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Chapter One
  
 "What the heck?" Michael mumbled, awakened by the sound of a scuffle outside their tent. He shimmied out of his sleeping bag, pulled on a pair of jeans, and slipped out into the night. "What's going on?" he hissed upon seeing his brother holding a man in a headlock. 
 "I caught this creep rifling through our stuff," Keith snarled. More excitedly, he hissed, "Help me tie him to this chair. Grab Cassie's jump rope, there." 
 "No need for that," the intruder complained as the brothers tied his hands behind his back and secured the rope to the chair. "I didn't take anything. Just let me go on my way." 
 "Not a chance," Keith said, double-checking the knots. "You just stay put while we decide what to do with you." 
 "Call 911," Michael said when Savannah joined them. He frowned. "What are you bringing the cat out for?" 
 "He was restless," she said, taking in the scene before her. 
 Michael glanced at Rags, who was walking around at the end of his leash, then said again, "Savannah, call 911. Tell them have a prowler." 
 "I'm no prowler," the man said. "Just let me explain, will you?" he pleaded, trying to break away from the chair. 
 "Explain what, Freddie? You were inside our tent for cripes sake!" 
 "Yeah," Michael growled, "what in the heck were you doing?" 
 Freddie huffed nervously. "It isn't like you think." He smiled down at Rags and murmured, "Hi, kitty-cat." 
 Rags emitted a purrrt sound, walked to the end of his ten foot leash, and rubbed against Freddie's legs. 
 "Get your cat," Michael said, after Savannah had finished the call. 

That's odd,  she thought, watching Rags interact with the intruder.  Why is Rags cozying up to Freddie like that when he's obviously the one who's been sneaking around the camp stealing from us? It doesn't make sense given what I know about Rags. But then there's a lot that doesn't make sense lately.  She took a deep breath and thought back to a time when she felt more secure and less vulnerable. 
 
 **** 
 The Ivey family had returned home Sunday afternoon from Oregon with new memories and interesting stories to tell. Savannah's mother, Gladys, had flown in the day before after visiting her friend Karl in Arizona. 
 "Anyone hungry?" Gladys asked once the family had unpacked the car and begun to settle in. 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "and I'm sure the children are. Did you fix something?" 
 Gladys nodded. "Rice pilaf with chicken and a vegetable salad." 
 "Sounds nice, Mom. Thank you. So how was your trip? Did you have a good time?" 
 "Yes, it was okay. Now I know where Karl lives when he isn't staying here in his parents' home. I got to spend a little time with his daughter, Jilly, and the kids, but…" Gladys looked at Savannah. "I was a little disappointed." 
 "Why, Mom?" 
 "I'm not sure. I guess I felt a like…well, kind of like an outsider." 
 "That's too bad," Savannah said. "I'm sorry." 
 "Oh, I'm okay," Gladys assured her. "Our relationship, if you'd call it that, was bound to change with all that has happened—you know, Karl's incarceration, learning about his twisted relationship with his son, and all. You can't experience serious life changes without the trickle-down effect. When one or two things change, often everything changes." 
 "Is that one of Murphy's laws?" Michael asked, joining the women with two-year-old Teddy in his arms. 
 "Could be, I guess," Gladys said. When Teddy reached for her, she opened her arms and took him. "Awww, how sweet is this? Come to Grammy, precious boy." She snuggled with the toddler for a moment then asked, "How was your trip?" 
 Savannah glanced at Michael. "We had a good time. I'm so glad Pam and Jeannie were no longer at odds when we got there. I guess it was pure stress that was causing their conflict." She giggled a little. "Oh, Mom, you should have seen their house." She picked up her phone. "I have pictures." 
 "It's a fairy house," Lily chirped. 
 "Yes, like from a fairytale, huh, punkin?" Savannah agreed. "It's exceedingly ornate." She held up her phone for Gladys to see. 
 "Oh my," Gladys said. "That is a bit over the top." 
 "And the photos don't quite capture its…um…uniqueness." Savannah laughed. "Pam's and Jeannie's mother must have been a real character. But yeah, we had a good time," she cringed, "aside from a few harrowing moments." When Rags rubbed against her legs, she said, "Huh, Rags? All in all, it was a successful trip." She turned to Michael. "You had a good time, didn't you, 
 "Sure did," he said. "It's always a good trip when I'm with my favorite people." 
 Savannah smiled at him. 
 Gladys looked down at Rags. "So how did he behave?" 
 "Quite remarkably, actually," Savannah said. "As usual, he was large and in charge, but in an obedient way." 
 Michael lowered his brow and challenged, "Obedient?" 
 Gladys grinned at him, then asked, "Did they find the painting—the one that seemed to have everyone out of sorts?" 
 "Yes!" Savannah exclaimed. "As it turns out, it's worth a fortune." 
 "Oh?" Gladys remarked. "Because of the artist?" 
 "No," Savannah said, "because of the gemstones someone added to the canvas." 
 "What?" Gladys said. 
 "They dug thousands of dollars worth of precious stones out of the painting, which certainly took a lot of financial pressure off Pam and Jeannie." 
 "Well, that must have been an unexpected surprise of the best kind," Gladys said. 
 "Sure was, and it was fun to be there when the…" Savannah grinned "…when the secret in the whiskers was revealed." 
 "How did they discover it?" Gladys probed. When she saw both Savannah and Michael looking down at Rags, she said, "Don't tell me your cat had something to do with it." 
 "Not just something," Michael said. "More like everything." 
 Gladys appeared dubious. "Really?" 
 "Yes," Savannah confirmed. "He and his beautiful mother cat dug a few of the jewels out when we weren't looking. They fell onto the floor and the kids picked them up and showed them to us. So it was actually a group effort." 
 "Amazing," Gladys said. When Teddy began to squirm in her arms, she released him to the floor and asked, "Well, what's next for the Ivey family?" 
 "I'm going back to work," Michael said, "where it's safe." When the others looked at him, he added, "Yeah, all I have to worry about there is being bitten by a rabid dog or kicked by an unruly mule." 
 Savannah jumped a little. "Oops, there goes my phone. It's probably Pam or Jeannie making sure we got home." She tilted her head. "No. This number isn't familiar. Hello," she answered, walking into the dining room. 
 "Is this Savannah Ivey, the author of The Meowmoirs of a Klepto Cat?" 
 "Yes." 
 "This is Cody Byrd. You don't know me, but…" 
 "But I know of you, don't I?" She continued, "You're one of the young men who was stuck in that underground cavern last week." More gently she asked, "How are you, anyway?" 
 "I'm okay," Cody said. "Yeah, that was freaky." 
 "Did they catch the people who did that to you?" she asked. "I've been out of town and I haven't kept up with the news." 
 "Yes. We all had to identify them. It was some fools named Grubbs and Tex or something like that." 
 "Gibbs and Colt?" Savannah corrected. "Oh, I wondered if it was them." 
 He hesitated before asking, "Do you know them?" 
 "Not really. They were working for friends of ours." 
 "Yes, Harrison and Leah," Cody said. "Harrison had no idea what their handymen had been up to. They were pretty shocked to find out it was them." 
 "Do you know why they did it?" Savannah asked. "Why would someone do something like that?" 
 "I guess they wanted our bikes," Cody said quietly. "We thought they were trying to be helpful when they offered to show us a unique place to get out of the rain overnight, but as you know, things went wrong and…well, we almost took our last breath in that hell hole." He paused, then asked, "Was it really your cat—the one in the book—that led rescuers to us?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "He was instrumental in finding you along with a feral cat that lives in the area." 
 "I met him," Cody said. "When I visited Harrison and his wife they pointed him out to me. I'm a cat person too, so I was interested in the fact that my fate was ultimately in the paws of two cats." 
 "I heard that you travel with your cat," Savannah said. "You didn't bring him or her on this trip, though?" 
 "No. She and I had just returned from a jaunt down to Mexico when this opportunity came up for me to ride along with Bruce Lang. I decided to let her rest and hang out with my folks. I'm so glad I didn't have her with me. I don't usually run up against such a seriously precarious situation in my travels." He laughed. "According to your book, it sounds like it's just the opposite with Ragsdale. He's been involved in just about every perilous circumstance a cat could possibly face, hasn't he?" 
 "I hope so," Savannah said. "I mean, I hate to think there are more hazards ahead for us. I'd love to see Rags retire and just relax for the rest of his nine lives." 
 Cody chuckled. "Do you think that's what he wants?" 
 "Probably not," Savannah groused. When there was a lull in the conversation. She asked, "So, Cody, what can I help you with?" 
 "I want to publish a book. It will be my first. I understand that Rags's meowmoirs is your first. I read that you're a veterinarian. I'm studying to be a veterinarian. When a friend gave me your book, it seemed as if the universe was sort of pointing me in your direction. So I was thinking maybe you could become a guiding light, or a mentor, or simply an example of what to do and what not to do." Savannah chuckled and Cody continued, "I know you must be busy, but could you spare an hour of your time? I'd like to pick your brain." 
 "I'd enjoy that," Savannah said. "Tell me, Cody, what's so unique about your cat other than the fact that you travel together? I mean, what would make someone want to buy your book instead of any other book about a traveling cat?" 
 "I'm into a variety of outdoor sports, and Luna goes along with me on the trails, up in the mountains, on the ocean, and I shoot a lot of video and still photos." As a caveat, he quickly added, "Oh, I don't put her in danger. That wouldn't be humane. I make sure she's safe at all times. So if I want to do something wild and crazy, I leave her behind." He snickered. "I have to say she's one gutsy cat, though. She's hard to rattle." 
 "She probably trusts you," Savannah offered. She then exclaimed, "Cody, that sounds really interesting! I'd love to hear more about your project and your cat." 
 "Really?" Cody said. "That would be great. I'm staying here in Hammond, and I could meet with you any time you say. I'm using public transportation right now and my feet. If we could meet somewhere near Main and Arden, that would be most convenient for me." 
 "You didn't get your bike back?" she asked. "Those guys took your bike, didn't they?" 
 "Yes they did, and they beat mine up pretty bad. It's in the shop, but I haven't decided if I want to put the money into it or invest in a new one." 
 "Okay," Savannah said, "how about if I pick you up tomorrow morning and bring you out here to my place? You'd probably like to meet Rags, right?" 
 "Yes, very much. Thank you. What time?" 
 "I drop my children off at school at nine," Savannah said, "so how's nine fifteen?" 
 "Perfect. I'll be waiting on the bus bench at the southeast corner of Main and Arden. Is that okay?" he asked. 
 "Yes. See you then." 
 "Thank you again," Cody said. "I sure do appreciate this." 
 "I look forward to meeting you," Savannah said. "See you in the morning." 
 "Already making plans for a busy week?" Michael asked when she joined him and the children in the living room. 
 She chuckled. "Yes, only this opportunity was sort of left over from last week." 
 "How's that?" 
 "You might remember my telling you that Damon interviewed one of the young men who was rescued from that underground pipe—you know, for the paper. Well, the kid told Damon that he came here because he wanted to meet me. Evidently he travels with a cat and he wants to publish a book about their experiences. He read my book and he thinks I might be able to offer him some insight into the writing and publishing business." 
 "Yes," Michael said, "I remember you mentioning him." 
 "Well, that was him. We're going to get together tomorrow. I think I'll see if Rob happens to be around. He might want to meet this young man." She placed a call and sat down on the couch next to where Lily was playing with her baby Alana doll. "Hi, Rob, it's Savannah," she said into the phone. "Where are you?" 
