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Chapter One
  
 Savannah wrapped her arms around her husband. “Thanks for helping with the dishes.” She buried her face in his neck. 
 After a few seconds Michael pulled away. “Hey, what’s going on? Are you crying?” He lifted her chin and asked tenderly, “What’s wrong, hon?” 
 “I guess I’m just feeling overwhelmed,” Savannah admitted. 
 He grinned. “You, the original multitasking powerhouse?” 
 “Ha,” she mocked. “Powerhouse? Not me. Not this week. I just feel like…well, like I have too much coming at me.” 
 Michael frowned. “Like what? What can I help you with?” He glanced out the kitchen window. “Want me to feed the horses?” 
 She shook her head. “I did it earlier.” She dropped into a chair and took a ragged breath. “It’s just that Mom’s so worried about Karl and that’s upsetting. Then we have this trip coming up. I feel like I’m behind on my writing, and there just doesn’t seem to be enough time to enjoy the children these days. Oh, and Craig’s coming over in a few minutes.” 
She cringed. “I’m almost afraid to find out what he wants. I’m pretty sure it has to do with Karl’s situation.” She glanced up at him. “He called when you took Lexie out a while ago. Mom’s on her way back from Auntie’s with the kids. She wants to hear what he has to say.” 
 “Do you expect bad news? Why, hon? What did the detective say?” 
 She shook her head. “I don’t know what he’s going to tell us. I’m just concerned for Mom and for Karl. The way things are going, Karl may be convicted of something he didn’t do, all because he chose to overprotect his delinquent son. Mom will be heartbroken. She really does care for Karl.” Savannah took a deep breath. “On top of all that, this afternoon I received a frantic call from Jeannie.” 
 “Jeannie?” 
 “You know, the gal who has Rags’s mother. I visited her in that prison facility a couple of weeks ago.” 
 “Yeah, taking the rap for something her husband did,” Michael groused. “How any man could do that and still call himself a man…” He shook his head and eased into a chair across from Savannah, asking in a calmer voice, “What did she say to upset you? We’re still going up to Oregon for the grand opening of their antique store, aren’t we, or have those plans changed?” 
 She shook her head, then nodded. “Maybe slightly. We’re still going, but Jeannie wanted to warn us that things might be a little chaotic. She and her sister, Pam, finally took over their mother’s home. I guess they had to have a marshal escort one of the tenants out, and now they think they’ve been robbed. There are things she and Pam remember being in the house that are gone. They’re most upset about a painting that meant a lot to their mother. They’d planned to make it sort of the trademark or centerpiece for their business.” 
 “Do they think the tenant did something with it—you know, maybe put it in a closet or something?” Michael suggested. 
 Savannah thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t know. According to Jeannie, the tenant admitted that someone might have taken some things. She claims she came home one evening and found the front door open.” 
 “Did the tenant call the police?” Michael asked. “Did they fill out a report? Hopefully the painting was insured.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “I didn’t get many details because we didn’t talk long. Jeannie seemed kind of distracted.” She looked at him. “Anyway, how do you put a price on an heirloom?” She let out a sigh. “Michael, I don’t know what sort of mess we’ll be walking into up there.” 
 “So we’re still going?” he asked. “They haven’t cancelled their event?” 
 “Yes. We’re still going. I’d like to leave Monday or Tuesday, if that’s okay with you. The grand opening is Friday, and it sounds like they’re going to need some help and maybe a little support.” 
 “Sure,” he agreed. “I’ve taken the week off anyway, and I was looking forward to a little trip with the kids. So you want to leave Monday? That’s cutting it a little close. Can you be ready by then?” 
 “Well, that’s part of my anxiety—this rush to get things done.” She blew out a long breath. “I just hope things aren’t too…” she started. “Oh, I don’t know, Michael. I guess I want it all. I want to go places and do things, but right now—in this moment—I just want my slow-paced, sweet life back. I’m tired of all the chaos and trouble.” 
 When the doorbell rang, she stood up and walked swiftly toward the living room, mumbling, “Chaos and trouble. Chaos and trouble. That should be my middle name.” 
 Michael grinned at his wife and followed her into the living room. 
 Savannah opened the door to find Craig helping Gladys lift the stroller onto the porch. She smiled and called out to the children, “Hi, guys. Did you have a nice walk?” 
 “Auntie jiggle!” Two-year-old Teddy chirped. 
 “What?” Michael asked. “Auntie jiggles?” He looked at Gladys. “What does that mean? Was Maggie dancing or something?” 
 “Auntie made us Jigglers,” Lily explained. “You know, Daddy, that squishy Jell-O you hold in your hand and eat.” 
 Teddy looked wide-eyed and giggled. “I eat jiggle.” 
 Michael picked up the toddler. “Was it good?” 
 Teddy rubbed his tummy and smiled. “Mmmm.” 
 Michael laughed and kissed the boy. “Yup. I taste the jiggle. Cherry?” he asked. 
 “Red,” Teddy responded. “Red jiggle.” 
 Gladys shivered as they walked into the house. “Oooh, we left Maggie’s just in time. It’s starting to get chilly out there.” 
 “Yes, it’s that time of day,” Savannah confirmed. She hugged the detective. “Can I get you something to drink? Iced tea, water, coffee?” 
 “Coffee,” he said. “And you might want to join me.” 
 She frowned. “What?” 
 He winked and motioned for her to scurry on into the kitchen. 
 
 **** 
 “Please, Vannie,” Gladys begged twenty minutes later as the foursome discussed Karl Sanders’s fate. “This may be his only chance. Like Craig said, time could be running out for the hit-and-run victim. If he dies, there’s no one who can clear Karl of that awful crime.” She fought back tears. “Karl could die in prison for something he didn’t do.” 
 Savannah sighed deeply. “So, Craig, you believe that man’s still alive? What makes you think so?” 
 “And what do you see as Rags’s role in this?” Michael asked, running his hand over the cat when he walked up to him. 
 “Well…” Craig stalled, “it’s a hunch.” Before anyone could respond, he added, “And I have a pretty good nose for these things.” He cleared his throat and coughed. “It’s not public yet, but we found a few things yesterday, when we arrested those fools, that support my gut feeling.” With a grin of satisfaction, he said, “Dang, it felt good to catch up with those hoodlums. What an arrogant misfit that Daryl Sanders is. He’s still screaming that he didn’t do nothin’ and it was probably his father who hit that guy.” 
 Mimicking the kid, Craig said, “It was his father’s car, after all.” He glanced around the room and continued, “The jerk said, ‘You check and you’ll see it’s in his name, not mine. He must have hit that guy, not me.’” Craig shook his head. “What a….” He looked at the others and changed his tone. “Anyway, I want real bad to believe the victim is still alive and, Savannah, I’d sure like to find him before he dies of starvation or exposure or something.” 
 “And you think Rags can help?” she asked. “He doesn’t even know the man. Why would he care?” When Craig hesitated, she added, “We know he’ll search to find someone he’s fond of, but…” 
 “And someone he doesn’t know who’s in trouble,” Craig said. He stared down at his hands before adding, “We’ve all seen him lead us to a random victim. Look at the risk he took to save that little baby who was wandering around on the balcony of that apartment building last year. He didn’t know her. Nor did he know that retired teacher who went missing, or some of the others he has managed to save.” He looked at Savannah. “I’m convinced that if we take the cat to the general area where I believe the guy was left, he will find him. Rags will find him.” 
 Michael leaned forward and asked, “You say you have an idea where to look; why aren’t the police out there saturating that area? If he’s there, they should be able to find him.” 
 “Been there, done that,” Craig grumbled. “They’re convinced he isn’t there.” He winced. “There may have been a lottery ticket involved, you know.” 
 “A lottery ticket?” Michael questioned. 
 Craig nodded. “Yeah, if the victim is who we think it is, he had left home to buy some scratch-offs. The police captain speculates that the victim hit it big and skipped town to enjoy his wealth. They’re off in a different direction checking into that possibility.” 
 Craig shook his head. “I don’t buy it. When they called off the search, that’s when I shifted into high gear.” He looked at Rags. “I’d really like to bring out my secret weapon and blow a huge hole in their theory.” 
 “Where do you think he is?” Savannah asked. 
 Craig glanced around at the others. “We found Sanders and his two friends in an abandoned industrial area. They’d set up housekeeping, if you’d call it that, in a corner of the most secluded building. There was evidence that they had a fourth person in there—someone who was bedridden or maybe restrained, but he or she wasn’t there when we made our hit.” 
 When the others looked confused, he said, “You know, we raided the place. They may have been tipped off, which is a possibility, since their belongings were at a minimum. It was like they’d started to move out. If they were spooked, they may have moved the victim.” He tightened his lips and said, “Or he could have died, in which case we’ll be looking for a body.” 
 “Do you know who you’re looking for?” Michael asked. 
 Craig nodded. “Aaron Baker. That’s the most-probable-case scenario. Mrs. Baker said her husband left the house that evening shortly before the accident. He walked to a local mini-mart to buy a few scratch-offs. That, we have confirmed. He does that fairly often, and the clerk knows him. He was evidently hit on his way back home. Or, like the captain says, he hit it big with his lottery ticket and took the first flight to Cancun.” 
 “If that were the case,” Savannah asked, “do you have another possible victim?” 
 Craig shrugged. “A random vagrant, perhaps. Or it could be another man, who disappeared a few days earlier in that same area, named Efrain Acosta. But my money’s on it being Baker. His wife says he had this dream that he’d win enough in the lottery to move his family out of the slums. I guess one of his kids has some sort of respiratory problem, and he’d like to get her away from the pollution and out into the fresh air.” 
 He smiled. “Seems like a nice young family. They also take care of an elderly grandfather. Hers, I think.” He took a breath and made eye contact with Michael, then Savannah. “I’d really like to find that man and deliver him home to his family. The sooner, the better.” 
 “Are you sure it isn’t wishful thinking that he’s still alive, Craig?” Savannah suggested. 
 Craig was silent for a moment, then said, “Hey, why don’t you call your psycho—I mean psychic friend, Rochelle? Let’s see what she has to say.” 
 Savannah grinned. “So, not only do you want Rags help, you’re also willing to call on a psychic? Craig, I’m surprised at you.” 
 “Don’t judge, Savannah,” he scolded playfully. He glanced at his watch. “Let’s call her and just ask. She can either tell us something or she can’t. I don’t want to leave any stone unturned.” 
 “Okay,” Savannah agreed, picking up her phone. “Hi, Rochelle, it’s Savannah. How are you?” 
 “Great!” Rochelle said. “How nice to hear from you. Is everything okay up there?” 
 “Sure is. We just miss you.” 
 “We’ll see you this weekend,” Rochelle said in a sing-song voice. She asked, “Your plans haven’t changed, have they?” 
 “No,” Savannah assured her. “We’re really looking forward to it.” When she saw Craig motioning for her to get to the point, she said, “Rochelle, I’m actually on a mission tonight.” 
 “Oh? Are you selling Girl Scout cookies?” 
 Savannah laughed. “No cookies.” 
 The detective frowned impatiently. 
 “Listen Rochelle, Craig’s working on a case in the city there and he wonders if you have a sense about an aspect of it.” 
 “Not that awful hit-and-run that occurred a couple of weeks ago?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said, wide-eyed. “You know about it?” 
 “It’s been haunting me,” Rochelle said quietly. 
 “Haunting you? How?” Savannah asked. 
 Craig leaned forward in his chair and focused on Savannah. 
 “Well, we know the Baker family,” Rochelle explained, “and I feel so awful for them. They’re the nicest people.” 
 “How do you know them?” Savannah asked. 
 “They attend our church. One of their daughters is Simon’s age. He also knows her from school.” 
 “Interesting,” Savannah mumbled. “Well, Rochelle, what Craig wants to know is your thoughts or insight about Mr. Baker. Do you get a sense as to where he is or how he is?” 
 Rochelle was quiet for a moment, then said, “Yes, actually. I talked about this to a police officer I know earlier this afternoon, but he wasn’t very receptive. Is Craig looking for Aaron?” 
 “Yes, rather desperately, actually. He wants to use Rags. They’ve picked up the creepy kids who are thought to have hit and then kidnapped Mr. Baker, but I’m sure they can’t hold them for long without Mr. Baker’s testimony. What do you see, Rochelle—anything?” 
 “Yes,” she said excitedly. “As I told that policeman just yesterday, he’s in a small dark space. There are cats around…” 
 “Cats?” Savannah questioned. She said to Craig, “Rochelle sees cats.” 
 Craig nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, there are definitely cats in and among those abandoned buildings. I saw them scattering right and left.” 
 At the same time, Rochelle said, “There are a lot of cats. I was seeing the cats with him, but now I don’t quite so much. He’s been moved and the cats can’t get to him as easily.” She spoke more quietly. “His fate has been sealed. I believe he’s been entombed.” Rochelle paused, then said, “Savannah, he’s running out of time.” 
 Savannah reported to the others, “She says he’s running out of time.” 
 Gladys gasped. 
 Craig leaped from his chair and reached for Savannah’s phone. “Let me talk to her. Hi, Rochelle, it’s Craig Sledge. Listen, can you see anything—anything at all that gives a clue as to where he is?” 
 “Hi, Craig. I’m glad you’re on the case. As I told Savannah, Aaron has been moved. The cats know where he is, but they probably won’t tell you.” She was silent for a moment, then said, “They might tell Rags. Take Rags out to that place where they were holding him. Like I said, they’ve moved him, but he’s still on that property.” 
 “Yes, we’re talking about taking Rags,” Craig said. “So what can you tell me about where he is now?” 
 “It’s isolated…um…hidden…camouflaged. He’s inside…it’s like a vault.” 
 “Underground?” he asked. 
 “I don’t think so. Craig, you have to find him, and quickly. This has been very difficult for him.” 
 “Rochelle, can you give me a better clue? We don’t have any time to waste. What exactly do you see?” 
 “As you may know, Craig, I’m not a robot or a computer. The visions that come to me are often vague, but let me concentrate for a moment.” Minutes later, she said, “Blue. I see a splash of sky-blue paint. He’s in a locker of some sort—like you’d find in a meat market or a grocery store, but it’s not obvious. You’ll have to dig to find it.” 
 “So he is underground,” Craig said impatiently. 
 “No. No he’s not. The…um…chamber is above ground, but covered up.” She took a couple of quick breaths. “Look for the cats. They might be staying close to him.” Rochelle spoke more deliberately. “Follow the cats and look beneath the debris.” More urgently, she said, “Hurry, Craig. Please hurry.” 
 “Thanks, Rochelle. I will.” Craig ended the call and handed Savannah her phone. “Can you pack his bag? I have a chartered plane waiting for us.” 
 Savannah looked to Michael for his reaction. He simply stared back at her. 
 “You don’t have plans do you?” Craig asked. 
 “Nothing concrete,” Savannah said, “until the weekend. The Whitcombs are coming up with Adam, then we have a road trip planned to Oregon on Monday.” She looked at her mother. 
 “We’ll be okay,” Gladys said. “I’ll take care of the children. Just go, will you? I want you to find that poor man. As far as we know he’s the only one who can exonerate Karl.” 
 “Okay,” Savannah said, walking toward her bedroom. 
 “I’ll get the cat’s things together,” Michael offered. 
 Savannah stopped and asked, “What will I need, Craig?” 
 “Warm clothes, sensible shoes, and maybe your overnight bag. You keep that packed, don’t you?” 
 She nodded and disappeared into the hallway. 
 
 **** 
 “You expect me to walk around this spooky place in the dark?” Savannah complained when Craig parked their rental car in an abandoned industrial park in San Francisco three hours later. 
 “We need to find him sooner rather than later,” Craig said. “So, yes.” He handed Savannah a flashlight. “In case we get separated.” 
 She pulled her jacket more tightly around herself. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” 
 “Let’s start where we found those fools hiding out,” he suggested. 
 Savannah followed Craig, holding the flashlight in one hand and Rags’s leash in the other. “There’s a cat,” she announced. “There’s another one, or was that a rodent?” She shivered. “This place is creepy.” 
 Craig ignored her and led the way into a building. “This is where they set up housekeeping.” 
 “Karl’s son?” she asked. 
 “Yes, and his two accomplices.” He shined his flashlight around. “Cozy, huh?” 
 “Yeah, lovely,” she snarked. “Hey Craig, look at Rags. I think he’s found something.” 
 “What,” he spat, “a rat?” He continued shining the light around, then focused on Rags. “What’s he doing, anyway? Why’s he doing that?” 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah whined. 
 He grumbled, “I thought you were tuned in to that cat. You don’t know why he’s clawing at that stack of boxes?” 
 “He probably thinks there’s something under there,” she said. “Maybe a mouse or a cricket, or a spider. Let’s pull them out from the wall and see.” 
 “Why?” he protested. “We’re on a mission, not a pleasure trip for the cat.” 
 “Humor him, Craig. He may have found something important. Move those boxes and let’s see, shall we?” 
 Craig pushed against the stack of boxes with one leg and discovered they were too heavy to slide. He placed his flashlight on the floor and lifted the top box from the stack, then the second one. He slid the largest box away from the wall. “Nothing,” he said, picking up his flashlight. “Let’s go.” 
 “Wait,” Savannah called. “What’s that? There’s something under that box. I can see it sticking out. That’s what he’s after. See, he’s pawing at it.” 
 Reluctantly, Craig lifted the box and Rags batted at something with his paw. 
 “What is it,” Craig asked sarcastically, “part of a cigarette carton or a twelve-pack of beer?” 
 “I’m not touching it,” Savannah said, recoiling. 
 Craig, meanwhile, shone his light on the item. “Looks like a lottery ticket.” 
 “Really?” Savannah exclaimed. 
 He picked it up and examined it, saying, “Well, I’ll be.” 
 She moved closer. “What?” 
 “Remember I told you the family thought Mr. Baker went out to get lottery tickets?” 
 She nodded. 
 He waved it in the air. “This could be it, and guess what?” 
 “What? Did he win a free ticket?” she asked. 
 “Yeah, like maybe ten thousand free tickets.” He held it up for her to see. “It’s a big winner, Savannah.” He stared down at it again. “I wonder if he knows about this, or if those jerks took it from him and scratched it off, then hid it under those boxes.” 
 He laughed. “Good job, Rags. Good boy. You may have turned the tide for an innocent family.” He tucked the ticket into his pocket and said, “Well, let’s start looking for something like a freezer or a cooler with a spray of blue paint hidden among debris, shall we?” 
 “Did you hear that, Rags?” Savannah asked, petting him. “Can you recognize blue?” 
 Craig looked down at the cat. “Do you think he can?” 
 “Heck, I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure he knows we’re looking for someone. If he gets a sense or a scent, he’ll probably tell us about it.” She looked back at the boxes Craig had moved. “I mean, how in the world did he know that ticket was under there?” 
 “Maybe a piece of it was sticking out,” Craig reasoned. 
 “But why would he care?” she asked. 
 Craig shook his head and led the way back out into the night. 
 Several minutes later Savannah said, “I don’t see anything like what Rochelle described. Are you sure we’re in the right area? We’ve walked through almost every building out here and it just gets spookier and spookier.” 
 “You said it. We’ve walked through almost all of them, but not all of them. We have a few more to go. Spooky or not, we have to find that guy.” 
 “Why aren’t the San Francisco police on this?” she asked. 
 “I told you, they believe they’ve exhausted the options out here. They’re convinced he isn’t here, but they don’t have what we have,” Craig said. 
 “What’s that,” she asked, “a warped sense of reality?” 
 “No. We have Rags.” 
 “A big help he’s been so far,” she grumbled 
 He faced her. “Didn’t you take your Prozac today?” 
 “What?” she asked. “I don’t take Prozac and you know it.” 
 “You sure sound grumpy. I’m not used to having a grumpy partner. Maybe I ought to just take Rags, and you can go wait in the car.” 
 “By myself?” she yelped. “No thanks.” Before she could say anything else, Rags pulled against the leash. “Hey Craig, he wants to go that way. Look at him pull.” She said to the cat, “Hold up, boy. Where are you taking me?” 
 “Follow him, Savannah,” Craig said with renewed energy. “Let’s follow him. Where’s he going?” 
 “I don’t know.” She aimed her flashlight out ahead of them. “Toward that stack of lumber and brush, I guess.” 
 “Debris,” Craig recited as they approached the large pile. He looked around. “Surely this isn’t what Rochelle saw.” He poked around in the rubble. “There’s nothing here but junk and trash.” When he saw Savannah struggling a little with Rags, he said, “Let go of him. I want to see where he takes us.” 
 “Oh Craig, I don’t know,” she whined. 
 “Just do it. He’s not going to run off. He knows where his meal ticket comes from. Let go of the leash; we’ll be able to catch him.” 
 Reluctantly she removed the cat’s harness. “There’s just too much stuff he could get caught up in with the harness on him.” She took a deep breath. “Find poor Mr. Baker, Rags. Be safe,” she whispered. 
 “There he goes,” Craig said, watching the cat work his way into the pile of lumber, brush, bricks, boxes, and pieces of metal. “I hope he isn’t after someone’s decaying lunch.” 
 Savannah recoiled. “I hope he doesn’t meet up with a badger or a snake.” 
 The couple continued watching Rags until he disappeared. 
 “Oh no,” Savannah said. “I can’t see him. Where’d he go?” 
 “Relax,” Craig said. “We know he’s in the pile there, somewhere. He knows where we are. He could be trying to show us something. Let’s see what it is.” 
 Savannah took a deep breath and shivered against the damp chill. They waited and they waited. 
 Finally Craig called out, “Here he comes.” He moved closer, directing his light beam toward the cat. “He’s got something. Let’s hope it’s painted blue, or that it’s directions to the cooler Rochelle saw.” He motioned to Savannah. “See if you can get your hands on him.” 
 Savannah moved forward and called to Rags, who finally snaked his way out of the twisted jumble of refuse. “What did you find, Rags?” she asked. “It had better be something useful to us, or you’re probably going to be fired.” 
 “What is it?” Craig asked, moving closer. When he realized that Savannah wasn’t eager to put her hands on the thing, he reached for it, held it up, and examined it. 
 “Is it blue?” she asked. 
 He shook his head. “No.” More excitedly he said, “But I believe it belongs to Mr. Baker. He held it out for Savannah to see. “It’s a check stub from Simmons Pet and Feed. That’s where he works.” He shined his light into the debris again and muttered, “Either Mr. Baker is in there somewhere, or he has been separated from his belongings and they were tossed out here.” 
 He glanced around. “Savannah, put him back on his leash and tie him up someplace. Let’s start tearing into this pile and see what we find.” He retrieved his phone and placed a call. “Sledge here. I’m out in the industrial park off Adams Street. We may have found Aaron Baker. No, we don’t know if he’s dead or alive, but we could sure use some help. Can you send out a couple of officers ASAP? Thanks.” He pocketed his phone and he and Savannah began moving the pile, piece by piece. 
 It didn’t take long for Craig and two police officers to remove enough of the trash so that they could see into the center of the mound. Savannah held the light for the workers. “Look!” she shouted. “Blue! Craig, I see a streak of blue in there!” 
 “Blue?” one of the officers questioned, heaving a section of a two-by-four across the yard. 
 Craig picked up his flashlight and moved into the pile where Savannah pointed. “Well, I’ll be,” he remarked. “There’s a small building under this stuff. See that, officers? We sure missed this before, didn’t we?” He moved closer. “It looks like an old icehouse, and there’s a swatch of blue paint across the door there. Hurry,” he called out to the others, “let’s get this stuff away from the entrance. I want to be able to get to that door.” As the others continued to toss pieces of wood and brush aside, Craig looked more closely at the small building and said, “But how did the cat get inside?” 
 “The cat?” one officer repeated. 
 “Yeah, Eaton,” Craig said. “The cat came out of this garbage pile with Baker’s paycheck stub a while ago, but where did he get it? I hope from Baker himself. I think he’s inside there, but how did the cat get to him?” He tossed his flashlight aside and began moving the contents of the pile even more quickly, creating a pathway to the door of the icehouse. “Stuck!” he complained after he tried to open the door. He motioned for the officers to join him, and instructed, “Savannah, shine your light over here.” 
 “It’s jammed,” Officer Espinoza said after they’d used brute strength trying to force the door open. “It’s been out here for too long.” 
 Craig looked around. “But how did the cat…” He ran his hand through his hair. “Maybe he didn’t get inside.” He shined his light around the outside of the building. “Do any of you see anything out here, like maybe a body or someone’s personal papers?” 
 Savannah shuddered, but contributed her light to the task. 
 “Savannah,” Craig called out a while later, “see if your cat will show you where he found that stub.” 
 “Come on, Rags,” Savannah said, “where did you get that clue, huh, boy? Show me.” She watched him for a sign, but he didn’t move. He simply sat staring at the men in the dim light. After a short while, Rags stood up and walked intentionally to the right of the small building, into and under and through a tangle of brush that had been added to the pile probably months earlier. 
 Savannah did her best to follow him. When she was in a position to see the side of the building, she used her flashlight and called, “Hey Craig, there’s a window over here!” 
 “Well, I’ll be. Whoever heard of an icehouse with a window?” 
 “I don’t think it’s glass,” she said. “I’m not even sure you can see in there. It’s painted over. Hey, maybe it’s an escape hatch.” 
 “Could be,” he said, making his way to Savannah and Rags. He took one look and called out, “Hey, let’s move the stuff from over here! This may be our way in.” 
 It didn’t take the men long to clear a path. Craig was first to reach the window. “Baker!” he called, tapping on it. “Baker!” 
 They heard nothing. Craig examined the window more closely when Rags walked up to him and meowed. Craig asked, “Is this your way in, cat?” He picked up Rags, who immediately stepped onto the narrow sill and pushed his way into the structure. 
 “Oh, that’s how it’s done, is it?” Craig said. He pushed the bottom of the window and shined his light inside through the small opening. “Mr. Baker?” 
 All Craig heard in return was, “Meow.” 
 “Mr. Baker?” he called again. 
 “I heard something,” Savannah said. 
 “Oh, yes, you have those supersonic ears. What did you hear?” 
 “A moan. I’m pretty sure it came from inside there.” Wide-eyed, she said, “I think he’s in there, Craig.” 
 “Mr. Baker!” Craig called again. He put his ear up to the opening and announced, “Yes, he’s in there.” He glanced at the others and said more quietly, “Or someone is.” He stepped back and examined the window. “We need to tear that off of there, guys, so we can climb inside. Do you think we can do it?” 
 “With some of the tools I saw in that pile, I think we probably can,” Officer Espinoza said. “Let me see what I can find.” 
 Just then Craig heard another voice. “What’re you fellows doing?” 
 Savannah grabbed Craig’s arm. “Who’s that?” 
 “I don’t know,” he hissed, unbuttoning his jacket for easier access to his pistol. “Show yourself,” he demanded. 
 “Who says?” the voice responded. 
 “Police. We need to get into this icehouse. Can you help us?” 
 “Why?” the man asked, walking closer. “There’s no ice in there no more.” 
 Going out on a limb, Craig said, “But we believe someone is being held hostage in there.” 
 The man drew closer and squinted. “Are you playing me for a fool, mister? ’Cause you got the wrong man. There’s been no one in that cooler for forty years, I’d say. And there’s nothing or no one inside now, I can tell you that!” 
 Craig looked the man in the eyes. “How do you know? You must have had it open at some time. Can you open it for us?” 
 “Sure I have,” the stranger said. “Come on, I’ll show you.” He turned to Craig. “By the way, I’m with the police too. I’m a security guard when I’m working. I come out here to walk at night, to keep myself in shape, you know. Usually no one’s around. I have the place to myself. Sometimes people come out here to hide, like those punks who were here last week. I reported them, and the police took them away yesterday. Never did find out why they were hiding out, but they’re gone now.” 
 “That’s right,” Officer Eaton said, returning with an iron bar. “They’ve been arrested.” 
 Craig added, “But they left someone behind, and we think he’s inside this…um…tomb.” 
 The security guard stared at Craig for a moment, then walked around to the front of the icehouse. He tried the large lever handle, but it wouldn’t budge. “Hmmm. Something seems to be jammin’ it.” He looked at Craig. “I had it open just a couple of days ago. In fact, I opened it for those punks.” 
 Craig turned quickly to face the guard. “No kidding? And did they say why they wanted it open?” 
 “Naw. Just curious, I guess.” The guard scowled. “I helped them clear this pathway, then noticed later that they’d covered it all up again. They sure went to a lot of trouble to do that, but I guess they had their reasons.” He examined the door lever again. “Why is this thing stuck like this? I had it working pretty slick a couple of days ago.” He faced the others. “And I made sure it worked from the inside, too. It’s a dangerous thing to leave where kids might go inside and become trapped.” 
 Craig pointed. “There’s a window on that side, but it doesn’t seem to open other than to let a little air in.” 
 “Right,” the guard agreed. He went back to work on the door, eventually saying, “It looks like someone shoved some rocks into the mechanism here. Let’s see if we can find a screw driver or something we can use to dig those out.” He glanced at Officer Eaton. “Let me see that poker you found, and I might need extra muscle here.” 
 The two officers moved forward and the three men worked to try to release the lever, when finally Officer Eaton announced, “Got it. Stand back.” 
 Once the door creaked open, Craig pushed his way into the icehouse ahead of the others. He shone his flashlight into the room and muttered, “Good God.” He shouted, “Savannah, call for an ambulance, and come get your cat!” 
 Savannah placed the emergency call, then walked to where the detective and one officer crouched inside the icehouse, looking down at a man who was lying on a single blanket on the floor. 
 “Rags,” she said when she saw the man weakly petting him. 
 “Is this your cat?” he asked, his voice a mere whisper. 
 “Yes,” Craig said. “I guess he came in a little earlier and took something from you.” He said to Savannah, “This is Aaron Baker.” 
 Before Savannah could speak, Mr. Baker said haltingly, “How he…found me in here…” he swallowed hard. “I’ll never know. I see cats, but…” he took a couple of shallow breaths, “he’s different. He came in with something in his mouth.” He swallowed again. “I think it was…a...an old rag. So I…I gave him my check stub in case…” 
 Craig pulled a bottle of water from his jacket pocket. “Don’t try to speak. Here, take a few sips.” He lifted Mr. Baker up a little so he could drink. “Did you know you’re practically buried out here in this old icehouse? It was hidden under the biggest pile of rubbish.” 
 “Not really,” he said. “I sleep a lot.” Mr. Baker smiled weakly and pointed. “The cat…he pushed on that window…did he bring you the…?” 
 “Yes,” Craig said. “He brought your check stub to us, and that’s why we were fairly certain you were here.” 
 “I didn’t know a…a cat could…” Aaron Baker started. 
 Craig smiled. “He’s an unusual cat.” He then asked, “How are you? Anything broken?” 
 Aaron rolled his head from side to side slowly. “I don’t think so. Just cold…hungry…scared.” He looked around. “Where are those…those…” 
 “Hoodlums?” Craig said. 
 Aaron nodded. “They hit me with their car.” 
 “I know,” Craig said. 
 The victim tried to sit up. “Can you call my wife? Tell her…” 
 “Sure,” Craig said, supporting the man’s weight. “What’s her number?” 
 He choked up. “I’ve been so worried. My family…those people took my money and my tickets.” 
 “Your lottery tickets?” Craig asked. 
 Aaron nodded and began to weep. “I should never have gone out that night. I always lose, anyway. Now they have nothing…my family.” He asked for another sip of water, then lay back down and said, “I was scratching a ticket off when…when I was hit.” 
 “Yes,” Craig said, “about that ticket…” 
 Just then Espinosa called, “They’re here. Make room for the paramedics.” 
 Craig patted Aaron Baker’s shoulder and smiled at him. “You’re going to be just fine and so will your family. You take care now.” He picked up Rags and he and Savannah quickly slipped out of the icehouse before the paramedics walked in. 
 Aaron lifted his head and asked the paramedic, “What did that detective mean…about me and my family…will be fine?” 
 The paramedic shrugged. “Let’s take care of you and you can talk to him later. Just lie back and let us get you stabilized for your ride to the hospital.” 
 “But my family…” he said just before the paramedic fitted him with an oxygen mask. 



