savannah said. “I don’t know if I would have gone without you, or whether I would have found so much information. I can’t thank you enough for going with me.” She shimmied. “Hey, I’m on pins and needles here. Do you have a result?”
“I do,” she said happily. “The father is…drum roll…”
“Stop it, you’re torturing me,” Savannah joked.
“Yup, it’s Rusty,” Chris said.
“Wow!!!! We did it, Chris, high five and knuckle bump. We found the missing link.”
“Yes, we did. Exciting discovery. Hey, is Jeannie home?”
“Yes. I just spoke with her. She’s home and she’s getting another one of her cats back. She says no more breeding or showing. They are housecats now. She’s ultra-happy.”
“What now for her?”
“I hope the sisters will follow a path Pam told me about when they were staying with us.”
“What’s that?” Chris asked.
“She talked about taking Jeannie and the kids back to Oregon where Pam lives and opening a secondhand or antique store with some of the neat stuff their mother left in her estate. Evidently she was a collector of interesting things, and they put it in storage when she died. They’ve been talking about doing something like this for a while, and Pam figures this is a good time to do it.”
“What about the cats?” Chris asked.
“Hey, I firmly believe that wherever Jeannie goes, those cats will also go.”
“Good,” Chris said. “And Drew? Her awful husband—what about him?”
“I think Jeannie would like to forget about him. I’m not sure how strong she’ll be, but…” Savannah then said, “Hey, kiddo, my little ones are craving my attention today. I told Lily I’d hide my phone away for a while so we can play. Can we talk later?”
“Absolutely, I just wanted to tell you about the test results. I knew you’d be waiting.”
“Yes, I’m so happy. Thank you. Talk soon.”
 
 **** 
“Mom,” Savannah said after putting the children down for a nap that afternoon, “I haven’t had a chance to ask you about Karl. Michael told me on the phone yesterday that you thought things were sort of coming to a head. Is he still in jail?”
Gladys nodded. “Yes, I guess he was angry with Jilly for talking to the police about Daryl, but if I know Karl, he’s forgiven her already. I hope he also realizes that he’s only making a sad problem worse by trying to protect that kid. Jilly saw Karl yesterday, and she thinks he finally realizes his mistakes with his son. He said he was going to tell Craig everything he knows and let him do a proper investigation.” She winced. “I guess Craig or someone from Craig’s office has already talked to Daryl, and he’s furious with his father.”
“How’s Karl with that?” Savannah asked.
“I think he knows it’s the right thing to do. When he realized the severity of this crime, he knew he wasn’t doing himself or Daryl any favors by keeping his mouth shut.”
“Do they have a body yet?” Savannah asked. “Did they find the man he hit? Is he dead?”
“No, not that I know of.” Gladys spoke more quietly, “Karl thinks the kid and his buddies might have hidden the body somewhere. Craig’s checking the missing persons list.”
“So have they decided that the witness is credible? Are they sure someone was hit?”“Yes, maybe more than one witness. They wonder now if Daryl was street racing and when the car got wrecked, the driver escaped in a second car.” 
“So they think Daryl and his friends may have run off with the body? Why? If they were going to allow Karl to be blamed, why didn’t they just leave the body there?” Savannah reasoned.
“I’ve wondered that too, unless the victim was alive. Maybe they took him so he wouldn’t identify them,” Gladys said.
“Gads, that kid sure does know how to mess up his life, doesn’t he?” Savannah observed. “Kidnapping is a pretty serious charge. Does he know that? He can’t blame his father for that, can he?”
“You wouldn’t think so since his father’s in jail doing time for him,” Gladys said.
Just then the landline phone rang. Gladys looked at the screen and said, “It’s Craig. I wonder if he has news about Karl. Hello,” she said into the phone. She handed it to Savannah, saying, “It’s for you.” 
“Hi, Craig.”
“Hi. Listen a Sergeant Everett from LA is looking for you,” Craig said.
“Me? Why?”
“Well, I guess he has some information for you,” Craig explained. “He said he has your cell phone number, but he’s tried to call it several times and it goes to voicemail.”
She chuckled. “Yeah, the kids made me put my phone away and spend time with them. What’s up, Craig; do you know?”
“It’s about that body you found when you were running around in LA last week.”
“Yeah,” she said, “the one Rags found? Rags found it, you know.”
“Uh-huh,” he said. “They’ve identified it as the woman who owned the house—Mrs. Dreama Gallagher.”
Savannah gasped.