 "What do you mean, where am I?" he asked. 
 "Well, I know that you travel and that any given day you might be in Hammond, San Francisco, or Los Angeles. Where are you today?" 
 "Home in LA," he said. "Where are you?" 
 "We just returned from another adventure with Rags." She exaggerated a groan. "I swear the adventures are piling up faster than I can write about them." 
 "What did he do now?" Rob asked. "I mean, I just spoke to you a couple of weeks ago. He can't create that many new stories in such a short time, can he?" 
 "He sure can create new stories and he has, but that isn't what I'm calling about. I sort of met a veterinary student last week who wants to publish a book about his cat." When Rob didn't respond, she said, "He takes her on outdoor adventures, and he shoots a lot of pictures and video. He wants to talk to me about how to get started in the publishing game and what to expect. Michael and I thought you might want to talk to this kid and maybe represent his book since you sort of specialize in unique cat books. I thought if you're in the area, I'd invite you over to meet him." 
 "When?" he asked. 
 "I'm meeting him tomorrow morning." 
 "How long's he staying in Hammond?" Rob asked. 
 "I don't know," Savannah said. "He already stayed a week beyond his original plan so he could talk to me." 
 "Really?" Rob said. He thought for a long moment. "Yeah, if he'll be there for a few more days I might come up and see what he's got. I could be there tomorrow afternoon. What do you think?" 
 "I'll ask him," Savannah promised. "How about if I call you tomorrow morning?" 
 "Oh, well, that would be too late for me to get a flight. How about this," Rob suggested, "I'll plan to come up. If he can't stay, I'll simply visit my friends there in Hammond. In fact, Cheryl might want to come with me. Yeah, I think we'll come up and take our chances with the kid. Where's he from?" 
 "San Francisco, I think." 
 "Good. If we miss him there in Hammond, we can catch up with him in the city," Rob said. "See if you can make an appointment with him for late tomorrow or Tuesday morning." 
 "Okay. I'll keep you posted." Savannah added, "Want to stay here?" 
 "Um…well, gosh, that would be great," Rob said, "if you don't mind. I much prefer your hospitality and accommodations to that of the little inn in town. Is it okay if we bring our cats? They're turning out to be pretty good travelers." 
 "Sure," she said. 
 "Do you think Rags will be a gentleman around our girls?" Rob asked. 
 "You can count on it," Savannah said. "He's quite the ladies' man, you know. Well, you saw how much fun they had together when we visited you a few weeks ago." 
 "Yeah, he was pretty good, only he got cranky with Gidget a couple of times," he complained. 
 "That's what older cats do when younger cats bug them," Savannah said. "Didn't you ever have little brothers or sisters?" 
 Rob chuckled. "No, but I have Cheryl. She bugs me sometimes." Before Savannah could respond, Rob shouted, "Ouch! Ouch! Do you hear that, Savannah? She's picking on me right now." 
 "Oh, Rob, you're such a baby," Savannah said. "See you guys and the kitties tomorrow afternoon." 
 
 **** 
 Monday morning just after nine fifteen Savannah drove slowly toward a bus stop in downtown Hammond and saw a slight man of about twenty-five leap off the bench and trot toward her car. She lowered the passenger side window and asked, "Cody?" 
 He nodded. "Savannah?" 
 "Yes, climb in," she invited. She observed him as he fastened his seatbelt. "You look in pretty good shape for someone who went through what you did only a week ago." 
 "Yeah, well, I guess my lifestyle kind of helped with that. I do some rugged sports." 
 "How are the other guys?" she asked. 
 "Doing okay, from what I hear," Cody reported, "at least physically. It may cause us some mental or emotional difficulties at some point." He glanced at her. "You know, PTSD or something. For me, it was one of those life-flashing-before-your-eyes type of experiences. There were times when we thought—you know, this could be it for us." 
 Savannah shook her head. "I can't even imagine. I'm so glad you all came out of it okay." 
 "Thanks." 
 "Cody, how long do you plan to stay here? I know you waited around for me to get back from Oregon. Do you have any more time to spare?" 
 "Maybe. What do you have in mind?" he asked. 
 "My agent would like to meet you." 
 "Really?" Cody said excitedly. "You have an agent?" 
 "Yes, of sorts." 
 "What does that mean?" he asked. 
 "Well, I met Rob when he came here to film a documentary starring Rags," Savannah explained. 
 "The cat? No kidding?" 
 She nodded. "Yes. Then Rob had an author create some children's books featuring Rags. He sets up events and activities—you know, book signings and things where Rags and I promote the children's books. After I wrote my book, Rob found a publisher and Rags and I became involved in signings to promote that book as well." She chuckled. "I guess you'd say that Rob is Rags's agent. He's a very creative guy, and he seems to know a lot about promotion. As a result of his efforts we've sold tons of books." 
 "All you have to do is show up?" Cody asked. "I mean, he makes all the arrangements for you?" 
 "Pretty much," she said. "He finds interesting venues and makes sure the books are there and all. It's been quite a nice arrangement. I told him about you and he's definitely interested in meeting you." 
 "Really?" Cody exclaimed. 
 She nodded. "Yes, but I guess we need to know if you're serious about writing the book and…" 
 "Yeah, I'm serious," Cody said. "I have it written, actually. I just don't know how good it is. I haven't told many people that it's finished for fear they might want to read it. My mom loves it and my girlfriend thinks it's really good, but I realize they might be biased. I was hoping to drum up the courage to show it to you." 
 "I'd like to see it," Savannah said. She asked, "Do you have it with you? It appeared that everything you guys owned was destroyed." 
 "Yes," Cody said. "My mom managed to bring it up on my computer and I had her send it to your local business center. They printed it out for me." He patted his backpack. "It's right here." He tilted his head. "So you want to read it?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "but you really want to show it to Rob." 
 "How do I get in touch with him?" he asked as she drove into their driveway. He looked up at the house. "Wow, did you buy this with your book earnings?" 
 Savannah laughed. "Not really. We fell into a sweet deal, and I had an inheritance, but book sales are certainly helping to keep it up. Come on in. Rags is waiting to meet you." 
 "There he is," Cody said, smiling when he walked into the house and saw Rags peering out from one of Buffy's canopy beds. He leaned over and stared back at the cat. "What are you doing in there? You look like some sort of Julius Caesar wannabe." 
 Savannah laughed. "That's our Himalayan cat's bed. Rags liked it so much we bought a second one." When Glori sauntered into the room, she said, "We're going to need a third one because our newest rescue, Glori, loves hunkering down in those covered beds, too. Sometimes we find two cats in one bed." 
 Cody petted Glori and crooned, "Hi there, girl. You're a pretty thing." He looked up at Savannah. "You say she's a rescue?" 
 "Yes, she has a hearing problem, although it's much better than it was. They thought she was deaf, but it turns out it was just a horrible ear infection. She came from a hoarding situation outside of San Francisco, as a matter of fact. Maybe you heard about it." 
 "Do you mean the Belson case?" Cody asked. "I sure did. Mom rescued a couple of those cats too—a cute runt of a tortie and a big Maine coon type that had lost most of his fur because of some bacterial infection. It's coming in nicely now." 
 "So the cats are working out okay for your mom?" Savannah asked. When Cody hesitated, she said, "So often people try to help by adopting cats in need, but discover it's a bigger project than they expected." 
 "Yeah," Cody said, "Mom loves those cats—well, Dad does, too. The cats have adjusted nicely to their new life. Mom has done a lot of fostering over the years, and she's taken on some challenging cats." He smiled. "She knows the drill. No, these two are doing well, and Luna likes them." 
 "That's your cat," Savannah asked, "Luna?" 
 He nodded while scratching Glori behind one ear. "She's really gorgeous." He laughed. "She's Luna only with fur. Luna is a short-haired tortie, so she doesn't have the white, but her coloring is brilliant like Glori's." He felt something bump up against his leg. "Well, hello Rags," he said. "Did you decide to come out and get acquainted?" He scratched Rags's cheek as the cat looked up at him, then ran his hand over his head and back. "You're a right handsome guy, you know it? Yeah, handsome, and I hear that you're also smart." 
 "Too smart for his own good sometimes," Savannah said. 
 "Well, I admire a smart cat," Cody said, continuing to pet Rags. Just then he yelped, "Hey, what are you doing?" 
 "What?" Savannah asked. 
 "He just snatched some cash from my pocket." Cody grabbed for it, but Rags trotted out of his reach. He laughed. "Well, you are a klepto, aren't you?" He said to Savannah, "Now that's something none of our cats do." 
 "It's Rags's specialty," Savannah joked. She made a move toward Rags, but he ran from her and disappeared into the dining room. 
 "What do you have there?" Gladys asked when Rags darted into the kitchen where she was shelling peas from the garden. She called, "Vannie, your cat has something." 
 "I know," Savannah said, joining her. "He took money from our guest." She called out to Cody, "Come in here and meet my mom." 
 "Hi," Cody said, entering the kitchen. When Gladys faced him, he walked toward her with his hand out. "I'm Cody. Nice to meet you." 
 "Gladys," she said, bypassing his hand and hugging him. "Nice to meet you, Cody. So glad you survived the awful cave-in or whatever that was." 
 "Thank you," Cody said. 
 Savannah handed him a couple of dollar bills. "I believe these belong to you." 
 He took them and shoved them into his jeans pocket. 
 "Did Rags get them out of there?" Gladys asked. "How did he manage that?" 
 Cody grinned. "No, I'd tucked them into my shirt pocket after paying for my bagel and tea this morning. It was easy pickin's for him." He laughed. "And he sure took advantage. It was fun seeing him in action." He shook his head. "Crazy cat." He faced Savannah. "So do you always travel with him? You say he joins you at your signings. In your book you talked about taking some trips with him." 
 "Yes, and sometimes whether I want to or not." 
 "Oh?" Cody questioned. 
 She grimaced. "Yeah, he's been known to stow away." When Cody laughed out loud, she continued, "We plan a beautiful problem-free trip and eventually discover that he's in the backseat—once he rode for many miles hidden in a trailer we were pulling. So our lovely carefree getaway suddenly became a stressful adventure." 
 By then, Cody was laughing so hard he could barely speak. 
 "But yeah, he does okay when we're prepared to have him along. Last week we went to Oregon to help friends with the opening of their antique store. We took Rags along so he could spend time with his mother." 
 "What?" Cody quizzed. "He visits his mother? Does she look like him? Oh wait," he said. "She's a Himalayan or…" 
 "Ragdoll," Savannah corrected. She pulled out her phone and showed him a picture. "This is Angel, his mother." 
 Cody studied the photograph, then looked down at Rags. "Are you sure?" 
 She nodded. "We had them both DNA tested." She chuckled. "Yeah, we took a trip a few weeks ago to Los Angeles on a search for his mother, siblings, and most especially, the sire." 
 "And you found them?" he asked, wide-eyed. 
 "We found his mother, some of his siblings, and his father who, believe it or not, is a redhead." 
 "An orange tabby?" he asked, stunned. 
 Savannah nodded. She added, "We're taking him to Nevada camping next week." 
 "Cool," Cody said. "That's Luna's and my comfort zone—camping, hiking, canoeing— just about any outdoor activity." 
 "Now that's fascinating," she said. "I'm eager to hear more about your amazing fur-girl." 