Chapter Two
  
 “So, is this the cat I’ve heard so much about?” Sergeant Dave Bertles asked when Craig and Savannah carried Rags into the precinct later that night. 
 Craig nodded. “This is my partner, Rags. He led us to Mr. Baker, and he found this,” he said, holding up the winning lottery ticket. “I believe this belongs to the victim. Can you make sure he gets it? He doesn’t know yet what it’s worth; I don’t think he knows we found it. He told me that Daryl Sanders and his punk friends took his tickets from him, along with some money. I believe he’d just cashed his paycheck when he bought those tickets.” 
 The sergeant looked at the ticket and emitted a low whistle. “What a homecoming this will be for that family!” 
 “Sure will,” Craig agreed, grinning widely. 
 “And it’s all because of this cat?” Sergeant Bertles confirmed. 
 “Well, someone might have eventually discovered the ticket,” Craig said, “but yeah, Rags found it this evening hidden under a stack of boxes where those hoodlums had been living.” 
 The sergeant shook his head. “No, Sledge. I doubt it would have been found in time.” 
 “Huh?” Craig asked. “What do you mean?” 
 “That rat trap where Sanders and his bunch were keeping Baker was torched tonight.” 
 “Tonight?” Craig asked. “We didn’t see any fire out there.” He thought for a moment. “We did pass some engines just now headed that way, though.” 
 Bertles nodded. “Yeah, we just got the call. The fire smoldered inside for a while before it broke through and someone spotted it. We suspect it was an accomplice of Sanders who was ordered to get rid of any evidence that might be lingering in their living quarters.” He shrugged. “Or it was a coincidence. Who knows? But everything inside that old warehouse is gone.” He looked down at Rags. “You found that young man’s future just in the nick of time, cat.” He asked Savannah, “What’s his name again?” 
 “Rags. Actually Ragsdale.” 
 “Can I take a picture of him?” Bertles asked. He chuckled. “This story will make for interesting conversation in some of those boring meetings we have to sit through.” 
 “Sure,” Savannah said. 
 The sergeant smiled. “How about a selfie with me, cat?” 
 “Or I could take a picture of you with Rags,” Savannah offered. 
 Once they’d snapped a few photos, Savannah asked, “How is he? I mean, Mr. Baker?” 
 “He’ll be okay,” the sergeant said. He grinned. “And boy, is he ready to sing. In fact, you may have a passenger for your trip home tomorrow morning or tonight or whenever you’re leaving here.” 
 “Who?” Savannah asked. 
 “Karl Sanders.” 
 “Oh,” Savannah said brightly. “You’re releasing him?” 
 “We sure are. He never should have been arrested in the first place, but we didn’t know that then. From what I gather, Mr. Baker’s story implicates Sanders’s kid. He’s positive that Karl Sanders was nowhere around. He wasn’t involved in any way.” The sergeant chuckled. “In fact, Baker said he heard the kid bragging about the fact that his old man was taking the rap.” 
 Craig shook his head in disgust. “I hope Karl learned a good lesson.” 
 “How’s that?” the sergeant asked. 
 “To stop trying to protect his delinquent kid and let him grow up. That kid needs to roll around in his own…uh…you know what I mean,” Craig said. 
 “Daryl Sanders won’t see the light of day for quite a while. Do you suppose he’ll grow up in prison?” the sergeant asked, a cynical edge to his voice. 
 “Doubtful,” Craig said, “but possible, I guess. Karl’s been spoiling him for much too long. What do you think he’ll get, fifteen?” 
 “Probably around there,” Bertles agreed. 
 Savannah pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’d better call Mom. What time is it?” 
 “Eleven fifteen,” the sergeant said. 
 “I don’t think she’ll mind me waking her up to give her good news.” She placed the call, then reported, “It went to voice mail.” Minutes later, Savannah’s phone chimed. “It’s a text from Mom. She says Karl called her. She was on the phone with him when I called.” She looked up. “I guess they’ve released him already.” 
 “Yup,” Craig said, “here he comes.” He greeted, “Hey, champ. Good to see you on the outside.” 
 “Thanks,” Karl said, firmly shaking Craig’s hand. “And thank you for making it happen.” He smiled at Craig and Savannah. “I guess you two and the cat had something to do with this, right? Gladys told me you were here with him.” He looked down at Rags, then at Savannah. 
 “Hi Karl,” she said, hugging him. “It must be bittersweet.” 
 Just then two policemen walked into the lobby with Daryl Sanders between them. One of the officers said, “Hey, Sarge, they want us to deliver him to the crosstown facility.” 
 The sergeant nodded. 
 Before the trio could walk on through to the back exit, Daryl stopped and smirked at his father. “They let you out, did they, Pop? Are you gonna make my bail? Sure would appreciate it. I have things to do, you know. I really need to get back to my life.” 
 Unsmiling, Karl spat, “And you were willing to ruin mine?” 
 “Sure,” Daryl said, “it’s almost over anyway; look how old you are—what—sixty? Sixty-five? What’s it matter to you?” 
 “Yeah,” Karl muttered, “what’s it matter?” He took a deep breath. “Son, I’m sorry.” 
 “Yeah, you should be,” Daryl spat. “Isn’t a parent supposed to protect their kid?” 
 Karl winced. “That’s not what I’m sorry about, Daryl. I’m sorry that I ever lifted a hand to help you do the wrong thing. That’s all you’ve ever done, Son, is the wrong thing, and I helped you do it by taking your punishment or paying your way out of trouble.” 
 “And I thank you for that, Pop,” Daryl said. “That’s what parents are for—to get their kids out of trouble, right?” 
 “No. You’ve got it all backwards, and I’m sorry about that, too. I take some of the blame for that.” 
 “That’s okay, Pop. I don’t blame you. Now when will they let me loose? You got me a good lawyer, didn’t you? You’ll tell them that you were driving the car, right, Pop? That was your car, you know.” 
 “Yes, that car’s in my name,” Karl said with an impatient sigh, “but no, Daryl. I won’t help you shirk your responsibility. Never again. You did the crime, you’ll do the time.” 
 “But, Pop, I can’t go to jail,” Daryl whimpered. “Please, Dad, please help me. I didn’t mean to hurt anybody. Anyway, the guy didn’t die.” 
 “Sorry, Daryl. You’re on your own this time,” Karl said. 
 “Awww, you don’t mean that, Pop. Mom wouldn’t like it, you know that.” 
 Karl stared at the young man for a moment before saying, “Good bye, Son. I hope you spend your time in prison thinking about your life and commit to making better choices.” 
 “But Dad…” he called as the officers ushered him out of the building. “Dad, no, don’t let them do this to me. Dad,” he shouted, “I’m scared!” 
 Karl watched his son disappear out the door with the officers and into the darkness. He dropped his head and blew out a long breath. 
 Savannah patted Karl’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “That was rough.” 
 He nodded. “Yeah, it was, but it’s time I allow that boy to grow up. It certainly wasn’t working, the way I’ve been handling things. He just got more and more out of control. Now this—a kidnapping? I hear the guy’s okay, right?” 
 “Yes, but no thanks to that kid of yours,” Craig said. “He wouldn’t have lasted but a few more days in that tomb they locked him in.” 
 Karl grimaced. “I’m so sorry I allowed this to happen. So terribly sorry.” 
 “Lesson learned,” Craig said. “Let’s hope there’s a trickle-down effect.” 
 “Amen,” Karl said. 
 “Ready to fly home?” Craig asked, slapping Karl on the back. 
 Karl nodded and smiled. “More than ready.” 
 “Wait,” Craig said when he saw a young woman walk into the station cautiously. 
 “May I help you?” the clerk asked. 
 “I’m Mrs. Baker,” she said timidly. “My husband is Aaron Baker. He said I should come here and pick up something that belongs to us.” 
 “How’s he doing?” Craig asked, approaching the woman. He bowed slightly. “I’m Detective Craig Sledge. I met your husband a little while ago.” 
 “I’m Sarah.” She looked around at the others and saw Rags. She pointed. “Is that the cat, who…” 
 “Found your husband?” Craig finished. “Yes. This is Rags and his owner, Savannah.” 
 Sarah kneeled next to Rags and rubbed her face against his fur. “Thank you, beautiful boy. Thank you so much. We adore cats, and to know that one saved my Aaron…” she choked up. “Well, I can’t tell you how special that is.” She petted Rags and smiled down at him, then stood up. “I need to get back home to my children. Grandfather shouldn’t be left with them for too long. They’re sleeping of course, but…” She took a shallow breath. “Everyone’s been so worried about Aaron.” 
 “How is he?” Craig asked again. “What do the doctors say?” 
 “He’ll be just fine. He was…what do you call it…without water and food…” 
 “Dehydrated?” 
 Sarah nodded. “They believe he can leave the hospital tomorrow and go back to work in maybe two or three days.” She bowed her head. “I’ll get extra work at the hotel where I clean rooms.” She looked up at Craig and Savannah. “Those awful men took our money—Aaron’s pay.” 
 “Oh,” Sergeant Bertles said, picking up an envelope. He handed it to Craig. “I imagine you’d get great pleasure in giving this to her, Sledge.” 
 Craig smiled widely. “I’d love to. Thank you.” He handed her the envelope. “Mrs. Baker, this is what your husband wanted us to give you. It belongs to him—to your family.” He looked down at Rags. “The cat found it for you in a warehouse just before it burned.” 
 She looked puzzled. “Oh? What is it?” She turned the envelope over a couple of times. 
 “Open it,” Savannah said eagerly. 
 Sarah looked at her, then down at the envelope. She opened it. “A lottery ticket,” she said without expression. “He’s always wasting money on these things.” 
 When she started to shove the ticket back into the envelope, Craig prompted, “Look at it, Mrs. Baker.” 
 She frowned, then stared down at the ticket for a moment, finally shouting, “Oh! Oh my!” 
 The others all grinned at her. 
 She held it up. “Does this say what I think it says? It’s a winner?” 
 “Ten-thousand-dollars’ worth,” Craig said, beaming. 
 “Oh,” she remarked, quickly sitting down and fanning herself with the envelope. She looked at the ticket again and started to laugh. She held it out to the others. “Did you see this? It’s cats. It’s a lottery ticket with cats on it. I guess cats are my husband’s guardian angel.” She held the ticket to herself and gushed, “Thank you everyone, so much. I must go home to my children now. Oh, my, this is just wonderful! Thank you again,” she said, as she put the ticket in her purse and walked out of the police station. 
 “Ready to go home, Karl?” Craig asked. 
 He nodded. “More than ready.” 
 Craig nudged Savannah. “How about you?” 
 She wiped at her eyes. “I guess so. I don’t think I can handle any more happy news tonight.” 
 
 **** 
 “You came in late last night,” Michael whispered into Savannah’s ear when she began to stir the next morning. “Everything go okay?” 
 “Beautiful,” she murmured. She rolled over and blinked at him a few times. “We brought Karl home with us. Well, he went to his house, but he’sout of jail, and his son and his delinquent friends are in jail. The man they hit is going to be okay.” She yawned. “In fact, he’s better than okay, because he won a bunch of money in the lottery.” 
 “Savannah, are you hallucinating?” he asked. 
 She pushed up on one elbow. “No. Mr. Baker was walking home from buying a lottery ticket when he was hit, and he won ten thousand dollars on it.” She closed her eyes for a moment and frowned. “I hope his hospital stay doesn’t eat it all up. Maybe he has health insurance where he works. Let’s hope so.” 
 “No kidding? He won ten thousand dollars?” Michael asked. 
 “Yeah, and those bully creeps tried to steal the ticket from him, but Rags found it before it was burned to a crisp.” 
 “What?” Michael asked. 
 “Yeah, someone torched the place where Rags found it,” she explained. 
 “Who?” he asked. 
 “Probably friends of Daryl Sanders or maybe someone he doesn’t even know. I guess it could have been an accident, but I kind of doubt it.” She took a breath. “Anyway, it was scary as all get-out, but successful. Rags and Rochelle helped us find the old icehouse where those idiots had left poor Aaron Baker to die. It was hidden under a big pile of garbage. We had to dig through it to find the poor man.” 
 “So Rochelle’s vision was helpful?” he asked. 
 “Sure was,” she said. She yawned. “So how was your evening?” 
 “Heck,” he said, “there wasn’t even anything that exciting on TV last night.” 
 She tousled his hair and slipped out of bed. “Well, I have things to do, and I’d better get busy.” She called over her shoulder before stepping into the bathroom, “Did I tell you I’m taking the cats to the retirement home today?” 
 “Cats?” he asked when she returned. “Which cats?” 
 “Rags and Glori. Joyce—you know, the manager—said the residents keep asking about Rags, and I figured this would be a good time to take him back there.” She grinned. “He’s probably worn out after his rescue mission last night. Anyway, Glori seems to do better when he’s with her.” She ruffled the fur on the calico’s head when she approached. “Huh, sweet thing?” she crooned. “You were a little naughty last time I took you there alone.” 
 “She was?” Michael asked, rolling out of the bed. “What did she do?” 
 Savannah picked up the cat and snuggled with her. “Didn’t I tell you? She wanted to explore. She didn’t make a very good therapy cat that day. We had to keep chasing her down and bringing her back to sit with someone.” 
 He watched Savannah and Glori for a moment and asked, “Are you sure you’re up to taking both of them today? You didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 “Yes, and I’m taking Lily too—you know, make it a sort of mother-daughter outing. I think those folks would enjoy meeting our sweet, bright girl, don’t you?” 
 “Well, maybe.” 
 Savannah continued, “Lily seems interested in going with me. In fact, she’s been making gifts for the residents.” 
 Michael smiled. “Oh, that’s what she was talking about last night. She didn’t want to go to bed until she’d made presents for all ten of her new old friends.” 
 “Cute,” Savannah said. “Did you let her stay up?” 
 “How could I resist? She was thinking of others and that’s a value we want to teach her, right?” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Sure, as long as it doesn’t become a lesson in how to manipulate her parents in order to get what she wants—like staying up late.” 
 They both laughed, and he stepped into the bathroom. 
 “So what’s Teddy doing today?” he asked minutes later while pulling on a pair of jeans. 
 “He has a playdate with Rosemary. I’m sure Mom wants to spend time with Karl, so it’ll work out well. Mom was going someplace with Auntie today, but after getting the news about Karl last night, I’m pretty sure she’s changed her mind about that.” 
 “So everything’s falling into place, huh?” he asked. 
 “I guess so, except…” 
 “Except what?” he asked, slipping into his shoes. 
 “I just hope, with all that’s happening around here, that I can get us ready to go to Oregon next week.” 
 “What do you still have to do to get ready?” he asked. 
 “Everything!” she exclaimed. “Laundry, packing, banking, making arrangements for the animals.” She faced him while buttoning her blouse. “And don’t forget that Adam and Simon will be here Friday.” 
 He grinned. “No, I haven’t forgotten that.” 
 “So what do you want to do while the boys are here?” she asked. 
 “Peter and Rochelle are coming with them, right?” 
 She nodded. 
 “Then we’d better plan both adult and kid activities.” 
 Savannah finished buttoning her blouse and smiled. “I hear our son. Coming, honey!” she called. She said to Michael, “I know he can climb out of that crib, but he never tries.” 
 “Probably because we practically always get to him as soon as he calls for us,” Michael reasoned. 
 “Hi, Mommy! Hi, Daddy,” the toddler said when they entered his room. 
 Savannah picked him up and snuggled with him. “Hi, honey-bear. Did you have a good sleep?” 
 Teddy nodded. 
 “Hey, buddy,” Michael greeted, blowing raspberries on Teddy’s neck. He and Savannah both laughed when their son giggled. 
 Savannah faced Michael. “I’d better make sure we have something for us to eat while they’re here. Whew, I’m getting dizzy just thinking about all there is to do. Maybe we should just sit around this weekend and visit with the Whitcombs and the boys—you know, not make any plans.” 
 “With those two active boys?” Michael questioned. “Not to mention Lily and Teddy.” When Rags approached them and meowed, he added, “And then there’s your crazy cat.” He picked up Rags and led the way to the kitchen, where Gladys and Lily were preparing breakfast. 
 “Good morning,” Gladys said brightly. She wrapped her arms around her daughter and grandson and held them for a few moments, then pulled back, tears in her eyes. “I can’t tell you how thankful I am that you helped Craig bring Karl home where he belongs.” 
 Michael held Rags up in front of Gladys and attempted to disguise his voice. “What about me, Grammy?” 
 She laughed and petted the cat. “You too, Rags. You were all wonderful.” She bowed toward Rags. “I’m in your debt.” 
 Using the same distorted voice, Michael said, “You can pay me in kitty treats, or how about a nice chicken dinner?” 
 “Do it again, Daddy!” Teddy shouted. “Do it again.” 
 “Oh, I think that’s quite enough,” Savannah said. “Let’s eat breakfast, shall we?” 
 “You don’t like my ventriloquism?” he asked. 
 She rolled her eyes, and helped Teddy get settled in his high chair. 
 
 **** 
 “Hello, Rags. Hi, Glori,” the director of the retirement home cooed when they arrived later that morning. She leaned down toward Lily. “And who is this lovely young lady?” 
 “This is my daughter, Lily,” Savannah said. “Lily, this is Joyce.” 
 “How nice of you to come and visit us,” Joyce said. “Lily, how old are you?” 
 “Four and a half.” Lily looked up at Savannah. “I’m four and a half huh, Mommy?” 
 “Almost, honey-bun,” Savannah said. 
 “My, you are a big girl and so grown up in your pretty dress.” 
 Lily smiled shyly. She held up a basket full of colorful paper. “I made presents for the people.” She glanced around. “Where are the people? I made ten.” 
 “How nice of you,” Joyce gushed. “Savannah, she’s cute as a button.” 
 Savannah smiled. 
 “Well, come in, ladies and kitties. What I thought we’d do today is visit quietly with residents who want to spend time with the cats in their room. We have nine people eager for a visit today, and I figured around five minutes each.” She ran her hand over Glori, who Savannah held in her arms, and looked down at Rags, who sat at the end of his leash. “Will that work?” 
 Lily pulled on Savannah’s sweater. “Mommy, I have ten presents. Is that enough?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, with one left over.” 
 Savannah and Joyce began to chat when Lily interrupted again. “Mommy, can I give that lady a present even if she isn’t old?” 
 “Oh, Joyce?” Savannah asked. “Yes. I think that would be very nice.” 
 Joyce had already turned away to lead them to the first resident’s room, when Savannah said, “Joyce, Lily has something she’d like to give you.” 
 The director looked down at Lily, who rifled through her basket, finally choosing a piece of blue paper with yellow hearts drawn on it. She handed it to Joyce. 
 “Oh, Lily, it’s beautiful. Thank you very much. I’ll put this where I keep my very most special things. Did you draw these hearts yourself?” 
 Lily nodded. “With a yellow crayon.” 
 “I love it. Thank you so much for the sweet gift.” 
 Lily smiled shyly. 
 Savannah smiled proudly. 
 Joyce held the drawing to her chest and patted it affectionately, then continued leading the others down a long hallway to room twelve. “This is where Ingrid lives. She used to have two little girls and a lot of kitty cats. I know she’s waiting eagerly for your visit.” 
 
 **** 
 Later that evening during dinner, Michael looked across the table at Savannah, then at Lily. “How did your morning with the old folks go?” 
 “Good,” Savannah said. She smiled at Lily. “We had fun, didn’t we?” 
 Lily nodded. “I gave away all my presents that I made.” 
 “Did everyone like them?” Gladys asked. “You sure worked hard on them. I’ll bet the people loved them.” 
 Lily nodded again and scooped up a spoonful of peas with the help of her pudgy fingers. “Everyone said, ‘Thank you.’ ‘Thank you.’ ‘Thank you.’” Lily tilted her head. “Grammy, want me to make you one?” 
 “I’d love that,” Gladys crooned. 
 Lily took a couple more bites of peas, then said, “Glori got lost.” 
 “She got lost?” Michael asked, concerned. “Oh, you mean at the nursing home? What happened?” 
 Lily held her hands out, palms up. “We couldn’t find her.” 
 “Where was she?” he asked. “You brought her home, didn’t you? You didn’t leave her there?” 
 “No, Daddy. We didn’t leave her there. We brought her home.” 
 “Where was she?” he asked again. 
 Lily turned to Savannah. “Where was she, Mommy?” 
 “There!” Teddy shouted, pointing. “Glori, there. See, Daddy? It’s Glori.” 
 “Yes, I see. Good job, Teddy. You found Glori.” 
 “Where was she, Mommy?” Lily asked again. 
 “In Wayne’s closet,” Savannah said. 
 “Wow! In a closet?” Michael repeated. “Was she scared?” 
 Lily giggled. “Uh-uh. She was just sleeping.” 
 “Oh, did she go in there for a nap because she was bored with the old people?” 
 “There was no board, Daddy,” Lily insisted. 
 He chuckled. “I mean did she get tired of being petted?” 
 “Wayne made her tired,” Lily said. 
 “So she took a nap in his closet?” 
 The child nodded. 
 “She probably was bored with Wayne,” Savannah said. “She lay on his bed next to him for a while, sleeping through his long-winded stories, until someone opened the door to Wayne’s room without me noticing. After a few minutes I realized Rags was gone, and Lily and I went out looking for him. When we returned with Rags, we couldn’t find Glori.” 
 “Did Rags go in a closet too?” Michael asked amused. 
 “No,” Savannah said. “We found that little twerp in Hector’s room helping himself to an old avocado-and-tuna sandwich he’d found collecting dust behind the nightstand.” She made a face and shuddered. 
 “How old?” Michael asked. 
 “How old was the sandwich?” Savannah asked. She shook her head. “I don’t even want to know, but I don’t think Rags got a good bite of it. Hector wasn’t too happy that Rags found it, especially when Joyce threw it away.” 
 “Sounds like it was a good thing Rags found it,” Gladys said. “Hector might have gotten ptomaine poisoning.” 
 Savannah laughed. “Gads, that’s a term I haven’t heard in ages.” 
 Michael nodded. “Yeah, ptomaine is probably nothing to worry about these days, now that we have some really deadly poisons.” He asked, “So you think that’s when Glori sneaked into the closet for a nap—when you went looking for Rags?” 
 “Could be,” Savannah said. 
 Lily’s eyes flashed. “Rags bit that lady’s toe. What was her name, Mommy?” 
 “Adele.” 
 Lily repeated, “Adele. He thought her toe was a bug.” She frowned. “It looked like a bug.” 
 Michael choked a little on his iced tea. “He bit her toe? What kind of bug?” 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah groaned. “It was one odd-looking toe—something from outer space or…” She shuddered. “He could have thought that knot was a piece of hamburger she’d dropped, I guess.” 
 “Disgusting,” Gladys said, making a face. 
 “Why was she barefooted?” Michael asked. 
 “Good question,” Savannah said. 
 “She had no shoes,” Lily chirped. “Rags and Glori took her shoes.” 
 When she saw that the others were waiting for clarification, Savannah explained, “Yeah, well, she was wearing these really fluffy, puffy slipper things…” 
 Lily gestured to demonstrate how puffy the slippers were. 
 Savannah smiled and nodded. “The cats were fascinated with them. Adele thought it was cute at first, until Rags actually pulled one of them off her foot and trotted away with it in his mouth. While Adele called out for someone to retrieve her slipper, Glori wrestled the other one off, and she rolled around hugging it and licking it and biting it for a while. I don’t know what scent the cats were attracted to.” She glanced at the others. “Maybe they thought those slippers were some sort of furry animal they could play with. They were trying to make new friends.” 
 Both Michael and Gladys laughed loudly. Michael asked his daughter, “So what other mischief did the cats get into? Sounds like they were kind of naughty.” 
 “They weren’t naughty,” Lily defended. She spoke in a small voice when she said, “Just a tiny bit.” She opened her eyes wider. “Glori broke that brown lady’s puzzle.” 
 “A puzzle?” Michael repeated. 
 Savannah rested her head in her hand briefly before explaining, “Oh yes, Maria had been working on this puzzle for the last several months and was eager to show it off to her family when they visit next week. While Maria was petting the cats, Glori must have seen a moth, or it was her imagination, and she leaped from the bed onto that puzzle, which was on a card table. Glori slid across that thing onto the floor and puzzle pieces went everywhere.” She laughed. “It was funny as all get-out, but I had to squelch my laughter because poor Maria was devastated. She’d worked so hard on the puzzle.” Savannah giggled. “I got a picture of Glori sitting on the floor looking puzzled with puzzle pieces all around her.” 
 “On her fur,” Lily said. “Puzzles fell on her fur.” She paused, then added, “Mommy’s going to fix it for the brown lady.” 
 “Is her name Maria Brown?” Gladys asked. 
 “No,” Savannah said. “Her name’s Maria, and she’s brown.” 
 “Oh,” Gladys said, chuckling. “I see. So, Vannie, you’re going to help her put it back together?” 
 Savannah cringed. “I kind of have to. It was our cat that did the damage, and it means a lot to Maria to show off her project to her friends and family. Joyce and some of the other residents will help. We should be able to repair it in a fairly short time.” 
 Gladys smiled. “That’s nice of you.” 
 “Want to help, Mom?” Savannah asked. “As I recall, you’re pretty good with puzzles.” 
 “I just might, although Karl will be heading back to Arizona soon. We’d like to spend some time together before he leaves.” 
 “Does he still have his little dog and his father’s cats?” Savannah asked. “Didn’t he have a westie?” 
 “Yes. He thought he’d be in Arizona more than here, so he took them back there with him. His daughter keeps them when he’s traveling. The grandkids are pretty attached to them.” 
 “Nice. So what plans do you have with Karl? Why are you eating dinner with us tonight?” 
 Gladys looked down at her plate. “Karl wanted to take care of a few things today—you know, make some phone calls and so forth. I imagine he needed some unwind time. I certainly would. Tomorrow we plan to take a drive. We’ll have a picnic and maybe go down to the beach and walk.” She smiled. “He told me he needs a quiet day with someone like me and away from other people.” 
 “Sounds nice, Mom. I hope you two have a great time. I’m sure he’s missed you.” 
 Gladys nodded. “So, Vannie, if you want my help with that puzzle, you need to do it in the morning before I leave.” 
 “Yeah, I think Teddy would like to go to day care and see some of his friends. Lily has school. Why don’t you spend the morning preparing for your date? Maybe make Karl some of your ginger cookies.” 
 Gladys smiled. “Good idea.” 
 “So will you take Rags to help with the puzzle?” Michael asked, laughing. 
 Savannah shuddered. “Heck, no.” 
 “Well, he didn’t knock it off the table,” Michael reasoned. 
 “No, but he did tamper with some drugs while we were there.” She shook her head. “I swear, Michael, I turned my back just long enough to untangle Glori’s leash from around someone’s wheelchair and Rags was gone. Next thing I knew, I heard a scream coming from the kitchen. I handed Glori’s leash to Joyce, grabbed Lily’s hand, and ran to see what had happened. I didn’t see Rags anywhere, but I was certain he was involved. Sure enough, there he was, hiding behind a broom. The chef—or maybe he was the resident nurse—well, he was scowling at Rags. Oh, such a scowl.” 
 “What did he do,” Michael asked, “steal a steak, tip over a pot of stew…?” 
 “Worse,” Savannah said disgustedly. 
 “Worse?” Gladys repeated. 
 “He spilled the pills,” Lily blurted. She waved her arms. “All over everywhere.” 
 “What?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah let out a sigh. “You see, they have a system. Well, you have to have systems when you’re running a place like that. He managed to tamper with a wall shelf thingy filled with pill bottles, all carefully arranged for each patient.” 
 “Oh no,” Gladys said. 
 “Oh yes.” Savannah continued, “I guess he found it interesting, and he may have been trying to climb up onto it. Or he saw the same bug Glori saw earlier when she slid the puzzle off the table. Anyway, it came crashing down. Pills were everywhere.” 
 “Blue pills, red pills, white pills, big pills,” Lily recited. “Little yellow pills, purple pills.” She gestured. “All over the floor.” 
 “They were going to have to call in a doctor or a pharmacist to help them identify some of the pills and get the right ones back into the right cups.” She shook her head. “Oh, it makes me dizzy to even think about the problems he caused on that one whim.” 
 “What happened to childproof caps?” Michael asked. 
 “I don’t know. I guess they’re not cat-proof.” She added, “Actually, I think most of the bottles were okay, but the bottom shelf had pills in little cups, ready to dispense. Those were the ones that spilled all over the place.” 
 “So he’s not welcome back?” Michael asked. 
 “No,” she said emphatically. “No way am I taking either of them back anytime soon. Joyce and I agree that maybe taking cats to a nursing facility might not be the best idea on the planet.” 
 “Rags helped a man,” Lily said quietly. 
 “He did?” Michael asked. “How? Did he help him fall down? Or take an overdose? Or…” 
 “No, Michael,” Savannah scolded. 
 “He gave him bread,” Lily said. 
 Savannah laughed and corrected, “He made bread on the man.” 
 “What?” Gladys asked. “How’d he do that?” 
 “Old Joe couldn’t talk,” Lily said concerned. 
 Savannah smiled at her daughter and nodded. “He was having trouble breathing. I think it was a heart problem. He had a spell, and I guess no one noticed, until Rags jumped on him and began kneading his chest.” 
 “That lady pushed Rags,” Lily said, pouting. 
 When Michael looked at Savannah, she explained, “A couple of nurses came to Joe’s aid, and of course they didn’t want Rags in the way. I picked him up once I saw what was happening.” She shook her head. “It was a rather wild day, wasn’t it, Lily?” 
 The child nodded. 
 “Joyce told me later that Rags may have helped to keep Joe alive until the nurses got to him. That happened while we were all in the kitchen picking up the pills. Everyone was so focused on the mess with the pills that we didn’t notice Joe having a problem, but Rags did. He knew that something was wrong and he reacted.” She reached down and petted the cat when he approached her. “You’re a good boy, huh, Rags? Well, sometimes.” 



Chapter Three
  
 “Did you tell Rochelle how helpful her vision was, hon?” Michael asked Friday afternoon as they entertained the Whitcombs, their foster son, Simon, and Michael’s son, Adam. 
 “What?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh yes,” Rochelle said, “you were looking for Aaron Baker. I saw in the paper that he was found in an old icehouse. Were you and Craig involved in that rescue?” 
 Savannah nodded. “And Rags. Your vision sure helped us with that.” More intently, she said, “Rochelle, there was even a wide swath of blue paint on the door of that thing, and it was buried under a bunch of rubbish just like you said it would be.” 
 “Rags found his winning lottery ticket,” Michael added. 
 “Lottery ticket?” Peter repeated. 
 “Yes,” Rochelle said. “Didn’t I tell you about that? Aaron was on his way home with a winning lottery ticket when he was hit.” 
 Michael joked, “He was hit while he was hitting it big.” 
 Savannah smirked playfully at him and reported to the others, “He didn’t know he had a winner. The accident happened before he could scratch it off or while he was in the process. Then those punks took the ticket away from him. They hid it under some boxes, but Rags found it just before someone torched the place.” 
 Peter let out a sigh. “Fires happen down in that area.” 
 Rochelle agreed. “Yes. There’s a big push to clean up that place. They need to remove or renovate those dilapidated buildings.” 
 “They ought to at least take the door off that old icehouse. It’s dangerous like an old refrigerator is,” Savannah said. She smiled. “Rags actually found Mr. Baker.” 
 “Really?” Peter confirmed. 
 She nodded. “He went in through a window. Well, like Rochelle said, the place was under a bunch of brush, metal, wood, and other stuff, so we couldn’t move freely around it or anything, but Rags could.” 
 “Isn’t that your phone?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah stood up. “I guess it is.” She excused herself and walked into the dining room where it was charging. “Hi, Colbi. How’s it going? Sure do appreciate you entertaining Teddy the other day. I owe you one.” 
 “Oh, he’s such a cutie. It’s interesting watching the difference in how little girls and little boys play,” Colbi said. 
 “Yes, night and day, aren’t they?” Savannah changed the subject. “Hey, Craig told me that Damon’s almost ready to publish his novel. So he’s finished it?” 
 “Yeah, about a dozen times,” Colbi said. 
 Savannah laughed. “I know what you mean; are we ever satisfied? I’ve discovered that the two hardest things about writing a book is starting it and finishing it.” 
 “Have you started your new book on Rags’s search for his family?” Colby asked. 
 “No. All I have is notes so far. I want to finish the sequel to his memoirs first. I have a good handle on that one, believe it or not, despite all the crime-stopping Craig has Rags and me doing.” 
 Colbi chuckled. “Think of it as fodder for more books.” 
 “Yes, but it’s so time-consuming. I should just turn Rags over to Craig and stay home with the children and write.” 
 “Why don’t you?” Colbi asked. 
 “And miss out on all the fun?” Savannah said, laughing. “Besides, someone has to protect Rags. I’m not sure Craig could handle him and his shenanigans by himself. Heck, there was a whole room full of us yesterday at the nursing home with Rags, and you should have seen the trouble he got into there.” 
 Colbi laughed. “Like what?” 
 “Well, we have company right now. Peter and Rochelle brought Adam and Simon for a visit this weekend, but let’s get together soon and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 “Or I can read about it in your next book,” Colbi said. She changed her tone. “Hey, since you have company and all, let me tell you briefly why I’m calling. My brother and Leah are involved in an interesting mystery over at the old family homestead. We got to thinking that maybe you could shed some light on what’s going on.” 
 “Me? What is it? Why me?” Savannah asked. 
 “Because you have a klepto cat. They think they might have one too.” 
 “They have a cat?” 
 “Well, no,” Colbi said, “but something or maybe someone is leaving things on their porch, and they thought maybe it was a cat. Just about every morning they get up and find little gifts outside their front door. They don’t know what to do with the stuff or where it’s coming from.” 
 “Like what,” Savannah asked, “dead rodents, birds?” 
 “No. As I understand it, it’s medicine, sunglasses, a set of keys, part of a driver’s license, a photo, random pieces of documents…oh, and receipts from stores and fast-food restaurants in Los Angeles, Santa Barbara, and other places south of here.” 
 “Now that’s odd, isn’t it?” Savannah said 
 “We think so,” Colbi agreed. “Some of that stuff has tiny holes in it, as if an animal has been chewing on it or simply carrying it with their teeth—you know, like Rags does.” 
 Savannah hesitated, then asked, “So you think an animal is bringing that stuff to them? From where? Where is he getting it, for heaven’s sake?” 
 “Now that’s the question,” Colbi said. “Where’s it coming from? Leah thought you could help answer that.” 
 “Me?” Savannah confirmed. 
 “Well, yeah. Like I said, you have a klepto cat. You know how they operate.” 
 Savannah asked, “You don’t think Rags is sneaking out and taking things all the way over to Harrison’s and Leah’s, do you?” 
 “No,” Colbi said. “Probably not, but do you think it is a cat? Is this common behavior for a cat? Where would a cat get that kind of stuff?” 
 Savannah was quiet for a moment, then asked, “Is there a name on the driver’s license or the medicine? Is the medicine in pill bottles?” 
 “No, in those little packets pills come in—you know, it’s that new thing some pharmacies offer now. They package pills so you take the right dose each day without having to dole them out of the bottles yourself. The packets are quite small. I believe they’re antibiotics.” 
 “Is there a name on them?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yeah, it’s all the same name…someone named Bruce Lang. Harrison has asked around and Leah has been on the computer, but they can’t find anyone by that name in this area.” 
 Savannah glanced into the living room where Michael continued to entertain their guests. “Gosh, Colbi, I don’t know what more they could do. Hey, how about a camera? They can buy one fairly cheaply now, or borrow one. Craig might know how to get a loaner from the police department.” 
 “You mean put up cameras around the house?” Colbi asked. 
 “Sure,” Savannah said. “Once they find out what sort of animal it is and if they can catch it, maybe they can put a camera on it to see where this stuff is coming from.” 
 “Hey, that’s a good idea,” Colbi said. 
 Savannah offered, “I could come out and take a look around if they’d like me to, but I don’t know what I can do about this that they can’t.” She looked into the living room again. “Maybe Rochelle will ride out there with me tomorrow…I mean on horseback.” 
 More excitedly Colbi said, “That would be great. Yeah, I think they’d appreciate talking to you about it.” 
 “And maybe Rochelle could offer some of her insight,” Savannah suggested. 
 Colbi hesitated, then said, “Oh, that’s right, she’s psychic or something. Yeah, please do get in touch with Leah and they’ll show you what’s been going on. They’re really at a loss and can use the help and support. Thanks, Savannah.” 
 “Sure. Talk soon.” 
 “Who was that?” Michael asked when Savannah returned to the living room. 
 She dodged Teddy when he pushed a truck toward her. He giggled. She smiled at the toddler and ran her hand over his blond curls, then sat down and looked at Michael. “It was Colbi. She said Harrison and Leah have a mystery unfolding out at their place.” She grinned at Rochelle. “I told her maybe I’d bring you out there on a clue-finding mission.” 
 “Me?” Rochelle questioned. “What kind of mystery?” 
 “They think they have a klepto cat in the area bringing them all kinds of things that belong to a guy named Bruce Lang.” 
 “Do they think it’s Rags walking three or four miles to deliver stuff to their house?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah shrugged. “I guess they’re interested in knowing more about the klepto-cat profile.” She turned to Rochelle. “Maybe when the guys get back from fishing tomorrow we can ride over there and look around. Want to?” 
 “On horseback?” Rochelle squealed. 
 Savannah nodded. 
 “Sounds fun. Sure.” 
 “I want to go riding,” Adam said. 
 Savannah grinned. “We only have two horses.” 
 “You could walk,” Simon suggested. 
 “Or ride behind the saddle,” Adam said. 
 Savannah laughed. “How about if Rochelle and I ride tomorrow afternoon, then the horses will be calmer for you boys to ride on Sunday morning.” 
 Simon frowned. “Calm? I don’t want calm. I want to ride a bucking bronco. That looks fun.” 
 Savannah tousled his hair. “There are no bucking broncos here. Sorry. All you’ll get here is a nice, quiet, safe ride.” She winced. “At least I sure hope so.” 
 