“Evidently she was killed, maybe by an intruder, and buried during a gnarly rainstorm some seven or eight years ago.”
“Do they know who did it?” she asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“Well, I’m pretty sure I do,” Savannah insisted. She said more quietly, “I shouldn’t have let her go. I must get her back.”
“What?” Craig said.
“Oh, I was just remembering something I heard while I was in LA. Craig, it’s possible that Drew Gerard killed her. Is he still in jail?”
“I believe so, but they’re going to turn him loose sometime today. That’s what the sergeant told me.”
“No!” Savannah said. “He did it. I’m sure he did. Have them talk to his wife. She might even know it, or maybe she’ll remember back to that day—you know, where he was, or whether he was home. From what I understand, he was furious when he saw the kittens born to the cat he’d bought from Mrs. Gallagher. And believe me, I’ve seen his fury; I know what he’s capable of. Craig, if it weren’t for Rags, I’m pretty sure that man would have at least hurt Pam and maybe me the night he burst into Mom’s place.”
“Yeah, but that night he was upset to find his children missing, right?” Craig confirmed.
“He secretly put a GPS tracker on his sister-in-law’s phone. Who does that?” Savannah took a breath. “And he wanted to kill Rags and his sisters and brothers.”
“What?”
“Yes, when they were born. He planned to kill them,” Savannah said. “He wanted to destroy those beautiful kittens.”
“Why?” Craig asked.
“Because they were the wrong color.”
Craig was silent for a moment, then said, “Okay, that’s good enough for me. I’ll talk to the sergeant and his superiors and see if we can get someone to follow up with Mr. Gerard.”
“Yeah,” Savannah said, “and have them talk to Buzz. He lives behind Mrs. Gallagher’s house. It sounds like he kind of kept an eye on her. He just might have seen or heard something that night. Have the police talk to him.”
“Will do. Thanks, Savannah. I’ll be in touch.”
 
 **** 
“We got ourselves a confession,” Craig said later that afternoon when Savannah answered her cell phone.
“Oh?” Savannah asked.
“Yes, Drew Gerard confessed. I guess that man’s a keg of dynamite, about ready to explode. They didn’t have to press very hard to break him. And the neighbor, Buzz, said he remembers hearing loud voices the night she went missing. His witness testimony was in the file. He said it was raining pretty hard, but he recalls hearing shouting. He didn’t go out to investigate and always wished he had because he learned the following day that his neighbor was missing.”
“Gads, that poor woman. How…” “Blunt force to the head. Mr. Gerard claims it was an accident, that he only pushed her, but that still implicates him. I imagine he won’t see the light of day, maybe ever.”
“Good,” Savannah said.
“You really don’t like that guy, do you?” he asked.
“No, and I’m happy for his wife, who’s now free to live her life without his horrible…horribleness.”
“Okay,” Craig said. “So you’re glad he’s a murderer?”
“Yes, well, I’m glad he got caught,” she said. “He’s an awful man, and he deserves every bad thing he gets. He hurts cats; he almost killed Rags.”
Craig spoke more quietly. “Yeah, when you told me that…well, it turned the tide for me.”
“Hey, thank you, Craig, for bringing me the news. I really appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome,” he said. “So did you accomplish your goal when you went to LA?”
“Yes!” she exclaimed. “We found two of Rags’s siblings and may actually be able to find the others because they were sold as purebreds, although, I’m not sure I’ll pursue that search. We’ll see. I got to meet Rags’s beautiful mother, Angel, and we found Rags’s father. That was the most exciting and interesting part. Yes, it was a good trip, and now I have a book to write.” She said, “Craig, about Karl. Can you tell me how that case is going? Mom’s been pretty upset about it. It sounds like a serious situation.”
“Yes, I’m afraid it is. I’m inclined to believe Karl, but they can’t find the victim, so the investigation is kind of at a standstill. Oh, there are a few leads, but none of them has panned out so far. We actually believe we know who the victim is, if only we could locate him, either dead or alive.” He let out a deep sigh. “Tell Gladys that we’re working on it. We’d hoped to come up with enough evidence to let Karl go, but we’re not making very good progress—at least not very fast.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Hey, something just came in for me. I’d better go. I’ll be in touch soon. In fact, I may need to enlist my feline partner to help us with something. I’ll let you know. Good bye.”
“No. Craig…” Savannah said into the phone. When she realized he’d ended the call, she dropped the phone to her side and shook her head. I wonder what he meant by that.
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