 When Lexie stood up from her bed near the kitchen door, Cody acknowledged her. "You have a dog too," he said. 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "and horses." 
 "Cool," Cody said, greeting Lexie. "Hi. What kind of dog are you, anyway? I'm not familiar with your look." 
 Savannah chuckled. "That's because she's incognito—not quite an Afghan, and who knows what else." 
 "Afghan," he repeated. "Of course. I can see it now." He ruffled her fur." You're a nice dog, aren't you? Yes, nice to know you too." 
 "Can I get you something to drink?" Savannah offered. "Coffee, tea, lemonade, water?" 
 "Tea sounds good," he said. 
 "Iced or hot?" Gladys asked. 
 "Iced, if it's ready. Thank you." 
 Once they each had a beverage, Savannah led Cody back into the living room, where they sat and talked about writing and publishing. After almost an hour, Savannah asked, "So, are you interested in meeting Rob?" 
 "I sure am," Cody said. 
 "Okay, I'm going to text him. He said he could be here by tomorrow afternoon. Listen, Cody," she continued, "why don't you move your stuff over here; you can stay the night, or a couple of nights if you want to. That will give you and Rob a chance to talk." 
 Surprised, Cody asked, "Really? Are you sure?" 
 "Yes." She grinned. "You might also want to pick my husband's brain about veterinary work in the real world." 
 His eyes lit up. "Oh that's right; you're married to a veterinarian. I read that in your book. Yes, that would be cool." He smiled. "And I might be able to share some things with him about what they're teaching in school now." 
 "I'll bet you can," she agreed. "Okay, I pick up the kids a little after noon; we can get your belongings then." 
 He winced. "I have no belongings, remember? Those derelicts destroyed everything. I got part of my driver's license back and my CPR certification card. Mom wired me a little money for a phone. I also bought this backpack and a blanket at a thrift store and saved a couple of bucks for food. I've been sharing an alcove behind the library with a homeless couple at night." 
 Savannah frowned. "Oh, Cody, that's awful. If only we'd known. We were out of town all week. You could have been our petsitter." 
 "That would have been real nice," Cody said. "Thank you. I have to say that the people I've met in this town, except for those two guys who—you know… Well, everyone's been so nice. It really means a lot." 
 "Hey, I'm hungry. How about a sandwich?" Savannah invited. "I made egg salad this morning." 
 "What about your kids? Won't they want lunch? Shouldn't we wait for them?" 
 Savannah chuckled. "I send them with their lunch and they eat at school—well, it's actually a daycare for our son, and our daughter goes to preschool a couple of times a week. They get a big thrill out of taking their lunch, although many times they come home with it and I have to feed them, anyway." She glanced at him and asked, "So is egg salad okay?" 
 "That would be great," he said. "Can I help? Where can I wash up?" 



Chapter Two
  
 "Oh goodie, you brought your cats," Savannah said the following afternoon when she opened the door to Rob and Cheryl. 
 "I told you we would," Rob said. 
 Savannah reached for the fluffy tabby in Cheryl's arms. "Let me see you, you beautiful girl." She looked at Cheryl as she led the couple and the cats into the house. "Gidget, right?" 
 Cheryl nodded. 
 "She's absolutely adorable. She's growing into a lovely young Maine coon girl." Savannah snuggled with the wriggling cat. "I just love her." When Gidget got too fidgety to hold, Cheryl took her from Savannah, and placed her on the floor at the end of her leash. 
 Savannah hugged Cheryl. "Good to see you too." She reached out for Rob. "And you." When something at Rob's feet caught Savannah's eye, she looked down and crooned. "Hi, Miss Kitty. You're looking good, girl." She laughed. "You're just a refined, femmie version of Rags, aren't you?" 
 "Speak of the devil," Rob said, motioning toward the hallway. "Hi, Rags. How's it going, buddy?" He ruffled the cat's fur when he approached. 
 Savannah laughed. "He's more interested in your girls than in your petting." 
 Just then Glori made an appearance. She stopped at the doorway, sniffed the air, and watched as Rags head-butted the visiting cats. Savannah picked her up. "We have kitty-cat company, Glori. What do you think?" 
 "Oh, isn't she pretty," Cheryl said, petting Glori. "Where'd she come from?" 
 "We rescued her from a hoarding situation in San Francisco a while back. Isn't she precious?" 
 "Yes," Cheryl said. "I love the long-hair cats. Now to me that's a cat. Cats should have lots of fur." 
 "Rags and Miss Kitty would disagree," Savannah said, laughing. When she noticed Rob and Cheryl looking behind her, she turned. "Oh, Cody, come in. Guys, I'd like you to meet an up-and-coming author and avid cat person, Cody Byrd. Cody, this is Rob and Cheryl and their cats, Miss Kitty, wearing the grey-and-white coat, and Gidget." 
 "A Maine coon?" Cody asked. 
 "Part," Rob said, reaching for Cody's hand. "Nice to meet you. This is Cheryl." 
 Cody nodded, then went back to watching the cats. 
 "Want to let them go exploring with Rags and Glori?" Savannah asked. "I'll serve some refreshments. I made a pot of coffee. We also have iced tea. I'm pretty sure Cody wants to get back to his cat sometime soon, so I thought you might want to chat some this afternoon." 
 Rob nodded, then said, "Coffee sounds good." 
 "I'll have iced tea," Cheryl said, removing Gidget's harness and watching her walk away with Rags and Glori following behind. 
 "She's an independent one, isn't she?" Cody said. 
 "That she is," Rob agreed. 
 Cheryl asked, "Can I help you, Savannah?" 
 "No. Get the cats settled and make yourself comfortable; I'll be right back." She stopped. "Cody what will you have?" 
 "Just water, if you don't mind." 
 Once they were all seated, Rob urged, "So tell me about your project, Cody. Savannah said you're writing a book about your cat." 
 Cody nodded. "Savannah let me print some things from my blog to show you." He handed Rob a few pages. "These are pictures of Luna, my almost constant companion." 
 "Cute," Rob said, showing a picture to Cheryl. "She doesn't mind wearing all that gear?" 
 Cody shook his head. "That's how much she likes adventuring; she'll even wear that bulky lifejacket." 
 "Girl?" Cheryl asked. 
 Cody nodded. He chuckled. "I've never met a tortie that wasn't." He pointed at the next picture. "This is Luna canoeing. Here she's hiking with me in Hawaii. This is us camping in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Here, we're cycling in Arizona." He continued, "She has appeared on TV; we handed out food and supplies after hurricane Michael. She's a real trouper and people like her. She makes friends easily." 
 "You don't have her with you?" Rob asked. 
 "No," Cody said. "I left Luna with my folks this time, and it was just as well, in light of what happened." 
 Rob looked at him. "What happened?" 
 Cody nodded toward Rags, who was following Gidget as she explored the area around the kitty beds in the dining room. "He could tell you about it." 
 "Who, Rags?" Rob asked. 
 Everyone laughed when Rags responded to hearing his name. 
 Cody continued, "A couple of other cyclists and I were lured into an underground cave by two fools. We thought it would be a unique experience to spend the rainy night in there. I'm always up for a quirky experience, but this one was a bit too much for me." He shook his head. "I'm just glad Luna wasn't with us. She might not have made it out." He glanced at the cats again. "As it turns out, those guys sealed the tomb, then there was a cave-in. We thought we were doomed, but Rags found us and none too soon." 
 "This happened here in Hammond?" Rob asked. 
 Cody nodded. "Yeah. Well, I knew about Rags and Savannah. I had a copy of her book. So when my buddy and I met Bruce Lang, who was doing a long-distance cycling event, we decided to ride up this direction with him." He looked at Savannah. "I had hoped to meet her while I was here." He grinned. "Who knew she'd find me?" 
 Bewildered, Rob asked, "So she and the cat rescued you from this underground cave?" 
 Cody nodded. "I didn't know it was her and Rags until later. As I told Savannah, I want to publish a book with pictures. As you can see from my blog posts, I have some pretty good pictures. There are more if I can retrieve them. Those no-accounts, who almost smothered us, took my phone. A lot of my pictures are in there." 
 "You should be able to retrieve them if you saved them through one of those digital storage companies," Rob suggested. 
 "That's what I thought." Cody asked, "Well, Rob, what do you think? Would a book featuring Luna and her outrageous adventures sell? Would a publisher be interested in something like that?" 
 "Can you write, Cody?" 
 "I thought you'd ask that, so I printed out what I have so far, which is the unedited version. Savannah read it," he said, handing the manuscript to Rob. 
 Rob looked at Savannah. "You read his book?" 
 "Yes, last night. It'll be mostly pictures, so it was a quick read." 
 "But I can add more to it," Cody was quick to say. He added, "You can take that copy with you if you want." 
 Rob looked expectantly at Savannah. 
 "Oh!" she exclaimed. "You're waiting for my impression. "Rob, I would recommend you think seriously about publishing and promoting Cody's book. You know that I'm no professional, but I think you're going to love it, and I believe others will, as well." 
 Rob thumbed through the pages, stopping to read an occasional paragraph. After a few minutes, he looked at Cody. "I think you have a potentially marketable book here. Sure, I'd like to work with you." 
 Rob thumbed through the pages again and asked, "So it's not edited?" 
 Cody shook his head. "Not yet. Do you know a good editor?" 
 "I might," Rob said. He took a deep breath and added, "Okay then, why don't you email me a digital copy of the book with the photographs. I'll present it to the publisher Savannah works with, and we'll see what he says." 
 "That sounds great!" Cody said. "Thank you. Thank you so much!" 
 "Now I have to warn you, not everyone does as well with their books as Savannah has done, but cat books are popular. People love reading about cats doing unusual things and your cat certainly appears to be unique." He looked down at the documents Cody had given him and said, "Tell me about your blog. Is it popular? Who reads it, do you know?" 
 Cody cleared his throat. "I have a few hundred followers so far. Mostly I post about some of the interesting outings Luna and I take. I give advice for harness- and leash-training your cat, safe travel with a cat, and things like that. I do product reviews; that brings in a little money. Here's the link and my contact information," he said, writing it down and handing it to Rob. "This is really great," he said. "Gosh, it's so much more than I expected when I decided to travel up this way. I sure want to thank you for your interest in my work." 
 "No problem," Rob said. "I'm eager to see if we can get your project off the launching pad." 
 "Where are the kids?" Cheryl asked quietly as the men continued to chat. 
 "Napping," Savannah said. "They should be up tearing around here anytime now." 
 Cheryl smiled. "Good. I haven't seen them in a while; I'll bet they've grown." Then she said, "Hi, Miss Kitty. Have you girls been exploring? Where's your little-big sister?" 
 Savannah laughed and repeated, "Little-big sister? That she is. Gidget's a big girl and probably still growing. Miss Kitty is a petite cat, isn't she?" 
 "Yes," Cheryl said, glancing around the room. "So do you know where she is?" she asked the cat again. 
 "She's not with Rags and Glori." Savannah said. "They're staying right here close to me for some reason. Maybe they're making sure I don't pay too much attention to the visiting cats." "He's acting a little odd, there," Rob said. "Yeah, like he's lost something or he's worried about something." 
 "Yes, he does," Savannah agreed. "What's bothering you, boy?" She watched Rags for a few moments, then said, "I wonder if Gidget got herself locked in a closet or something, and that's why he seems anxious." She laughed. "It happens." She asked Rags, "Did you lose the pretty girl? Where is she, do you know? Show us where she is, Rags." When she stood up, Rags trotted toward the kitchen, and she followed him. 