 **** 
 “What do you and Karl have planned for today, Mom?” Savannah asked Saturday morning as the Iveys, Gladys, and their guests finished breakfast. 
 “I’m not sure,” Gladys said. “We might go to the farmers market, then I promised I’d fix him a home-cooked meal.” 
 “Nice,” Savannah said. “Did he like the ginger cookies you made for him?” 
 “He sure did.” Gladys smiled. “He said he thought about them a lot while he was sitting in that jail.” She shook her head. “I’m so glad he owned up to the warped relationship he had with his son, and will finally let the little brat suffer the consequences of his own actions. Karl said it was hard to do, but he knows it’s the right thing, for both him and Daryl. He hopes that Daryl will be a better man for it.” She frowned. “But I’m not so sure that’s going to happen.” 
 “Why not, Gladys?” Rochelle asked gently. 
 “That kid’s been getting away without being punished for his bad behavior his entire life. He may never understand that actions come with consequences. He’s never been allowed to or expected to experience them. I’m not sure prison is a breeding ground for learning positive life lessons like that, but Karl has hope.” Gladys sighed. “Maybe he also has a plan.” 
 “A plan?” Michael asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee. 
 Gladys nodded. “He said something about staying in touch with the young man and trying to instill in him the values he thinks will serve him. I guess it could work, that is if Daryl will even give his father the time of day. He sure hasn’t shown him any respect up until now.” 
 “How long will the kid be incarcerated?” Peter asked. 
 “Karl thinks he could get as many as fifteen years. Yeah, Karl might never see his son on the outside again, and he’s carrying a heavy burden of blame for that. I want to recommend that Karl see a counselor or a therapist—you know, before he drives himself crazy with guilt.” 
 “That’s probably a good idea,” Savannah said, rubbing her mother’s back. 
 Rochelle nodded. “It would be a real shame if Karl designs a self-made prison for himself after finally doing the right thing with regard to his son.” 
 Gladys nodded. “His daughter and I put a lot of effort and energy into changing Karl’s mind about the way he deals with his son. It sure got Karl out of jail, but we may have created a bigger mess than before.” 
 “Now, Mom, don’t you start beating yourself up,” Savannah said. “You did the right thing, and Karl is a big boy. He made his own decision. Right, Rochelle?” 
 “Absolutely,” Rochelle said. She thought for a moment and added, “However, a major change always—probably without exception—changes other things. Sometimes it changes everything. So don’t be surprised if this involves you too, Gladys.” She patted Gladys’s arm. “Definitely, though, if you see Karl going off the deep end, having issues with depression or anything like that, certainly urge him to get help.” 
 “Thank you, Rochelle,” Gladys said. 
 Rochelle jumped when Glori brushed against her leg. “Well, hello there, sweet thing.” She lifted the calico onto her lap and looked deep into her eyes. “You have the sweetest spirit. I’ll bet there isn’t a naughty bone in your little body.” 
 “She broke that lady’s puzzle,” Lily said, wide-eyed. 
 “She broke a puzzle?” Rochelle asked, amused. 
 Lily nodded. “Huh, Mommy?” 
 Savannah grinned. “Yes, she did.” 
 “Mommy had to fix it.” 
 “Where was this?” Peter asked. 
 “At a nursing home,” Savannah explained. “Lily and I took her and Rags for a morning of therapy and…” 
 “The cats created havoc,” Michael interjected. He chuckled. “I’ll bet some of those people need therapy after their visit.” When the boys entered the room, Michael called out, “Are you ready for some fishing?” 
 “Funny, Dad,” Adam groused. “That’s supposed to be for football, not fishing.” 
 Peter nudged the boy. “Well, your dad gets as excited about fishing as some guys do about football.” 
 “Oh,” Adam said. He grinned and shouted, “I’m ready for some fishing! Are you Simon?” 
 Simon put his hands over his ears. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 “Well, let’s go,” Michael said, picking up his jacket. “You girls have fun today. What do you have planned?” 
 “I think we’ll take the kids to the park for a while.” She grinned. “Or we might just stay here and have a tea party in the playhouse.” 
 “Yay!” Lily cheered. “I want to have a tea party. Can we make cookies?” 
 Savannah picked up Teddy and crooned, “And we might play in the new sand pile for a while.” 
 Teddy scrambled to get down. He ran to his toy box, shouting, “My trucks, my wagon,” as he started gathering more of his toys in his arms than he could possibly carry. 
 “Have a good time,” Savannah called after the men and boys. Just then her phone rang. She removed it from her pocket. “Hi, Leah,” she chirped. “How are you? It’s been a long time.” 
 “Yes, much too long. We just keep so busy. I’m sure you do too.” 
 “Oh, yes.” Her voice softened when she asked, “How’s Charlie?” 
 “Doing great. He’s such a pleasure,” Leah said. “Did you know that we’re trying to make him a little sister or brother?” 
 “No,” Savannah said. “That will be nice.” 
 “We think so,” Leah said. “We’re looking forward to having another child. Hey, Savannah, the reason I’m calling is that Colbi told me she talked to you about our situation here.” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. “Seems odd. You don’t have a clue as to what’s going on or where that stuff is coming from?” 
 “No. We sure don’t, but I like your idea of putting up cameras. We’re looking into doing that. Meanwhile, Savannah, something has happened and I wonder if you can possibly come over today. If not, I understand, it’s just that…” 
 “What?” Savannah asked concerned. “What has happened, Leah? You sound a little frightened.” 
 “Yeah, well, it’s just that the things that are showing up are starting to get—well, personal.” 
 “Personal, how? Leah, have you called Craig? Do you think there’s something criminal behind this?” 
 Leah paused. “No. I don’t want to bother him.” She laughed. “And here I am bothering you.” 
 “No bother, hon. Yeah, I can come over. Is this afternoon okay? Rochelle is here and we thought we’d ride over on the horses. In fact, I was going to call you; you beat me to it. There’s a neat trail that leads from here to there. Michael and Peter are out fishing with the boys. We can come over when they get back. Will that be okay?” 
 “Oh, that would be great,” Leah said sounding relieved. “Thank you, Savannah. I really appreciate it. Harrison and I are at a loss about what this means and what we should do, if anything.” 
 
 **** 
 “How was the fishing trip, guys?” Savannah asked when the men and boys returned from their outing later that day. 
 “It wasn’t a trip,” Adam said. “We didn’t go anywhere—just down to the river.” 
 “That’s a fishing trip,” Peter said. “We tripped down to the river.” 
 “Did you have a good time?” Rochelle asked. 
 Simon glanced at the men. “We didn’t catch anything.” 
 “There were a lot of other people there,” Adam added. “It was kinda crowded.” 
 “I lost one of my hooks,” Simon reported. 
 “Me too,” Adam said, “Dad’s favorite red one. I think a fish bit it off.” 
 Michael playfully punched his son. “Or it got caught up in some of those weeds.” 
 “Yeah,” Simon said, “there were a lot of weeds and our hooks kept getting caught.” 
 “I dropped my sandwich in the dirt and ants got on it,” Adam complained. 
 Simon examined his arms. “I think I got sunburned.” 
 Rochelle and Savannah looked at each other, then asked in unison, “But did you have any fun?” 
 Both of the boys shouted, “Yeah!” 
 Simon looked up at the women. “It was a lot of fun. I love fishing.” 
 “Yeah,” Adam said, “can we go back there tomorrow, Dad? Maybe the fish will be hungry tomorrow.” 
 “Well, I’m glad you had a good time,” Savannah said. “That’s what it’s all about, right?” She said to Michael, “The kids are still napping and Rochelle and I are going over to see if we can help Leah and Harrison with that klepto-cat problem they think they’re having.” 
 “So do they think Rags is involved?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. “No, but he is the most celebrated klepto probably in the world, so they believe I might have some insight.” She cringed. “I’m a little concerned that someone might be hurt or even dead.” 
 Peter frowned. “Why?” 
 Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “Some of what’s showing up at their house is personal. It appears to belong to someone. But so far they can’t find this person or anyone who knows him.” 
 “Maybe he’s a missing person,” Michael said. “Have they talked to Craig? He can check the missing-persons list.” 
 “For some reason Harrison and Leah seem reluctant to call Craig,” Savannah said. “We’ll see what we can figure out this afternoon.” She chuckled. “Me, with my knowledge of kleptomania, and Rochelle and her woo-woo abilities.” More seriously, she said, “I hope we can convince them to call Craig.” 
 “Been riding?” Michael asked, looking down at her boots. 
 “No,” Savannah said. “We’re making this a dual-purpose activity this afternoon—maybe triple purpose.” 
 “How so?” Peter asked, amused. 
 “We’re going to ride over to Harrison’s and Leah’s. The horses will get some exercise, we get to ride, Rochelle and I’ll have a chance to visit without constant interruptions by children, and…” 
 “That’s three,” Peter said. “There’s more?” 
 “Oh, yes. We may get to help solve a mystery.” Savannah shimmied. “I’m excited.” 
 Rochelle rolled her eyes for the men’s benefit and followed Savannah out the door toward the corrals. 
 
 **** 
 Leah was entertaining her son, Charlie, on the porch of their old farmhouse when Savannah and Rochelle rode up a little over an hour later. 
 “Horsie!” Charlie shouted. “Horsie, Mommy!” 
 Leah picked up the three-year-old. “Yes, horsies. Let’s go see the horsies, shall we?” 
 “Hi, Charlie,” Savannah called. “Are you coming to see the horses?” She eased down out of her saddle and held onto the reins while Charlie petted Gypsy. 
 “Horsie,” he said. He imitated a whinny and laughed. 
 The others laughed as well. 
 “He doesn’t see horses come down our driveway very often,” Leah said, kissing her son on the cheek. “In fact, I think this is a first for him.” She jiggled him up and down. “Exciting, huh, Son? Do you like those horsies?” 
 “Charlie,” Savannah said, “this is Gypsy, and that’s Peaches.” 
 The child giggled. “Peaches,” he repeated. He pointed at Gypsy. “Apples?” 
 Savannah smiled at the boy. “Sure, you can call her Apples.” 
 “Just tie them there at the hitching post, if you want,” Leah suggested. She gazed into the sky. “They should have shade shortly.” 
 Savannah looked around. “Is there someplace where we can water them?” 
 Leah jumped a little. “Oh, yes. There’s a bucket in that shed around the back there and a spigot right here. Why don’t we fill the bucket and lead them to the water source?” 
 “Spoken like a modern-day farm girl,” Rochelle said. “Work hard, but work smart.” 
 Leah smiled warmly. “I try.” 
 Once Rochelle had dismounted, she hugged Leah. “Good to see you again.” She ran her hand over Charlie’s arm. “You too, sweet boy.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Leah, Rochelle has a little boy now too.” 
 Leah looked at her curiously. “You had a baby, Rochelle? I didn’t know that. Didn’t I see you a while back at the Iveys’?” 
 “Yes,” Rochelle said. “Our boy came full grown.” When Leah looked puzzled, Rochelle explained, “He’s a foster child—a boy of the streets whom we became acquainted with and decided to take in.” 
 “Oh?” Leah said, wide-eyed. “How’s that going?” 
 “Beautifully.” Rochelle added, “That isn’t to say there aren’t learning curves and do-overs, but all in all Peter and I adore Simon. It’s been wonderful watching him transition into such a great kid. I can tell you that his happiness has enriched my life.” 
 “What a sweet thing to say. How old is Simon?” Leah asked. 
 “Eleven. Yes, we’re really enjoying him.” 
 “Well, I know about parents loving a child that isn’t their own,” Leah said. When the others looked at her, she explained, “Savannah, you know Charlie isn’t Harrison’s, yet he fell in love with him from the get-go…” she smiled at her son, “…even though he knew Charlie has Down syndrome.” 
 “Oh, that’s right.” Savannah laughed. “I’d actually forgotten that you were pregnant when you met Harrison. Yes, he committed so completely to Charlie and to you, right from the beginning.” 
 Leah smiled. “Harrison is Charlie’s father, pure and simple. No one could love him as much as Harrison does and, I might add, vice versa. This little peanut adores his daddy. I’m the odd man out half the time.” 
 “Oh, I doubt that,” Savannah said. 
 “But it’s true.” Leah leaned toward the other women. “That’s why I’d love, love, love to have a little girl. I’m hoping so, so much for a girl that I might actually talk Harrison into adopting.” 
 “Really?” Savannah said. 
 Leah nodded. “I love my Charlie to pieces; I wouldn’t trade him for anything.” More defiantly she said, “Now I want a girl.” 
 “Nothing wrong with that,” Rochelle said. 
 “So, Rochelle, are you considering taking in a foster daughter?” Savannah asked. 
 Rochelle shook her head. “I don’t think we’ll be doing that anytime soon, but if we don’t have one of our own at some point, we might.” 
 Leah stepped into the shed and pointed. “There’s that bucket.” She opened the door wider. “Wait! What’s that?” She stepped back, bumping into Savannah. 
 “What?” Savannah asked, trying to look around Leah. 
 “There!” Leah hissed. 
 Savannah squinted into the darkened shed. “Oh, I see it. Eyes.” 
 “Eyes?” Rochelle repeated, clasping her hands at her chest. 
 Savannah asked, “Do you have a flashlight or a lantern?” 
 “Just to your left there, on that ledge,” Leah instructed from outside the shed. 
 Savannah found the flashlight and shined it toward where she’d seen the eyes. 
 “What is it?” Leah asked, sounding a little panicked. 
 “Just a kitty-cat,” Savannah said. “Hi there, kitty.” 
 “A cat?” Leah repeated, moving closer. “I wonder how he got in here.” 
 “I wonder if he’s your thief,” Savannah said, picking up the bucket. “Hey, let’s water the horses, then I want to hear more about what’s been going on.” 
 After the horses drank their fill, Savannah and Rochelle tied them to the hitching post, and joined Leah on the porch. “Help yourself to an iced tea,” she invited, motioning toward tall glasses of tea she’d placed on a small table. 
 Savannah watched Charlie play with a little dump truck for a few moments when she saw Rochelle staring into the distance. She glanced in the same direction. “What is it? Do you hear something?” 
 “Yeah.” She pointed. “There are a couple of guys on bicycles coming this way.” 
 Leah turned to look. “Oh, those are our helpers.” She giggled. “Harrison calls them our ranch hands. They even have appropriate names.” 
 “What do you mean?” Savannah asked. 
 “Gibbs and Colt,” Leah said. 
 Rochelle chuckled. “Seems fitting for a couple of ranch hands. I wonder if they made them up.” 
 “What?” Leah asked. 
 Grinning, Rochelle explained, “When they work as pizza-delivery guys they call themselves Kevin and Brandt. When they work for a hardware store, they might be Ernie and Clyde.” 
 Savannah laughed, then asked, “Leah, what do they do for you?” 
 “Mend fences, take down dead trees, organize the outbuildings, do some of the heavy gardening….” 
 “So they’re good workers?” Savannah asked. 
 Leah chortled and spoke more quietly, “Probably not as good as your gardener. What’s his name, Anthony?” 
 “Antonio,” Savannah corrected. 
 “They’re kind of goofy, if you ask me, and they don’t always seem to understand what I want them to do.” She chuckled. “Maybe they just don’t want to do it, but they’re cheap, and they stay out of my way. They aren’t underfoot. I don’t need another body underfoot.” 
 “Where’d you find them?” Savannah asked. 
 Leah winced. “Harrison picked them up along the road not far from here. One of them had a flat tire, and they were walking their bikes toward town. Harrison gave them a ride to a bicycle shop, but they said they didn’t have money for a new tire, so Harrison gave them some money and hired them to work it off. They’ve been with us for just three days.” 
 “Are you working?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yes. Part time at the library, and I still help at Charlie’s day care. I enjoy my adult time almost as much as I enjoy my mommy time.” 
 “Is Harrison still working as a chef at that fancy restaurant?” 
 Leah nodded. 
 There was a lull in the conversation as the women watched the ranch hands drop their bikes and walk slowly to an outbuilding, where they retrieved some gardening tools. 
 “They’re going to prune those out-of-control shrubs today,” Leah said. 
 “Is something wrong?” Savannah asked, staring at Rochelle. 
 Rochelle jumped a little. “Huh?” She wrapped her arms around herself and said, “Leah, watch yourself.” 
 Leah frowned. “What? What do you mean?” 
 Rochelle glanced at the workers again and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I get a bad vibe from those two. Just be wary, will you?” 
 “Sure,” Leah said, staring apprehensively at the two young men, who were, at that moment, bantering loudly with one another. Leah grimaced. “Yeah, they aren’t very refined, but Harrison says it’s not easy finding someone reliable to do the kind of work we need done around here.” 
 Leah stared at the men again and said, “Thank you, Rochelle. Yeah,” she admitted, “they make me feel a little uneasy at times. I figured it was just their lack of manners.” She winced. “They’re a tad uncouth, but hopefully they’re harmless.” 
 “Just keep your guard up.” Rochelle said. She looked into Leah’s eyes and tried to lighten the mood. “As we all should any time we hire a stranger, right?” 
 Savannah took a swig of iced tea and asked, “So, Leah, what happened today? Colbi told me that something or someone has been leaving you little presents. How long has this been going on?” 
 “Just a few days. Harrison thought it was birds—you know, ravens, or maybe squirrels dropping their treasures during their nighttime excursions. But we had to wonder where they were getting this stuff. Then we began thinking about Rags and decided maybe it was a cat or a dog.” 
 “How large are the things it’s bringing?” Rochelle asked. 
 “Let me show you.” Leah glanced at Charlie, then walked to the other side of the porch and pulled a basket out from under a stack of plastic chairs. “We found these eyeglasses on our door mat one day.” 
 She pulled something else out of the basket. “Here’s someone’s ID. Well, a sliver of what looks like a driver’s license, maybe.” Leah held out her hand. “Here’s a piece of a map. Oh, and we find receipts blowing around here lately. They’re all from fast-food restaurants and other places in Southern California.” 
 Rochelle pointed. “What’s that?” 
 Leah picked it up. “I think it’s a bicycle lock. Isn’t that what it is?” 
 “Oh, maybe,” Rochelle agreed. 
 “That black thing looks like an arm or leg brace,” Savannah speculated. 
 “That’s what I thought,” Leah said, “but Harrison says it’s to wrap around your pants leg while you’re riding a bicycle.” 
 Savannah nodded. “Oh, yeah, I’ve seen those.” She picked up something else. “Gauze for bandaging, maybe.” She laughed when Rochelle held up a small bag. “Snacks?” she asked. 
 “Yeah,” Leah agreed. “An empty peanut bag and this little bag of mixed nuts.” 
 Rochelle stood up and looked around. “So the little klepto knows someone who rides a bike, has an injury, goes shopping, and loves to snack.” 
 Savannah looked through the eyeglasses. “And has poor eyesight.” She asked Leah, “What happened today? You said something happened today.” 
 “Yes,” Leah said, sitting down and taking Charlie onto her lap. She motioned to the others. “Grab a chair.” 
 Once everyone was seated, she took something out of her pocket and handed it to Savannah. “I think someone’s in serious trouble.” 
 “With the police?” Rochelle asked. 
 “No, with their health,” Leah said. 
 Savannah studied the document. “My goodness.” She handed it to Rochelle. 
 “Oh,” Rochelle muttered. She read, “Mr. Alexander, please return to the clinic immediately. We found an abnormality that may require immediate attention. Please do not disregard. Dr. Drew Batiste.” She looked up. “He’s a cancer doctor in San Francisco.” 
 “You know him?” Leah asked. 
 “No. Just of him,” Rochelle explained. 
 “So the plot thickens,” Savannah said eerily. She leaned forward. “Leah, I think you should call Craig—or I can call him. We need to find out if there’s a missing person by this name. The police probably should be trying to find this guy.” She glanced down at the document again and said, “Wait, this isn’t the name on that driver’s license. That was Bruce something?” 
 “Yes, Bruce Lang,” Leah confirmed. “We’ve found a couple of things with his name on them.” 
 “But the name on this letter is Jim Alexander.” Savannah looked around. “Do you know if there’s a homeless camp near here? Maybe a feral cat is taking things from transients and delivering them to residents. Is anyone else around here getting stuff dropped at their door?” 
 “No.” Leah chuckled. “As you can see, we’re kind of isolated out here, but I did check with some folks up and down the lane east of us and no one is having this experience. Just us, it seems. And no, we aren’t aware of a homeless commune, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one along the river in all that mess of trees and brush. That’s a long walk for a small animal, though. How far do you think a cat, for example, would walk in an evening?” 
 “It depends on their motivation,” Savannah said. “Cats have been known to travel many miles to return to their home when they’ve been displaced. They’ll walk several miles to find a cat in heat. But is this a cat?” She picked up a couple of things from the basket and examined them. “These sure could be cat teeth marks.” She shrugged. “Or squirrel or badger, I guess.” 
 “Are squirrels or badgers apt to carry things around from one place to another?” Leah asked. 
 “Not that I know of,” Savannah said, “but a magpie and a raven will, although I think they take things to their nest. They don’t have the generous nature that some cats seem to have.” When the others appeared perplexed, she said, “Well, I think it’s generous when a cat wants to share his treasures with you.” She laughed. “However, while I like to think of Rags’s habit as a show of love, feline behaviorists tend to believe it’s related to the cat’s hunting instincts.” 
 “Really?” Rochelle said. “How’s that?” 
 Savannah explained, “Some believe a cat considers his human inept when it comes to finding food.” She laughed. “Our cats think we don’t know how to hunt, so they’ll bring us a mouse or maybe other things they find. It could be a latent innate behavior in some cats. But why has this cat, or whatever it is, chosen you, Leah, to lavish his gifts upon?” She squinted toward the shed and added, “As a thank you for allowing him to shelter in your shed?” 
 Leah leaned forward. “But the bigger question is; where is the animal getting this stuff? Who does it belong to and where is he or she?” 
 “Under a piece of old farming equipment,” Rochelle said quietly. 
 “What?” Leah yelped. 
 Rochelle shook her head. “Oh, I’m sorry. Sometimes I just speak what comes to me. As Savannah was talking, the image of an old tractor flashed in my mind’s eye. I sense that someone is stuck there. For some reason he can’t leave. Oh, and I see a bicycle.” She put her hand on Leah’s arm. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what it means if anything, but it sure came in strong.” 
 “Do you know of a piece of farm machinery abandoned around here anywhere?” Savannah asked. 
 Leah shook her head slowly. “No. Not that I recall.” She asked Rochelle, “Can you see what sort of creature is bringing us this stuff?” 
 “I think Savannah’s right. It’s a cat. I don’t know how accurate this is, but I see a long, lean tiger-like cat.” She looked around. “And I sense him close by.” 
 “Yeah, there are cats that come around once in a while.” Leah laughed. “Well, there’s one in the shed as we speak. You know, Harrison’s sister, Colbi, was feeding strays when she lived here and we’ve sort of taken over her job. We’ve trapped a few and had them neutered. Charlie and I have made friends with some of the cats. When they’re tame enough, we deliver them to a shelter for adoption. Your aunt has taken a couple of them, Savannah. We really don’t want the responsibility of so many cats, and we think rehabilitation is the way to go. We’re down to four.” She looked at Rochelle. “No striped ones, unless the one in the shed is.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “No. That one’s a fluffy grey cat—solid grey.” She faced Leah. “Well, kiddo, I think Craig Sledge would like to know what’s going on out here. It sounds a little…um…maybe ominous. Someone may be in trouble—you know, sick or lost or something. Craig might know if anyone with either of those names is missing or has been robbed.” 
 “Okay. That’s what I’ll do, then,” Leah asserted. “Thank you. You ladies have been helpful. I’ll ask Craig about a camera, too.” 
 “And a wearable camera,” Savannah said. 
 “What?” 
 “For the cat or whatever animal you think is doing this. Once the surveillance camera identifies the culprit, you can trap him and fit him with a body camera. That may be the only way you’ll find these people, if there is someone in trouble or if they’ve been robbed.” Savannah added, “At the least, the cat may lead you to where he’s getting this stuff.” 
 “Good idea,” Leah said. 
 Rochelle chuckled. “Savannah, you’re becoming quite the sleuth. Leah, she just returned from a harrowing mission with the detective. She and Rags saved a man who had been entombed in an old icehouse.” 
 Leah raised her eyebrows and exclaimed, “You did?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, but it isn’t me Craig wants on his team; it’s Rags.” She chuckled. “In fact, if you get Craig involved out here, he’ll probably think of a way to use Rags in his investigation.” 
 “That would be interesting to watch,” Leah said. 
 “Well, he’d better hurry,” Savannah said, “because we’re taking Rags to Oregon next week to see his mother.” 
 “Didn’t he just see her in LA?” Rochelle asked. 
 “Yes, but Angel’s owner, Jeannie, has moved to Oregon to live with her sister.” 
 “Her cat’s sister?” Leah asked. 
 “No, Jeannie’s sister. Jeannie and Pam are opening an antique shop, and they want us to bring Rags up for the grand-opening celebration.” 
 “So it’s a cat-friendly business huh?” Rochelle asked amused. 
 “I guess it has a sort of cat theme,” Savannah explained, “and they want some real cats in the shop to greet visitors.” 
 Leah chuckled. “Hey, if they’d like more cats, I can donate a couple or four.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “Oh, no. I think we’ll be just fine. I’ll have my hands full with Rags and the kids. I sure don’t need more cats in the car all the way to Oregon.” 
 Leah smiled knowingly. “I can imagine.” 
 “Speaking of kids,” Savannah said, “we’d better get back and rescue the guys from our kids. I’ll put that bucket back in the shed.” 
 “I’ll go with you,” Leah said. “I want to get a better look at that cat. I don’t think it’s one I’ve seen around here before.” She picked up Charlie and motioned to Rochelle. “Come on.” 
 “Hi, kitty,” Savannah crooned when she opened the door to the shed. She crouched a distance away. “Are you a nice cat or a scaredy cat?” 
 “You aren’t going to try touching it, are you?” Leah asked. 
 “Probably not a good idea,” Savannah agreed. She looked around, then asked, “Leah, do you come out here often?” 
 Leah shook her head. “Hardly ever.” 
 “Do you keep this door closed? I mean, it was closed when we came in here a while ago. How’d the cat get in?” She glanced around. “The building looks pretty secure.” 
 “I don’t know,” Leah said, “maybe through a badger hole under the shed.” 
 After the threesome had examined the outside of the shed on all four sides, Savannah tightened her lips. “Well, that’s curious—really curious. I sure don’t see any way in or out for the cat, but we can’t see behind that woodpile there. Maybe there’s a loose board or a tunnel from under that wood pile.” She looked at Leah. “Want to go inside and move those boxes and things along that wall to find out?” 
 Leah shook her head. “No. It won’t make any difference. The cat obviously has a way in and out.” As an afterthought, she said, “I think I’ll prop the door open just in case, though.” 
 Savannah reached into the shed to replace the flashlight, when she thought she heard something. She opened the door wider. “Did you just speak to me, kitty?” She said to the others, “That sounded like a friendly tone. Maybe this is a tame cat. If so and if he doesn’t have a home, we really should see about taking him to my aunt’s shelter and give him a chance at being adopted.” 
 “Good idea,” Leah said. “So you think it’s tame?” 
 Savannah moved closer. “Well, let me see.” 
 “Be careful,” Rochelle cautioned. 
 “Kitty, kitty,” Charlie called. 
 “Oh my goodness,” Savannah said once she’d approached the cat. “Leah, this may be your pack-rat cat. Come look at this.” 
 “Is he safe?” Leah asked before walking forward. 
 “Yes, it’s a sweet cat,” Savannah said, petting him. “Seems to be craving attention, but look at what’s in its bed. He’s evidently made a bed in here and has lined it with what look like receipts, pieces of fabric, more of that gauze…oh my!” 
 “Candy,” Charlie said. He pointed toward where Savannah shined the light. “Candy,” he repeated. 
 Leah chuckled. “Yes, that’s a candy wrapper, isn’t it? He loves to look at the packaged candy while we wait in line at the grocery store. Boy, does he have a memory for things like that.” 
 Savannah scratched the cat around the neck and he pushed affectionately against her hand. She took that opportunity to look deeper into the box, saying, “You’ve really made a nest here for yourself, haven’t you?” She reported, “It looks like a lot of the same things you showed us in that basket.” 
 Leah blew out a deep breath and asked, “Kitty-cat where is this stuff coming from?” 
 Savannah turned to face the others. “Well, you’re closer to finding out.” She addressed Rochelle, “Only this isn’t a striped cat.” She handed Rochelle the light and put both hands on the cat. “Uh-oh.” 
 “What?” Leah asked suspiciously. 
 Savannah smiled. “She’s going to have kittens.” 
 “What?” Leah yelped. “Oh, no.” 
 “Yup,” Savannah said. She looked at Rochelle. “So do you think this is the klepto cat?” 
 Rochelle shrugged. “Sometimes my visions are wrong, or I misread them, but I don’t think that’s the one. I still see a tiger-striped cat with short fur.” 
 Savannah petted the cat one more time, returned the flashlight to the shelf, and the three of them left the shed. “Do you want to leave the door ajar for the cat?” she asked. 
 After thinking about it, Leah said, “Well, I don’t want to encourage other animals to go in there, and the cat must know a way in and out, so no.” She stopped and looked back at the building. “I wonder if he climbed in there from above. We didn’t check the roof.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “There’s no light coming in from above, but I guess there could be a flap we’re not aware of.” 
 Leah nodded, then said, “Thank you so much, Savannah, for your insight into this problem. I’ll definitely give Craig a call. Your hunch about a missing person is interesting. I’ll suggest that to Craig. Thanks, guys.” 
 Savannah hugged Leah. She pulled back and smiled. “It was fun catching up with you. It’s been a while.” 
 “Yeah,” Leah said, “a lot has changed since I showed up on your doorstep from Hawaii pregnant, alone, and scared, and you and Michael so graciously took me in.” 
 “It sure has. You’ve done well, girl,” Savannah complimented. “So glad to see you carving out a nice life for yourself.” 
 Leah smiled from ear to ear. She picked up Charlie when he started to crawl up the porch steps. 
 Rochelle hugged Leah and Charlie. “Great to see you again. Good luck with your…um…” 
 “Gift angel?” Savannah offered. 
 Leah smiled. “Yeah, thanks.” 
 Savannah kissed Charlie on the cheek. 
 “Horsie,” he said, pointing. When Peaches snorted, Charlie looked startled, then began to giggle. “Horse,” he said, imitating the sound Peaches had made. 
 “He’s so cute,” Rochelle said before climbing up onto Peaches and riding with Savannah back down the trail toward home. 
 
 **** 
 The Iveys and the Whitcombs had finished dinner and were taking turns playing the beanbag game Adam had made for Michael’s birthday when Savannah’s phone rang. She looked at the screen and said, “It’s Craig. I’d better see what he wants.” She walked away from the others. “Hi, Craig.” 
 “Got a minute?” he asked. 
 “Sure. What’s up?” 
 “That kettle of fish you opened out at Harrison’s and Leah’s house, that’s what.” 
 “Kettle of fish?” she repeated. 
 “Yeah, where Rags’s counterpart—or maybe accomplice or co-conspirator—is evidently stealing stuff.” 
 “You’re blaming Rags?” she asked, chuckling. 
 “Savannah, isn’t one kleptomaniac feline enough? What am I supposed to do with this case, if there even is a case?” 
 Savannah laughed. “Well, Craig, I have to say you’ve had plenty of experience by now. It should be a piece of cake. What’s the problem?” 
 “The problem? Oh, there isn’t just one problem, there are many,” he complained. “There are no missing person or persons anywhere around here with the names appearing on those documents. Oh wait, yes, we found a Jim Alexander, only he’s an elderly man in a hospital bed in a veterans’ home. There are too many cats to corral and follow and not enough information to identify an actual victim. Hell, Savannah, we don’t even know if there is a victim or if the trash that’s showing up on Harrison’s porch is just that—trash someone has dumped, and some hedgehog or monkey or eagle, for heaven’s sake, has decided to scatter around the neighborhood just to drive the legitimate investigators bananas.” 
 “Wow!” Savannah remarked. “This really does have you bamboozled, doesn’t it? I’ve never seen you so angry at a poor…” she chuckled “…hedgehog or eagle.” 
 “Yeah, laugh if you want,” Craig spat, “but once I unravel this silly case, if I actually do before I go stark raving mad, you can bet that I owe you one.” 
 “You owe me one?” she asked, snickering. 
 “Yeah, you’re the one who told Leah to call me, right?” 
 “You didn’t have to take the case,” she reminded him. “I mean, if it is a case.” 
 “Oh, it’s a case, all right,” he grouched. “It’s just not one I’m looking forward to, and I wanted to share that with you.” 
 “Well, I have faith in you, Craig,” Savannah crooned. “If anyone can solve the mystery, you can.” 
 “Thanks a lot.” He took a deep breath. “I’d better get back to the drawing board.” 
 “You’re drawing?” she asked, playfully. 
 “Yeah, mapping out the particulars of the case. It was starting to drive me crazy, so I thought I’d let off some steam and figured you were the ideal sounding board.” 
 “You’re welcome, Craig,” Savannah said sweetly. 
 “Yeah, well, I’ll let you know when I’m going to need your help. ’Night,” he said, ending the call. 
 “Wait!” she shouted. “My help? What do you mean by that? Craig…” 
 “What was that about?” Michael asked when Savannah returned to the living room. “You look disturbed.” 
 “He’s disturbed,” she complained. 
 “Who?” Michael asked, grinning. 
 “Craig, that’s who.” 
 Michael frowned. “What did he say?” 
 She glanced around at the others and shook her head. “Oh nothing.” She thought for a moment and added, “If he were a woman, I’d say he’s hormonal. Maybe it’s a midlife crisis.” She grinned. “Or he’s just frustrated because he still hasn’t figure out how to deal with a delinquent cat.” 



Chapter Four
  
 “Ready to go riding?” Savannah asked the boys when they sauntered into the kitchen the following morning wearing Western boots and hat. 
 “Yeah,” they said in unison. 
 Adam asked, “Can we take Peaches and Gypsy some carrots or apples?” 
 Savannah peered out the window. “Looks like they’ve finished eating. Let’s go saddle them up. How about giving them a treat after you ride?” 
 “Okay,” Simon said, heading for the door. “Let’s go.” 
 “Wait for us,” Rochelle warned. 
 Savannah turned to Gladys. “Mom, when are you meeting Karl?” 
 “Not until noon. He has some things he wants to do. I’ll keep an eye on the kids.” 
 “I think Lily wants to go out with us,” Savannah said. “And Michael’s here to watch Teddy. You go get yourself ready for your date.” 
 Gladys smiled brightly. “Okay. I think I will.” 
 “Michael,” Savannah called, “we’re going out. Lily’s going with us.” 
 “Okay,” Michael said. “Hey, Peter, want to watch the rodeo? I’ll get Teddy’s stroller.” 
 “Rags and Lexie too?” Adam asked. 
 “Maybe not Rags,” Savannah said. “He needs a full-time bodyguard. We’ll all be too busy to keep an eye on him. He can watch you through the window. How about that?” 
 “Okay,” Adam said, running his hand over the cat’s fur. “You sit on your perch and watch us, okay, Rags?” 
 
 **** 
 Two hours later everyone walked toward the house laughing and talking about their morning with the horses. 
 “That was fun,” Simon said. “I liked it when Peaches went across that little bridge and around those posts.” 
 Savannah nodded. “She seems to enjoy doing the obstacle course. That’s what makes her a good trail horse.” 
 “Did you see me when Gypsy stumbled?” Adam said, laughing. “I almost fell off.” 
 “You boys did very well,” Rochelle complimented. “I’m impressed.” 
 “Can we get a horse?” Simon begged. 
 Peter slapped the boy affectionately on the back. “I don’t think so, buddy. How about we stick to birds and cats for now.” 
 “Is everyone ready for some refreshment?” Savannah asked as they entered the kitchen. 
 “Yes!” the boys cheered. 
 Teddy mimicked them. “Yes!” 
 Simon slapped the tabletop. “I’ll have whiskey, ma’am.” 
 Adam chortled. “Make mine beer!” 
 Savannah grinned at the boys. “Two lemonades coming up.” 
 “So what did you two learn at Leah’s and Harrison’s yesterday?” Michael asked, filling six tall glasses with ice. “Did you solve their mystery?” 
 “Maybe partially,” Savannah said, glancing at Rochelle. She laughed. “But according to Craig that wasn’t nearly enough.” 
 “Huh?” 
 “Well, that’s what he was ranting about on the phone last night—how difficult it is to solve a case or even to understand the clues when cats are involved.” Savannah nodded toward Rochelle. “We think we may have found their klepto cat.” She handed everyone a glass of lemonade and opened juice boxes for the small children. “Shall we enjoy the great weather out on the porch?” 
 Once seated outside, Michael asked, “So you think you found Harrison’s klepto cat?” 
 “Yes,” Rochelle said, it’s a beautiful long-haired cat. She made herself a bed in Leah’s and Harrison’s shed and it was decorated with some of the same stuff they’ve been finding on their front porch.” 
 Savannah interjected, “If she’s not the culprit, she probably knows who is.” 
 “I didn’t think of that,” Rochelle said. “So you believe some other cat or another animal is bringing her that stuff?” 
 “How do you know it’s a girl cat?” Simon asked. “Was she tame? Were you able to turn her upside down?” 
 “Not quite, but I could feel little lumps under all that fur.” 
 “Lumps?” Adam asked. 
 “Lumps of kittens,” Savannah explained. 
 “Kittens are hiding in her fur?” Simon asked. 
 Savannah winked. “Maybe inside her tummy.” 
 “Oooh,” Adam said. “You mean she’s going to have baby kittens? Why didn’t you say that?” 
 Savannah grinned. “I thought I did.” 
 “There goes your phone, hon,” Michael said. 
 “Thanks,” Savannah said, hurrying back inside. “Hello?” 
 “Hi, Savannah, it’s Leah.” 
 “Hi, what did you find out?” she asked. 
 “Well, a lot is happening around here. It’s really kind of mind-boggling.” 
 “What?” Savannah asked. 
 “A manhunt for one thing.” 
 “A manhunt?” 
 “Yes, they think Bruce Lang is hurt or maybe dead somewhere around here. He was riding a bike—you know, a bicycle—from San Diego to Neah Bay, Washington, when he disappeared. Craig found him on a statewide missing-persons list. There are a bunch of sheriff’s deputies and search-and-rescue people out here beating the bushes looking for him and his bicycle. I told them to check out any old piece of farm equipment they might see.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “So you think Rochelle’s vision was valid?” 
 “We’ll find out,” Leah said. She hesitated, then said, “Tell Rochelle that a tiger-striped cat showed up here this morning—you know, like she predicted or visualized or whatever she does.” 
 “Really?” Savannah said. 
 “Yes, and I just heard from one of the searchers that there are quite a few pieces of old farm equipment in this area. They used drones to map them all out.” 
 “Wow! So what do they think happened to Mr. Lang? Does he have any family?” 
 “We don’t know much yet, but, Savannah, something happened after you left yesterday.” 
 “What?” she asked. 
 “You know that cat you found?” Leah asked. 
 “We found, yes.” 
 “She had kittens last night.” 
 “Oooh,” Savannah crooned. “I thought she was about ready to pop. How cool is that?” 
 “Yes, and I think the tiger-striped cat is the father. He’s been hanging around this morning.” 
 “No kidding. So do you think he’s the one bringing you all that stuff?” Savannah asked. 
 “Could be, I guess. Craig said if they don’t find something today, they’ll try to fit that cat with a camera. Do you think you and Michael could help with that? I mean, he doesn’t seem all that friendly.” 
 Savannah laughed. “Craig or the cat?” 
 “Well, the cat, actually.” 
 “So it could be a challenge to outfit him, huh?” Savannah asked. 
 “That’s what Craig says. Maybe you could tranquilize him or something,” Leah suggested. 
 “We do that and he might not feel like going to the site where he’s getting the stuff. You can’t anesthetize a cat and turn him loose. It wouldn’t be safe,” Savannah explained. 
 “Oh, that makes sense. Sure.” 
 “But Michael and I might be able to help. So let us know when you’ve decided what to do with the cat, will you?” 
 “Sure will.” 
 
 **** 
 “Is everyone accounted for?” Peter asked later Sunday afternoon as he loaded the last suitcase into the car. “There are no hitchhikers, are there?” 
 “Hitchhikers?” Simon questioned. 
 “A dog or cat or…” 
 “Horse!” Simon said. “I want to take Peaches home. Can we, Mr. Peter?” 
 “Mr. Peter,” Savannah repeated. 
 “That’s what he’s always been, and that’s what he’ll always be,” Rochelle said, “and it’s just fine with both of them.” 
 “I like it,” Michael said. “It’s warm, and it’s respectful.” 
 “And it’s Simon’s choice,” Savannah said. She asked Rochelle, “What does he call you now? Wait, didn’t I hear him call you Mom last night?” 
 “She’s my foster mom,” Simon said, “so Mom for short.” 
 Savannah smiled widely at the boy. “I like it.” 
 “So do I,” Rochelle said, also smiling. 
 Simon asked, “Adam, why don’t you call Savannah Mom? She’s your stepmom.” 
 Adam glanced at Savannah. “’Cause I have a mom and ’cause Savannah’s more like a friend than a mom—a really fun friend.” 
 Michael squeezed Savannah’s hand, and she dabbed at one eye. She took a deep breath and reached out to Adam for a hug. He hugged her tightly and she said, “I love you, Adam-Friend.” 
 He grinned at her, and climbed into the car. “Thank you for the horse ride,” he called. “And the hot dogs, and the horse pancakes and…” 
 “The fishing trip,” Simon interjected, “and for letting us stay up to play Mr. Mike’s beanbag game…” 
 “And for letting us take Rags for a walk.” Adam giggled. “That was fun when he caught that lizard.” 
 Rochelle shivered. “Ewww. No it wasn’t.” 
 The boys laughed. 
 “Well, bye, all,” Peter called, waving. “Next time at our place, okay?” 
 “Yeah!” both boys cheered. 
 “That was fun,” Savannah said, walking back to the house. “Those boys are like two peas in a pod.” She tilted her head. “It looks like Adam got the brother he was hoping for—one his size that he can play with.” 
 “Yes, they sure get along well, don’t they?” Michael agreed. 
 “Oh, Teddy, what did you find?” Savannah called, running to him. 
 “What is it?” Michael asked. 
 “A snail. Ick.” she pushed it out of Teddy’s little hand. 
 “My snail,” he cried. “I want my snail.” 
 “No snail,” Savannah said firmly. She took him by the wrist. “Come on, let’s go wash 
 your hands and you can play with Glori.” 
 Teddy pouted. “No want Glori. Want snail!” 
 Michael picked up the child. “Come on, buddy, let’s get the snail goo off your hands. Want some berries or one of Grammy’s cookies?” 
 “I want a cookie,” Lily said, taking Michael’s hand. 
 “I want snail,” Teddy cried. 
 “Maybe Uncle Max will cook you snails sometime. Want snails for supper?” Michael teased. 
 Teddy made a face. “No eat snail, Daddy,” he insisted. “Play with snail.” 
 “Well, I’m glad to know you weren’t planning to put that thing in your mouth,” Savannah said. She opened the front door and started to walk in when Rags charged past her and ran down the porch steps. “What was that?” she asked. 
 “Your cat, of course,” Michael said. 
 “Rags,” Lily said. 
 Savannah squinted in his direction. “What in the heck is he after?” 
 “My snail,” Teddy wailed. “Rags eat my snail, Mommy. No, Rags!” he shouted. 
 “He’s not going to eat your snail,” Savannah assured the toddler. 
 “Hon, maybe Teddy wants that snail as a pet,” Michael said. “I have to say, I brought home some pretty unusual animals over the years; didn’t you? Or did you just read and play with your dolls?” 
 “Yes, I carted home animals,” she said, “but mostly cats and ladybugs. I had a thing for ladybugs.” 
 “I liked sow bugs—you know, those roly-poly bugs,” Michael said. “Mom used to get so mad at me when she’d find them in the washing machine.” 
 Savannah wrinkled her nose. “Washing machine?” 
 “Yes, I’d put them in my pockets to play with later. She’d find them all over the house, too.” 
 Savannah faced him. “Do you think we should put his snail in a terrarium or something and let him keep it as a pet until he tires of it?” 
 “Or it dies. I guess we could,” Michael said. “Maybe one of those large plastic jars with a tight lid so he can’t break it and he can’t open it.” 
 “Good thinking. Okay. Hey, Teddy,” she called. 
 “What?” the toddler pouted. 
 Savannah grinned at him. “Let’s go get your snail and make a home for him. Want to?” 
 The boy’s face lit up. He scrambled to get out of Michael’s arms and he ran toward where he’d last seen the snail. “My snail. Where’s my snail? Come snail. We make house.” 
 “I’ll help him find it,” Lily said, chasing after her brother. 
 “I’ll go get Rags,” Savannah said. 
 Moments later, Savannah and the children walked back to the house together with Rags and the snail. Michael met them at the door. “What was the cat after?” 
 “I don’t know. He just got a burst of energy, I guess. Or maybe he was looking for Adam. The boys give him a lot of attention when they’re here.” 
 “My snail, Daddy,” Teddy said, holding the critter up for Michael to see. 
 “He’s really something, Son. I think I have just the house for him. Come in the kitchen and let’s see if it’ll work. Then we’ll go out and get some grass. Do you want to pick some grass for your snail house?” 
 Teddy nodded. “And yellow flowers.” 
 “Dandelions?” 
 Teddy looked at him with big eyes. “No lions, Daddy. Lions eat snail.” 
 “Maybe a rock,” Michael suggested. He glanced up and realized that Savannah was recording the moment. He smiled and said, “Teddy’s first pet. What’s his name?” 
 The toddler quickly responded, “Teddy.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “You’re going to name your snail Teddy?” 
 “No,” the boy said. “My name Teddy. Snail name…” he scrunched up his face and looked down at the snail. “…snail name is…” He looked around. “Rock,” he said. 
 “How about Rocky?” Savannah suggested. 
 Teddy thought for a moment. “No. Rock.” 
 “Okay,” Michael said. “Come on Rock, let’s go fix up your home.” 
 “Snail sleep with me, Daddy,” Teddy said. 
 Michael looked at Savannah, who shuddered at the thought. “No, buddy, we don’t sleep with snails or bugs or moths or butterflies…” 
 “Ants?” Teddy asked. “Flies?” 
 “Just kitty cats and doggies,” Savannah said. 
 “Giraffe?” Teddy said, laughing. “Elephant?” 
 “No, silly boy,” Savannah said, also laughing. She jumped when her phone chimed. “Oh, a text from Leah.” After reading it, she said, “Hey, Michael, we’ve been summoned to their house. They caught the cat they think is the culprit in their mystery and they’d like us to help them fit the cat with a camera.” 
 When she had his attention she added, “Leah told me earlier that they’re pretty sure someone is either hiding out or is maybe hurt somewhere near their house, and that’s where the cat is getting all that stuff. They want to monitor his travels. Oh!” she shrieked. “And that cat we found yesterday in their shed—well, she had kittens.” She asked Lily, “Want to see kittens?” 
 “Not if they’re wild,” Michael insisted. “We don’t want the children around any feral cats.” 
 “I know. I don’t think this mother cat will mind showing off her babies. Come on, let’s get ready to go.” 
 “Okay,” he said, “after we put some dandelions in Rock’s new house.” 
 
 **** 
 “He’s a handsome specimen,” Savannah said, staring down at the tiger-striped cat Craig and Harrison had captured. “He’s pretty calm in that trap, isn’t he?” 
 Craig nodded. “Yeah. I guess he went right in for the food we left, but he’s ready to come out now.” 
 Savannah grinned at Craig. “Feeling better?” 
 He frowned. “Yeah, sorry about that. It’s just that these cats can be so unpredictable and frustrating.” 
 “Tell me about it,” Michael said. “Welcome to my world, Craig.” He reached out and shook hands with Harrison. “Long time…” 
 Savannah also greeted Harrison. “Good to see you.” She hugged Leah. “It was fun catching up with you yesterday.” She looked around. “So a lot has happened since Rochelle and I were here, huh?” 
 “Yes.” Leah grinned. “Want to see the kittens?” 
 Savannah’s face lit up. 
 “Can we get this job done first?” Craig cranked. “I have other things to do today.” 
 “Sure,” Michael agreed. “Do you have a camera?” 
 “Right here,” Craig said, handing it to him. 
 Michael looked it over and studied the cat. “I think this will work. He may not like it much, though. He’s probably never been fitted with anything restrictive in his life. In fact, what we might do is anesthetize him and let him wake up with it on. Maybe he’ll adapt to it more easily than if we put it on and turn him loose. Know what I mean?” 
 Craig nodded. “Whatever you think. You’re the expert.” 
 “But this isn’t something I do on a regular basis,” Michael admitted. 
 “How often have you done it?” Leah asked. 
 He grinned at her. “Almost once.” 
 “Almost once?” Harrison questioned with amusement. 
 “Yeah, we tried to do it while the cat was awake, and it didn’t work out well. That’s why I’m suggesting we knock this one out—at least partially.” 
 “You had one of those on Rags once,” Craig reminded him. 
 “Yeah, but Rags is pretty forgiving. It could freak out this guy.” He looked around. “You say he wasn’t difficult to catch?” 
 Craig nodded. “Yeah, we put food inside the cage and he went right in.” 
 “Have you been feeding him?” Michael asked. 
 “Probably,” Leah said. “We’re not sure on any given day which cats, possums, or raccoons we’re feeding.” 
 So chances are he’ll come back here at some point so you can remove it,” Michael surmised. 
 “Yeah, especially if that’s his girlfriend in there with the kittens,” Harrison said. 
 “Do you have the tranquilizer?” Craig asked. 
 “Yeah, we stopped by the clinic. I’m all set.” After Michael had administered the drug and they had fitted the cat with the camera, he suggested, “Okay, make sure he’s wide awake and not too wobbly before you let him out of that cage. Then just stand back and let him go. I’d wait a day or two before we attempt to remove the camera. I guess if he brings you something, you can be pretty sure he revisited the site. We’re leaving tomorrow for Oregon, so call Bud to help you get it off him. I’ll let him know you might be contacting him.” 
 “Thank you, Michael,” Craig said. 
 “Yeah,” Harrison said. “We appreciate it. Let’s hope it works and we’ll actually learn something from what the camera shows us.” 
 
 **** 
 “Mom, how was your evening with Karl?” Savannah asked early the following morning. “Did you fix dinner? What did you make?” 
 “Lasagna. I made him the recipe I used to make for you girls when you were at home, and a nice leafy green salad. He seemed to enjoy it. Yes, we had a lovely day—well, I did. I think Karl’s still traumatized by his ordeal and Daryl’s grim future, but he talked a little about it. I think that was therapeutic for him. He’s going back to Arizona today. He wants to spend some time with his animals and his daughter’s family.” Gladys faced Savannah. “He wants me to fly out there and meet him. What do you think?” 
 “Well, you would enjoy that, wouldn’t you?” Savannah said. 
 “I think I might. But if you need me here…” 
 “Mom, you’re a free agent. We’ve so enjoyed you being here. And the kids have benefited enormously by having you here, but we can’t expect you to devote your life to us. You’ve already raised your children. You’re free to do what you want. If you’re comfortable going, I urge you to go. For how long?” 
 “Probably two or three days.” 
 “Why don’t you go while we’re gone,” Savannah suggested, “unless you’re planning to go with us.” 
 Gladys grimaced. “I’m torn. I want to attend the opening and maybe visit a couple of people I know in Oregon, but I’d like to see where Karl lives and spend time with Jilly and her family. The fact that he invited me is kind of a compliment, don’t you think so?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes. Maybe he’s ready to take the next step.” 
 “Next step? Oh, Vannie, I’m not interested in taking another step right now. Oh no, I’m happy with the way things are. In fact, that little revelation into Karl’s family secret has actually made me step back a little.” 
 “Well, I think you’re a wise woman,” Savannah said, “but if you go to Arizona you might be sending him a mixed message.” 
 Gladys sat stunned for a moment. She started to speak when a phone rang. 
 “That’s my mine,” Savannah said. “Hi, Craig. What’s up?” 
 “Well, I’m over here at Harrison’s and Leah’s.” He cleared his throat and coughed. “Do you think you could bring Rags out here?” 
 “What’s going on?” she asked. “Did you get something on the cat camera?” 
 “Yes, but we’re having trouble deciphering it—know what I mean?” 
 “No,” Savannah said. “What’s the problem? The cat didn’t shake the thing off, did he?” 
 “No. He actually brought us some images. Harrison called me to say the cat was there and the camera was kind of cockeyed. I guess something had come loose and it was hanging to one side. We thought we should try to get it off him, so I took Damon over there with me. We managed to catch the cat and remove the camera.” 
 “Is the cat all right?” Savannah asked. 
 “The cat?” Craig griped. “Yeah, he’s just fine, but I have scratches all over my body.” 
 “Of course you do. That’s what happens when you manhandle a cat. So how is the cat?” Savannah pushed. 
 “Just a little freaked out. I’m actually sorry that I put him through that, especially since what we got is so…well…sketchy.” 
 “So you don’t know any more than you knew before, huh?” she asked. 
 Craig hesitated before saying, “There is something I’d like to check out.” 
 “And you think Rags…” 
 “Yes. I think he might be able to help.” When Savannah didn’t respond, he asked, “Savannah? Savannah, are you there?” 
 “So what do you want him to do?” she asked. 
 Craig coughed and cleared his throat. “The thing is, I’m concerned that someone’s out there hurt or dying, or maybe even dead. We really need to find them, and I think your cat can help.” 
 “What time is it, anyway?” Before Craig could answer, she said, “Gads, it’s already eight. I have a lot to do, Craig, to get ready for our trip.” 
 “Please, Savannah. I know how your cat works. I’m sure he can help us, and I don’t think it will take him long, unless he gets in one of his moods and leads us on a wild-goose chase. He’s definitely done that before.” 
 “Gee, Craig, we’d hoped to leave for Oregon today. Michael went to the clinic for a consultation with a client, but he’ll be back in a little while.” When Craig didn’t respond, she said, “Just a minute, Craig.” She looked at her mother. “Mom…” 
 “Sure, I’ll be here. Go on and do whatever you need to do,” Gladys said. 
 “Okay, Craig. We’ll be there in a few minutes. I just want to change the laundry load…” 
 Gladys waved at her. “I’ll do that, Vannie. Go on, now. It sounds like Craig needs your help.” 
 
 **** 
 “So when are you leaving for Oregon?” Craig asked when Savannah climbed out of her car with Rags. 
 “I guess not until tomorrow morning.” When she saw the look of concern on his face, she said, “It’ll be okay. It’ll work out.” She glanced at Leah, Harrison, and Damon. “So what’s going on? Is the cat okay?” 
 Craig nodded. “Yeah, he seems to be all right. He ran off toward the shed, probably to be with his wife and kittens.” 
 She smiled and asked Leah, “How are the kittens?” 
 “They look healthy,” she said. “I can’t wait for them to get old enough to play with.” 
 “Then what?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh,” Leah said. “Well, I guess I’d better find homes for some of them.” 
 “Some of them?” Harrison repeated. 
 “Yeah, I think Charlie would like to have a kitten of his own, don’t you?” She added, “Savannah, he’s so gentle with baby animals. It’s adorable.” 
 “Hey,” Craig said, “we’d better get on with our ordeal here. We all have things to do today, right?” 
 “What do you have in mind, Craig?” Savannah asked. “What clues are we working with? Did you figure out where all that stuff is coming from?” 
 “We think so. The cat and the camera directed us to an area west of here. Damon and I walked out there and found things strewn around, including parts of what appear to be a backpack.” 
 “That makes sense, if the missing person is a cross-country cyclist,” Savannah said. 
 Damon frowned. “It’s like a graveyard out there.” When Savannah looked at him, he explained, “There’s debris, like from an airplane crash or something. It’s really quiet and still and, well, frankly, eerie as hell.” 
 Savannah cringed and shivered. “Sounds lovely.” She turned to Craig. “And you want me to take Rags out there?” 
 He grinned. “I’ll be with you.” He asked, “Harrison, will you…” 
 “Sure, Craig. It appears the more eyes the better.” Harrison chuckled. “And in the case of the cat, a good sniffer. Isn’t that what cats do, sniff out trouble or whatever?” 
 “I guess,” Craig said. “Let’s go. Everyone ready? Leah, you’re not taking the little guy out there, are you?” 
 She shook her head. “No. I need to get him bathed and get myself ready for work.” She winced. “You guys be careful.” 
 Craig looked down at Rags. “Ready, partner?” 
 Harrison laughed. “Looks like he has an itch to take care of first. Does he have fleas, Savannah?” 
 “No,” she insisted. 
 “Come on, Rags,” Craig admonished, “You’re embarrassing yourself.” 
 
 **** 
 Minutes later, Craig waved an arm and announced, “Here’s the area of debris.” 
 “Gads,” Savannah said, looking around. “I wonder what happened.” 
 “Damon stood quietly, then said, “Whatever it was seems to have taken place right here.” He scratched his head. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think there was a tornado.” 
 Harrison looked around. “Could it have been a strong whirlwind—what do they call those—dust devils?” 
 “I guess,” Craig said. 
 “Yeah,” Damon added, “but where did the stuff come from in the first place?” 
 Craig held something up. “See this piece of canvas? Damon and I think it’s from a backpack.” 
 “Could be,” Savannah said. 
 Harrison agreed. 
 “Maybe that pack of wolves they talked about a few years ago came through here and tore it up,” Craig suggested. “Remember that wolf scare, Savannah?” 
 She nodded. “I sure do, but they proved it wasn’t wolves. There was no pack of wolves.” 
 “Maybe they were wrong,” Craig said. 
 “Even so,” Savannah said, “where is the person this belongs to? Who is he, and what’s his stuff doing out here?” 
 “That’s what I hope the cat will tell us today.” Craig pointed. “See that old tractor over there? That’s going to be my focus.” 
 “Oh!” Savannah yelped. “Rochelle mentioned a piece of farm equipment. Did you know that, Craig? She had a vision and told us to watch for an old tractor or some kind of farm machinery. She said we’d find someone underneath it.” 
 “Yeah, I heard that,” Craig said without emotion. “So when we found all this debris, we looked around for the farm equipment and there it is, but what does it have to do with anything? That’s what I can’t figure out.” 
 When Rags began to pull against the leash, Savannah followed him. “Where are you taking me, Rags?” She glanced back at the others and saw that they were simply watching, so she continued to follow Rags. 
 “What’s he doing?” Craig called. 
 “Sniffing and pawing. He seems to think he found something.” Savannah said to the cat, “What is that, boy? What did you find?” She watched him for a moment, then called out, “Craig, there’s stuff buried here.” 
 “What?” he asked, walking toward her. 
 “It’s some of that chopped-up paper and fabric and stuff,” she said. 
 “Bring that shovel, Damon!” Craig shouted. After several minutes he said, “Well, it appears someone tried to hide all these documents and things here, but maybe animals dug some of it up and it got all caught up in the wind we’ve had lately.” 
 “Yeah,” Damon said, “and the stuff’s all chopped up, like they took the shovel and maybe a machete or something else and destroyed it before burying it.” 
 Harrison scratched his head. “Isn’t that odd? What else is in there?” 
 Craig and Damon began moving the debris around with their feet, then Craig reached down and picked up something. 
 “What is it?” Savannah asked. 
 “A possible third victim.” 
 “Victim?” Savannah repeated. 
 Craig shrugged. “Well, yeah. It’s a CPR certification card in the name of Cody Byrd.” He asked Harrison, “Have you seen anything with this name on it?” 
 Harrison shook his head. “But I haven’t paid all that much attention to the stuff Leah’s been finding.” 
 Craig studied the card, then put it in his pocket and stared down at the refuse, muttering, “It appears that someone was trying to hide something.” When he became aware that the others were listening, he said, “Did someone kill these guys and is trying to cover his tracks or are these three hiding out from the law with new identities?” He gazed into the distance. “The big question is, where the heck are they?” He petted Rags. “Good boy. Now shall we go check out that tractor? I want to see if he has any interest in that.” 
 “How did you find this place?” Savannah asked, following the others toward the tractor with Rags. 
 Craig slowed his pace to match hers. “It was on that camera the cat had. Everything was all lopsi-doodle, but we were able to follow the cat’s path for a ways and we came across this.” 
 “Did the cat bring anything overnight?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yeah, yeah. Didn’t I tell you?” Craig said. 
 “What?” she asked. 
 “You didn’t tell her?” Damon asked. 
 Craig pulled something from his pocket and handed it to her. “This.” 
 She gasped and looked up at Craig and the others, who were grinning at her. “The feral cat had this? Wow! I wonder how…where…this is just crazy!” 
 “Yeah, isn’t it from the cover of your book?” Damon asked. 
 “Yes, it’s part of the photo of Rags and me from the back cover of Rags’s memoirs. Gads. I wonder how…” 
 “Maybe we’ll figure that out today,” Craig said. He stopped close to the tractor and looked it over. “Stuck,” he mumbled. 
 “What’s that?” Harrison asked. 
 “The thing’s stuck in the ground there, and it looks like it has been for a long while.” 
 “Yeah,” Damon said from the other side of the machine, “several decades, maybe.” 
 Savannah motioned toward Rags. “Look at him. He’s sure showing an interest in something over here. See him digging?” 
 “Hey, Harrison,” Craig called, “bring that shovel over here. Let’s see what the cat’s trying to show us.” 
 “He’s showing you something, huh?” Harrison asked, grinning. “What—that he knows how to dig a hole?” 
 Craig smirked sarcastically. “Yeah, humor me, will you? Want me to do the digging?” 
 “No, I got it. Where?” Harrison asked. “Right here where the cat is?” 
 “Yeah,” Craig confirmed. “Savannah, get the cat out of the way.” 
 Savannah picked up Rags and held him while Harrison started digging. When Rags began to struggle to get down, she walked a short distance away and placed him on the ground. He immediately began pawing at the dirt. She looked down and saw a swatch of fabric partially buried in the soft dirt. “What is that, Rags?” she said. She stepped back. “Do I really want you to dig it up?” 
 “What’s he doing?” Damon asked, chuckling. “Why are you over here having a conversation with him?” 
 “He’s digging at something there. I’m always a little freaked out when he starts doing that, for fear of what he might uncover.” 
 Damon laughed. “Well, let’s see what it is, shall we? Excuse me, Rags.” 
 Savannah lifted Rags and moved away. 
 Meanwhile, Damon jabbed his shovel into the ground a couple of times, then began scooping dirt from the area. “Well, it appears to be a piece of clothing—maybe a t-shirt.” He pulled it out from under the dirt. “It’s a t-shirt—a men’s size small.” He glanced around. “Gosh, that is odd, isn’t it? Now I’m concerned it could be a runaway child who found more trouble than he expected. Maybe he did meet up with a pack of wolves or coyotes.” 
 “Think about it, Damon,” Savannah suggested, “would a cat come out here if there was a pack of wolves or coyotes around?” 
 “I guess not, unless the pack has moved on—you know, they did their damage and moved on.” 
 “And another thing,” Savannah said, “there seem to be three people missing.” She gasped. “Could one of them be a child?” 
 “Good question,” Damon said, walking briskly toward Craig. “Hey, Detective, we found this just now. Looks like a kid’s shirt.” 
 “Dang,” Craig said. “I’ve been concerned about what we might find. Some of that stuff the cat’s been dragging home looks like it might belong to a child.” He removed his hat and ran his hand over his head. “Good God, guys, what are we dealing with out here?” Craig looked around, then focused on Rags. “Say, what’s your cat doing?” 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah said, walking closer to Rags. She crouched next to him. “Hey,” she called, “he found a hole. There’s a den or something over here.” 
 “Where?” Craig asked, frowning. 
 She continued to point. “Next to that tractor tire there. Oh my gosh, look at him dig. Does he think someone’s under there?” 
 Craig moved closer to the tractor. “Someone or something. That’s probably an old badger den,” he complained. 
 “Who’s that?” Damon asked, shading his eyes and looking into the distance. “They’re riding bikes.” 
 Everyone turned and looked at where Damon was pointing. Craig was first to speak. “Yeah, I wonder what they’re doing out here. I think I’ll wander up there and check them out.” 
 “Wait,” Harrison said. “I think those are our ranch hands.” 
 Craig scoffed. “Ranch hands?” 
 “Well, you know,” Harrison explained, “they do work around our place.” He scratched his head. “I wonder what they’re doing out here. I mean, there’s nothing but brush.” 
 “Maybe they’re hunting rabbits,” Damon suggested. 
 Savannah shuddered. “Sure hope they see us over here before they start firing a gun.” 
 “I wouldn’t trust either of those guys with a gun,” Harrison said. “Anyway, there’s nothing out here to hunt except for maybe lizards or horned toads.” 
When Damon gave him a questioning look, he said, “Yeah, I can attest to that, having grown up here. The only other reason to come out to this area is to hide whatever trouble you’re making.” He began walking toward the cyclists. “I’ll go see what they’re doing. Be right back.” 
 It wasn’t long before Harrison returned. Craig asked, “So, what did they say?” 
 Harrison shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t get a chance to talk to them. They took off like a shot when they saw me.” 
 Craig frowned. “Well, that’s odd, isn’t it? Would they normally run from you?” 
 “Not at all,” Harrison said. 
 Craig looked in the direction the young men had ridden. “Maybe they didn’t recognize you.” 
 “Oh, I got close enough. They definitely knew it was me,” Harrison said. 
 “Could you tell what they were doing out there?” Craig asked. 
 Harrison shook his head. 
 “Well, why don’t we go see what we can find out, shall we, folks?” Craig looked down at Rags. “And cat.” Minutes later the group stood among thick brush. Craig said, “Let’s see, those two were just about here, right?” 
 Harrison looked around and corrected, “No, a little left of that, actually. I saw them leaning over just behind that berry tree.” 
 “Berry tree?” Savannah questioned. 
 Harrison chuckled. “A botanist I am not. See that small tree over there with the red berries on it? I think they’re berries.” 
 “Yes,” Craig said, walking around the tree. “All there is here is more shrubs and some oddball pieces of lumber.” He frowned and stared down at the wood. “Now that’s peculiar, isn’t it, guys? I mean, who would bring building material out to this desolate area?” 
 Meanwhile, Damon kicked at wood chunks and tried to move some of the brush aside. He asked Harrison, “You say this is where those kids were?” 
 “Well, they aren’t exactly kids,” Harrison said. “They’re probably barely in their twenties, but yeah, right about where you’re standing there. They were sure interested in something before they saw me and took off.” 
 “They were probably just smoking dope,” Craig cranked. He saw something from the corner of his eye. When he looked more closely, he realized that Rags was snooping around inside the shrub near where Harrison stood. “Look at the cat!” Craig exclaimed. “What’s he doing in there?” 
 “How do I know?” Savannah said. 
 “Give him some slack,” Craig instructed. 
 “Okay,” Savannah agreed, “but you know he’s still a cat who likes to hunt squirrels, lizards, and things. He has probably caught the scent of a rodent.” 
 “Maybe and maybe not,” Craig insisted. “Watch him.” 
 “I’m watching him,” she said. “He’s dragging me through all these dusty bushes.” Suddenly, she called out, “Oh! Craig, look at this!” 
 “What is it?” he bellowed. “How do you expect me to get in there?” 
 “Just crash through the brush. There’s a nice clearing over here, where I am.” 
 “Oh!” he exclaimed after he made his way to her. “This is an anomaly.” 
 “How so?” Savannah asked. 
 “It’s as if someone has spent time and effort clearing away the brush just in this spot. Maybe vagrants have been bedding down out here.” He gazed around. “It just seems odd to have a clearing in the middle of such dense brush.” 
 “It does, doesn’t it?” Harrison agreed, having caught up to them. “Wait!” he shouted. “This is where…” he frowned, then said, “I haven’t thought about this for years. You know, Craig, there’s an old drainage pipe out here. Us kids used to play in it until…” 
 “What happened?” Craig asked. “Did the authorities close it up?” 
 Harrison thought for a moment. “I guess they did, or else I just outgrew it. I’m not sure.” 
 “Where’s the opening?” Craig asked. “Could you go down inside it?” 
 “Oh yes,” Harrison said. “A grown man could walk right into it.” 
 “So where was it?” Craig asked again. “How did you get in there?” 
 Harrison stared out across the terrain. “Let me think about it.” 
 “We may not have time for that,” Craig said impatiently. “Come on, Harrison—think. Think. Those fellows could have somehow fallen or climbed in there, and…” He took a deep breath and gazed toward where the cyclists had gone. “Unless those two…” 
 “Craig!” Damon called from a short distance away. “I found something.” 
 “What?” Craig asked. 
 “A really nice bike.” He lifted it over his head and made his way to the clearing where the others were. “Look at this,” he said. “I’ll bet you money this is that distance-rider’s bike. See how it’s outfitted?” 
 “Where’d you find it?” Craig asked, studying the bicycle, “Just out in the open over there?” 
 Damon shook his head. “No. I saw what I thought was a flash of light across the way, so I walked over there and realized the sun was reflecting off a piece of shiny chrome. I investigated and found this almost completely hidden under a bunch of brush and an old paint-stained tarp.” 
 “A tarp?” Harrison repeated. “Was it brown?” 
 Damon nodded. “Light brown with blue and white paint spatters.” He tilted his head. “Is it yours?” 
 “Sounds like it is,” Harrison said. “I wondered where it got off to.” 
 “You think someone took it?” Savannah asked. 
 Harrison nodded. “I guess so, but who?” 
 “Evidently whoever stole that bicycle,” Craig said. He ran his hand through his hair. “But where in the dickens are those three missing men?” 
 “It’s looking more and more like something has happened to them,” Damon said. 
 Craig took a deep breath. “Yeah, but I’m confident my feline partner is about to find them.” He asked Savannah. “So what do you think he was showing you a minute ago?” He looked around. “Hey, where is he?” 
 “Rags?” Savannah asked. She looked down at the leash. “Oh no. Oh my gosh, Craig, Rags has disappeared.” 