 He jumped up onto his windowsill perch and began turning in place. 
 "Are you saying she's outside, boy? No, she didn't go outside," Savannah said. She petted him and he continued to turn in circles and meow. "Maybe you want to go outside. Is that it? It is a pretty day." She said to Cheryl, who had followed her into the kitchen, "I think he wants to entertain his guests out in the yard." 
 Cheryl looked around. "But where is Gidget?" She walked closer to Rags and looked out the window. "Where is she, boy?" 
 "I have a few ideas," Savannah said, grabbing Cheryl's arm. She led her back through the living room into the hallway and whispered, "She's probably snuggled in one of my shoes or something, taking a nap." 
 "Could be," Cheryl said, laughing quietly. 
 "Come on, Rags," Savannah urged. "Come help us find Gidget." 
 "Well?" Rob questioned when the women returned to the living room minutes later. 
 "We can't find her," Cheryl said sounding concerned. 
 Rob stood up. "Could she have gone outside?" 
 "I don't know how," Savannah insisted. "As you can imagine, we had to Rags-proof this house—actually several times." 
 "Really?" Cody asked, amused. 
 "You don't have a window open anywhere, do you?" Cheryl asked. 
 "No," Savannah said. "Not with the world's most clever escape artist living here. No open windows, unless…" 
 Cheryl looked at her. "Unless what?" 
 Savannah asked, "Cody, you didn't open a window did you?" 
 He shook his head. "Sure didn't." 
 "Gidget!" Cheryl called. "Here, kitty-kitty. Gidget!" She listened and heard nothing. "Gidget!" she called again. She let out a deep breath and spun around looking in all directions. "Oh this is awful. Where could she be?" She gasped. "Maybe she slipped past you, Rob, when you went out to the car to get the bags." 
 "We can go out and look around. Want to?" Savannah asked. 
 Cheryl nodded. 
 "Let me get Rags outfitted," Savannah said, picking up his harness and leash. "He's pretty good at finding wayward cats." 
 Rob trotted down the porch steps after the women, calling, "Gidgie. Gidge-kitty, where are you? Here, kitty, here kitty-kitty!" He put his hands on his hips and gazed quickly around the yard. "She could be hiding anywhere out here in all those plants." 
 "I know," Savannah said. "We weren't very forward-thinking when we designed this landscaping. It's a good place to lose cats and kids." 
 Rob pointed at Rags. "Can't he find her?" 
 "Well, he should be able to. That's kind of one of his super powers, but today he seems oblivious. Gidget must have slipped away without him knowing." 
 "He should be able to get her scent," Rob insisted. "What's wrong with him? Did you put Vicks up his nose or something?" 
 Savannah frowned. "No." 
 Cody laughed and repeated, "Vicks up his nose." 
 Savannah shot Rob a snarky look. "I don't know why he can't find her. I guess he just lost track of her." She leaned over. "Rags, where is she? Can you show us where the baby kitty is?" 
 Everyone watched as Rags simply sauntered around Savannah's legs at the end of his leash. 
 "You're not living up to your reputation, Rags," Rob growled. He trotted toward the playhouse and began disturbing the plants and calling Gidget's name. 
 Savannah pointed. "Cheryl, go look over there near the garden. I'll take Rags out to the corrals." 
 Several minutes later, Cheryl caught up to Savannah, who was returning with Rags from the orchard. Cheryl said, "I went all the way around the house. No sign of her. Where's Rob?" 
 Savannah pointed. "Here they come. He and Cody went out into that grove of trees." She looked down at Rags. "He still doesn't seem concerned. I just don't understand it." 
 "Maybe it's because the kitten's safe and he knows it," Cody said, joining the women. 
 Rob caught up to the others. "Yeah, I wonder if we missed her in the house." 
 "I guess we could have," Savannah said. "I'll take Rags inside and see what he does. Come on, Rags," she said, taking long strides toward the house. "Let's go see if the kitty has come out of hiding." 
 "Well?" Rob asked, stepping into the kitchen with the others after they'd completed another search inside. 
 "Nothing," Savannah said. "None of the other cats act like they miss her or anything. It's all very strange." 
 "Yes it is," Cheryl said, "because Miss Kitty is a real mama cat with Gidgie. And look at her—she doesn't seem concerned at all." Cheryl pushed her hair off her face. "I don't get it. Where's our little fur-girl?" 
 "Like you said, Cheryl, the cats must know or they'd be upset." When the others looked at Savannah, she explained, "They act like they know she's okay." 
 "Maybe she is," Rob said. "Shall we just relax? She might come out on her own." 
 "But Rob, she's never done anything like this before," Cheryl insisted. 
 "She's never spent much time with Rags before," Rob said. 
 "We've looked everywhere," Cheryl snapped. "Do you think he taught her to levitate, for heaven's sake? Do you think she floated out of here and she's in a treetop somewhere?" 
 Rob winced. "Around here you never know." 
 Cody snickered. 
 Just then Gladys walked into the room, her arms wrapped around a bundle of fur. She smiled. "She's just the sweetest thing." 
 "Gidget!" Cheryl squealed. "Where did you find her?" 
 Gladys chuckled. "It's more like she found me. I was reading in my room when she walked in and crawled up onto my bed with me. We had the nicest nap." She held the cat to her cheek and murmured. "You are such a love-bug." 
 "Oh, Gidgie," Cheryl cried, "you had us so worried." 
 "Why?" Gladys asked. "You mean you didn't know where she was?" 
 "No," Cheryl said, taking the cat into her arms. "We looked everywhere for her." 
 "We even searched for her outside," Savannah added, petting Gidget's head. 
 Cheryl snuggled with the cat. "Gidgie don't you do that again. You had me so worried." 
 "Yes," Cody said, chuckling, "next time leave a note or send a text." 
 Savannah ran her hand over Gidget's head again and smiled. "Another mystery solved." 
 "And another story for your books?" Rob said. 
 "Possibly," Savannah agreed. Just then she saw Lily walking slowly toward her with her baby Alana doll in her arms. "Hi, punkin," she said, picking her up. "Finished with your nappy?" 
 Lily buried her face in Savannah's neck. 
 "Awww, such a sweet cuddle girl. Is your brother awake?" Savannah asked. 
 Lily shook her head. "He's sleeping with Buffy." 
 "Buffy's in his bed?" Gladys asked. 
 Savannah laughed. "Or is he in Buffy's bed?" 
 "No, Mommy," Lily insisted. 
 Rob chuckled. "Buffy's probably self-isolating to get away from the influx of strange cats around here." 
 "Do you think they're upsetting her?" Cheryl asked concerned. 
 "Of course not," Savannah assured her. "She's fine. There's room here for lots of kitty-cats and kids." 
 "I hear our boy," Gladys said. "I'll go get him." She stopped and ran her hand over Gidget's fur. "Thanks again for the sweet naptime gift." 
 Cheryl hugged the cat, then turned her loose onto the floor. "I should put a bell on you, girlfriend." 
 "Or a GPS system," Rob suggested. 
 
 **** 
 That evening during dinner, Michael winked at Cody and asked, "So, Rob, what do you think of the budding author? Does he have promise?" 
 "He sure does," Rob said. "Most definitely. I think promoting his book will be a lot of fun." He pointed at Savannah. "The two of you can probably do some really effective book signings together." 
 "If Cody has time," Savannah said. "He's busy with his veterinary studies, you know. You may have to wait until he graduates before he does much promotion." 
 Michael chuckled. "Then he'll most likely be busy with clients." 
 "How much time does this promotion take?" Cody asked. "Actually, I didn't count on promoting the book myself. I thought the publisher did that." 
 Rob took a swig of coffee before explaining, "That's where many authors go wrong. All they want to do is write. The thing is, readers want to meet the author of a book they cherish or are thinking about buying. If the book features a fascinating cat, people want to meet the cat. It's that reader-author connection that sells books, whether it's through blogging, podcasts, or personal appearances. As Savannah probably told you, the publisher does some initial promotion to his sources. I set up promotional opportunities for you, but I strongly urge the author to represent his or her own books as much as possible and with the cat present. That's the best way to sell books. This might be on radio, TV, or at book fairs and signings." 
 Rob glanced at Savannah. "We had a pretty good payoff at a cat show last year. Savannah will tell you, we had to bring in additional books in the middle of things because they were selling so fast." Rob studied Cody for a moment. "You might pick up an audience—you know, readers—among sports addicts as well as within the cat-loving community. We can look into setting you up to sell books at sporting events—the Olympics, perhaps." 
 "Wow!" Cody yelped. "That's huge." 
 "Go big or go home," Rob recited. 
 "Can I go play?" Lily asked, sliding down from her booster seat. 
 Savannah glanced at Michael. "Sure, I guess so. What do you want to do?" 
 "Take my baby Alana to the beach," she replied. 
 Michael looked confused. "To the beach?" 
 Savannah chuckled. "Mom brought her doll a new beach outfit and beach chair and all." 
 "From Arizona?" he questioned. 
 "Yes," Gladys said. "I thought Lily could relate more easily to the beach destination kit than the one with cactus and iguanas." 
 Michael nodded. "Probably so. She hasn't spent much time in the desert." He smiled watching his daughter trot off toward the living room. 
 Moments later Lily returned. "Can I go outside to get baby Alana's blanket?" 
 "Where is it," Savannah asked, "in your playhouse? I don't want you going out there by yourself in the dark. I can go with you in a minute." 
 "It's not dark," Lily argued. 
 "Too dark for you to be outside by yourself," Savannah insisted. "Where is the blanket? I'll get it for you." 
 "On the porch. I can get it," Lily insisted. 
 Savannah stood up. "Okay, I'll help." She walked with the child to the front door and found it standing open. "Lily, who opened the door?" 
 "I did," Lily said, "so I could find baby Alana's blanket. It's on that red chair." 
 "Oh, honey, we don't leave the door open; you know that," Savannah said, quickly closing it. As a second thought, she opened it more widely and looked out. "No cats got out did they?" 
 "No," Lily said. She pointed. "There's my blanket. I can get it." 
 "Okay, you get it and I'll watch you." Savannah stopped the child and added, "That was a good girl to come and get Mommy, but don't open the door by yourself like that, okay?" 
 Lily nodded, then ran out to get the blanket under Savannah's watchful eye. 
 When Savannah returned to the dining room she found Gladys cleaning Teddy's face and hands with a washcloth. Cheryl had started clearing the table. Michael, Rob, and Cody were deep in conversation about some aspect of cat behavior. 
 "Shall we feed the cats?" Savannah suggested after they'd cleaned the kitchen and she'd fed Lexie. Before she and Cheryl could retrieve the cat food, Rags tore into the kitchen and leaped up onto his windowsill perch, turning around and around anxiously. 
 "Now what?" Savannah asked impatiently. She approached the cat, petted him, and peered out the window in the direction he was looking. "What do you see? Is Dottie out there?" 
 "Who's Dottie?" Cheryl asked. 
 "A bunny that comes around almost every evening to munch on carrot tops or whatever she can find. It's a little dark for her to be out, though. She usually hunkers down somewhere before dusk." 
 Cheryl stood at the window next to Savannah. "Yeah, it is dark, but cats can see in that kind of darkness, can't they?" 