Chapter Five
  
 “What do you mean, ‘he disappeared’?” Craig said, sounding exasperated. 
 Harrison looked around. “Where’d he go? Did you see where he went?” 
 “I know exactly where he went,” Savannah said. 
 Before she could continue, Damon called out, “Craig. I think you’ll want to see this!” 
 “What now?” he complained. “Is it going to add to the case or just confuse us even more?” 
 Damon chortled. “Well, I don’t know, but I think you’ll want to take a look at it. I found it inside the handlebars of this bike. It’s a map, and it’s all marked up.” 
 “Let me see that,” Craig insisted, walking swiftly toward Damon. 
 “Yeah, I noticed the grip was askew, so I removed it and found this rolled up inside there.” Damon pointed. “See, it shows a route from near San Diego to the northern tip of Washington. It looks as though the rider planned to come right through here. See, he has rest stops and parks marked all along the way. There’s our Plaza Park. Looks like he expected to stop over there. Someone must have sent him this direction for some reason, or he happened to stumble across it, but why? There’s nothing out here to attract a cyclist.” 
 “It depends on when he arrived in Hammond,” Savannah said. The others looked at her, and she continued, “They had a big shindig at the park Friday and Saturday. Maybe he wanted to rest in a more quiet environment.” 
 “Or he’s one of those who’s into the more rugged camping experience,” Harrison said. 
 Damon nodded. “Extreme camping.” 
 Craig studied the map. After grunting a couple of times, he looked around and asked, “So where the hell is he? If his bike’s here, he’s gotta be around here someplace, but where?” He was suddenly shaken from his thoughts by Savannah’s shrill call. 
 “Now what?” he asked, turning to face her. 
 “Craig,” she said breathlessly, “Rags just came out from behind that big rock with this.” 
 Craig took it from her and turned it over in his hands. “Bruce Lang’s ID bracelet,” he said. “What grown man wears an ID bracelet?” 
 “One who has a medical condition, maybe,” Savannah offered. 
 “Or whose mother or girlfriend gave it to him in case he ran into a problem on this trip,” Damon suggested. 
 Craig carped, “You’d think you two were fiction writers.” He studied the bracelet and said, “His family lost contact with him three days ago. Folks, it’s more than likely this is who we’re looking for.” He frowned. “But where does Jim Alexander and…what’s the other fellow’s name?” 
 “Cody Byrd,” Damon said. 
 “Yeah, how do they fit in?” Craig moved closer to Savannah. “Where exactly did the cat come from just now?” 
 She pointed. “From behind that big rock.” 
 Craig kneeled and examined the area around the boulder, finally calling, “Hey, guys, need a hand over here.” As Damon and Harrison approached, he said, “Let’s move this rock. I want to see what’s behind it.” 
 After the three men tried to use brute strength to move the boulder, Damon pulled back. He looked around, then picked up a sturdy piece of wood. “Let’s use this as leverage, shall we?” 
 Savannah lifted up Rags and stepped back, away from the men. 
 “Got it!” Craig said, standing with his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. 
 Meanwhile, Rags was squirming to get down. Savannah lowered him to the ground and held tightly to his leash, but he kept pulling. “No, Rags,” she said. “They don’t need you in the way. Just settle down.” 
 At the same time, the three men stared down at what appeared to be an opening beneath the boulder. Craig scratched his head. “What do you think this is?” 
 “Hey, that could be one way into that pipeline I told you about,” Harrison said. 
 Damon got down on his hands and knees and reached into the opening. “Yeah, I think there’s a pipe in there. I wonder what it’s for, or what it was for.” 
 “Flood control, maybe?” Savannah offered. She moved closer. “Gads, if you removed all of this wood framing, you could almost walk right down into there.” 
 Craig nodded. “I think you’re absolutely right, but is the framework shoring up the old pipe?” 
 “Or did someone add it to hide their secret cavern?” Damon suggested. He looked around at the empty land that surrounded them. “I wonder where it goes. How deep is it?” He faced Harrison. “Do you know?” 
 “I don’t remember,” Harrison said. He pointed. “But it looks like that’s the trajectory it would logically follow.” He chuckled. “I think the cat wants to go in there.” 
 “Well, that’s not going to happen,” Savannah said. “We have no idea where it goes.” When she saw Craig looking at her, she spat, “No, Craig. I’m not sending him down there.” 
 “Wait,” Damon said. 
 “What?” Craig snapped. 
 “Let’s see if we can figure out how long this section of pipe is and which way it goes.” He walked close to the opening and shouted. “Hello!” He shouted again, then said, “I don’t think it goes very far. There might have been a cave-in or something.” 
 Craig shaded his eyes and looked toward the tractor. “It sure appears to run in that direction. In fact, that’s probably why the tractor is sitting cockeyed like that. Someone drove over that old pipe years ago and it gave way.” He looked at the others. “Do you suppose those kids crawled down in there for some reason and got caught in a cave-in?” He shook his head. “But how? Why?” 
 “Look at this, Craig,” Harrison said. “I don’t think we’re the first ones to use this piece of wood to move that boulder. See how it’s scuffed up here, and here? That looks fresh.” 
 “Well it should,” Craig snapped, “we just used it.” He looked more closely at the piece of four-by-four and scratched his head. “But, yeah, it is kinda scraped up on both sides, isn’t it? Hmmm,” he muttered, “we may not be the only ones to have used this tool lately.” 
 Savannah gasped. “You mean someone might have lured Bruce Lang in there and blocked the entrance?” 
 Craig sighed in frustration. “If there was ever a time and place when we could use the cat, this has got to be it.” 
 “No, Craig,” Savannah protested. “You don’t even know where that goes or what danger might lurk under there, or even if there’s anyone down there. I’m not risking Rags’s life like that.” 
 Before Craig could respond, Damon said, “Hey, rather than send the cat in, let’s see if we can figure out if anyone’s down there.” 
 “How?” Harrison asked. 
 “By using our voices and our ears.” Damon moved closer to the opening, shoved some brush aside, and called loudly, “Hey, anyone down there?” He turned his ear toward the opening and listened. “Hello!” he called. “Can you hear me?” 
 “Let Savannah get down there with you,” Craig said. “She has the scariest bionic ears anywhere.” 
 Damon looked at her, then moved to make room. She walked closer, with Rags on the leash. “Get ready,” Damon said, calling loudly again. 
 Savannah kneeled next them and listened. “Nothing,” she said quietly. 
 Damon looked toward the tractor. “Okay, let’s try this: we’ll walk in the direction of the tractor stopping every ten feet or so to call out again.” 
 “Will he or they be able to hear us through all that dirt?” Harrison asked. 
 Damon shrugged. “All we can do is try.” 
 After the group had worked their way to the tractor without hearing anything from under ground, Craig said, “Well, the cat was interested in something around this old tractor earlier, let’s see if we get a response here.” 
 “Wait,” Harrison said, pointing at a pipe sticking up from the ground. “What’s that?” 
 “What?” Craig asked. 
 “That little pipe, and here’s another one. What do you suppose they’re for?” 
 “Air?” Damon said quietly. He faced the others. “I wonder if someone has put those in to allow air into a chamber under that tractor.” 
 “‘Under a piece of farm equipment,’” Savannah recited quietly. 
 “Huh?” Harrison questioned. 
 More excitedly, she said, “That’s where Rochelle said we’d find someone.” 
 With renewed energy, Damon ran to where Rags had been digging earlier, and he called out, “Hello! Anyone down there?” When he didn’t hear anything he motioned for Savannah to join him and instructed, “Listen.” 
 She shook her head. “Call again.” Hearing nothing, she looked around. “Let’s call down into one of those pipes—all of us.” 
 The quartet crouched over one of the small vertical pipes and shouted loudly for a moment. Savannah listened intently. She started to shake her head, then said, “Wait. I think I hear something.” She turned toward the others. “You weren’t mumbling were you? Anyone’s stomach growling?” When everyone shook their head, she leaned closer to the pipe. “I hear him. Someone is down there. In fact…” 
 “In fact what?” Craig asked curtly. 
 “Craig, I think there is more than one person down there. I’m pretty sure I’m hearing at least two voices.” 
 Craig stood up and called out, “Damon, get on the phone and call search-and-rescue, then get a hold of that heavy equipment company in town. Have them get out here on the double with some sort of digging machine.” He scrutinized the tractor. “Maybe a crane. Wait, is there a key in that tractor?” 
 “No,” Harrison said, “I looked. Besides, what are the chances of it having any gas?” 
 “Damon,” Craig continued, “take a picture of the tractor and send it to them. Tell them there may be someone trapped underneath it. They’ll know what to bring out here. We just don’t want a cave-in. Hurry,” he said, rushing back to where Savannah had heard the voices. “Hello down there! We’re getting help! We’ll have you out of there shortly! Just hang on!” 
 “No, Rags,” Savannah shouted, when the cat began pulling toward the small opening he’d created earlier in the soft dirt. “No. You can’t go in there.” 
 Craig looked at the cat and said, “Let him go, Savannah.” 
 “What? No. We don’t know what’s down there.” 
 “Hold onto the leash,” Craig insisted. “What is it, ten feet long? That’ll give us an idea how deep and at what level the victims are. Go ahead. Let’s see what he does. Just hold onto the leash.” 
 Reluctantly, Savannah moved closer to the place where Rags had been digging. She gave him some slack and he immediately edged toward the hole, slid down into it, and disappeared. Savannah held tightly to his leash. “He’s at the end of it,” she announced moments later. 
 “So that means he’s about ten feet in?” Craig surveyed the area. “The den or whatever it is must go beyond the tractor.” He looked at the leash. “It seems that he went straight in—in a straight line under the tractor, and he’s just on the other side of it. That’s where we should dig.” He looked at Savannah, who struggled to hold the end of the leash. “Or farther,” he muttered. “He might not have reached the main cave. Let him go,” Craig said. 
 “No,” Savannah spat. “I won’t. In fact, I’m going to get him back up here now. I won’t let you put my cat in any more danger.” She tugged on the leash and continued pulling, then suddenly the tension eased. Savannah was left with a slack leash in her hands. Panicked, she pulled on it until the end was in sight. “Someone has removed it,” she said, falling to her knees at the opening. “Rags! Rags, come back up here, boy!” she shouted. “Rags!” She listened and heard only silence. She glared at Craig. “Now look what you’ve done! How could you?” she said, standing up. 
 “He’ll be all right,” Craig said dismissively. “He always comes out on top. You just watch.” 
 “Yeah? How do you know? Have you suddenly become psychic?” Savannah stomped one foot. “Oh, Craig, I’m so angry with you right now!” 
 “I know, honey. I’m sorry,” he said more gently, “but I really believe he’s okay.” 
 Before Savannah could respond, Damon pointed. “Look, here he comes.” 
 “Who?” Savannah asked, turning quickly. “Rags!” she shouted when she saw him emerge from the hole he’d dug. “Rags!” She picked him up and checked him all over. “You’re dirty. Are you okay?” 
 “He seems to be,” Craig said, smiling. 
 “What’s that he dropped?” Harrison asked, walking forward. He picked it up and looked it over, then handed it to Craig. “It’s a glove—a cyclist’s glove.” 
 “How do you know that?” Craig asked, taking it from him. 
 Harrison chuckled. “Leah bought me a pair for Christmas when I told her I wanted to start riding my bicycle more. Never did use them. Yeah, that’s what it is, all right.” 
 “Well, I’ll be,” Craig said, glancing at Rags, then at the hole. “Good job, boy. Savannah, go ahead and put his leash on him. He’s done his job. You can keep him with you now, if you want.” 
 “Thank you,” she said, relieved, fastening the leash to Rags’s harness. She looked up and said, “Here comes your heavy equipment.” 
 “Yeah, let’s make sure they don’t bring that stuff any closer than this,” he said, gesturing. “We don’t need that thing inside there to collapse.” He turned to Savannah. “Whether you know it or not, that little journey Rags took into the underground cavern might have saved some lives.” 
 “How’s that?” she asked. 
 “We know now where the cavern is, so we can more accurately direct the operator.” 
 Unsmiling, Savannah petted Rags. 
 Craig watched as the equipment pulled closer. “Good. They brought a crane. I’m pretty sure that’s the safest way to get that tractor out of the way.” 
 “Whatcha got here?” a man asked, approaching Craig and the others on foot. He held out his hand. “I’m Bill, the crane operator.” He briefly acknowledged two other men, saying, “This is Art and Manny.” 
 “Craig Sledge,” he said. “This is Damon and Harrison.” 
 The men nodded at one another. Bill asked, “What makes you think there’s someone trapped out here—you say, under that old tractor?” 
 “Yes, we believe they’re in a section of some sort of pipeline—possibly an old drainage pipe,” Craig explained. The men waited for him to continue, so he nodded toward Harrison. “He lives over yonder, and a cat has been visiting him, bringing all sorts of things belonging to an individual who has been reported missing.” 
 Manny scratched his head. “A cat?” 
 Craig nodded. “Listen, I don’t know how much time we have, but we’re certain that someone’s down under there. We heard voices, and someone unfastened the cat’s leash when we sent him down there. I think we’d better figure out how to get them out.” 
 “Okay,” Bill said. “So you think they’re inside a pipe?” 
 “Yeah,” Craig said. “Apparently right under that tractor. I say let’s move the tractor and see what we have to work with.” 
 After carefully examining the area, Bill used the crane to lift the tractor and set it aside, out of the way. Then Manny went to work with the backhoe, carefully digging into the soil. After several minutes someone shouted, “We’ve hit something solid!” 
 Craig and the workmen gathered to discuss their next tactic. 
 “Maybe we’d better use shovels,” Art suggested. 
 “Yeah,” Bill said, “now that we know the cavern is shored up, I’m not so worried about it collapsing.” 
 “How many shovels do you have?” Craig asked. 
 “Enough,” Art said, trotting off to retrieve them. When he returned, he handed out the shovels and said, “Take her easy. We don’t know exactly where those fellows are.” 
 “Savannah,” Craig said. “Did you call for paramedics?” Before she could respond, he said, “Oh, here they come now.” 
 Bill glanced around. 
 “What are you thinking?” Craig asked. 
 “I’m just wondering if there’s another way into this cavern. I mean, how did those fellows get down under that tractor?” 
 Damon pointed. “We found a section of corrugated pipe coming out of the ground up on that mesa. The opening was covered by a boulder. We figure that’s how they got down in there. My sense is that the pipe collapsed somewhere between here and there. Why? Do you think we’re making a mistake by excavating from this end?” 
 “Maybe,” Bill said. 
 “Hey, Damon,” Craig called, “why don’t you take him up there where we found the other opening?” He nodded toward Savannah. “Take the cat and go with them, would you?” 
 The man turned to look at Savannah, then down at Rags. “A cat, huh?” 
 “He’s a search cat,” Craig said. “He led us to this spot.” 
 “Okay,” the man said. He held out his hand to Savannah as they walked toward the main opening. “I’m Bill.” 
 “Savannah,” she said. When she saw him watching Rags, she said, “This is Rags. He really does work with the police department. He went into that cave earlier and brought out a cyclist’s glove. The guy we’re looking for is a cyclist on his way to Washington, and he’s been missing for a few days.” 
 “No kidding? So you really think someone found his way in there and can’t get out?” He answered his own question. “I guess there could have been a cave-in.” 
 “Yeah, but someone must have used that cave at some point, because there are pipes coming up out of the ground as if they were put there for ventilation.” 
 Bill stared at her. “No kidding. I saw those. Wondered what they were. Are you a policewoman?” 
 She laughed. “No. I’m a veterinarian.” The look he gave her made her laugh again. “It’s the cat that works with the sheriff’s office. I’m just his handler.” 
 After examining the opening into the pipeline, Bill shook his head. “Yeah, I think we’re better off to go with plan A. Let’s get started and see if we can find that dude or dudes.” He called out, “Man the shovels!” 
 It didn’t take long for the men to realize they were on the right track. “Did you hear that?” Art asked. “There surely is someone down there. I hear voices.” 
 “Voices?” Savannah repeated. “It is more than one person, and they’re alive. Wow!” she cheered. She picked up Rags and snuggled with him. “You already knew that, didn’t you?” 
 Craig smiled at her. He walked closer and said, “You know, you can get back to your life, if you want. I think Rags has done his job for the day.” 
 “Are you kidding?” Savannah said. “I’m not one to leave in the middle of a good movie.” 
 “We’re in!” came an announcement a little while later. “Can we get some oxygen in here?” 
 A couple of firemen carried a large hose to the opening, and worked it into the cavern. After a while someone called, “Coming out!” 
 Firemen were ready with stretchers and portable oxygen tanks. Paramedics were eagerly waiting their turn to help. 
 “Nervous?” Harrison asked Savannah. 
 She nodded. “Yes, I just hope he or they are all right.” She faced him. “What do you suppose happened? How did they get down in there?” 
 Harrison shrugged. “You got me. I imagine we’ll find out soon enough.” He ruffled the fur on Rags’s head as the cat sat near Savannah watching the activity. “He’s something else. I’ve heard stories about him, but to see him in action…man, what a trip.” 
 “Here he comes!” someone shouted. 
 There was a flurry of organized activity as several men and women received one victim and made him comfortable on a stretcher. Everyone was surprised to see him sit up and look around. Damon approached him and took a few pictures with his phone. He asked one of the rescue team, “Who is he? Do you know his name?” 
 “Jimmy,” the rescuer said quickly, returning to the opening and heading back inside. 
 “There are two more!” someone shouted. 
 When Damon saw Jimmy talking to the authorities, he made his move. “I’m Damon Jackson with The Daily, can you tell me how you got stuck down in there? What happened?” 
 “I hope it was an accident,” the young man answered, “but somehow I don’t think so. My stuff’s missing, and I think I know who took it and who…” he coughed and struggled to catch his breath. 
 “Let’s get this guy to the hospital,” a paramedic said. “You can talk to him later, okay?” 
 Damon nodded. 
 Craig patted Damon on the back. “Yeah, kid, let’s give them a chance to get their bearings before you interview them.” 
 “So there’s more than just the one, huh? I wonder why?” Damon said. 
 Craig shrugged. “Maybe they met up somehow and thought this would be a good place to spend the night.” 
 Damon looked around the area where the young men had been virtually buried alive. “Yeah, some idiots must have thought it would be fun to seal their fate.” 
 
 **** 
 “Are you okay, hon?” Michael asked that evening as they prepared for bed. 
 “Yeah. It was quite a morning, but I managed to get everything packed and ready for our trip.” She touched his arm. “Thank you, by the way, for doing the banking, and cleaning out the car, and...” 
 “Sure.” 
 “I don’t know if I could have done it without Mom’s and your help. You know, she delayed her date with Karl to help me out. I’m glad she has decided to spend time with Karl in Arizona while we’re in Oregon. That took some of the guilt off me.” 
 “But hon, if you hadn’t gone out there with Craig today, those poor guys might have died,” Michael said. “From the sounds of it, they’d been stuck in there without water for almost two days.” 
 She nodded. “They were pretty close to digging themselves out, but they were definitely running out of energy.” 
 “Lack of water will do that.” He asked, “So do they know how they got buried like that? Why did they go down in there, anyway?” 
 “As I understand it, the cyclist from San Diego met up with those other two guys just outside of San Francisco, and they rode a ways with him, but I don’t know where their bikes were. We found one bike in the bushes.” She thought for a minute. “I guess whoever closed them in there might have taken their bikes.” 
 “Yeah, sure, that’s possible. Do they have any suspects?” he asked. 
 She shook her head. “Not that I know of. Nor does anyone know why these guys’ personal papers and stuff were all cut up and strewn around like that. Craig hopes to be able to talk to the cyclists tomorrow.” 
 “How are they?” he asked. 
 “Oh, the three men? Just weak and hungry, I guess.” 
 “So do you think that if Rags hadn’t found them today they would have survived?” 
 “I kind of doubt it,” Savannah said, “unless Craig continued to follow his hunch. But without Rags out there today, we never would have noticed that opening. At least that’s what Craig said.” She petted Rags as he lay next to her on the bed. “Look at him. He’s all tuckered out.” 
 “Good. That will make him a better traveling companion,” Michael said smugly. 
 She grinned at him. “Do you really think so?” She tilted her head. “You know, Rags shouldn’t get all the credit for finding those young men. That tiger-striped cat at Harrison’s and Leah’s discovered the original clues to those boys’ whereabouts.” 
 He chuckled. “So it was a cat brigade that saved them.” 
 “Pretty much, I guess. Hey, let’s get some sleep, shall we? We have a big week ahead.” She lay down, then sat up straight. “What time is it?” 
 “Nine, why?” 
 “Oh, I just keep having this nagging thought. You know, I’m going to call Leah and hope I don’t catch them in bed.” 
 “Are you sure? Hon…” 
 But Savannah had already placed the call. She waited through three rings and was about to end the call when Harrison answered. “Hi, Savannah. Sorry, it’s me. Leah’s in the bathroom. Want me to have her call you back?” 
 “No, don’t bother her. I can tell you about my concerns.” 
 “Does it involve our two cycle-riding handymen?” he asked. 
 “Yes. So you have your suspicions too, do you?” 
 “Sure do. I’ve already told Craig what I know about those guys, which isn’t much. I thought it was suspicious seeing them loitering in that same spot where those guys probably entered that old pipeline.” He scoffed. “At least that area won’t be a temptation for any other young people.” 
 “Why?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh, I guess you left before they dug that disintegrated pipe out of there and filled the space with dirt. That was a hidden hazard.” 
 “Good to hear. What do you think those guys’ reason would be for trying to suffocate the cyclists?” she asked, 
 “Theft, I guess. The bikes they were riding probably belonged to the two who hooked up with Bruce Lang. I imagine they’d hidden Lang’s bike to sell or trade later.” 
 “Harrison, do you know how their stuff got scattered all over the place around there—the stuff the tiger cat was bringing you?” 
 “Damon and I discussed that this evening,” Harrison said. “Remember that area where Rags kept digging—you know, where we found those receipts and things? Well, Craig went back out there and dug up more of the same type of things—clothes, pieces of backpacks, personal papers, and such. His guess is that the thieves coerced those guys to go down into the cavern to check it out without their belongings. They blocked the cyclists exit, then took what they wanted from their backpacks and buried the rest, chopping it up as best they could with the shovel. That’s where our klepto cat was getting the stuff.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Did you say your klepto cat?” 
 “Well, for now,” Harrison admitted. “We’ll probably take him and the momma cat in for their little operations and maybe let Charlie pick out a kitten to keep.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Good. I’m glad Charlie gets to have his own kitten. He seems to adore cats. Well, thanks for the update, Harrison. I appreciate it.” 
 “Yeah, thanks for your help today.” He then said, “Oh, hey, did you hear how your book cover found its way out there in the boonies?” 
 “No,” Savannah said. “I’d forgotten all about that. Do you know how that happened?” 
 Harrison laughed. “Yeah. Here’s Leah. I’m going to let her tell you.” 
 “Hi, Savannah,” Leah said. “I heard about you guys finding a piece torn from your book.” She chuckled. “We had dinner with Colbi and Damon this evening and he told us the story.” 
 “There’s a story?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh yes. Wait until you hear this.” 
 “What, Leah? I’m on pins and needles.” 
 “Well,” Leah said, “it seems that one of the boys with Bruce Lang—I think his name was Cody—he and his friend met up with the long-distance cyclist just outside San Francisco and rode on up here with him. Cody is a veterinary student on spring break, and he evidently likes cats. In fact, he told Damon he travels with a cat—you know, on his bike, camping, and things like that. He wants to write a book about his experiences with the cat and someone recently gave him your book as a guide.” 
 “Really?” Savannah said. “How cool is that?” 
 “That’s not all. Damon said Cody knew you live up here, and that’s one reason why he hooked up with Bruce Lang—for the chance to meet you.” 
 “No kidding?” Savannah said. 
 “Yeah. Damon said the kid was really impressed to find out that Damon knew you and that you and Rags helped with their rescue. Cody begged him to introduce you. When Damon told him you’d be out of town for the next week, he decided to stick around here until you return in hopes of maybe getting some pointers from you about the book he wants to write.” 
 “Wow! My first groupie,” Savannah said, laughing. 
 “So what do you think?” Leah asked. “Do you have any reservations about meeting him?” 
 “No,” Savannah said, “I don’t think so. Damon didn’t indicate that there was anything wrong with him, did he—that he might pose any danger?” 
 “No, not at all,” Leah assured her. 
 “Then I’d be delighted to talk to him when we get back. He’s going to stay in town until then?” 
 “That’s what it sounds like,” Leah said. She chuckled. “He’d also like to buy one of your books, because the one he borrowed was destroyed by whoever stole all their stuff.” 
 “No problem,” Savannah said. “Hey, thanks for sharing that with me, Leah. You’ve made my day.” 
 “Certainly,” Leah said. “Talk to you soon.” 
 “What was that about?” Michael asked when Savannah ended the call. “You have a groupie?” 
 “Yes,” she said, laughing. “One of the guys who was rescued today is familiar with my book and came here hoping to meet me and Rags. Can you believe it?” 
 “So are you going to meet him?” 
 “Sure, when we get back. That is, if he sticks around. He told Damon he plans to stay in town until we return.” 
 “Well, that ought to thrill your agent,” Michael said. 
 She nodded. “Maybe I should introduce him to Rob in case Rob would like to represent his book, too.” 
 Michael grinned at his wife. 
 “What?” she questioned. 
 “I’m just in awe of you, that’s all.” 
 “Oh Michael, stop teasing me.” 
 “No, I’m serious,” he said. “Look at what you’ve accomplished with your life. You’re a licensed veterinarian—and a very good one, I might add. You’re raising two of the most amazing children…” 
 “Oh, come on, Michael, we’re raising them together,” she insisted. 
 “Yeah, but you’re the one who keeps things rolling in the right direction around here. You run the household, the family, our animals, our social life, our travel plans…and you still have time to be a successful author and enjoy some of the most outrageous experiences of anyone I know.” He smiled at her and asked, “So does Harrison think his ranch hands could be involved with that whole debacle out there at his place—the missing bikers and all?” 
 She nodded. “Yes. He said Craig definitely wants to question them.” She tilted her head. “He probably already has, if I know Detective Craig.” 
 “Good,” Michael said, lying back against his pillow. He rolled toward her. “Speaking of solving cases, what have you heard from your Oregon friends about the painting they were concerned about? Have they located it?” 
 “Not that I know of. Pam was pretty upset about it. Well, it was really important to their mother. In fact, they’re so upset that the girls seem to have lost some of their enthusiasm for their new business since it disappeared.” 
 “How valuable is it?” he asked. 
 She raised her eyebrows. “I haven’t asked. I’m not even sure they know. It may be one of those priceless pieces.” 
 “Or it has no value at all and everyone involved has been bamboozled,” he suggested. 
 “What?” she asked. 
 “Don’t you watch old mysteries?” Using an eerie voice he said, “That painting, as it turns out, is worthless. Mr. Benson was killed for no particular reason at all.” 
 “Oh Michael,” she carped playfully, “go to sleep.” 
 
 **** 
 Tuesday morning the Ivey household was bustling with activity and excitement as the family prepared for their road trip to Oregon. 
 “Mom, what have you decided to do this week?” Savannah asked while preparing a picnic lunch for their drive. 
 “I think I’ll fly out to Arizona maybe Thursday and stay until Saturday. You’ll be home Sunday, right?” she asked. 
 “That’s the plan,” Savannah said. 
 Gladys frowned. “Why so glum, Vannie? Aren’t you looking forward to your trip?” 
 “Yes, I am,” Savannah said, “but I have a sense that we’re stepping into a tarantula’s nest.” 
 “What do you mean?” Gladys asked. “Is that because of the missing painting?” 
 Savannah nodded. “I spoke with Pam a while ago. They’re questioning whether they should have gone into the antique business. What they thought would be a fun little business they could enjoy and profit from while raising Jeannie’s children, has become a nightmare.” 
 Confiding, she said, “It sounds like the sisters are not getting along. Jeannie wants to give up and bring the children back to California. Pam is scared and frustrated. She said she wonders if some of that stuff her mother hoarded is cursed.” 
 “Cursed?” Gladys repeated. 
 “Yes. Pam said there’s been a lot of friction and discord since they moved into their mother’s house and decided to open their shop. She sounds pretty much ready to throw in the towel. I questioned whether we should go up there at all, but Pam said we’re their last hope.” 
 “What?” Gladys said. “Why?” 
 “I guess partly because of Rags. They’ve read my book, and they have this idea that he might be their saving grace in the theft. I get the impression they know who has the painting.” She sighed. “I wish Craig was going with us.” 
 Gladys chuckled. “You trust Craig more than you do Rags?” 
 “Actually, yes,” she admitted. “Craig hasn’t once run off and made me chase him down.” 
 Both women laughed. 
 Just then there was a knock at the door. Savannah unlocked it. “Hi, Bonnie,” she greeted. 
 “Came to get your horses,” Bonnie said. “Are they packed and ready to go?” 
 “Sure are. Want a cup of coffee?” Savannah offered. 
 Bonnie looked at her watch. “Naw, I’d better keep to my schedule.” She stepped inside and hugged Savannah. “When are you leaving?” 
 “As soon as we get the car packed and everyone ready. Hey, thank you for helping us out yet again with the horses.” 
 “You’re welcome. It’s always a pleasure to have my two girls back for a visit.” She waved as she walked toward the door. “Have a great trip.” 
 “Sure will.” 
 Bonnie started to leave, then stepped back and allowed Margaret to enter. The two of them exchanged greetings and Bonnie walked on out. 
 “Hi,” Gladys said, embracing her sister. “What brings you out so early?” 
 “Just want to get my feeding orders before everyone leaves.” Margaret added excitedly, “And I want to know what happened yesterday.” 
 “What happened yesterday?” Savannah repeated. “Oh, you mean out at Leah’s and Harrison’s. Well…” 
 “I heard about it on the radio. Oh my gosh, Vannie, that was just about the craziest thing you and your cat have been involved in yet, isn’t it? You could write a whole book on that episode.” 
 “Auntie!” Lily shouted, running into the room. 
 “Auntie!” Teddy mimicked, throwing himself into Margaret’s arms. 
 “Teddy,” Lily complained, “you almost knocked me down.” 
 “He’s a little bulldozer, isn’t he?” Margaret said, hugging both of the children. 
 “We’re going on the road,” Lily said excitedly. 
 “A road trip,” Savannah corrected. 
 “Yes, a road trip,” Lily repeated. 
 “Road trip,” Teddy mimicked. He put his hands on his chest. “New shirt!” he exclaimed. “New pants.” 
 “Nice,” Margaret said. “You look mighty handsome there.” 
 “Me too?” Lily asked, showing off her jeans and t-shirt. 
 “No,” Margaret said. “You’re not handsome, you’re pretty.” 
 Lily’s frown turned into a smile and she hugged her aunt again, then looked up at her. “Are you going with us?” 
 “No,” Margaret said. “I’m taking care of the animals.” 
 “Not Rags,” Lily said. “Rags is going with us.” 
 “Yay,” Margaret cheered jokingly. 
 “Hey kids,” Michael called from the living room, “come pick out what toys you want to take for the trip.” 
 Savannah watched as both children ran out of the room. She rolled her eyes. “Oh my, is he ever in for a rude awakening.” 
 “How’s that?” Margaret asked amused. 
 “Well, those two don’t do well with making choices. Lily will be wishy-washy in deciding which toys to take. She’ll change her mind a dozen times, then talk Michael into more toys. Teddy will choose one of his largest trucks and throw a fit when Michael suggests he downsize. He’s a stubborn one. He’ll stick to his first choice and he won’t let it go.” She shook her head at the thought, then looked at her aunt. “So what did you hear about the mess we came across yesterday?” 
 Margaret poured herself the last of the coffee and sat down. “That they found three young bicyclists buried out there, and they’re looking for whoever blocked their escape. I guess they went in the old drain pipe during that rain last week and somehow were not able to get out. Rags found them?” she asked. 
 “Well sort of. A stray cat on Leah’s and Harrison’s property brought the situation to light. It all started when they began finding things on their doorstep. When the items became more personal, they became concerned that someone might be in trouble.” 
 “Yeah,” Margaret said, “and I guess it wasn’t an accident.” 
 “Really?” Gladys asked. 
 “Yeah, one of the bikers said some guys were ridiculing them. Did you know they’re questioning a couple of young men who work for Leah and Harrison?” 
 “Gibbs and Colt?” Savannah asked 
 Margaret tilted her head. “You know them?” 
 “I met them a couple of days ago. And I saw them yesterday near where we found the cyclists. We thought those two were acting a little odd.” 
 Margaret raised her eyebrows. “Well, it appears they’re key suspects.” She laughed. “You should have heard what the reporter said about your cat.” 
 “Oh,” Savannah said warily. “What?” 
 “Let’s see, what was it? It was priceless—that he had another notch in his claw or something like that.” 
 “Well, like I said, he had an accomplice this time—the stray that alerted Leah and Harrison to a problem. Rags just discovered the way in to rescue the men.” 
 “Well that’s huge,” Margaret said, petting the cat as he walked past. “Good job, boy. Those young men live to ride another bicycle and all because of you.” 
 “Will the long-distance rider continue on to Washington?” Gladys asked. 
 Margaret shook her head. “I think he’s going home. Doctors are strongly suggesting he rest for a while before venturing out like that again. It sounds like his parents are on board with that. They weren’t happy about this in the first place, but it was one of those awareness rides—you know, he was riding for his little sister who has some disease.” 
 “Sounds like he got it,” Gladys said. 
 “What?” Margaret asked. 
 “Awareness,” Gladys explained. 
 Margaret nodded. “Yes, as a matter of fact, someone here has set up a GoFundMe page for the family, and they’ve already received some nice donations.” 
 “All’s well that ends well,” Gladys recited, “but what will become of the kids who caused that whole problem?” 
 “I don’t know,” Margaret said. “I guess it depends on their criminal history.” 
 “Leah had criminals working at their place, around Charlie?” Gladys asked. 
 “Let’s hope not,” Margaret said, “but those two probably aren’t the brightest bulbs in the chandelier. Hopefully they learned a lesson that will keep them from doing something that stupid again.” 
 “Ready?” Michael asked, entering the kitchen minutes later. 
 “I think so,” Savannah said. “Where’s Rags? Didn’t I just see him in here a minute ago?” 
 Michael shrugged. “Could be. I just put him in the car.” 
 “In his car seat?” she asked. 
 Michael nodded. “Yes. He’ll ride between the kids.” 
 “He rides in a car seat now?” Margaret asked. 
 “Yes. He does pretty well, actually,” Savannah said. 
 Margaret stood up and hugged Savannah, then Michael and each of the children, saying, “Have a wonderful trip.” 
 Savannah let out a deep sigh. “Yes, I hope so. I would love a relaxing vacation, but with Rags along…” 
 “I hear ya,” Margaret said. 
 “And with that theft debacle,” Gladys added. 
 “What?” Margaret questioned. “What’s going on, Vannie? Are you walking into a mess up there?” 
 When Savannah started to speak, Michael took her hand and led her away. She called out as they exited the door, “Mom can tell you all about it—what we know about it, anyway.” 