 "Yes they can," Savannah said. She squinted. "I guess I'm not a cat. I sure can't see what he thinks he sees." 
 Cheryl laughed, then called out, "Lily, want to help me find Gidget and Miss Kitty? It's time for them to eat supper." 
 "Okay," Lily said, joining Cheryl. She pointed into the hallway. "The grey one's there." 
 "Hi, Miss Kitty," Cheryl crooned, picking her up. "Hungry?" She looked around. "Where's your sister?" 
 Savannah prepared the resident cats' food dishes and called, "Supper! Rags, Glori, Buffy!" 
 Rob laughed. "You don't have to call them twice, do you? Look at them come running. Even that fancy-pants cat—what's her name, Buffy?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. She chuckled. "Fancy-pants. I like that." She pinched Buffy's rear end. "Love those fluffy pantaloons she wears." 
 "Is Gidgie in here?" Cheryl asked, entering the kitchen moments later with Miss Kitty in her arms. 
 "No," Savannah said. "Is she missing again?" Just then she remembered something and gasped. 
 "What?" Cheryl asked, fear in her eyes. 
 "Well, Lily left the door open a while ago. Oh, my gosh, I hope she didn't…" She looked at Rags, who jumped down from the windowsill perch and ran into the living room. "Do you suppose it's Gidget he sees out there?" 
 "Oh no," Cheryl said, pulling the kitchen door open. "Gidget!" she called. "Here kitty-kitty." 
 Savannah switched on the porch light. 
 Rob laughed. "The neighbors are going to think the Iveys are entertaining a bunch of hog callers." 
 "Rob," Cheryl staid firmly, "it's not funny. Gidget might be outside." 
 "Or she's napping with Gladys," Rob said. 
 Savannah trotted into the living room where her mother sat reading to Teddy. "Mom," she called, "is Cheryl and Rob's kitten in here with you?" 
 "No," Gladys said. "I haven't seen her." 
 "Not there," Savannah reported, returning to the kitchen. 
 "She could be anywhere in this house," Michael said. "You haven't even looked for her inside, have you?" 
 Rob thought for a minute and said, "Gidget isn't one to miss a meal. If she can hear the call or the opening of the can she's in the kitchen like a bullet." He walked to where Rags was again dancing around on his perch. "Yeah, if Rags thinks she's out there, maybe we should go look for her." 
 "Let's do," Savannah said. "Oh, gosh, I hope she didn't slip out." 
 "Take Rags, hon," Michael suggested. "He's acting like he sees her out there." 
 Savannah grabbed his harness. "Good idea." After putting it on him and attaching the leash, she picked up a flashlight and urged, "Let's go find sweet Gidget, Ragsie." 
 "Yes, please," Cheryl pleaded as she followed behind them. She turned to Rob. "Aren't you going with us?" 
 He shook his head. "I trust you. Like I said, it's suppertime. If she's out there, just call and she'll come running." 
 
 **** 
 "You didn't find her?" Rob asked, an uneasy edge in his tone. 
 "No," Cheryl wailed. She fell into his arms. "Where is she? Rob, I'm so worried. It's dark. She doesn't know where she is. Why doesn't she come when we call her?" 
 "She's our little adventurer," Rob soothed. 
 "Has she done this before?" Cody asked. 
 "She has tried," Rob admitted. "She sometimes darts for the door when it opens. Miss Kitty has never done that." He winced. "Gidget got away from us once. We didn't see her sneak past us when we were bringing in groceries. Fortunately, a neighbor recognized her when he saw her eating his cat's lunch, and he brought her home." 
 "She got out twice," Cheryl said. "There was that other time when Tiffany stopped by to drop something off for you, and Gidget escaped. I didn't think we'd ever catch her that time. She's cunning." 
 "The Maine coon has a big curiosity," Cody explained. He asked, "Do you know what other breed is in her ancestry?" 
 Rob shook his head. 
 "Well, if it's a Bengal or Abyssinian, for example, that could be where the adventuring spirit comes from," he said. 
 Cheryl and Rob stared at him. She asked, "What should we do, Cody?" 
 "Let me call my aunt," Savannah suggested. "I'll have her watch for Gidget. Sometimes wandering cats are attracted to other cats, and Auntie has a full cat shelter this time of year." 
 "Thanks," Cheryl said. She cringed. "Oh, I hope she stopped in over there and your aunt is keeping her safe." 
 Savannah removed Rags's halter and picked up her phone. "Hi, how are you?" 
 "Okay," Margaret said. "How about you? You have company, I see." 
 "Yes, Rob and Cheryl are here. Listen, Auntie, we're missing a cat. Can you watch for a sweet dark tabby kitten? Well, she's nearly a year old now. She's part Maine coon, but actually looks like she could be full-bred. We think she escaped from the house earlier. Can you keep an eye out for her? She's just about as precious as they come," Savannah added. 
 Cheryl smiled painfully. 
 "Precious and naughty, huh?" Margaret asked. 
 "Naughty?" Savannah questioned. 
 "Yeah, if she escaped." 
 "Maybe a little adventurous," Savannah said. "I just hope she doesn't run into trouble before someone finds her." 
 "I'll go out and look around," Margaret said. "I'll get Max to go with me." 
 "Thanks so much, Auntie." Once she'd ended the call, Savannah faced Rob and Cheryl. "My aunt and uncle are on it. If she made her way to their place, they'll find her." 
 "Thank you," Cheryl said weakly. 
 Just then, Savannah shouted, "No, Lily!" 
 Everyone turned to see what had happened, but it was too late. Lily had opened the kitchen door, giving Rags just enough time to leap from the windowsill perch and scamper out into the darkness. 
 "Darn it!" Savannah said. "Lily, what were you doing?" 
 "I was looking for Gidget," Lily said, tears spilling from her blue eyes. She took a ragged breath. "I thought I heard her outside, Mommy. I'm sorry." 
 Savannah wrapped her arms around the child. "It's okay, honey," she soothed. "Everything will be okay." 
 When Lily continued to sob, Michael picked her up and walked with her into the living room, where Gladys was watching Teddy play with one of his trucks. 
 Savannah sighed. She glanced around to make sure there were no other cats lurking nearby, then she opened the door and stepped out. Cheryl followed her. "Rags!" Savannah called. "Rags!" she shouted more loudly. "Darn it, anyway." She picked up her phone. "I'll let my aunt know there are now two renegade cats running loose." 
 
 **** 
 "We might as well go to bed, hon," Michael said later that night. "It's after eleven thirty." 
 "And leave the cats out?" Savannah complained. 
 "Rags has spent the night outside before," he reminded her. "He knows where we live. He'll be okay." Michael looked at Cheryl and Rob. "And if he has found Gidget, she'll be okay, too." 
 "I sure hope so," Cheryl said. "I'm so worried. Is it okay if I sleep on the couch?" she asked. "Then I can get up and check on the cats. I know I won't be able to sleep, anyway." 
 "Sure," Savannah said, "if it'll give you some peace of mind." 
 "I won't get peace of mind until Gidget is back in my arms," Cheryl moaned. 
 Rob rubbed her back. "Want me to stay out here with you, babe?" 
 "Would you?" Cheryl asked. 
 "I'll get some blankets," Savannah offered. After she'd dropped sheets, blankets, and pillows onto the sofa, she said, "Wake me, Cheryl, if they come back, will you? Like you, I'll probably be awake most of the night, anyway." 
 "Sure," Cheryl said. "I just keep visualizing them walking up the steps out there and knocking on the door." 
 Just then, they heard what actually sounded like a knock. "Is someone at the door?" Michael asked. He looked around to make sure no cats had followed him, then opened the door slowly. "Max!" he exclaimed. 
 "I saw the lights on and thought you might still be up and still be worried," he explained. 
 "Did you find them?" Savannah asked eagerly, motioning for him to come inside. 
 Michael closed the door after him. 
 "Maybe," he said. He frowned. "Maggie told me you're missing two cats, Rags and a dark-colored tabby. Well, I went out one last time just now to check for any intruders in the cat pens, and I saw something." 
 "What?" Cheryl asked. 
 "I'm pretty sure it was them. I saw just a streak. It or they disappeared through the outside door as I entered the cattery from the house. By the time I made it to the door, they were gone. I didn't think it was Rags at first, since he usually doesn't dart away from me or Maggie. He's kind of a regular here, you know—or he was for a while there—but he may have reacted to his friend's fear and high-tailed it out with her." He chuckled. "One thing I can tell you is they look healthy—at least they sure got up some speed as they ran out the door. I'd hoped they'd come back over here, but I take it you haven't seen them." 
 "No," Savannah said. She opened the door and called, "Rags, are you out there? Gidget! Come in, you two. Raaags!" She stepped back inside. "Nothing. Darn it." She put her hand on Max's arm. "Thank you for letting us know. We were just getting ready to call it a night. Say a prayer that they're waiting for us to open the door first thing in the morning, safe and sound." 
 "I sure will," Max said. "Sorry I wasn't able to capture those rascals." 
 "You did your best," Michael said. 
 "Yes," Cheryl said. "Thank you." 



Chapter Three
  
 "Anything?" Savannah asked when she found Cheryl in the kitchen making coffee the next morning. 
 Cheryl dropped her shoulders and shook her head. "No." With a little more enthusiasm, she said, "Rob wants to go out this morning and look around. He doesn't think they could have gotten far. Cats don't typically walk far, do they?" 
 "It depends on their motivation," Savannah said. 
 "Well, Rob thinks the cats may have spent the night right on your property, curled up in the back of Michael's truck or on the porch swing or something." 
 Savannah peered out the window. "Let's hope so." She opened the kitchen door and scanned the area as far as she could see. "Not on the deck furniture," she reported with a sigh. 
 "Yeah," Cheryl said, "we looked around on the porch already. Didn't see a sign of them." 
 "No cats?" Michael asked, joining the women. 
 "No," Savannah said, closing the door and picking up Teddy, who had run up to her. "Rob could be right, Cheryl. They may have hunkered down out there someplace. Let's hope so." She handed Teddy to Michael and said, "Let me get the kids settled with some breakfast, then we'll go outside and look around." 
 "They could be darn near anywhere," Michael mumbled. 
 Savannah had begun to cut up some fresh fruit when her phone chimed. She wiped off her hands and quickly picked it up. "A text from Auntie. She wants to know if we found the scoundrels." Savannah typed, "Not yet. Getting ready to go hunting." 
 "Dang," Margaret typed. "I'll go out and check our pens." 
 "Thank you," Savannah wrote. When she saw Cody and Rob step into the room, she said, "Morning, guys. I hope you all got some sleep." 
 "Still no cats?" Cody asked. 
 "No," Savannah said. 
 Rob shook his head. "Well, Rags has done this before, and he always comes back. Hopefully he'll keep our little girl safe." 
 Savannah winced. "Or she has a bee in her bonnet and she's leading him astray." 
 "She does have a little mind of her own," Cheryl admitted. "We've seen her bully poor Miss Kitty something awful." 
 Savannah let out a sigh. "Let's just hope that whatever adventure they're chasing, they're staying safe. Please, please," she whimpered. 
 
 **** 
 Savannah, Cheryl, Rob, and Cody had been searching and calling for the cats for about thirty minutes when Savannah received a call. She looked at her phone. "It's my aunt. Hi," she answered. 
 "Vannie, you need to get over here right away." 
 "What is it, Auntie?" Savannah asked alarmed. "Why? What's going on?" 
 "It's Rags and the Maine coon cat. Hurry. You're not going to believe this." 
 "You found them? Are they okay?" Savannah asked. 
 Rob and Cheryl rushed to her side in anticipation. Cheryl asked, "Where are they? Are they okay?" 
 "Just get over here," Margaret insisted. 
 "We'll be right there," Savannah said, ending the call. She took a couple of quick breaths, saying, "My aunt found the cats. Come on!" She started to walk toward Margaret's and Max's house, then stopped. "Maybe we'd better take a car. Anyone got keys?" 
 "I do," Rob said. "Hop in." 
 "Hurry, Rob," Cheryl pleaded. "Ohhh, I just hope our baby's okay." 
 When Rob pulled into the Sheridan's driveway, he said, "There's your aunt. What's that she's looking at. It's Rags, isn't it?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said, quickly exiting the car. "Rags!" she called. 
 "But where's Gidget?" Cheryl asked, sounding panicked. 
 "Right here," Margaret assured her. She put her hand up indicating that the others should slow their pace. 
 Savannah was first to reach the porch where Margaret stood waiting. She kneeled and petted Rags, checking him over as he stood up and walked back and forth in front of her, meowing. "Where's Gidget?" she asked, looking around. 
 "This is the part you're not going to believe," Margaret said, grinning. 
 "I've never seen anything like it," Max added, chuckling. 
 Margaret motioned toward a small basket. Inside was the Maine coon kitten curled up rather awkwardly. 
 "Gidget," Cheryl cried, reaching for the cat. 
 Margaret stopped her. "I wouldn't, if I were you. I'm pretty sure she's been injured." 
 "What's wrong with her?" Rob asked, moving closer. 
 "If I were to guess, I'd say it's a broken leg," Max said. "She doesn't seem to be in pain as long as she lies still." He shook his head. "But can you believe that cat? From the looks of it, Rags has been pulling her along in that basket from who knows where for much of the night." Max carefully tipped the basket. "See how it's all worn on this bottom edge?" 
 "What?" Savannah yelped. "Rags pulled that thing with her in it? From where, I wonder? Where were they?" 
 "Home in a hand basket," Rob said, snickering. 
 Max laughed. "That's not quite it, Rob, but funny, nonetheless." 
 "My poor little girl," Cheryl gushed, dropping to her knees next to the basket. "A broken leg?" 
 Max nodded. "I think so. 
 Cody moved closer. "Let me take a look." 
 "Why?" Cheryl challenged, maintaining her position next to Gidget. 
 "I'm sorry," he said. "I'm in my fourth year of veterinary school, I can probably give you a diagnosis—related to the leg, at least." 
 Rob put his hands on Cheryl's shoulders and encouraged her to move aside. 
 "Yeah, I'm afraid the man's right," Cody reported. "Broken. And I see puncture wounds around the hip area there—maybe bite marks." 
 "By the way, guys," Savannah said, "this is Cody Byrd. Cody, this is my aunt and uncle, Margaret and Max Sheridan." 
 Margaret looked at him wide-eyed. "One of the boys who was in that cave?" 
 Max shook Cody's hand when he stood up. "And a veterinary student?" 
 Cody nodded and glanced at the cattery. "Looks like you have a nice setup here." 
 "Thanks. Want a tour?" Max asked. 
 "Sure would," Cody said. He looked at Rob and Cheryl. "You'd better have Dr. Mike meet you at the clinic. She's going to need treatment." 
 Cheryl kneeled next to Gidget again and gently petted her head. 
 "Thank you," Rob said, crouching next to Cheryl. 
 "Come on," Max invited, leading Cody into the cattery. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah called her husband. "Michael, we found them. Cody and Max are pretty sure Gidget has a broken leg and maybe some bite wounds. When are you leaving for work?" 
 "You're at your aunt's?" he asked. 
 "Yes." She glanced around at the others and saw Rob snapping pictures of the cats. "We can meet you at the clinic. We're in Rob's car." 
 "Okay," Michael said. "I'm leaving the house now." As an afterthought, he added, "Try to keep her still for the ride. Can you borrow a carrier or a bed, where you can make her comfortable?" 
 Savannah chuckled. "She's about as comfortable as she can get right now, in a basket. She doesn't seem interested in moving. Michael, you're not going to believe it when you see it." 
 "Oh?" he said. "Well, I'll see you in a few, then." 
 "It's a wonder Rags didn't take her to the clinic," Rob said, snapping another couple of pictures. 
 Savannah looked around. "Yeah, maybe the accident happened closer to home than to the clinic, so that's why he brought her here." 
 Margaret stared down at the cats. "I sure do wonder what happened." 
 "There are some secrets cats simply won't share," Savannah said. "They're good secret-keepers." 
 After looking at the two cats from a couple of different angles, Rob said, "Savannah, I'd like to get a picture of Rags pulling her in that thing. Want to help me with that?" 
 She shook her head. "I think we'll be good just to get a picture of him sitting next to the basket. Let's not press the issues, shall we? We don't want her to try climbing out of there." 
 "Okay," he said, snapping a few more pictures. "Let's get her over to the clinic. He reached down to pick up the basket, but backed away when a car pulled up close to the Sheridan's house. 
 "It's Damon," Savannah said. "Hi," she called, when he stepped out of the car. "Everything all right?" 
 "Yeah. Just following a tip," he said, walking toward her. 
 "A tip?" she questioned. 
 He looked down at the two cats. "Is that the basket? I heard there was a cat out this way someplace pulling a basket behind him." He shook his head. "So it was Rags? How about that?" He stepped back and took a couple of pictures. "Who's the cute cat in there? Is something wrong with it?" 
 "Max and Cody believe she has a broken leg," Savannah explained. "We're taking her to see Michael now." 
 "She's our kitten," Cheryl said. "She and Rags ran off last night, and we found them over here just now." 
 Damon petted Rags and shook his head. "Incredible. Savannah, you should write a book," he joked. "Oh that's right, you've already done that." 
 He looked at Cody when he and Max returned to the porch. "Hey, Cody, right? You're looking some better than when I last saw you." 
 Cody, reached his hand out. "Cody Byrd, soon to be author." He nodded. "Yes, I was one of the chumps down in the cave last week. I vaguely remember you asking me questions. You're a reporter?" 
 Damon nodded. "You look good, man. Didn't know you'd been hanging around here." 
 "I wanted to talk to Savannah," he said. "I'm leaving today. I have a cat that's probably eager to get out of the house. She likes my parents, but I think she gets a little bored being inside all the time." 
 Damon smiled. 
 "Are you going with us, Savannah?" Rob asked as he gently placed the basket with Gidget in it on Cheryl's lap. 
 "I was," she said, "but I think I'd probably better get back to the kids. You know how to get there, don't you?" 
 Rob nodded. 
 Savannah ran her hand over Gidget's head. "I hope everything goes well. Poor little thing." 
 Rob started to drive out of the driveway when he stopped and backed up. 
 "What's wrong?" Savannah asked when Cheryl rolled down her window. 
 "I think she wants Rags," Cheryl said. "She's getting all antsy." 
 "Oh," Margaret said, "she probably doesn't like the car ride." 
 "She rode fine from LA," Rob told her. "Bring Rags over here, and let's see if she settles down. I'm just afraid she's going to try to get out of the basket and hurt herself." 
 Savannah picked up Rags and carried him to the car window. 
 "That's it," Cheryl said. "See how she's relaxed? Can we take him with us?" 
 "Well, I think I'd better go with you if he's going. Let me call Mom." As she put the phone to her ear, she quickly asked her aunt, "Do you have a harness and leash I can borrow?" She then said, "Hi, Mom. Michael probably told you that we found the cats. Listen, Rob and Cheryl want Rags to go with them to the clinic. Gidget gets upset when he's out of her sight." 
 "No problem, Vannie. You go; we're fine. I have no plans today." 
 "Thanks, Mom." She took the harness from Margaret and fitted it to Rags, then climbed into the car with Rob, Cheryl, and Cody. 
 She tried to hold Rags back while she fastened her seatbelt, but he was determined to sit on the console closer to Gidget. 
 "He's okay," Cheryl said. "She's calmer when she can see him. Let him ride there." 
 
 **** 
 "He what?" Michael asked, stunned when Savannah told the story as she knew it. 
 She said, "Yes, Rags evidently pulled Gidget in that basket from we don't know where to Auntie's and Max's. People along the way evidently saw the two cats, and someone called the paper. Damon came out and took pictures. I guess other people took pictures too, so it may go viral on the Internet. Anyway, we're pretty sure she has a broken leg. Poor thing." 
 Michael shook his head. "Well, bring her in here, will you?" He stopped and pointed. "We'll use that first exam room." Before walking off with the others, he petted Rags. "Just when I think I've seen it all with him…" He scratched his head and asked, "He pulled that basket in his mouth? That would put a lot of stress on his teeth." Michael picked up Rags and joined the others in the exam room. Before looking at Gidget, he opened Rags's mouth. "Looks like he got a few small lacerations from the sharp edges of that strap. I guess it used to be a handle over the top of the basket. His gums might be sore for a few days. But he looks okay. No loose teeth." He shook his head and patted Rags, then said, "Now let's see what's going on with the little one." 
 After examining her and taking an x-ray, he confirmed, "Yup, broken, but not misaligned. I don't think it will inconvenience her all that much to wear a support on that leg while it heals." 
 "Thank heavens," Cheryl said, petting Gidget. "You're going to be okay," she murmured into the cat's fur. She asked Michael, "What do you think happened?" 
 Cody stepped up and asked, "Did you see those wounds? They look to me like bite marks." 
 "No," Michael said. "She's so full of fur. I was thinking she'd been hit by a car or was caught in some sort of machinery, but, yeah, it looks like her fur has been wet in this area, doesn't it?" He asked, "Where'd you see the puncture wounds, Cody?" 
 Cody felt around on Gidget's hip and pointed them out. 
 "Good lord," Michael said. "Most likely a coyote or a dog." He nodded. "Yeah, we'll clean those out and she'll need a round of antibiotics." Something caught his eye. "What's he doing?" he asked, gazing at Rags as he sat on the floor next to where Savannah was standing. 
 "He seems to be pulling at that claw with his teeth," Rob said. "Is it bothering him?" 
 "Watch her, Cody," Michael said, waiting for the younger man to move closer and support Gidget as she lay on the exam table. He picked up Rags. "Aha," he said. "It looks like Rags might have been involved in the same squabble that injured Gidget. See here? This claw has been torn. It's bleeding." He winced. "Oh, buddy, that must have hurt." He walked closer to Cody with Rags in his arms and asked, "What do you think we should do with this?" 
 "I'd cut that broken part of his claw away," Cody said, "clean that area well to prevent infection, and stop any residual bleeding with styptic powder." He added, "He should probably get a round of antibiotics, too." 
 "Good job," Michael said. "Let's look at your other paws, Rags. They look okay. So it appears that these two met up with a wily coyote or an unfriendly dog last night." He checked Gidget's paws. "Clean. I guess she wasn't in a position to do much fighting. She left it to Rags." 
 Cheryl petted Gidget ever so gently, then Rags. 
 "Well, folks," Michael said after he'd put a splint on Gidget's leg, "that's all I can do for you today. I'd have your veterinarian down south look at her after about two weeks to make sure it's healing. The splint can probably come off a couple of weeks after that—that is if your veterinarian agrees." He handed Rob a container of pills. Give these to her three times a day until they're gone." 