Chapter Six
  
 This is a pretty drive,” Savannah said three hours later. She glanced back at the children. “Too bad they’re not enjoying the scenery. And they probably won’t remember much about this trip. That’s the problem with traveling with children when they’re so young; they aren’t making memories.” 
 “That’s why you have a camera on your phone,” Michael said. “Take lots of pictures and show them to the children often. That will help them remember the trip.” He glanced briefly at Rags in the rearview mirror. “Your cat seems to be enjoying the scenery.” 
 “Yeah, he looks quite contented there on the back of the seat watching the tall trees fly past.” 
 “Watching for birds and squirrels,” he added. 
 “Speaking of birds and squirrels, why don’t you find a nice place to pull over and we’ll stretch our legs and have some lunch. We have—what—another three or four hour drive?” 
 He nodded. “Watch for a good place to stop.” 
 “Okay,” she said, sitting forward a little. 
 “No, Rags,” Lily complained from the backseat. 
 “What’s he doing?” Savannah asked. 
 “Licking my baby Alana’s hair. I don’t want him to do that.” 
 “Okay,” Savannah said, unbuckling her seatbelt. She stretched into the backseat, unsnapped Rags’s harness, and lifted him onto her lap. She muttered, “You probably made me miss a good spot, Rags. Let’s watch for a pretty place to have lunch.” 
 “I want lunch,” Teddy called. 
 “Me too,” Lily said. “I want lunch.” 
 Just then Rags became antsy. He turned around on Savannah’s lap a few times, then put his paws on the door and watched out the window. 
 “I can’t see, Rags. You’re in the way,” she complained. She looked back behind them. “Michael, did you see that spot back there? That looked like a good place to stop.” 
 “Too late,” he said good-naturedly. “There’ll be others.” 
 “Settle down Rags,” Savannah said, attempting to control his movement. She pointed. “See up ahead there. That looks like a park or something. Pull in there. I think Rags may need to use the facilities.” 
 “The facilities?” Michael repeated, chuckling. 
 “You know, a dirt pile.” As Michael pulled closer and she could see the area more clearly, she said, “Oh yes, this is perfect. There’s room for the kids to run and Rags to roam, and there’s shade and sun. Okay with you?” 
 “Sure,” he said. “I’m with the loud majority; I’m hungry.” 
 “You just ate breakfast.” 
 “Four long hours ago,” he reminded her. 
 “I guess you’re right.” She snapped Rags’s leash onto his harness and opened the car door. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
 **** 
 The family had been picnicking together on a large quilt for a while, when Rags became restless. 
 “Oh, Ragsie,” Savannah crooned. “Have you had your fill of food and water? You went potty. What do you want now?” 
 “He wants to interrupt your lunch,” Michael said. “He’s ready for his walk.” 
 “You want to get some exercise?” Savannah asked. “Let me finish my apple and we’ll go for a little walk, okay?” 
 “I want to walk,” Lily said. “Can I go for a walk with you?” she asked, shoving her half-eaten sandwich into the cooler. 
 “Let’s finish our lunch first, okay?” Savannah said. “Everyone who finishes their lunch gets one of Grammy’s cookies.” 
 “And a walk?” Lily asked. 
 “And a walk,” Savannah agreed. 
 “I eat,” Teddy announced. “I want cookie.” 
 Savannah kissed his hand. “I know you do, you little cookie monster.” A short while later, Savannah let out a sigh. “I’m tired of holding this cat back. I don’t know what he’s so interested in. Ready, Lily? Grab a cookie and let’s find out where Rags wants to go.” 
 Michael picked up Teddy. “I see swings over there. Want to swing, buddy?” 
 “Encourage him to play on that slide too,” Savannah said. “He needs to exercise his little legs.” She yelped when Rags leaped at the end of the leash toward a wooded area. 
 “Wait!” Lily shouted. “I want to take baby Alana. Can I take my Alana doll, Mommy?” 
 “Sure. Go get it. I’ll wait.” Savannah tugged a little on Rags’s leash. “Settle down. Be patient.” She watched Lily return to their quilt and pick up her doll, then she looked across the grassy area where Michael was pushing Teddy in a swing. She smiled. Then she noticed something going on beyond them. What are those people doing? She wondered. They look kind of frantic. When Lily caught up to her, she glanced once more at the small group of people and took Lily’s hand. The two of them accompanied Rags into a dense area of forest. “You’re not going to get us lost in here, are you, Rags?” she muttered. 
 Lily looked up at her mother. “We won’t get lost, Mommy. Will we? Will we get lost?” 
 “I hope not, honey-bun.” 
 “We can throw breadcrumbs,” Lily suggested. “Like in that story you read me in my book. The children threw breadcrumbs so they could go home.” 
 “Yes, that was Hansel and Gretel,” Savannah said. “But what happened to those breadcrumbs?” 
 Lily looked up wide-eyed and exclaimed, “The birds ate them!” 
 “Rags,” Savannah complained. “Lily, can you keep up? Rags wants to go faster.” 
 “Why’s he going so fast?” Lily asked, skipping to catch up. 
 Suddenly, Savannah stopped. “Did you hear something?” 
 “I hear birds,” Lily said. “I hear…” she paused, then laughed. “I hear Rags. Meow. Meow.” 
 “Yes, he’s crying isn’t he? I wonder why.” She tightened her lips, contemplating. “Let’s follow him, shall we? Stay close to Mommy, now.” After a few moments, Savannah said, “I’m sure I heard something. Maybe it’s an injured animal. Listen, Lily. Do you hear that?” She held tightly to the leash and commanded, “Hold on, Rags.” She looked around. When Rags began pulling on the leash again, Savannah took Lily’s hand and continued following along behind the cat. 
 “Someone’s crying, Mommy,” Lily said. 
 Savannah nodded. “I hear it. Rags, is that what you hear? Show us, Rags. Where’s it coming from?” 
 “There, Mommy!” Lily exclaimed. “Rags found a baby.” 
 Savannah gasped. “Oh my gosh.” Still holding tightly to Lily’s hand and Rags’s leash, she walked forward, glanced around, and kneeled next to a small child who sat behind a fallen log, sobbing. “Hello,” Savannah said. “Are you lost? Where’s your Mommy?” 
 The little girl looked up at Savannah, then at Lily. She smiled and reached toward Lily. 
 “I think she wants to hold baby Alana,” Savannah said. 
 Lily clutched the doll to her. “No.” 
 Savannah said gently, “Honey, the little girl’s scared. How about letting her hold baby Alana for a minute? I think it will make her feel better.” 
 Lily stared at the child, then looked down at her doll. “Okay.” 
 The child smiled and hugged the doll to her. 
 “What’s your name, honey?” Savannah asked. 
 “Eve.” The toddler held up three fingers. “I’m three.” She wiped at her eyes and looked around. “Where’s my doggie?” 
 “Did you lose your doggie?” Savannah asked. She gazed around, looking for a stuffed toy, when suddenly she heard something crashing through the thick bed of pine needles. “What’s that?” Savannah asked, not expecting an answer. When she saw a large black dog charging toward her, she grabbed Lily and sheltered both children with her body. “Scat!” Savannah shouted. “Git!” she said. Just then she realized she’d lost her grip on Rags’s leash and he took off at a dead run toward the dog. “No, Rags! Rags!” She grabbed for Rags’s leash, but wasn’t fast enough. “Oh my gosh,” she moaned. “Stay here with Eve,” Savannah said, pushing Lily down behind the log next to the toddler. “Stay there,” she repeated, as she started to run toward the large dog and the clueless cat. 
 Before she’d gone far, she heard Eve say, “My doggie.” 
 Savannah looked back at her. “That’s your doggie? What’s his name?” 
 “Star,” she said. “Doggie Star.” She called, “Star! Star!” 
 “Oh no,” Savannah said. “What’s Rags going to do?” Someone’s bound to get hurt, she thought. “Rags!” she shouted again. She took off running toward the two animals, hoping to thwart a collision or worse, when suddenly Rags stopped and so did the dog. Star panted excitedly, then lay down and rolled over in front of Rags. Rags sat down and watched the dog, then the two of them trotted back to where the children waited. Savannah followed behind them shaking her head and seriously wondering what had just happened. “You know, Eve,” she said, “I believe your family’s looking for you. Want to come with me and Lily and Rags? We’ll take you back to your family, okay?” 
 Savannah slipped her hand through the loop on the end of Rags’s leash and picked up the three-year-old. “Lily, hold onto my sweater,” she instructed. 
 “Like this, Mommy?” Lily asked. “Mommy, can I have my Alana baby back?” 
 “Yes, sweetheart. Just be patient.” Savannah looked around to make sure Star was following them. When they reached the grassy clearing, Star burst ahead of them and ran straight for the group of people Savannah had seen earlier. She noticed that a policeman had joined them. 
 Meanwhile, Michael and Teddy had returned to their picnic blanket and were eating cookies. “Who’s this?” Michael asked when Savannah emerged from the wooded area with Eve. “Where did you get her?” 
 Savannah looked beyond him. “I believe she somehow got separated from her family. That’s probably them over there beating the bushes trying to find her.” She said to Lily, “Stay with Daddy, okay? I’ll be right back.” 
 “Mommy,” Lily said frantically, “my baby Alana.” 
 Seeing that Eve still held tightly to Lily’s doll, Savannah said, “Let me take the baby back to her family, then I’ll bring Alana to you, okay?” 
 “That’s my doll, Mommy,” Lily called. 
 “I know, honey. You wait there with Daddy.” When she looked up she saw people running toward her. Someone snatched the child from her arms and began smothering her with kisses. Someone else hugged Savannah. 
 “Where did you find her?” an older woman asked. 
 A teenager ran up to her. “Yeah, where was she? We looked everywhere.” 
 “Oh, well, our cat led us to her,” Savannah explained. 
 “This cat?” a woman asked, leaning over and petting Rags. She stood up and asked, “You say the cat found her?” 
 “How did Star get out?” a man asked. “I put her in the car when Eve went missing. Who let her out?” When no one spoke, he asked Savannah, “Where’d you find the dog?” 
 “Well, I think she followed Eve into that stand of trees,” Savannah said. “She showed up shortly after we found the child.” 
 “Sounds like it was a group effort,” the policeman said. 
 Savannah nodded. 
 A woman of about fifty approached Savannah with her hand out. “I’m her grandmother. I just want to say how grateful we are.” She choked up and wiped at one eye. “You just don’t know.” 
 Savannah smiled. “I’m awfully glad she’s okay.” When the family started to walk away with Eve and Star, Savannah said, “Um…the doll…” 
 “Yes, I didn’t know she took her doll with her,” the child’s mother said. 
 “She didn’t,” Savannah asserted. “That’s my daughter’s…” 
 Another woman spoke up. “Yeah, I think I saw Eve carrying it just before she disappeared.” 
 “I don’t think so,” someone else said. “I saw the doll in the car.” 
 “It’s my daughter’s…” Savannah started again. 
 When it appeared that no one was paying attention to her in their jubilance, Savannah turned quietly to leave, wondering how she would explain this to Lily. “Come on, Rags,” she said, gently tugging on the leash. She walked toward him and started to pick him up when he trotted away toward where the family had taken Eve. “Let’s go, Rags,” Savannah called. 
 At that moment, the child appeared to lose her grip on the doll and it dropped to the ground. Rags tugged against the leash. When Savannah saw what had happened, she loosened her grip on the leash and followed as the cat ran to the doll, grabbed it in his mouth, and trotted back to where Lily waited. 
 “Thank you, Rags,” Lily said. “Mommy, he brought me my baby Alana.” 
 Savannah laughed. “He sure did.” She picked up Rags and looked into his eyes. “You crazy cat.” 
 
 **** 
 “You made it!” Jeannie shouted when she and Pam greeted the Ivey family later that afternoon out in front of their house. After embracing both women, Savannah said, “This is my husband, Michael. Hon, this is Jeannie and Pam.” She looked around. “Where are the children?” 
 “Evan’s napping and Shari’s resting with a video game,” Jeannie said. “We had a kind of…” she glanced at her sister, “…harrowing day. 
 Pam said, “Yeah, so Jeannie and I needed some down time.” 
 “What happened?” Savannah asked. 
 Before they could respond, Michael released Lily from her car seat and removed Teddy, taking him to where the women were talking together. 
 “Aren’t your children adorable?” Jeannie gushed. “Shari and Evan are going to love having kids to play with. We’re so isolated out here.” 
 Michael looked around. “Yes, you are.” Enthusiastically, he said, “What a great house!” 
 “Are you an architect?” Pam asked, then corrected, “No, you’re a veterinarian, right?” 
 He nodded. 
 “He’s a weekend renovation warrior,” Savannah said. “We live in a turn-of-the-century home, and he has done some wonderful renovations.” She looked at the house behind the sisters. “This is… well…” she hesitated, “it’s like from a fairytale.” 
 Pam chuckled. “Yeah, not my style, but when the trouble started we decided to stay here and catch our breath before trying to sell it.” She frowned. “It’s too ornate for me, but this was Mama’s dream, to live a, as you said, a fairytale. When Grandpa died, she poured her inheritance into this dream of hers. I just hope we can sell it.” 
 Jeannie nodded. “Yeah, it’s not everyone’s cup of tea.” 
 Savannah giggled. “It’s an entire Alice in Wonderland tea party.” 
 Jeannie nodded. “The children sure love it.” 
 “I imagine,” Michael said, attempting to take in the ornate details. 
 “I just hope there’s someone else in the world who wants to live like a princess,” Pam said. 
 “Maybe the Disney family would be interested,” Michael suggested. 
 The sisters laughed, then Jeannie asked, “Where’s Rags? You brought him, didn’t you?” 
 “Right here,” Savannah said, reaching into the car and removing him from his seat. 
 “Oh, there you are, Rags,” Jeannie said. She petted him and touched noses with him. “Good to see you, old boy. I sure hope you’ll be able to help us with our latest problem.” 
 “Yeah,” Savannah said. “We want to hear more about that and how you think Rags can help.” 
 “Well, come on in,” Pam said, leading the way toward the house. 
 Before reaching the porch, Savannah said excitedly, “Hey look, there’s beautiful Angel in the window. Oh, guys, she looks wonderful!” 
 “An angel?” Lily squealed. “Where, Mommy? I don’t see an angel.” 
 “Angel is a kitty. See the pretty Ragdoll kitty-cat in that window there? That’s Angel.” Again she said, “She really looks good.” 
 Jeannie smiled. “We’ve managed to bring her back to full coat. She truly is a magnificent cat.” 
 “That’s his mother?” Michael asked, peering at the cat in the window as they walked up the narrow steps to the house. He petted Rags. “Gosh, boy, you sure didn’t get her beauty, did you?” He chuckled. “Beauty and the beast.” 
 “He’s not a beast,” Savannah objected. She snuggled with Rags. “Oh my,” she said wide-eyed when they stepped through the front door. “This is…well, rather overwhelming. Your mother really had fun with this place, didn’t she?” Savannah giggled. “She must have been young at heart.” 
 “That she was,” Pam said, smiling. 
 Lily pulled on Savannah’s sleeve. “Mommy,” she whispered loudly, “is this Disneyland?” 
 “Almost,” Savannah said. She looked at Teddy as he took it all in from Michael’s arms. “Even he’s overwhelmed.” She giggled. “Look at his big eyes.” 
 “Well, let us show you your room and you can get settled, then we’ll give you the grand tour before tea and crumpets, or in case we go down the rabbit hole,” Pam said, laughing. 
 “Well, hi there, Shari,” Savannah greeted when the little girl came into the room. 
 “Hi,” the child responded quietly. She looked at everyone, then her eyes rested on Lily. “Is this your little girl?” She walked up to Lily and asked, “What’s your name? How old are you?” 
 “I’m Lily,” she said. “I’m four and a half.” She looked at Savannah for confirmation. 
 “Punkin,” Savannah said, “this is Shari. Are you still eight?” 
 The child nodded, then asked Lily, “Want to come see my room?” 
 “Do you have dollies?” Lily asked. When Shari nodded, Lily looked at Savannah, then Michael. “Can I?” 
 “Sure, honey,” Savannah said. She added, “Shari, stay with her, will you? I’m afraid she could get lost in this big house.” 
 “Take her hand, Shari,” Jeannie said, “and watch her, okay?” 
 Shari nodded and walked off, holding Lily by the hand. 
 
 **** 
 A little later, the adults chatted in the living room around an oversized Picardy coffee table. Rags and Angel lay together in a cat bed, and the children played a short distance away. Savannah said, “So tell us what’s been happening with this painting. What’s it a painting of, anyway?” 
 “Cats,” Pam said. “Mom loved cats.” She glanced at Jeannie. “We actually think we know who has it, but we’re reluctant to file a formal complaint.” 
 “Why?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah looked across the room at Jeannie. “It doesn’t have anything to do with your ex-husband, does it?” 
 Jeannie shook her head. “No. This is an entirely different criminal profile.” She took a deep breath. “It seems that Mama may have taken on a business partner.” 
 “Or, this person’s delusional,” Pam interjected. She explained, “As Mama aged and her finances dwindled, she began renting out rooms here in the house.” 
 “Seems like a smart thing to do if you want to stay in your home,” Michael said. 
 “Yeah,” Pam agreed, “but one of her renters turned out to be sort of a go-getter—maybe a swindler. Jeannie and I were aware that Mama was getting forgetful.” 
 Jeannie added, “She may have had a touch of dementia.” 
 Pam agreed and said, “Well, Lorraine had been renting a room from Mama for three months or so when she contacted me—you know, I was in LA at the time helping out with Jeannie’s children.” 
 Savannah nodded and Pam continued, “Well, Lorraine told me that Mama was failing mentally and that she had been helping Mama quite a bit. She suggested to me that Mama needed more help, and she offered to hire on as her caregiver. All she wanted was free room and board. I talked to our mother about it, and she seemed quite relieved to have the extra help. She told me that she liked Lorraine. So Jeannie and I agreed. I mean, we were thrilled to have the help, and it sounded like Mama would be safe.” 
 Pam glanced around and continued. “After Mama died, we let Lorraine stay in the house for a few months.” She winced. “Mama’s handyman tipped me off that maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. He thought Lorraine might be smuggling things out of the house. The next time I came here, I was shocked to see that areas inside the house had been cleaned out.” She shook her head. “I don’t remember everything that was in here, but there were a few things I definitely missed. I confronted Lorraine and she told me she’d been organizing things and doing some cleaning. She swore there was nothing missing. When I mentioned specific items, she’d say, “Oh, I believe your mother had me take that to her storage unit.” 
 “We wanted to believe her,” Jeannie asserted. 
 “Did anyone take pictures of your mom’s things before she died?” Michael asked. “I know a woman who was concerned about bringing in caregivers for her elderly parents, and someone suggested to her that she photograph jewelry and artwork and such for proof, just in case anything went missing.” 
 “Hindsight,” Jeannie lamented. 
 Pam nodded. “Yeah, so after we moved back up here, Lorraine came to us one day with a document. She was still in this house, and we were staying in my apartment. Turns out it was a partnership agreement, which Lorraine said gave her half ownership of all of Mama’s antiques.” 
 Jeannie added, “As far as we knew, Mama had a will leaving everything to us.” 
 “Including her collection of antiques,” Pam said. “Yeah, so we hired an attorney, who said that we need to find Mama’s copy of this agreement, if it exists. She also wants something with Mama’s signature on it to compare with the signature on Lorraine’s document.” 
 Jeannie added, “Mama could have signed something if Lorraine asked her to, but from what we hear, she was so in and out of it toward the end of her life that I doubt she would have known what it was. She had no reason not to trust Lorraine, at least as far as we know.” 
 “Well, it shouldn’t be difficult to find something with your mother’s signature on it,” Michael said. 
 Pam smirked. “You wouldn’t think so, but it appears that Lorraine or someone did a pretty good job of cleaning out her paperwork so there would be nothing to counter her claim.” 
 “Was there a will?” Savannah asked. 
 “We don’t know for sure,” Pam said. “We thought there was one, but we haven’t been able to find it. We just remember Mama saying things like, ‘When you girls take over all of my treasures.’ You know, she’d tell me what various pieces were worth, maybe a little history of something. Her dream was to open an antique shop.” She glanced at her sister. “When Jeannie decided to leave LA, we agreed to give it a try. Not only would we be honoring our mother’s dream, but it’s something that appeals to both of us, as well.” 
 Savannah looked at each of the sisters. “So you believe things are missing from the house here? You mentioned a storage unit. Have you checked that out?” 
 Pam let out a deep sigh. “No. We can’t find the key to the unit or to the safe-deposit box.” 
 Jeannie added, “And we can’t find any of her personal papers. It’s possible that she put them someplace for safekeeping, but so far we are at a loss as to where that might be.” 
 “Holy cow,” Michael blurted. “That doesn’t sound right. Have you asked the caregiver about her personal papers?” 
 “Yes. She claims she doesn’t know anything about them.” 
 “So tell us about that painting,” Savannah suggested. “You think Lorraine has it?” 
 Both Pam and Jeannie nodded confidently. “That’s the one item we’ve been most concerned about. I mean, it was so important to our mother,” Pam said. “Like I think I told you, we planned to make it sort of the hallmark of the shop. The fact that it’s gone pretty much confirms that there probably are other pieces missing.” 
 Jeannie shook her head. “If only we could find an inventory sheet of some sort. Mama used to be so organized in her messiness.” She laughed. “I’m just certain there’s a log somewhere itemizing what she had, the prices, maybe where she got it, how much she paid—that sort of thing.” 
 “That would certainly be valuable,” Michael agreed. 
 “So you think Lorraine has the painting?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yes,” Pam said. “After a lot of soul-searching, we decided to confront her.” 
 Jeannie nodded. “Boy, was that a mistake. Savannah, I think she has that piece of art, and I think she knows it was one of Mama’s favorites. Mama might have led her to believe it’s valuable. We don’t know if it is or not, but that doesn’t matter to us as much as the fact that Mama treasured it. It meant something to her.” 
 Michael frowned. “And you can’t find any of her personal papers? That’s odd.” 
 Pam shook her head. “I know she had a small filing cabinet—an antique wooden one, of course—where she kept her personal papers. Last year when I was here she showed me something from a metal box—some bonds. Jeannie and I can’t find the cabinet or that box anywhere.” 
 “Do you think this gal has taken on your mother’s identity?” Michael asked. “Is this a case of identity theft?” 
 “We’re not sure yet,” Jeannie said. “We didn’t start actually believing our suspicions until we realized the painting was gone. In fact, Lorraine said that since she was a partner in the antiques with our mother, she should receive half of the payment from the insurance company.” 
 “So it was insured?” Savannah asked. 
 “I don’t know,” Pam confessed. “Like we said, there’s no paper trail.” She leaned forward. “Mama isn’t even getting mail here. We think Lorraine may have Mama’s mail going to a post office box or something.” 
 “This all sounds pretty incriminating,” Michael said. “Have you talked to your local police?” 
 Pam nodded. “Not enough evidence, they tell us. So we’re doing our best to find evidence—you know, using our memory, contacting local attorneys and banks, trying to piece together what Mama had and where—what’s still in her name. We haven’t even come across her driver’s license or her passport.” 
 “Although we don’t know if she had a passport,” Jeannie added. 
 “Did she have a car?” Michael asked. “Her signature should be on the title, right?” 
 “No title,” Pam said. “The glove box has been cleaned out.” 
 “But the car’s still here?” he asked. 
 “Yes, it’s an older model. It’s in the garage out back.” 
 Savannah sat quietly for a moment, finally asking, “So, what do you have in mind? How do you think we can use Rags in the mystery of this convoluted deceit?” 
 Pam glanced at her sister. “I’d love to find a way into Lorraine’s house or storage unit, if she has one. I want to know where she’s living, where she’s storing stuff. I’d like to catch her with some of Mama’s things, then we’d be pretty darn sure she also has the painting.” 
 “And you think Rags can find her?” Michael asked puzzled. 
 “Well, we have a few leads,” Pam said. “We learned yesterday that she may be living with a new man-friend across town on a llama ranch and could be storing all the stuff that we think she stole in a shed on that property. Maybe the more valuable things are in the house.” 
 “How do you know this?” Michael asked. 
 “Evidently Lorraine called Mama’s handyman, asking him to do some work for her. He knew we’d been asking questions about her, so he stopped by here and told us what he’d learned.” 
 Michael sat up straight. “Wow, that’s a pretty good break, I’d say.” He asked, “Were other people renting out rooms while Lorraine was here? Maybe some of them got friendly with her and have some information that would help your cause.” 
 Pam looked at Jeannie, then said, “There were two others when she moved in, but they both moved out shortly after that, and Mama wasn’t in a strong enough frame of mind to find new renters.” 
 “But you think you know where Lorraine is?” Savannah confirmed. 
 Both sisters nodded. Pam said, “Yeah, but because the police won’t do anything without evidence, and since Lorraine seems to have stolen all the evidence, we may just have to do some of our own sleuthing in order to get the police involved.” 
 “And you think Rags can help with that?” Savannah asked. 
 “Maybe,” Pam said. “Lorraine is a cat person. She came here to Mama’s with a cat. She used to dress poor Gretchen in silly costumes.” 
 Michael and Savannah laughed. She said, “So you think Rags can worm his way in and maybe catch her red-handed?” 
 Pam shrugged. “We haven’t devised a plan. We thought we’d wait until you got here.” 
 “Yeah,” Jeannie said, looking impishly at Savannah, “since you’ve had so much experience…” 
 “Oh great. Thanks,” Savannah complained. “I thought we were coming up to enjoy a nice party at your antique store.” 
 “And we will,” Jeannie said, smiling. “If we can just find out what Lorraine has and somehow get it back, boy, would that make our opening spectacular.” 
 Pam leaned forward in her chair. “Yes, the more time we spend in this house, the more we remember things that were here when we were growing up and in Mama’s later years.” 
 “Many of those things are now gone,” Jeannie said. 
 “You don’t think your mother sold off some of her stuff?” Michael asked. 
 Pam looked at her sister and they laughed. “Not Mama. I’m afraid she was a hoarder, but she hoarded probably more valuable things than most hoarders do.” 
 “Did you say your mom had cats?” Savannah asked. 
 “At one time. She didn’t replace Winnie when she died. She was the last in a line of cats Mama had taken care of for years.” Pam asked, “Hey, when’s Chris coming? I thought she was coming with you.” 
 Savannah shook her head. “She’s flying up from San Francisco and renting a car. She evidently wanted to attend a conference on some breakthrough in DNA-testing on cats.” She chuckled. “You know, she’s a scientist first. She should be here sometime tomorrow. Does she have your address?” 
 “I’m pretty sure she does. If not, she can text us,” Pam said. She leaned forward. “Is anyone hungry? Jeannie made enchiladas. They’re mild. Will the kids eat them? If not, we always keep mac n cheese on hand.” 
 “They’re pretty good eaters,” Michael said. “I’m sure they’ll eat whatever you’re serving.” 
 “Oops, my phone,” Pam said, picking it up from a side table. 
 “Let me help you with dinner,” Savannah offered, following Jeannie into the kitchen. 
 “Thank you.” She called, “Shari and Lily, would you like to set the table?” 
 “Okay,” Shari said. She took Lily’s hand. “Come on. Mom needs help.” 
 The women and the children had just finished setting the table when Pam entered the kitchen. “Savannah, want to see the shop?” she asked. “Stan is picking up a few things to take over there in a little while.” 
 Savannah nodded. “Sure.” 
 Pam suggested, “Let’s take the cats. I want them to get comfortable in the place before the open house. Sis, you and the kids have something going on tonight, right?” 
 Jeannie nodded. “I’m helping with the youth group at church.” 
 Savannah looked at Michael, who said, “Sure, hon, go ahead. I’ll get the kids in their jammies.” 
 