 "Thank you, Michael," Rob said, shaking his hand. "I didn't expect to be making a visit here at the clinic this trip, but we sure appreciate your professional work with our little one." 
 "Yes," Cheryl said, "thank you so much, Michael." She started to pick up the cat, but hesitated. "She's kind of dirty. I don't suppose I can give her a bath." 
 "No," Michael said. "I wouldn't. Just use baby wipes on the dirtiest areas. Maybe even just a damp wash cloth. You'll be able to comb and brush some of the dirt out of her fur." 
 "Or leave her hygiene to Rags," Cody said, when he noticed Rags vigorously licking Gidget's fur. 
 Michael moved Rags away from her. "Yeah, you don't know what all she's gotten into. I'd try to wipe most of that off her before she or Rags does any licking." He thought for a moment, then removed something from a cabinet. He handed a package to Cody. "Here are some baby wipes. You work on cleaning her up a bit while I see what we can do to repair Rags's damaged claws." 
 
 **** 
 "So we're back to normal, are we?" Michael asked that evening over dinner. 
 "Whatever that is," Savannah said. She smiled. "But yes, no house guests, no run-away cats. It was a fairly quiet afternoon after everyone left. Mom and I actually had time to sit down and visit for a while," she poked Teddy in the tummy, "until this guy interrupted the peace and quiet." 
 "What did he do?" Michael asked. 
 "He had a meltdown because Glori wouldn't let him dump her out of his dump truck. She kept jumping out before he could hit the lever." 
 "Is that right, buddy?" Michael asked. "Glori wouldn't play the game with you?" 
 Teddy pouted. "Glori bad." 
 Michael looked at the calico and asked, "Were you being a bad kitty?" He teased the toddler, "She says Teddy's bad." 
 "No!" Teddy insisted. "Glori bad." 
 "No one's bad," Savannah said. "Glori's a good girl. Teddy's a good boy." She pointed at his plate. "Now eat your sghetti." 
 "I talked to Keith today," Michael said. He chuckled. "He had a break between patients there in Colorado at the same time I did." 
 "So did you talk to him about our family trip this summer? Are they still onboard with your idea to commune with nature this year?" 
 "Do you mean our idea?" Michael said. "You want to go, don't you?" 
 Savannah frowned. "Michael, are you sure you want to camp on the ground? It worked out so nicely when we rented that cabin last time." 
 "We won't be camping on the ground," he insisted. "We'll have a tent. Tent camping can be a lot of fun. It's a more primitive experience. There's a lot you can learn from real camping. It'll be good for the kids. Adam will love it, and I think you will too." 
 "I don't know, Michael, it's just hard to imagine camping out in the open like that in the desert among cactus and rocks." 
 "We won't be out in the open, hon; we'll have a cozy tent. Plus the campgrounds I've looked into are not on the desert floor. They're in the mountains, and there are trees and lakes and rivers. From what I can see, it's beautiful up there. I'll take you on a virtual tour after the kids go to bed. Really, it's quite beautiful, and there's a lot to do." 
 "If you say so," Savannah said skeptically. "So when are you thinking about going?" 
 "If Holly can get away, Keith and I thought we'd meet there this weekend. I already checked with Marci. She said Adam can go with us then. What do you say?" 
 "Oh," she sighed. "I suppose I can manage. I always do, don't I, even when I don't think I can. Oops, that's my phone." 
 Michael grabbed her arm as she rose from her chair. "You don't have to take it. Just let it go." 
 "I'm finished," she said. "And if I don't take it now, I'll just have to call someone back. Hello," she said, walking out of the room with her phone. 
 "Is this Savannah Ivey?" 
 "Yes." 
 "You own that amazing cat that saved its cat friend from a pack of coyotes?" 
 "Um, well, we're not sure that it was…" she started. "May I ask who's calling?" 
 "Oh, you don't know me. I run an ad agency in Straley. I saw a video of your cat online just now, and I want to talk to you about using him to promote a product for one of my clients." 
 "Oh…um…well, why don't you send me an email outlining the particulars of your request." She recited her email address, then said, "Thank you for your interest. Good-bye." 
 "Who was that?" Michael asked when she returned to the table. 
 "That was the third call I've received today from someone wanting Rags to promote a product for them or in some other way to capitalize on his craziness." 
 "Really?" he asked. "So word has gotten out about him rescuing Gidget?" 
 "I guess so, but how are these people finding us?" 
 "Your name was in the paper," Gladys said. "Didn't you see it?" 
 "No," Savannah said. She grimaced. "I'm actually rather disturbed about this whole thing. I mean, if people saw Rags struggling with Gidget and they were able to take pictures and videos, why in the heck didn't someone help him?" 
 "Maybe they didn't know the cats were in trouble," Michael suggested. "People thought they were just playing around." He raised his eyebrows. "Or, Rags wouldn't let anyone near them. Rags might have been afraid someone would hurt Gidget. He can be pretty fierce when he thinks he's protecting someone or another animal." 
 Savannah put both hands alongside Rags's face. "You are just so special I can't believe it. What a cat!" 
 "So are you going to rent him out?" Michael chuckled. 
 "No!" she said emphatically. "Don't you think he gets enough publicity? I really don't want to expose or exploit him any more than we already have through the documentary, the books, and all the articles written about him." 
 "Well, you'd better not mention that call to Rob, then," Michael warned. "He'll be on that idea like a fly on honey." He looked into the distance, one hand outstretched. "Can't you just see Rob's billboards showing Rags promoting a cat food brand or kitty litter or maybe a room deodorizer?" 
 She laughed. "Rob does enjoy finding new ways to promote Rags, doesn't he?" 
 "Or course," Gladys said. "That's his job as Rags's agent. Oh yes, I'm sure he'd want to talk to those advertising people." She leaned toward Savannah. "You might reconsider the offers, too." 
 "Why?" Savannah insisted. 
 "The more well-known Rags is, the more books you'll sell," Gladys explained. 
 Savannah stared down at Rags and became sullen. "I don't think I'll mention it to Rob if I can help it." She picked up her plate and started to walk to the counter. "Who's that?" she asked, gazing out the window. 
 "Company?" Michael asked. 
 She moved closer to the window and slumped. "Oh, no, it's one of those news cars all decorated up. Michael, I don't feel like dealing with them this evening, would you…?" 
 "Sure, hon, I'll get rid of them," he said, walking toward the door. 
 "Just get their number. Maybe I'll call them later," she suggested. 
 He chuckled. "I don't think it works that way. They get wind of a story, roll up without warning, and try to do a candid interview." 
 Savannah stalled, then said, "I think they went to the front door. Oh, I guess I can talk to them. Might as well get it over with. Otherwise, they'll just keep hounding me." 
 Gladys snickered while she cleaned Teddy's hands and wiped down his high chair. 
 Savannah glanced at her mother unsmiling. "What's funny?" 
 "You," Gladys said. "I've never seen you shy away from the limelight. You can't resist it, can you?" 
 "Me?" Savannah said. "You're thinking of my sister. She's the extrovert, not me." 
 "No, it's you who pushed to the front of the group in those candid photos they took for your yearbooks. You always wanted to be the queen or play the lead role in plays at church on Easter and Christmas and in junior-high drama class." Savannah started to walk away, but her mother continued, "You wanted to be noticed in sports too. Remember when you had your dad put up a basketball hoop in your room and outside so you could practice day and night?" Gladys watched Rags trot toward the living room eager to see who had arrived. She pointed at him. "You're just like your cat; you can't stand to be left out of anything. Like the time…" 
 "Never mind," Savannah said grinning as she continued into the living room. 
 "Hon, this is Greg and Selene from the TV station in Straley," Michael said. "This is my wife, Savannah." 
 She shook hands with the reporter and the cameraman and invited them to sit down. 
 "Is this the famous cat?" Selene asked when Glori walked into the room. 
 Lily picked up the calico and said, "Glori broke a puzzle. Mommy, show the picture of Glori breaking the puzzle." 
 Savannah smiled at Lily, then explained, "She's our latest rescue. We visited a nursing home with her, offering a little cat therapy for the residents." She grimaced. "But we've learned that cats aren't the best animals for that purpose." 
 "'Cause she broke that brown lady's puzzle," Lily said. "Mommy had to put it back together." 
 Selene smiled at the child. "Interesting." She spoke to the cameraman. "Now, there's something we could report on; therapy cats." She looked at Savannah. "I didn't know there was such a thing." 
 "Rags was a therapy cat for children a few years ago," Michael said. 
 "Rags?" Selene repeated. 
 "He's the cat you came to see." Michael looked around. "Where is he? I just saw him a minute ago." He relaxed and said, "He'll be coming around to meet you at some point." He looked at Savannah. "Anyway, he and some other cats were summoned to the library. They were supposed to sit quietly, each listening to a child read, right?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "What a great idea," Selene said. She pointed. "Is that pretty cat Rags? Here, kitty-kitty," she enticed. 
 Lily walked away from Glori and picked up Buffy. "This is Buffy. She hides in her bed and sleeps a lot." 
 Savannah chuckled. "That she does." 
 "What kind of cat is she?" Selene asked as the cameraman recorded a short video. 
 "She's part Himalayan, although she could pass for a purebred." Savannah smoothed the cat's fur and smiled. "She's a sweetheart." 
 Suddenly they heard Teddy shout, "No, Rags! No!" 
 Everyone turned toward the commotion and saw Teddy running into the room dragging a plastic chain. Rags pounced on the chain links, causing Teddy to fall down. 
 "No!" he shouted, picking himself up. He'd start to run again and, again, Rags pounced and caused the toddler to fall. 
 "That must be the famous cat," Greg said, filming him. 
 Savannah leaped to her feet and helped Teddy up. She picked up the dangling chain and encouraged the boy to wrap his arms around it. "There. Now Rags can't get it. Keep it off the floor and he can't get it." 
 Seconds later, the adult conversation was interrupted again by Teddy's shrill scream. 
 Alarmed, Savannah picked up the cat and carried him to where she'd been sitting. "Yes," she said with an exasperated sigh, "this is Rags." 
 "What kind of cat is he?" Selene asked, pulling out her notepad. 
 "He's half Ragdoll." She smiled. "I recently met his mother and some of his siblings. I was on a mission to find the sire of his litter and actually scored. That was quite a surprise." 
 "Oh?" Selene said, waiting to hear more. 
 Savannah cocked her head. "Are you familiar with the Ragdoll breed?" 
 Selene shook her head. 
 Savannah tapped on her phone screen and showed a picture to Selene and to Greg. "This is his mother. She's a purebred Ragdoll." 
 "A purty thing all fluffy like that," Greg said. He looked at Buffy. "Kind of like that cat." 
 "Beautiful," Selene agreed. She looked down at Rags, who now lay at Savannah's feet pawing at the charm on her ankle bracelet. "So his father is grey?" she asked. 
 "You'd think so, but no, he's an orange tabby." She showed a picture of Rags's sire, Rusty. 
 "How do you know?" Selene asked, more than a little skeptical. 
 "I contacted a cat-DNA expert and she traveled with us when we went in search of Rags's family. The testing proved that Rusty is Rags's father." 
 "Wow!" Selene said. "So have you had him for long?" 