 **** 
 It was dusk when the handyman drove up. Pam greeted him when he approached the front door. “Hi, Stan. We carried it all out as far as the porch.” She glanced at his pickup truck. “I think you can get it all in there.” 
 Before Stan could respond, Michael squeezed past Pam. “I’ll give you a hand.” 
 “Stan,” Pam said, “this is Michael. He and his family are here to help us with the grand 
 opening.” 
 “Thanks,” Stan said, shaking hands with Michael. “I always appreciate help moving things up and down these narrow stairs.” 
 Michael chuckled. “They are narrow, aren’t they? That’s surprising with a house this size.” 
 “Are you a builder?” Stan asked, picking up a small side table. 
 “Only in my dreams.” Michael added, “My wife calls me a weekend renovation warrior or something like that. It’s my hobby.” He lifted a small chair up to Stan, who stood in the bed of the pickup. “I’m a veterinarian.” 
 “Oh,” Stan remarked. 
 When Pam saw the two men draping moving blankets over the furniture and tucking them in between the various pieces, she took a harness and leash off a hook and called, “Come on, Angel. Let’s go for a ride.” 
 Savannah slipped Rags’s harness on him and smiled at Angel, who had rolled over on her back and was kicking gently at Pam. “Doesn’t she like wearing a harness?” she asked, chuckling. 
 Pam grimaced. “I imagine it pulls on her fur. We don’t like to use one with her, but sometimes it’s a safer way for her to travel.” 
 “Of course,” Savannah said. She walked Rags closer to where Pam was struggling with Angel. “Look, sweet girl,” she crooned, “Rags is all dressed and ready to go. Let Aunt Pam put on your pretty princess harness and let’s go for a ride.” 
 Angel stared at Savannah for a moment, then flipped over and allowed Pam to slip the thing on her. 
 “Well, how’d you do that?” Pam asked. “I usually have to negotiate with her—you know, give her a treat or something.” She smiled. “Savannah, you’re a miracle worker. Jeannie and I would like to know your secret. Is it mind talk? I read in your book about you using mind talk with Rags sometimes.” 
 “Could be,” Savannah said. “Most of the time I have no idea what inspires Rags to do something I want him to do or to do the impish things he does.” 
 Pam chuckled as she led the way out the front door. “Savannah,” she said, as they walked up to the truck, “this is Stan. He’s our number-one support system in many ways.” 
 “Nice to meet you,” Savannah said, shaking his hand. 
 “Stan,” Pam continued, “this is Savannah and Rags. They changed our life, these two. I don’t know what we would have done without them.” She grinned. “And now we’ve invited them into another one of our fiascos.” 
 Stan grinned at Pam, then said to Savannah, “Nice to meet you.” He looked down at Rags. “You too kitty-cat.” He took a breath. “Well, let’s load up. We’re burning daylight.” 
 “Yeah, it’s almost burned out,” Savannah noticed, climbing into the backseat of the truck. 
 Minutes later Pam unlocked the door to their shop and flipped on a light. 
 “This is wonderful,” Savannah said. “Look at all this great stuff. Wow! All of this was in your mother’s house?” 
 Pam grinned. “Yes, and you think the house is cluttered now, don’t you?” 
 Savannah nodded. 
 “Just imagine it with all of this in there too, plus what we believe is missing.” 
 “Hard to imagine,” Savannah agreed. “You really have some nice stuff here. Oooh, I can’t wait to go shopping.” 
 Pam laughed. So did Stan. “Yeah, I’ve been keeping my wife away from here,” he said as he carried in an ornamental mirror. “She loves this kind of stuff. She’s always carting things home from the flea market. I feel like I’m living back in my grandmother’s house full of antiques.” 
 Savannah walked around the shop with Rags on his leash. “He seems relaxed here.” She giggled. “That’s probably because he’s in the company of his beautiful mother.” 
 Stan had just placed a needlepoint chair where Pam indicated. He looked at Savannah. “Did you say this here fluffy cat is that cat’s mother?” 
 Savannah nodded. When he looked skeptical, she said, “DNA doesn’t lie.” 
 He shook his head in disbelief, then walked out the door, returning with a small drop-leaf table. He stopped and stared down at the cats again. “You learn something new every day.” 
 “There’s a lot to learn about cats,” Savannah said. “They’re intriguing animals.” 
 Stan nodded, then said, “Say, Pam, I saw your nemeses drive by slow-like just now. I know you’ve been trying to find a way to get on her property to see what she has of yours. What do you say we drive on over to where she’s living? Do you know where that is?” 
 “No, I don’t,” Pam said. “I’d love to go check out her place. I invited Rags here, hoping we can use him to learn what we need to know about Lorraine’s possible criminal activities. Yes,” Pam said excitedly. “Drive us by there, would you? Do you have the time?” 
 “Sure I do,” Stan insisted. “I go home, and I’ll just have to finish cleaning the garage.” He snickered. “Been working on that for months. The wife wants to park her car in there. I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon.” He walked out the door and returned with a small cherrywood desk. Once he’d placed it where Pam suggested, he asked, “Ready to go?” 
 “Sure,” Pam said, picking up Angel’s leash, glancing around the store one last time, and turning out the light. 
 Several minutes later Stan slowed the truck. He pointed. “Hey, there she is. She just pulled into her driveway. Looks like her man friend is going someplace with her.” He suggested, “Hey, I’m just going to drive on by. Watch where she goes, now. Maybe we can work a plan tonight.” 
 Pam laughed. “Stan, you’re really getting into this, aren’t you?” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I believe that woman done your mom wrong and you girls, too. It ain’t right, and I’d like to help you catch her tail in the door.” 
 Savannah laughed. “You have some interesting ways of speaking, Stan. I love listening to you.” 
 Ignoring her, he said, “There she goes. Want to go in and see what you can find?” 
 “Sure do,” Pam said. She looked at Savannah. “Ready?” 
 Savannah shrank back a little. “Pam, I do believe you’ve come out of your shell since I first met you.” 
 Pam winked. 
 “I’ll park around back on that road that runs behind there,” Stan said. “You ladies can climb through that fencing, right?” 
 “No problem,” Savannah said. 
 “I’ll show you where she’s had me put the things I’ve delivered here. Like I told you before, Ms. Pam, I was sure then that some of that stuff belonged to Ms. Blanchard…your mama. It’s in that shed right there. Here, let me show you the way. I have a light; I never leave home without it.” He chuckled. “That’s ’cause I’m almost always out running around in the dark. My wife says I’m part bat.” 
 Savannah grinned. She eased out of the truck with Rags and they followed Pam and Angel through the fence toward a small shed. 
 “It’s locked,” Pam said, trying the knob. “Darn it.” 
 “Oh, shucks,” Stan said, “I was afraid of that. Sorry ladies.” 
 “Rags!” Savannah hissed, when he pulled against the leash. She followed him, saying, “Sometimes he finds a way in or out of a place that’s locked. Let me see where he’s taking me.” When the others heard her exclaim, “Oh, my gosh!” they joined her. 
 “What?” Pam asked. 
 “A doggie door. It’s for a pretty big dog, too,” Savannah said. She thought for a moment. “I wonder if this was a doghouse at one time. For a St. Bernard or a Great Pyrenees, maybe.” She pushed on the door and looked wide-eyed at Pam. “It’s open. Hey, you can fit in there, I’ll bet.” 
 “You want me to break and enter?” Pam yelped. 
 “It’s wide open,” Savannah repeated. “No breaking, just entering. Go in and see if you can unlock the door from inside.” 
 “I got it,” Pam said moments later, pushing the door open. “Bring the light, Stan. I already see some of Mama’s things in here. Oh, she could so be arrested,” Pam snarled. “… only…” 
 “Only what?” Savannah asked. 
 “One of the things the police told me is that we need pictures or some other proof that these things were Mama’s and in her home.” 
 “Now that don’t make sense to me,” Stan said. “You have to prove your innocence when you’re the one being victimized? Something’s all wrong with a system that protects the guilty.” 
 “Sure is,” Savannah said. “Hey, there’s a small filing cabinet. Pam, is that from your mother’s house?” 
 Pam put her hands up to her cheeks. “It sure is.” She opened the top drawer, then the lower one and hissed, “Looks like her stuff’s still in here. Stan, help me take that out of here, will you?” She kneeled next to the cabinet. “This is probably the most valuable thing in here right now.” When the others looked at her, she said, “This is what’s going to prove ownership.” 
 “What about the painting?” Savannah asked. “Do you see it anywhere?” She pointed. “There’s a painting of cats. Is that it?” 
 Pam shook her head. “It has probably been put in a vault or a safe someplace. I doubt she’d keep it with other things like this. That is, if Mama convinced her it’s worth something. No, she’ll keep that safe, or maybe she’s sold it.” She shook her head remorsefully. “Oh, I sure hope she hasn’t sold it.” 
 “What painting?” Stan asked. “I’ve seen some paintings in the stuff she’s had me move for her.” 
 “That painting of the cats that Mama loved so much. It hung in her bedroom, last I remember.” 
 “Those ugly black cats?” he asked. “I think I remember it. She sure did like that picture, your mama.” He thought for a moment and said, “She told me once that painting was the most valuable thing she owned and not for the reasons I might think.” He frowned. “I had to ponder that long and hard. Still don’t know what she meant. Looked like a very ordinary picture to me.” 
 Pam stared at Stan. “Really? So she believed it had value?” 
 “Hey,” Savannah said, looking from Pam to Stan, “let’s load that stuff up and get out of here.” She pulled out her phone and took a few pictures, explaining, “In case there’s any question about what she has on her property.” 
 “This isn’t all, ladies,” Stan said. “She had me put some stuff inside.” 
 “Damn her,” Pam spat. She glanced around the shed. “Keys. We need to get Mama’s car keys, storage unit keys, safe deposit box…Where might that witch put those keys?” 
 Savannah looked around the room as Stan shined the light and she repeated, “Keys, keys.” She looked down at the cats. “Keys, Rags. Find keys.” 
 Stan chortled. “Yeah, fetch, kitty-cats. Earn your keep.” He looked out the door and said, “Listen gang, I think we’d better get a move on. Those folks could be home anytime. And we sure don’t want to get caught on the criminal side of this thing.” 
 “Wait,” Savannah called. “Stan, shine your light over there.” 
 “Where?” 
 “Where Rags is snooping around. I think he’s onto something.” 
 “Looks to me like he’s hoping to find a morsel of food or a tasty rodent,” Stan said. 
 “No, look. He’s interested in that little table. What is that, a nightstand?” 
 “Yes,” Pam said. “You know what, I just might have a picture of that where it stood in the house. Oh, I’m glad we saw it. Thank you, Rags. Yes, that’s been in the house for as long as I remember. It was in Mama’s room. What’s he doing?” she asked. 
 “I’m not sure. Let’s see if there’s anything in it.” Savannah pulled out a drawer and turned it over. “Nothing.” She pulled the stand out from the wall and ran her hand down the back of it, then felt underneath it, saying, “He has found interesting things taped to the bottom of a piece of furniture like this, but I don’t feel anything here.” She let out a sigh. “I’m sorry. I guess he is just looking for a treat or something. We’d better get out of here.” 
 Just then, Angel pulled Pam toward where Rags was rooting around. The Ragdoll jumped over Rags and dove under an old wood-burning stove. 
 “Yikes,” Savannah said, grabbing her. You don’t want to get all dirty. That thing’s probably full of ashes and…” 
 “Ashes,” Pam said, opening the small door to the stove. Both Rags and Angel put their front paws up against the stove and peered inside. 
 Savannah pulled them back. “Here, Pam, hold onto them. I’m going ash-diving.” 
 “Ash-diving,” Stan repeated. “That’s funny.” 
 She pulled up her sleeve and stuck one hand into the cold ashes. Her eyes lit up and she cried, “Bingo!” as she held up a set of keys. “Your mother’s?” she asked. 
 Pam took them. “I believe they are. Yes!” She gave Savannah a high five. “Stan, this has been most productive. Thank you for bringing us here. I think now we may be able to make a case against Miss Hoity-Toity Lorraine.” 
 “Someone’s coming,” he said quietly. He shuttered the light and everyone scrambled to exit the shed, closing the door tightly. They returned to the truck and Stan drove off, certain that they had not been seen. 
 “Oh, this is the most fun I’ve had in ages,” Pam said. “Thank you, Stan. Thank you, Savannah, and thank you, God for showing us the way.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “The way to a felony charge?” 
 Pam waved her hand in the air. “Don’t say that. Erase, erase.” She then said, “Hi, Angel, what’s wrong, girl?” 
 “Something’s wrong?” Savannah asked. 
 “I don’t know, she just seems a little antsy or something—nervous, maybe.” 
 Savannah laughed. “Yeah, she’s never been on a break-and-enter adventure before.” Suddenly, she gasped. “Wait. Where’s Rags?” She felt around the seat and at her feet. “Is he up there with you?” 
 Stan said, “No, I don’t think so.” 
 “I saw you carry him into the truck,” Pam said confidently. “He has to be in here someplace. Look under the seats. Where’s your flashlight, Stan?” 
 “He’s not here,” Savannah wailed. “What happened? Darn, he must have jumped out before we closed all the doors. Stan, we have to go back,” Savannah begged. 
 “To get a cat?” he asked. 
 “Yes, to get a cat,” she said sternly. She leaned forward. “Please, Stan.” 
 He let out a sigh. “Okay, I guess, but I’m not driving onto the property.” 
 “That’s okay,” Savannah said. “He’ll probably come to me when he sees me. I’ll go look for him.” 
 “And what if Lorraine sees you?” Pam asked. 
 Savannah thought for a moment. “Well, she doesn’t know who I am. I’ll just tell her I lost my cat and I thought I saw him go onto her property. That’s innocent enough, don’t you think so?” 
 Wide-eyed, Pam said, “Yeah, that might work. Okay, here we are.” She patted Savannah’s back as she climbed out of the truck and whispered, “Good luck.” 
 “Rags,” Savannah called quietly as she approached the shed. “Rags. Kitty-kitty.” She listened and watched. Nothing. She walked closer to the shed and called, “Rags. Here, boy—kitty-kitty.” She slumped. Darn it. Where is he? She looked all around the yard, using the light Stan had given her. What’s that? she wondered. Is that... “Rags,” she hissed, realizing how close she was now to the house. “There you are,” she whispered when she saw him walking toward her. “Now what do you have?” 
 Just then a light came on and flooded the front yard. Savannah quickly scooped up the cat and dashed into the shadows. She could feel her heart pounding as she stood stock-still, but Rags began to squirm and wriggle. She did her best to hold him, but he was evidently on a mission and wasn’t going to be deterred. What does he want? He acts like he’s after something. What is it?  Keeping her hold on the cat, she looked around on the ground in front of her. That’s when she saw a small pouch near her feet. He had that in his mouth. What is it? She heard a man and woman talking around the front side of the house, so she took a chance and picked up the pouch, then scurried back to the property-line fence. Pam met her there, took Rags from her, and held up the wire for her to shimmy through. The two women jumped into the truck with Rags, then Stan, who had been holding Angel, slowly drove away. 
 “High five!” Pam said, slapping Savannah’s hand jubilantly. 
 Both women laughed. 
 Stan chuckled. “You’re one gutsy gal. You don’t think she saw you?” 
 “I doubt it,” Savannah said, “but Rags almost blew our cover.” She held up the pouch she’d found on the ground. “He tried to jump out of my arms to get this. He had dropped it.” 
 “We saw you diving for something,” Pam said. “That was awesome. We could see that she and that man were just around the corner from you. What is that, anyway?” 
 “I don’t know,” Savannah said, examining it. “Does it look familiar? Did your mom keep things in little pouches like this,” she cringed, “or did Rags take something belonging to Lorraine?” 
 “Well, let me see it,” Pam suggested. She took the pouch, poured the contents into her hand, and gasped. “Oh, Savannah, this was Mama’s.” She held it to her heart and choked up. “Daddy gave it to her just before he died, and she never wore it after that, but she would take it out and look at it and reminisce. You see, Daddy never had much—he didn’t make much money. Then his business began to flourish and he bought her that as a symbol of their blessed good fortune.” Pam sighed deeply. “That didn’t last long—I mean, their newfound wealth. Dad died shortly after that. She was wearing it the day he died, and she swore she could never wear it again, but she adored it.” 
 Savannah petted Rags. “Good boy, for finding that special piece of jewelry.” 
 “Yes, Auntie Pam is going to give you a yummy treat tonight.” 
 “Hear that, Rags? You get treats for good behavior, even though you were naughty to jump out of the truck like that.” 
 “Well, he wanted to go back and get that thing,” Stan offered. 
 “I guess he did,” Savannah said. She asked, “Pam, do you know where your mother kept that? It might help us know what else Lorraine has.” 
 “And in your police report,” Stan interjected. When the women didn’t respond, he explained, “Knowing where he got it might help in your police report.” 
 Again Pam gasped, and said wide-eyed, “Savannah, I just remembered something. She taped that pouch with the pendant on the back of that painting. The one she thought was so valuable.” More excitedly she said, “I remember her saying that those were her two most prized and valuable possessions—the painting and this pendant.” 
 “So Rags might have found the painting,” Savannah said. 
 Pam frowned. “Or that witch separated the two and sold the painting.” 
 “If she was going to do that, why didn’t she sell the jewelry, too?” Stan asked. He shook his head. “I doubt she’s unloaded that stuff yet. She’s more like a cat.” he glanced briefly at the others and snickered. “I mean sneaky and cunning and calculating. She has a plan. I’d bet she hasn’t quite drummed up the courage or doesn’t have the smarts to pull it off, and she knows it. Only…” he started. 
 “Only what?” Pam prompted. 
 “Only the guy she’s hooked up with—maybe he’s the brains. Could be that he’s the one calling the shots now. I don’t know him, so I don’t know what he might do, but the fact that she picked him is telling. Don’t you think so?” 
 Savannah put her hand on Stan’s shoulder from the backseat. “How do you know so much about human nature?” 
 He winked at her in the rearview mirror. “Didn’t Pam tell you? I’m a psychologist. The wife wants another baby, which means we need to add onto our home, so I’m doing some moonlighting.” He grinned. “I didn’t know that doing odd jobs for people would also help keep my professional senses sharp.” 



Chapter Seven
  
 “Who’s going to the shop today?” Jeannie called out the following morning as everyone gathered for breakfast. 
 “Do you need any manpower?” Savannah asked, glancing at Michael. “The kids could play in your playroom there if you need Michael’s help with moving stuff around.” 
 “You have a playroom at your shop?” Michael asked. “How big is it, anyway? I thought your shop would be a small space crowded with interesting pieces.” 
 Pam laughed. “No, it’s pretty big, but it’s not on the main drag or in one of the fancy malls, so we could afford the rent. Plus the property owner was a friend of Mama’s, so she’s giving us a break.” She glanced around at the others. “Jeannie’s going to take care of some banking and other business this morning, now that we have the safe deposit key and we know which bank it’s in.” 
 Jeannie cringed. “I sure hope we don’t find that thing empty.” 
 “Oh, they probably knew your mom at the bank,” Savannah said. “They wouldn’t let just anyone open the box just because they have a key.” 
 “Yeah,” Michael said, “how long has this gal had access to your mother’s things?” 
 “Well, she was her caregiver for several months. It’s possible that she became familiar with Mama’s personal business over that time,” Pam said. She patted Savannah’s arm. “Oh, guess what we found in that file drawer. A very different agreement Mama signed with Lorraine—along with other things with her signature.” 
 “So there was a partnership agreement?” Michael asked. 
 Pam winced. “Not exactly.” She looked at Jeannie. “It appears that Mama thought she was signing a document allowing Lorraine access to her storage unit for the purpose of storing and removing items from the unit for Mama. Her copy says nothing about a partnership in her inventory.” 
 “You said you have an attorney?” Savannah said. 
 “Yes, and now we have something for her to make a case out of,” Pam said, “although…” 
 “Although?” Savannah questioned. 
 “Yeah, I don’t think she’s going to relish the fact that we broke in and took things last night.” 
 “We didn’t break in,” Savannah reminded her. “The doggie door was wide open.” 
 Both women laughed. 
 “Pam,” Michael said, placing his fork on his plate, “the painting you’re so concerned about—has it been appraised? Is it by a famous artist?” 
 Pam considered his question. “I don’t know. Mama would always tell us, ‘the value is in the whiskers’ or sometimes she’d say, ‘the secret’s in the whiskers’.” 
 “What?” Michael asked. “Was it a particular technique used for a man’s whiskers or something? Do you know who the artist was?” 
 Pam shook her head. “Someone she and Daddy knew.” 
 “They ran in some pretty high-class circles toward the end of Daddy’s life,” Jeannie added. She spoke more quietly, “That’s how I met my husband. He liked being in that element, and our folks thought he was a great catch. Only thing is, he didn’t have integrity.” 
 “There were some good and honorable people in that crowd, though,” Pam said. “Don’t you think so, Jeannie?” 
 Jeannie nodded. “Absolutely, and Mama and Daddy were usually quite good at recognizing the difference. Drew was best at deceit, and he deceived our parents and me.” She shuddered. “Anyway, at some point in their marriage—probably when Daddy’s business began to succeed—he acquired that painting.” 
 “Yeah,” Pam said, “I think he got it in exchange for work he’d done for someone. Mama liked cats, so Dad agreed to take it in trade. I don’t think the people he got it from knew much about it and as far as I know the folks never had it appraised, probably because they really didn’t think it was worth anything.” She smiled. “Mama liked it, though.” 
 “Yes,” Jeannie said. “Dad gave it to her on their anniversary that year. And, as Pam said, he told her the value is in the whiskers.” 
 “I hope I get a chance to see it,” Savannah said. 
 Pam smiled. “So do we.” 
 Just then Savannah retrieved her phone from her pocket and looked at it. “It’s Chris,” she announced. “Hi, Chris. Where are you?” 
 “About to get on a plane in San Francisco. Should be there around twelve thirty or one.” 
 “Want us to pick you up? The airport’s not far,” Savannah offered. 
 “No, but thank you. I have colleagues in the area and plan to stay on through part of next week, so I’ll need a car. Where shall I meet up with you—at the shop or the house?” 
 “Just a minute; let me ask.” She faced the others. “Chris will be here between twelve thirty and one. Where do you want her to meet us?” 
 “How about the eatery around the corner from the shop?” Pam suggested. “We can meet her there at one. Okay with everyone?” Once they’d all agreed, she said, “It’s called Papa Roman’s.” 
 Savannah relayed the information to Chris, then said, “You missed quite a harrowing adventure last night. Hurry up and get here; there might be more.” 
 “Oh dear,” Chris yelped. “I can still cancel my flight, you know.” 
 “Come on, where’s your sense of adventure?” Savannah teased. 
 “Ha-ha. See you later.” 
 
 **** 
 Chris joined the women at the eatery just after one and greetings were exchanged all around. Michael had taken the children back to the house for a nap by then, and Jeannie’s two children were spending a few days with her husband’s parents, who lived in a neighboring city. 
 “So what did you learn today?” Pam asked her sister. “Did you make any headway?” 
 Jeannie brightened. “I sure did. It doesn’t look as though the safe deposit box had been tampered with. I got the name of Mama’s attorney from some of her papers, and he helped me get access to it. There was nothing much in there, just the deed to the house, title to the car, and a few other things. Byron, the attorney, compared the partner agreement Mama had in her file against the copy Lorraine gave us and said that Lorraine’s would never hold up in court. It was pretty obvious that she had done all kinds of alterations to it. Oh, and Byron knows the guy Lorraine’s living with. He’s an attorney too, but he’s not very well thought of. He could actually be helping her to swindle us.” 
 “Holy shhh,” Chris muttered. “Isn’t it enough that you’ve lost your mom without having to ward off a scammer? What’s happening? Is she claiming ownership of your mom’s belongings?” 
 Pam nodded. “We believe she has stolen a lot of things. Savannah and I got some of it back last night.” 
 Chris glanced at Savannah and grinned. “Don’t tell me; Rags was involved.” 
 Savannah nodded. “Sure was, and Angel.” 
 “Awww, that gorgeous kitty,” she crooned. 
 “Wait ’til you see her now,” Savannah said. “She really looks great since she came out of the cage.” She shuddered. “It still makes me so mad to think about what that man was doing to those poor cats.” 
 Pam smiled at Savannah, then said, “So Jeannie, how do we go about getting the rest of our things back?” 
 “Well, we need to prove it’s ours somehow. Oh, the attorney does have a paper from Mama saying that everything goes to us, but it’s a little precarious.” She smiled. “You know how Mama was.” 
 “Yes I do,” Pam said. “She didn’t like to bother with lawyerly things. Dad took care of all that.” 
 Jeannie nodded. “We need to go through that file drawer you guys…um… found…to see if there’s anything in there to show ownership of the antiques that are missing—in fact all of the antiques if possible. That would include photographs, receipts, journal entries…and the time element is most important. When were the pictures taken, dates on the receipts, etc. And, Pam, Byron wants us to install a security system. Well, we have one at the shop, but we need one at the house.” 
 “There is one; it just needs to be upgraded and reset, from what I understand,” Pam said. 
 “Let’s do it,” Jeannie said. “Oh, and he asked us to change the lock at the storage unit right away, and…” 
 Pam grimaced. “That stuff takes time away from our opening. We still have a lot to do—order refreshments, clean the place, rearrange things to show off the most impressive pieces...” Pam pushed her hair off her forehead and sighed loudly. “Overload. I’m feeling overload.” 
 Jeannie rubbed her sister’s arm. “We can do it.” 
 “Yes, you can,” Chris said. “You have Savannah and me here to help. Just let us know what you need.” 
 “Well, number one is getting our things back from that witch,” Jeannie said. When the others looked at her she continued, “That’s our inheritance—the antiques and the house. It’s all we have, so we really need to make a success of the business, and hopefully we can sell the house.” 
 “Have you ever considered turning the house into an antique warehouse?” Savannah suggested. Pam and Jeannie stared at her. “I mean, it’s such a wonderful, whimsical place. Why not keep it and sell the antiques from there? I’ll bet you’ll attract people from far and wide with even minimal promotion. It would be more than a shopping experience; it would be a shopping adventure.” 
 The sisters looked at each other, and Jeannie said, “You mean like turn it into a tourist attraction or a destination shopping activity?” 
 “Sure,” Savannah said. 
 Jeannie grabbed her sister’s arm. “We could rent out rooms to those who want the whole fairytale experience.” 
 “Oh!” Pam said. “Yeah, I guess we could, if we separated the shop from the rooms. She grinned. “Yeah, that sounds like an interesting possibility.” 
 “Why don’t you just sell your mother’s home?” Chris asked. 
 Savannah picked up her phone and tapped the screen a couple of times. She held it out for Chris to see. “That’s their mother’s home.” 
 “Oh, wow!” she exclaimed. “Yeah, I see what you’re saying. That is one unusually ornate house. I could see an antique store in there or a candy store, a party store where you sell balloons and party favors…” 
 Jeannie bounced in her chair. “We could have birthday parties for kids.” 
 “Sure,” Savannah said. “There’s a lot of potential in that place.” 
 Pam nodded. “Yeah, we might be better off keeping it and using it in some entertaining way. I like that idea.” She faced her sister. “What did you find out about the painting? Anything?” 
 “Not really, but just the fact that Mama was so attached to it and was so adamant that we have it, is reason enough for me to do everything I can to find it and get it back.” 
 “Agreed,” Pam said. “Not only am I determined to keep that woman from getting the best of Mama and us, I’m blasted curious about why Mama had such an attachment to that particular piece. I have a sense that it was something more to her than just sentimental value.” 
 No one spoke for the next several moments, then Pam asked, “So, what did the attorney suggest we do to get our stuff back? Go to court?” 
 Jeannie grinned. “He didn’t give me any official advice about that, but he did say something that I’ve actually been mulling over.” She stared into her sister’s eyes, then glanced at the others. “I told him about your escapade last night…” 
 “Their catscapade?” Chris said. 
 “Yeah.” She laughed. “You see, Byron met Lorraine once when he stopped by Mama’s to have some papers signed. He was not impressed. In fact, he said he was a little concerned at that point.” She leaned forward and made eye contact with each of the other women. “He sort of alluded to the fact that we need to catch Lorraine off guard in order to get our things back, and we probably wouldn’t be able to do that if we involve the authorities.” 
 “Oh?” Savannah said. “What did he say exactly to give you the idea he thinks it’s okay for you guys to—you know, just take your things back? Is that what he was suggesting?” 
 Jeannie rolled her eyes. “Well,” she said, “a gal’s gotta do what a gal’s gotta do when she’s up against someone like Lorraine.” 
 Pam sat back in her chair and looked at Savannah. 
 Savannah, meanwhile, put her hands up in protest. “Oh no, once was enough. I don’t want to get caught at her place and spend the rest of the summer in jail. From the sounds of it, she’s so warped I wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her.” She looked at Jeannie. “And you sure don’t want to get caught on her property—not with your…” she laughed, “your record.” 
 Jeannie looked down at her plate. “Yeah, I know. Pam already told me that if there was to be any clandestine activity with regard to that woman, I can’t be involved.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Great.” She then frowned. “Hey, what am I saying? That means…” 
 Pam laughed. “Yup. You and Rags will have to help me if we decide to make another trip out to Lorraine’s place.” 
 “First,” Savannah said, “let’s make sure that painting isn’t in storage. You have the key to the storage unit, right?” 
 “If Lorraine didn’t change padlocks on us,” Jeannie complained. 
 “Oh, that’s possible,” Chris said. “Got a hacksaw?” 
 Pam laughed. “So you want in on all this craziness, do you?” 
 “Why not?” Chris said. “The stuff belongs to you. You’re entitled to get possession of it and that woman probably knows by now that she doesn’t have a leg to stand on if you were to take her to court.” 
 “Especially since she may know that you have that file cabinet back,” Savannah added. 
 “Which is why we need to act pretty quickly before she and her boyfriend start shipping the stuff she has to parts unknown,” Pam said. She grinned. “I’d really like to have her catch us in the act of retrieving our stuff from the storage unit.” 
 “What’s it going to take for you to go in there?” Chris asked. 
 “The key,” Jeannie said. “We have the key, and like you said, we’d better go over there sooner rather than later.” 
 “If she has
changed the lock, will the management let you in?” Savannah asked. 
 Jeannie stared at her for a moment. “I’ll take a copy of Mama’s death certificate and maybe the will.” 
 “We’ll also want to buy another lock to put on that storage unit so we’re sure Lorraine doesn’t have a key,” Pam said. She stood up. “Hey, there are a few more things I’d like to do before closing up shop today, so I’d better get to it.” 
 “Want help?” Chris asked. 
 “I’d love it, if you don’t mind. Come on.” 
 
 **** 
 A couple of hours later the women were just about ready to lock up and go home, when Savannah heard a woman say, “Hello, Pam.” 
 “Well, Lorraine,” Pam said, coldly, “what brings you here?” 
 “You, you thief!” Lorraine spat. 
 Savannah stepped inside the showroom just as Pam laughed. From the shadows she heard her say, “I’m a thief? That’s not what our attorney says after looking over Mama’s papers—most especially the phony agreement you tried to scam us with. Did you really think you’d get away with that?” 
 Lorraine smiled. “My attorney thinks so—he’ll subpoena whatever proof you think you have, which I’m sure you and your sister have doctored up by now. Your mother and I were partners, I tell you, and Boyd and I are going to prove it.” 
 Pam felt herself boiling inside, but willed herself to stay calm. She glanced at Savannah, then toward the other two women, who continued to organize shelves with books and bric-a-brac. “Listen, Lorraine, we’re on to your scam. You won’t get away with this shakedown.” 
 “Like you really scare me,” Lorraine said. “I know more about my rights than you’ll ever understand, and I stand by my right to fight for what’s legally mine.” 
 “You’re a scammer of the worst kind,” Pam said calmly. “Not only do you prey on the elderly and infirm, you’re a bully.” 
 “No!” Lorraine shouted. “I won’t let you win. I must have what I worked so hard to get. It was given to me, and I won’t stop until I have it—all of it. It’s what your mother wanted. I’m the one who was there for her in her last days, not you. I was all she had in the end.” 
 “I think she’s delusional,” Jeannie said, moving closer. 
 Lorraine looked hard at Jeannie, huffed, and strutted out of the shop. 
 “Girls,” Pam said, “I’d like to act sooner rather than later. That woman’s daft. Who knows what she’ll do next? My biggest fear is that she’ll hide Mama’s stuff, and we’ll never be able to find it.” 
 “Daft,” Chris repeated. “That’s one word for her.” She gazed toward the door and shook her head. “Those are the worst kind—the crazy ones. There’s no reasoning with them. They just see things from a whole different angle.” 
 “Yeah, through a whacky kaleidoscope,” Jeannie offered. 
 “Good one, Jeannie,” Chris said. “So what’s the plan?” 
 “Let’s get out to the storage unit,” Jeannie suggested. “I’m a little afraid of what might happen if we don’t take care of that ASAP.” 
 “Agreed,” Pam said. “Got the death certificate and all that stuff we need, Sis?” 
 “Yes. In my purse there. And I have the keys. All we have to do is stop and get a new lock.” 
 “Done,” Pam said. “Let’s close up shop and go.” She stopped. “What do we have, three cars among us?” 
 “I guess we do,” Savannah said, laughing. 
 “Let’s go in mine,” Pam said, “and leave the others.” 
 Savannah balked. “You know, there’s no reason we all need to go to the storage unit, is there? You probably won’t be taking inventory today, will you?” 
 Pam shook her head. “I don’t think so. We’re just on a mission to protect the stuff that’s in there, right? We want to change the lock and alert security and the manager to the situation with Lorraine.” 
 “Right,” Jeannie said. “I’d like to take a quick look around, though, and make sure Mom’s stuff is still in there. If not,” she said, “we need to find out who moved it.” She grimaced. “Gads, I hope nothing has been taken.” 
 “Have either of you ever been in there?” Chris asked. 
 “Not for a long time,” Pam admitted. “I went there with Mama a few times over the years.” 
 “But we have this,” Jeannie said, holding up a photograph. 
 Savannah remarked. “Wow! When was that taken?” 
 “As near as we can figure, late last year. And Mama was in no shape to think about moving anything in or out of there after that. This was on her cell phone, which is one of a few things Lorraine didn’t get her hands on.” 
 “Perfect,” Chris said. 
 Savannah asked. “Did you find a picture of the painting?” 
 “Oh!” Jeannie said, pushing her finger across the screen of the phone. “Here it is hanging in her bedroom—the one you’re using, Savannah. And here’s a close-up of it that she took, probably around the same time.” 
 “Wow! It is cats, and look at those whiskers.” Savannah recited, “The secret’s in the whiskers.” 
 “The value’s in the whiskers,” Pam corrected. 
 “Oh,” Savannah said. “Same difference, maybe.” She showed the picture to Chris, then looked at it again. “I’d love to see that in person. Just look at the creativity there.” 
 “I didn’t know you were an artist, or do you just have an appreciation for art?” Jeannie asked. 
 “Neither, really,” Savannah admitted. “I like what I like.” She grinned. “And I like cats.” 
 Pam said, “Well, I’m eager to see that painting again. I’d sure like to figure out what that quote means.” She looked at Savannah. “So you want to go back to the house?” 
 “Yes, I’d like to spend some time with the kids.” 
 “I’ll take you,” Chris said. “I’d like to get settled.” She looked at the sisters. “So you’re still okay with me staying at your house with you guys? Are you sure there’s room?” 
 “Oh yes,” Pam said. 
 Savannah nodded. “Plenty of room. Come on, you’re not going to believe this place.” 
 
 **** 
 “How did it go?” Savannah asked when the sisters walked into the house later. 
 “How cute,” Jeannie said, smiling at Teddy. “You’re all dressed up like a fireman, aren’t you?” 
 “He loves dress up. Does Evan?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh yes,” Jeannie said. “He packed his Spider Man costume and his Captain America costume for their visit with their grandparents’ this week. Shari has outgrown character costumes, but she still likes to wear grown-up girl outfits. You know, they make the latest fashions for kids of all ages now—torn jeans—oh, I hate those things. Shari loves wearing long skirts; she calls them her ‘big-girl skirts’.” 
 “Well,” Pam said, dropping her purse and jacket on a gateleg table, “we got there maybe just in time.” 
 “For what?” Chris asked amused. 
 Jeannie giggled. “We saw what looked like Lorraine’s car pulling into the storage facility as we were leaving.” 
 “She didn’t have those keys,” Savannah reminded them. “Do you think she had duplicates made?” 
 Pam nodded. “Could be. If so, “that’s troubling. What else might she have keys to?” 
 “Yes, that has us concerned,” Jeannie agreed. She nudged her sister. “Tell them what we found.” 
 “Oh yeah,” Pam said, “everything seems to be just as it was before Mama died. It doesn’t appear that anything’s been disturbed.” 
 “What about the painting?” Savannah asked. “Did you find it?” 
 “No. It was still hanging in the house, probably until the day Mama died,” Pam said. “I didn’t notice it was missing until after the funeral. A longtime friend asked me about it. I took him in there to see it, and that’s when I noticed it was gone. So I don’t know when it went missing.” 
 “Mama could have moved it or had someone move it before she died,” Jeannie said, “but my money’s still on Lorraine having it.” 
 Everyone stared at Jeannie, and Chris said, “So do you have any idea where she might have it?” 
 Pam responded, “It could be in that shed where we found the file cabinet or inside the house.” 
 “There’s also the possibility that she has sold it,” Jeannie reminded them. 
 “Or that it’s here someplace,” Michael said. When the others looked at him, he said, “Do you know of any hiding places in this house?” He chuckled. “I can imagine this place being loaded with hidey-holes.” 
 Pam looked at Jeannie. “Yeah, I remember some from when we were kids.” 
 “Me too.” Pam said. “I haven’t thought about that for years.” 
 “Well, this is a good time to refresh your memory,” Michael suggested. “You might find that thing right here, safe and sound.” 
 “Wouldn’t that be nice?” Jeannie said, smiling. “Hey, I think that’s a brilliant idea. Thank you, Michael.” 
 “Yeah,” Pam said, “let’s go on a treasure hunt, shall we?” 
 “Mommy, can I go on a treasure hunt?” Lily chirped. 
 “I want to hunt,” Teddy whined. 
 “Sure, let’s all go,” Jeannie said. “I’ll take Savannah and the kids upstairs. Pam, why don’t you and Chris look around downstairs?” When they heard a loud meow, everyone laughed, and Jeannie said, “Sure, cats are welcome. Come on. Joining us Michael?” 
 “Naw, I think I’ll finish my magazine,” he said. 
 
 **** 
 “Daddy, look what I found,” Lily shouted, entering the room a while later carrying a small bag. 
 “What is it?” he asked, glancing at the women who followed her in. 
 “Treasures,” she said. She sat down and poured the contents on the floor in front of her. “See, a bird nest…” 
 “A bird nest?” Michael said. “Or is it a rat’s nest? Savannah…” he called. 
 “Relax,” she told him. “Jeannie said it was hers. She remembers putting it there when she was a kid. It’s a bird nest.” 
 “Fingernail polish,” Lily said, holding up a bottle. “This was in a different place with this.” 
 “What’s that?” Michael asked. 
 “Eyelashes. Pretend ones…” Lily explained. 
 Michael shook his head in bewilderment. 
 “I wasn’t allowed to use make up and stuff like that,” Pam said. “At least not at thirteen.” 
 “So you lived here all your life?” Michael asked. 
 Jeannie shook her head. “We move in here when we were ten and twelve.” She glanced around. “But it didn’t look like this then. Our mother started the makeover when Grandpa died.” 
 “I find nail,” Teddy said, holding up his treasure, “and this,” he added. 
 “What’s that?” 
 Teddy handed it to Michael, and he examined it, saying, “A pipe.” He chuckled. “So you girls hid your smoking habit too, did you?” 
 “Not us,” Pam said. “That was probably Daddy. It’s a wonder he didn’t burn the place down, hiding his pipes in those cubbyholes.” 
 Michael smiled, then asked, “So no painting, huh?” 
 “No,” Jeannie said, “but your cat found this.” She held up an envelope. 
 “Yeah,” Chris said, “he nearly bonked Angel on the head when he knocked over a cool metal magazine rack digging for this.” 
 “Looks like a letter,” Michael said. 
 “Yes, a letter ‘to whom it may concern’,” Pam said. “Mom wrote it voicing her suspicions about Lorraine.” 
 “Oh, really?” Michael said. “That was a good find. That might be the saving grace in your tussle with that woman. If your mother wrote this during a lucid moment, it could be gold to your case.” 
 “Yes,” Pam said. She picked up Rags and snuggled with him. “Thank you, Rags. We’ll have to take you and Angel on more treasure hunts.” 
 “Did Angel find something too?” Michael asked, picking her up as she walked past. He placed her on his lap and she sat looking up at him. 
 “She sure did,” Jeannie said proudly. “She found the report card I hid from my parents in eighth grade, along with a sample of Mama’s handwriting for when I wanted to ditch school.” 
 “You were a regular rascal, weren’t you?” Chris said. 
 “And not very smart. Even if I’d shredded the report card, my folks could get a copy of it from the school, which they did. My teacher pointed out to them the number of days I’d missed, so they realized I’d been cutting classes.” 
 Michael looked at his watch. “What’s for dinner, gals? It’s getting late. Want me to go out and get us something?” 
 “Oh, no, sorry about that,” Pam said. “I have dinner in the slow cooker. It should be ready. Does everyone like beef Burgundy with rice? We also have a big green salad, thanks to Savannah.” 
 “Sounds great. Want me to do anything?” Michael asked. 
 “Aren’t you a jewel?” Pam said. 
 “Just showing off, I’m afraid,” Michael quipped. 
 “No he’s not,” Savannah defended. “He’s really helpful in the kitchen and around the house.” She picked up Teddy and took Lily’s hand. “Let’s go get washed up for dinner, shall we?” 
 
 **** 
 “Tonight’s gotta be the night,” Pam said later that evening. 
 “Okay,” Jeannie agreed, “what are we going to do? How do you want to work this?” 
 “Well, for one thing little sister, you’re not going.” 
 “Pulling rank on her, are you?” Chris said. 
 “Yeah, she doesn’t need to have any sort of run-in with the law—not after what her husband did to her.” She shook her head. “We’re just lucky he didn’t try to somehow blame her for poor Mrs. Gallagher’s murder.” 
 “He did,” Jeannie said. The others looked startled, and she explained, “Well, he tried to. He threatened to. For the first time in my life I stood up to him, though, sort of called his bluff, you might say. When he realized there was no way I would take the rap for him and there was no way he could frame me, he backed off.” 
 Savannah patted Jeannie’s hand and smiled. 
 Pam looked toward the staircase where Michael had gone to put the children to bed. She asked quietly, “Savannah, do you think Michael would join us tonight?” 
 She frowned. “Gosh, I don’t know. Probably not. I mean, he doesn’t like it when I go out on missions like this with our detective friend and Rags.” 
 “Maybe you’ve never invited him,” Chris said. “Maybe he would like to go. Do we need him?” 
 Pam nodded. “Maybe. In case we need to move something.” 
 “Don’t you think that between us, we could move a piece of furniture if we wanted to?” Savannah asked. 
 Pam shrugged. “Probably.” 
 “But yeah, we could ask him.” Savannah looked at Jeannie. “So you’re staying here?” 
 “Yes, I’d be glad to keep an eye on the kids.” 
 “Okay, then let’s ask him,” Savannah said. “Here he comes.” Looking up at him, she said, “Michael we were just talking about you.” 
 “Good or bad?” he asked. 
 “Well…” she stalled. 
 “Uh-oh,” he murmured. 
 “Michael, we’re wondering if you’ll go with us tonight in search of that painting.” 
 “Gee, guys, I’m not really cut out to be a burglar-type.” 
 Savannah tested her persuasive power. “You heard Jeannie say that their attorney actually sanctioned us to try to locate the painting and anything else we think is valuable before Lorraine does something with the stuff.” 
 He shook his head. “I’m not sure I’d trust an attorney who would say something like that.” When no one else spoke, he added, “But I guess I should go just to keep an eye on you girls. What is it you want me to do, anyway? I can tell you right now that I won’t be doing any breaking and entering.” 
 Everyone laughed. 
 “Okay, here’s the plan,” Pam said. “We’ll take Chris’s rental car.” She faced Chris. “If that’s okay with you.” 
 Chris shrugged. 
 “We’ll park out behind the place and really go through that shed. If the painting’s not there,” Pam said, “we can be pretty sure that if she still has it, it’s in her house.” 
 “Have you ever thought of using a plant?” Michael asked. 
 “What?” Pam questioned. 
 “Well, is there anyone you can put inside the house—a vacuum cleaner salesman, or real estate agent, or one of those church people who come around, for heaven’s sake?” 
 “Great idea,” Pam said. “Hey, wait. She doesn’t know you, Savannah, or you, Chris.” 
 “We were at the shop when she barged in earlier,” Savannah reminded her, “but yeah, I don’t think she looked at me. Did she see you, Chris?” 
 “I doubt it,” Chris said. 
 “Yeah, you two could probably get access to the house with some made up story, right?” Michael said. 
 Both women put their hands up in defense. Savannah said, “Uh-uh. Hey, Michael, what are you trying to do, anyway?” 
 Jeannie said, “Yeah, that might work. One or both of you could find a reason to go inside and snoop around. Hey, you could be policewomen looking for a missing child.” 
 “Or a missing cat!” Chris said. 
 “What?” Savannah shrieked. 
 Jeannie leaned forward. “Yeah, let’s somehow get Rags into that house and you and Chris can knock on the door and ask about a missing cat.” 
 “Brilliant!” Pam said. “I’ve been staying awake at night trying to figure out how to get inside.” 
 “Well, let’s go out there and see what we can see, shall we?” Michael suggested. “Hopefully the house is dark and everyone’s asleep by now, so we can snoop.” 
 “What if they have a camera? You know, one of those surveillance cameras or a doorbell camera?” Chris asked. 
 “Hmmm,” Savannah said. “I don’t think they do, but let’s check it out before we encroach on the place.” 
 “You ladies sound just like a bunch of gangsters, only maybe a little more savvy than some,” Michael said, laughing. 
 “Ready?” Pam asked. 
 “Good luck,” Jeannie said, then she stopped Savannah. “Hey, go put on something more appropriate, would you?” 
 “What?” she questioned, glancing down at herself. She looked sheepish. “Oh, I am kind of bright, aren’t I?” 
 “Do you have something dark to wear?” Pam asked. 
 “Yes. Be right back.” 



Chapter Eight
  
 “This is the place,” Pam said as they pulled up on the south side of the property outside the wire fence. 
 “Yikes,” Savannah yelped. “They’re having a party. Look at all those cars, and the place is all lit up inside.” 
 “Dang,” Pam complained. 
 “That could be a good thing,” Chris said with renewed energy. “We won’t be noticed out here with all of that going on inside. And if anyone does see us, we’ll just behave as if we’re guests.” 
 “Hey,” Savannah said, “I’ll bet we can crash that party without being noticed.” 
 “Oh, you’ll be noticed, dressed in all black,” Pam said. 
 Savannah unzipped her lightweight jacket, opening it to reveal a bright turquoise blouse. “Oh, no I won’t.” 
 “Perfect!” Chris said. “Yeah, that’s a good look. Want to go inside?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Sure, I’m thirsty, plus I could use a sip of courage. Let’s go see what they have to drink. Coming, Chris? Michael, want to be my date?” 
 He took the leash from her. “Uh-uh, I’m the catsitter. You and Chris go have a good time.” 
 Chris looped her arm in Savannah’s. “Okay, let’s party.” 
 “Meanwhile, Michael,” Pam said, “we shouldn’t be noticed out here rooting around in this shed, do you think?” 
 He shrugged. “Probably not. Now what size is that painting? Bigger than a bread box?” 
 “It’s about like this,” she showed him with her hands. 
 “So about thirty by forty?” he said. “Three and a half feet by two and a half? It’s not a tiny thing, is it? It should be easy to spot if it’s in there.” 
 “Yes. Shall we go?” 
 “Sure,” he said. “Come on Rags, let’s find that kitty-cat art.” He asked, “You didn’t want to bring Angel tonight?” 
 “No. She’s more liable to get in the way or lost or something. I don’t really like to be responsible for her. Jeannie is so attached.” 
 He smiled. “I know what you mean.” He nodded toward Rags. “Makes me kind of nervous to be in charge of this guy, too.” 
 
 **** 
 “We know where it is!” Savannah hissed as the quartet made their way back through the fence and toward the car about an hour later. 
 “You do?” Pam asked excitedly. “Where is it? Did you see it?” 
 “Not exactly,” Chris said, “but we talked to someone who has seen it within the last few days.” 
 “No kidding?” Pam said, climbing into the car with the others. “So you didn’t create any suspicion?” 
 Savannah laughed. “No. Not until Rags showed up.” She looked at the others. “How did that happen, anyway?” 
 Michael looked sheepish. “Yeah, about that—I think the snap on the leash is faulty. One minute he was on the leash, squeezing in and out between everything in the shed—I guess he went under something—anyway, next thing I knew I was holding a limp leash and he was nowhere to be seen. I guess he went looking for you.” 
 “Well, he found me after freaking out a couple of women who were pretty wasted, actually. You probably heard that one blood-curdling scream.” 
 Chris laughed loudly. “Luckily that chick spilled her martini or whatever that fancy drink was and that got the focus off us as we scooped up the cat and walked casually out the door.” 
 “Did you find antiques in the place?” Pam asked. “Darn, I should have told you what to look for in there along with the painting.” 
 “Oh yes,” Chris said. “We saw antiques. I have scads of pictures on my phone.” 
 Savannah giggled. “You should have seen her being all sneaky getting pictures of everything.” 
 “And Lorraine or her boyfriend didn’t notice?” Pam asked. 
 “No, they were so into themselves. What a narcissistic couple!” Chris barked. 
 “A couple of show-offs,” Savannah said. “And Pam, they took great pride in showing off what could have been some of your mother’s things.” 
 “Really?” she said, her teeth clenched. She asked, “So what did you find out about the painting?” 
 “An artist—evidently a friend of the boyfriend—Boyd is his name.” 
 “The boyfriend or the friend?” Michael asked. 
 “Lorraine’s attorney boyfriend is Boyd. The guy we talked to—the friend—is Earl. Well, he talked about this unusual, unique, and valuable painting that Boyd had shown him once. Chris and I just played along, letting him brag it up, while we found out as much as we could.” 
 Chris nodded. “We got the impression that it’s in Boyd’s office.” She glanced at Savannah. “We’re not sure if it’s hanging there or if it’s in a safe, but that’s where we think it is.” 
 “Well, darn. Did you get an address?” Pam asked. 
 “Sure did. From what we understand, though, it’s not in a public area, so we might have to make a fake appointment to get inside Boyd’s office.” Savannah read an address from a business card. 
 “Wait, is that the offices of Marchman, Weston, and Grant?” Pam asked. 
 “I believe so,” Savannah said. “His name’s Boyd Grant.” 
 “Low man on the totem pole, huh?” Michael quipped. 
 “And scraping the bottom of the barrel with his girlfriend,” Pam observed with sarcasm. Once the quartet was in the car, Pam said, ruminating, “I have a friend who cleans offices in that area. He owns the cleaning company, and he’s making pretty good money, actually. Let me check with him and see if he happens to clean that building and whether or not he could get inside to take a picture of the painting for us. Once we have that evidence, we should be able to involve the police.” 
 “Sounds reasonable to me,” Michael said. 
 Pam pulled out her phone and placed a call, then reported minutes later, “Great news! His crew is there in that building tonight. He’s going over there to check for us.” 
 “Wow, he must be a good friend,” Chris said. 
 Pam nodded. “He’d like to marry me. I haven’t decided yet.” She grinned. “After this, though…” 
 “You little devil,” Savannah said, chuckling. 
 Just as the foursome entered the living room of the fairytale home, Pam received a text. “It’s there!” she shouted, jumping up and down. 
 “What?” Jeannie asked, joining the others in the living room. 
 “Look,” Pam said, holding her phone in front of Jeannie’s face. 
 “Oh my gosh, where is it? Is that a current photo?” Jeannie asked. 
 “Yes, Chad just took it. It’s across town in Boyd Grant’s law office.” She cheered and danced around with her sister for a moment. “Jeannie, this means we can get the police involved! We have proof. I’m going to call them right now and get the ball rolling.” She shimmied. “We just might have the painting bolted to the wall in time for tomorrow’s open house.” 
 “Wouldn’t that be great?” Savannah said. 
 
 **** 
 “They’re bringing it to the shop this morning,” Pam said the following day as they ate breakfast. 
 “Yay!” Jeannie cheered. “Can’t wait to see it again.” She cringed. “Although I was never particularly fond of the painting, personally. Mama had some really nice cat art.” She glanced around at their guests. “Well, you’ve seen some of the paintings and sketches around here and at the shop. There are some beauties. To me, her favorite was a bit pale in comparison.” 
 Pam wrinkled her nose. “I agree. It’s a nice piece of art, I guess, but rather ordinary in contrast to some of the others.” She picked up her glass of orange juice. “Well, let’s finish eating and get to work.” 
 “Work?” Michael said. “I thought you invited us to a party.” 
 Pam laughed. “Yeah, a work party. Ever hear of a work party?” 
 “Sure have,” Michael said. “Not my favorite kind of party.” 
 Savannah patted his arm. “He’s joking. He loves to putter.” 
 
 **** 
 “It’s here!” Pam exclaimed later that morning as the group scurried around the spacious shop dusting, arranging and rearranging, and taking care of a few minor repairs. 
 “The painting?” Chris asked, following the others to the entrance. 
 “Everyone,” Pam said, “this is Chad. Chad, our dear friends from California.” 
 “Howdy,” he said, nodding. He held out a package wrapped in newspaper. “Here are your cats. Where do you want me to put it?” 
 Giddily, Jeannie said, “Let me see it! Let me see it!” 
 Pam took the package from Chad, looked around, then laid it on a desktop and began removing the paper. 
 Savannah took the paper from Pam and wadded it up. 
 “Yes,” Pam said. “This is it.” She held it up. “See the sort of menacing spirit in the cats and what about those whiskers?” 
 The others stood back and eyed the painting. Finally Savannah said, “Yep. Those are cats. Look at their eyes.” 
 “I like it,” Chris asserted. She explained, “But I’m a real fan of black cats.” 
 “Really?” Savannah questioned. “I guess I didn’t know that.” 
 “Yes, my first few cats, when I was a child, were black.” Chris faced Savannah. “You know, they’re usually the last to be adopted.” 
 “I know,” Savannah agreed. She studied the painting again. “This really is an interesting piece of art. I can see a story emerging from this painting.” 
 Chris laughed. “Of course you can. You’re a writer.” 
 Jeannie shimmied. “I’m so happy to have it back.” She looked up at the ceiling. “I’m sure Mama’s happy, too.” 
 “Where are you going to hang it?” Michael asked. “I want to secure it so it won’t be walking out of here behind our backs today.” As an afterthought, he added, “Or any other day.” 
 “Need help with that?” Chad offered. 
 “So you’re a putterer, too?” Michael asked. “Yeah, let’s see if we can secure the thing. I picked up a few bolts and this metal plate.” 
 “Cool,” Chad said. “Where do you want it, Pam?” 
 She looked at her sister and pointed. “Here? Over Mom’s favorite boudoir chair?” 
 Jeannie nodded. “Perfect.” 
 “Purr-fect,” Michael mimicked, chuckling. 
 “That’s quite a project,” Chris said, as everyone watched the two men prepare to hang the painting. 
 “I think that will do it,” Michael said, pushing against the picture. “It’s not going anywhere.” 
 “Nope,” Chad agreed, “not unless someone cuts that section of the wall out.” 
 “Oh no,” Jeannie whimpered. 
 “That’s not going to happen,” Chad assured her. 
 “Shall we celebrate?” Pam called, entering the room with a tray of beverages. “Mimosas for all!” she announced, holding the tray toward the two men. 
 “Yes,” Jeannie concurred. “Let’s toast our new venture and the recovery of Mama’s cats.” 
 “Hear! Hear!” Pam cheered. 
 “To your success,” Chris said, holding up her glass. 
 “And may you enjoy the process,” Savannah added. 
 “Good luck, ladies,” Michael said. 
 Chad took out his phone and snapped a picture. “Look at the cats,” he said. “They want to meet those in the picture. Do you suppose they think they’re real or something? Look how interested they are.” 
 “No Rags!” Savannah shouted, quickly picking him up. “Michael, did you see that? He was clawing at that picture. Oh, my gosh, I wonder why?” 
 “Why?” Chad repeated chuckling. “Why does a cat do any of the things a cat does?” He pointed. “That fluffy cat is interested too.” 
 “No, Angel,” Jeannie said, scooping the Ragdoll up into her arms. 
 Savannah moved closer to the picture. “That’s strange. I’ve never seen him so interested in a painting before.” 
 “I think it’s the eyes,” Jeannie said. “It seemed like Angel made eye contact with that one cat. Do you think that’s it? They think those are real cats coming through a window or something.” 
 Savannah shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 Chad finished his drink and waved. “Gotta get back to work. Good luck with your opening and all.” 
 “Thanks again, Chad,” Pam called out. She looked at her watch. “Hey, we open in fifteen minutes. Let’s finish getting ready, shall we?” 
 “How about if I take the cats into the playroom with the children while you gals put the finishing touches on things?” Michael said, taking Rags from Savannah. 
 “Thanks, hon,” Savannah said. 
 “Oh, the caterer’s here,” Jeannie announced. “Let’s clear off that table.” 
 
 **** 
 The grand opening of Pam-Jean’s Vintage and Antiques was a success. They hosted more than a hundred people, sold several pieces, and made connections with a dozen antique collectors, brokers, and individuals with items they wanted to sell on consignment. The last customer had just left and the women were getting ready to close up when Savannah shouted, “No, Rags! Angel, no!” 
 “What are they doing?” Michael asked, walking into the room with Teddy in his arms. When he saw the two cats clawing at the painting again, he nudged them off the chair and onto the floor, then moved closer to the painting and muttered, “Oh, no.” 
 “What?” Jeannie asked, approaching him. “Have they scratched it? Darn it. I wonder what they think they’re after.” She looked more closely at the painting. “It’s not bad; we can probably get someone to touch it up. Hey, I think I have the name of the artist in here someplace, but I don’t even know if he’s still alive.” 
 “Might be a good idea to put that thing behind glass,” Chris suggested. 
 Jeannie nodded. 
 When Teddy squirmed to get down, Michael eased the toddler to the floor, then moved closer to the painting. He pointed and stepped aside. “Hey, check this out.” 
 “What?” Jeannie and Chris asked. 
 Michael looked around on the chair seat, then on the floor, and mumbled, “It looks like they’ve dug something out of the whiskers there. See that?” 
 “Yeah,” Jeannie said. “There are some bumps on these other whiskers. I feel them. What is that?” 
 Michael scrutinized the painting again. “Well, that’s just weird.” 
 “What?” Savannah asked, joining them. 
 “Look at this, hon,” he said. “I think the cats may have discovered a secret.” 
 “A secret?” she questioned. 
 “See those little bumps in the paint? You can feel them.” 
 Savannah ran her finger over the painting. “Yeah. It is lumpy. That’s odd, isn’t it?” 
 “And look here,” he said, pointing. “See those little holes in the paint? I think those furry scoundrels did some damage. Dang.” 
 Savannah looked down at Rags and Angel, saying quietly, “I wonder why?” 
 “Why?” he asked. “Our cat may have damaged a valuable painting and you want to question his thought process?” 
 “Look what I found, Daddy,” Lily chirped. 
 “What?” he asked, still examining the painting. 
 “Pretty rocks,” she said. “See, Daddy, a red rock and a blue one.” 
 “Lily!” Savannah screeched. “Lily, let me see those. Where did you get them?” 
 “On the floor right there,” the child said quietly. 
 “What does she have?” Michael asked, now focusing on Lily. 
 “Well,” Savannah said, wide-eyed, “they look like precious gemstones to me. Look at those, Michael.” When Pam walked into the room, Savannah said, “Pam, take a look at what Lily just found. They look like gems.” She glanced around. “But where did they come from?” 
 After examining Lily’s treasures, Pam said, “I have no idea.” She asked, “Where did you find them, Lily?” 
 “On the floor. Rags and Angel had them,” Lily said. 
 “Do you know where they got them, honey?” Pam asked. 
 Lily shook her head. 
 Michael stared down at Lily’s hand, then at the painting. “Wait, let me see one of those, punkin.” He took a tiny gem from the child and examined it, asking, “Pam do you have a magnifier?” 
 “Sure do,” she said, walking away. She returned promptly, and handed Michael the glass. 
 “Black paint,” he muttered, studying the stone. He looked at the painting again. “Good Lord,” he said more loudly. “Gals, I do believe your mother was right.” 
 “About what?” Pam asked, joining the others. 
 He faced them and said slowly, “There’s a secret in the whiskers.” When the others looked puzzled, he explained, “It appears the cats have discovered the true value of this piece of art. See this stone Lily found? I believe it came from this painting. It has black paint on it and, as you can see, there’s a tiny hole here where the cats were clawing. I think this stone was embedded in the painting somehow—maybe glued on and painted over.” He rubbed his hand over the painting and said, “There are more of them.” 
 “What?” Pam squealed. 
 “Do you have an envelope?” he asked. 
 “Um…yeah…sure…” Jeannie said. She handed him a velvet pouch. “How about this?” 
 Michael nodded. “Thanks.” He turned to Lily. “Let me see what else you have in your hand there, punkin.” 
 “Three pretty rocks,” Lily said, opening her hand to reveal the colorful stones. 
 “Wow!” Jeannie said. “Hey, Sis, where’s the jeweler’s loupe?” 
 “I’ll get it,” Pam said excitedly. When she returned, she carefully poured the stones onto a piece of dark velvet and began examining them. 
 “Can you identify gemstones?” Chris asked. 
 Jeannie answered for her sister. “She took a course a couple of years ago, didn’t you?” 
 Pam nodded. She looked up at the others and announced, “They’re real, guys, and they’re exquisite.” She quickly dropped onto her hands and knees and began searching for more gemstones. “Do you see any more, Lily?” she asked. 
 “I’ll look,” Lily offered, crawling under the chair. 
 Savannah suggested, “Turn the cats loose. Rags is good at finding things like that.” 
 “He won’t eat them, will he?” Chris asked. 
 “No,” Savannah insisted. “Why would he do that?” 
 Chris shrugged. “I don’t know, because he thinks it’s a tasty morsel of some kind, maybe.” 
 Savannah picked up Rags and placed him near Lily on the floor. “Find the pretty stones, Rags,” she said. “Do you see any more pretty stones?” 
 Rags wasn’t interested in what might be on the floor; he was currently intrigued with the painting itself. 
 “No you don’t,” Michael said when the cat jumped up into the chair again. He returned Rags to the floor, saying, “I think we can find the rest of the gems from here, buddy.” He asked, “Pam, want me to remove this thing from the wall so you can retrieve the rest of those gems?” 
 “How many more are there?” Jeannie asked 
 He ran his hand over the painting again. “There are actually quite a few little lumps here and there.” 
 “Yes,” Pam said. “Take it down, will you?” She turned to her sister. “Can you believe this? I guess we weren’t left penniless after all. Mama secured our future.” 
 Jeannie spoke more quietly. “I wonder if she knew about this.” 
 Pam shook her head slowly. “Yeah, I wonder.” 
 “So what do you think those are worth?” Chris asked. 
 Pam looked at the painting, then at the gemstones. “Enough that neither of us will probably ever have to work again.” She smiled. “We can just have fun with our antique business for as long as it pleases us, then retire if we want.” She twirled around giddily. “Oh, this is so exciting.” She grabbed Jeannie and the two of them jumped up and down, giggling. She then hugged Savannah, Michael, and Chris, lavishing them with gratitude. She picked up Lily. “And thank you, sweet Lily, for finding the pretty rocks.” She kissed her on the cheek. 
 Lily said, “Rags and Angel found them.” 
 “That’s right,” Pam said, lifting Angel in the air and twirling around. She snuggled with the cat. “You are one valuable kitty-cat.” She lowered her to the floor and reached for Rags, who was under the chair pawing at something. “Come here, Rags, I want to give you a hug.” She got down on her hands and knees and peered under the chair at him. Everyone laughed when she asked, “Are you too busy for a hug?” She asked, “What are you doing, anyway?” 
 “What’s he doing?” Savannah asked, joining her and the cat on the floor. 
 “Pawing at something,” Pam said. “What is that, Rags?” 
 Rags pushed something out into the open and pounced on it, causing the women to jump back. “It’s a mouse!” Jeannie said. “I think it’s a mouse!” 
 “No,” Michael said, lifting the cat into his arms. He picked up something and began to examine it. All the while Rags squirmed and pawed at the thing in Michael’s hand. 
 “What is it?” Savannah asked, moving closer. When she caught a glimpse of it, she said, “Oh my gosh!” 
 “What?” Chris and Jeannie asked. 
 Michael released Rags onto the floor and approached the painting. “This must have come from right here,” he said, pointing. “See that gaping hole?” 
 “Holy shhh!” Chris hissed. 
 “Unbelievable,” Pam muttered. “That’s the biggest darn sapphire I’ve ever seen. It was in the painting?” 
 “Oh!” Jeannie yelped. When the others looked at her, she said, “It’s coming back to me. I remember Dad somehow coming into possession of some pretty stones. We were young at the time and didn’t have an appreciation for such things. He used to get them out and show them to us. Remember that, Pam?” 
 “Yeah, vaguely,” she said. “So you think these are the same stones?” 
 “Well, those stones seemed to disappear and many years later, he gave Mama that painting.” Jeannie studied the painting and looked down at the sapphire. “Wow! So he had the artist hide them in the painting?” 
 “The cats were keeping them safe,” Savannah said, quietly. 
 “And the cats revealed the secret,” Michael quipped. 
 Pam smiled, then murmured, “I wonder if Mama knew.” 
 “I guess we’ll never know,” Jeannie said. “And it really doesn’t matter.” She looked at the painting and asked, “What shall we do with it?” 
 “I say we finish digging the gemstones out of there, find a good gemologist, and sell the stones,” Pam said. 
 “I’d like to keep a couple for a ring for me and for Shari,” Jeannie said. 
 Pam nodded. “That’s a good idea. Then I’d like to have the painting restored and hung right back there, over Mama’s boudoir chair.” 
 Jeannie nodded. “Agreed.” She raised her eyebrows. “And let’s have everyone here sign the back of the canvas, so this moment is forever preserved.” 
 “Great idea,” Pam said, removing the painting from the frame. She laid it out on the desk and handed Savannah a Sharpie. “Write lightly,” she cautioned. 
 Once everyone had signed, Michael asked, “What about the cats? They found the jewels for you.” 
 “They sure did,” Pam said. “Does Rags know how to sign his name?” 
 “Darn,” Savannah said, “I wish I’d brought the nontoxic inkpad we use for his paw-tographs when we do book signings.” Her face lit up. “Hey, there are water-color paints in the playroom. Let’s mix some for the cats to step in. It’ll wash off easily.” 
 “Let’s do it,” Jeannie said, leading the way to the playroom. “Okay, she said minutes later, you go first, Rags. Show Angel how it’s done.” 
 Savannah laughed as she picked up Rags. She placed one of his paws in the plate of orange paint, but when she moved him toward the canvas, he leaped from her arms, ran across the desk, and bounded onto the floor. He sat down and began licking his paw. 
 “No, Rags,” Michael said, scooping him up. “Did he leave his mark?” he asked, looking at the canvas. He laughed. “Yes, he did. A couple of times.” 
 “Oh, Rags,” Savannah complained. “You paw-tographed it twice, or is that three times? There’s an orange smudge across where Lily wrote her name.” 
 “That’s okay,” Pam said. “No harm done. Where’s Angel?” 
 “Right here,” Lily said, petting her. 
 “Jeannie, want to do the honors for Angel?” Pam asked. 
 “I’ll try,” Jeannie said. “Are you sure that washes off?” 
 Savannah picked up a wet cloth. “Let’s see,” she said, wiping it across the bottom of Rags’s paw while Michael held him. “Yes. It comes off. Go ahead.” 
 “How will we know which cat left which mark?” Chris asked. “Maybe we should sign their names too.” 
 “Yeah,” Pam said, “let’s do that.” 
 Once they had returned the painting to the frame, Jeannie asked, “So what shall we do with the painting overnight? Leave it here, or…” 
 “I’m not letting it out of my sight,” Pam said, “until we’ve harvested all of the gems from there.” 
 “Okay then, let’s load it and the kids and cats up,” Michael suggested. He lifted Teddy into his arms. “Ready to go, buddy?” 
 “My rocks?” the toddler said holding out a fisted hand. 
 “You have some rocks?” Michael asked. 
 Teddy nodded. “Daddy see?” 
 “Yes. Let Daddy see.” When Teddy opened his hand, Michael muttered, “Good lord.” He announced into the room, “He has a handful of those jewels.” 
 “What?” Pam squealed. “He found more of them?” She walked closer and looked into the toddler’s palm. “Where did he get them?” 
 “Where did you get those, Teddy?” Michael asked. “Can you show Daddy?” 
 Teddy squirmed to get down, but first Michael scraped all of the gems from Teddy’s hand into his. He released the boy to the floor and said, “Can you show us where you got these…um…rocks?” 
 The child ran across the room to the boudoir chair and dropped to the floor. He began digging with his fingers in a groove between the floor boards. “See pretty rocks, Daddy? More pretty rocks.” 
 “Oh!” Pam shouted. “Will you look at that?” 
 “The cats must have rolled them into that crevice,” Michael said. 
 “How in the heck will we get them out of there?” Pam asked. 
 Michael looked at her. “No problem-o…” 
 “Really?” Jeannie asked suspiciously. 
 Savannah chuckled. “He always says that.” 
 “Only when I mean it,” Michael retorted. “Look here, it’s just a matter of removing these broken pieces of flooring. I’m pretty sure a place like this would have subflooring, so whatever gems slipped into that crevice would be caught by the subflooring or…” 
 “Or?” Pam questioned. 
 “Or they fell through into the dirt under the building,” he explained. He stood up and stomped one foot. “Actually, I think you’re on a slab here, so you shouldn’t have any trouble retrieving anything that might have rolled into that gap.” He looked up at the women. “Too bad the gems aren’t larger—they’d be easier to find.” 
 “I’m not complaining,” Jeannie said. “Go ahead and pull that wood up, Michael. Do you have the tools you need to do it?” 
 “Yeah, I think so,” he said. 
 “Are you sure you want to go to the trouble and maybe the expense of repairing it for those small chips of gems?” Chris asked. 
 Pam thought for a moment and said, “Yeah. I think so, don’t you, Jeannie? That is if you don’t mind, Michael.” 
 “Not at all. Okay, let’s see what we have.” Several minutes later, Michael stepped back. “There they are, ladies,” he said, gesturing. “Want to find out if it was worth it?” 
 Pam and Jeannie moved forward and began carefully picking up the gems Michael had uncovered, when Pam gasped. 
 “What did you find?” Savannah asked. 
 Pam took a deep breath and held out her hand. “A few rubies, an emerald, a small garnet, and…” more excitedly she shouted, “…this amazing diamond! Look at this thing,” she insisted. “If it’s as exquisite as I think it is, this thing’s probably worth thousands. Oh my gosh.” She looked up to the heavens and said, “Thank you, Mama and Dad.” 
 When Pam began to cry, Savannah wrapped her arms around her. “Emotional, huh?” 
 Pam nodded. She blotted at her eyes. “What a difference a day makes.” 
 The others laughed. 
 Pam said, “Thank you, Michael and Savannah and Chris.” She ruffled Angel’s fur and nodded toward Rags, “Thank you sweet kitties. I love you all, and I’ll never forget any of you.” 
 “Me?” Lily said. 
 “Yes, you too. I’ll never forget you, either,” she said, embracing the child. 
 “Well, it’s been fun,” Savannah said. “Thank you for allowing us to be part of your life-changing moment.” 
 Before anyone else could speak, Teddy let out a wail. 
 “Someone’s tired,” Savannah said. “Shall we go back to fairytale land and have dinner? Do we have anything for dinner?” 
 Jeannie nodded. “My in-laws are at the house with the kids, and Myrna, my mother-in-law, brought stew. Does everyone like stew?” 
 “Sure do,” Michael said, picking up Teddy. 
 “Yum,” Savannah chimed in, lifting Rags into her arms. 
 Chris took Lily’s hand. “Let’s go eat.” 
 “Got the painting?” Pam asked her sister. 
 “Yes,” she said, holding it up. “Isn’t it just the most beautiful thing you’ve ever laid eyes on?” 
 Laughter reverberated through the antique store as the lights went out. 
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