 Savannah started to respond, then she eased Rags away from her feet and stood up. "Let me get you a copy of his memoirs. That will answer most of your questions and give you a little insight into who he is and some of the crazy things he's done." 
 "His memoirs?" Selene repeated, flashing a look at Greg. 
 Michael chuckled. "She calls it his meowmoirs." 
 Selene and Greg stared at him. 
 When Savannah returned, she handed Selene a copy of the book, then sat down and lifted Rags onto her lap. "To give you a little background, I've had him since he was about eight months old. He works with the local police department sometimes helping to solve crimes. He's been involved in lineups, and he has found missing people and missing cats." 
 "So what he did with that injured cat wasn't all that unusual for a cat?" Selene asked. 
 Savannah looked at her. "I take it you don't have cats." 
 The reporter shook her head. "I don't know much about them. In fact, that's how I got this assignment. Our boss thought I would be the best one to do the story because I have no preconceived concepts about cats." She chuckled. "I'm a blank slate, so to speak." 
 "Well, to answer your question," Savannah said, "what Rags did last night, and many of the things he does, while they are somewhat cat-like, they're definitely not typical for a cat. Rags kind of bends the rules when it comes to cat behavior. He stretches the boundaries and …well, yes, he does some very unusual things." 
 "What's your profession, Savannah?" Selene asked. 
 "I'm a licensed veterinarian, on leave now and raising our children. Michael is a practicing veterinarian." 
 Selene raised her eyebrows. "So that gives some credibility to what you're telling me, then." She turned to Michael. "Dr. Ivey, do you have any feline patients who do any of the things your cat does? You say your other two cats don't, right?" 
 "No. They don't have quite the adventuring spirit Rags does," Michael said. 
 "That's what you call it?" Selene asked, making more notes. She looked up. "So tell me about what happened yesterday, or was it this morning? I saw the video of him struggling to pull a small basket with another cat inside. Was that one of your cats?" 
 "No. Friends were visiting with their cats and Gidget, the cat in the basket, had escaped from the house last night. Then Rags slipped past us and disappeared. I guess he went out looking for Gidget. We didn't find them until this morning when they showed up at my aunt's house next door, evidently on their way back here." 
 "Has he ever done anything like that before?" Selene asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. "No. That particular activity was a first. Rags likes to ride around in the bed of our son's trucks and in his little wagon, but I've never known him to give another cat a ride like that." 
 "What do you think was going through his mind?" the reporter asked. "Did he know she was hurt? Was he trying to protect her, or was he playing around?" 
 "I can't be sure since I'm not a cat psychic or anything, but it appeared he was trying to get her some help. He seems to know when a cat or a person needs help and he knows how to get it." 
 "Really?" Selene said, staring down at Rags as he now lay in a meatloaf position on the floor. 
 Lily looked up from playing with her doll and said, "He gave that man bread, Mommy. He was helping that man, wasn't he?" 
 Selene tilted her head. "He gave someone bread?" 
 "Yes, when we took the cats to the nursing home," Savannah said. 
 "Oh, he went too?" Selene asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes. A resident there had a spell and Rags was what you might call a first responder. No one else noticed that the man was in trouble until we saw Rags kneading his chest with his paws." 
 "Really?" Selene said. 
 "Rags has diagnosed illnesses and…" 
 "Wait," Greg said. "How could a cat do that?" 
 "Well, in one case, he met a little boy who was sickly. His parents had been taking him to specialists trying to find out why his health was failing. The night Rags met him, he lay on the boy's chest with a paw in the area of his thyroid. I suggested to the boy's father that he ask the doctor to test his thyroid. As it happened, the doctor had just ordered these tests, so Rags was on the right track. The boy was finally correctly diagnosed with a thyroid condition and put on the right medication." 
 "Why?" Selene asked, staring down at Rags. "How?" 
 Savannah shrugged. "We don't know. What Rags does might not actually be unique. It could be that cats have abilities they display every day, but that go unnoticed. Maybe we're unaware of the meaning behind some of our cats' actions, or we just don't pay attention when they're trying to tell us something. Maybe Rags is just more in-your-face than most cats, and he gets noticed. He has certainly taught us to pay closer attention to him. I believe it takes an aware handler to recognize when a cat is trying to relay a message. Know what I mean? Most cats are treated like…well, like ordinary cats, because their person doesn't expect or recognize anything beyond that." She glanced at Selene, then Greg. "I've had cats all my life and, as I said, I graduated from veterinary school and practiced for a few years. Like most, I'm programmed to think of a cat as a cat. So even I am often astounded by the things Rags does and the trouble he gets into." 
 "He gets into trouble?" Greg asked, amused. 
 "Oh yes," Michael said. 
 "But I think it comes with the territory," Savannah suggested. When the others waited for more she explained, "A precocious cat that has some sort of insight and crazy instincts like he seems to have is bound to find himself in trouble sometimes." 
 "Sometimes?" Michael repeated. "Like every time we turn around." 
 Selene stared at Michael, then down at Rags, who was lying on his back; with his paws in the air, watching Teddy play from upside down. She laughed, then asked, "How's the injured cat?" 
 "She has a broken leg," Savannah said. She gestured toward her husband. "Michael treated her." 
 He frowned. "Yeah. I think she was attacked by a coyote or a dog maybe…" 
 "Rags got an owey," Lily chimed in, wide-eyed. 
 "He did?" Selene asked. 
 Michael smiled at his daughter, then explained, "There was evidence that Rags may have dug his claws into the attacker. One of his claws had been ripped pretty badly." 
 "Oh my gosh," Selene said. "So you think that's how the injured cat escaped with her life?" 
 "Could be," Michael said. He looked at Greg. "I see you're recording. I'd like to ask that you don't air anything that shows the children." 
 "I'll edit carefully. I can also block their faces. No problem," Greg said. 
 Savannah stood up. "I'll ask my mother to entertain the kids for a while, then you won't have to worry about working around them." 
 Once the children were out of the room, Greg continued filming and Selene asked more questions until Greg shouted, "Oh!" 
 The others looked at him and everyone began to laugh when they saw Rags standing on the back of a chair staring into the lens of Greg's camera. 
 "That was startling," Greg said, laughing. "I scrunched back into this corner to do some panning and all of a sudden I see a big cat eye looking back at me. Freaky," he said. He lowered the camera and looked at Rags. "I'd like to get some shots of him in action." 
 "What would you like him to do?" Michael asked. "I can tell you he doesn't take stage direction very well." 
 Savannah laughed. "Yeah, he and I were in a play a few months ago and Michael's right; he didn't always do what he was supposed to. One night he leaped into the audience and crawled over the seats and the people until he reached where Michael and the kids were sitting." 
 Selene and Greg laughed. He said, "Man, you could make a fortune on YouTube if you just followed him around with a camera." He stared down at Rags and asked, "What would make for an interesting human-interest shot—something most people have never seen before or they never thought a cat would do? Maybe have your little boy pull him in the wagon?" 
 Michael looked at Savannah. "How about a picture of him with Peaches?" 
 "He eats peaches?" Selene asked. 
 Savannah chuckled. "Peaches is my mare." 
 Michael tilted his head. "Did Bonnie bring the horses back?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Is there enough daylight to film outside?" 
 "Yeah," Greg said. "So what does he do with the horse, hang out in the feed bin while she eats hay? That would be a cute shot. Or does he sit on the fence railing looking at her?" 
 "He rides her around sometimes," Savannah said. 
 "What?" Selene squealed. "The cat rides the horse and the horse lets him?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Sometimes he rides with me. He'll sit in the saddle with me, but usually I ride with him in a backpack or in a duffle-bag-type carrier." 
 Greg grinned. "This I gotta see. Do you mind?" 
 "Let me get his harness," Savannah said, walking toward the kitchen. 
 "He wears a harness?" Selene asked, shaking her head. 
 "Now remember he's a cat," Savannah said, as the four of them walked out to the corrals with Rags. "He may or may not be willing to do what we want him to do." 
 "Thanks for the warning," Greg said. As they approached Peaches's corral, he declared, "Nice looking mare." 
 Savannah smiled. "She was a wedding gift from Michael." She faced him. "Now, what do you want Rags to do?" 
 Before Greg could respond, Rags leaped up onto the top railing of the corral. Peaches nickered and trotted up to him, snorting and nodding her head up and down. Rags walked back and forth on the railing, butting Peaches with his head whenever she'd give him the chance. 
 "This is great stuff," Greg said, filming. He became even more excited when Peaches seemed to be sniffing Rags, who put his paws on each side of her face, stood up, and began licking her forelock. 
 When Rags climbed up onto the horse's head and lay between her ears Michael shouted, "Whoa! Now that, I've never seen." He laughed. "Rags, you look like a helmet." 
 Selene laughed uncontrollably. "It doesn't get much better than this. Look at that! Oops," she yelped when Peaches nodded a couple of times. "He has good balance, doesn't he?" 
 "He seems to," Savannah agreed. She cringed. "Peaches, you'd better be careful; remember he has claws." 
 Rags suddenly became more alert. He slid down Peaches's neck onto her back and stood up, staring down at something on the ground. 
 "What's got him riled?" Michael asked, looking around. 
 "I don't know," Savannah said. 
 Rags leaped to the ground, stood on his back feet in front of Peaches, and began growling at her. Peaches looked down at him and tossed her head a few times. 
 "She thinks he's playing," Savannah said, "but I don't think he is." She frowned. "Michael, something's wrong." When Rags leaped toward Peaches and snagged her with his claws, she reared a little and stepped back. Then Rags ran to the other side of the corral and stared down at something in the grass. He looked at Michael, then back at the ground. 
 "Go see what he's worried about, hon," Savannah insisted. 
 Michael glanced at her, then slipped into the corral and walked to where Rags stood. "Good lord," he said, quickly picking up the cat. He handed Rags to Savannah and grabbed a shovel. "It's a rattler. I didn't even hear it, did you?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "I don't think it rattled." She looked to the others for verification and saw them both backing away from the corral, wide-eyed. Greg continued to film. 
 Moments later, when Michael caught up to the others, he said, "I hated to do that, but we can't allow our animals or our kids to be in danger." 
 Selene stared at Rags. "Oh my gosh, that cat was trying to protect the horse from a rattlesnake?" 
 "It seems so," Michael said. 
 "You're so nonchalant about it," she said, "like this happens all the time." 
 Michael looked at Savannah. "Well, I can't say that, but as Savannah told you, we are accustomed to him doing some pretty bizarre and unexpected things." He gestured toward Gypsy. "A while back he stood up to the other horse there when he seemed to think she might step on our son, who had gone into the corral to retrieve a toy." 
 Savannah winced. "Yeah, that was a heart-stopper, for sure." 
 "I imagine," Selene said. "As I said, I don't have a cat, but I do have small children. What happened, exactly?" 
 "Like Michael said, our son evidently dropped or threw his shovel into the corral with Gypsy, and Rags seemed to think the mare was going to hurt Teddy. By the time we got out here, Rags was between Teddy and Gypsy standing as tall as he could make himself, attempting to keep the mare at bay. Gypsy didn't seem to know what was going on and she was upset, so it was a pretty frightening moment until both Teddy and Rags were safely outside the corral." 
 Greg patted Gypsy on the neck, then walked away with the others. He said, "Well, Selene, this turned out to be a bigger story than we expected, don't you think so?" 
 She nodded, looked in the direction of the snake, and shuddered. "Yeah. Are you sure this cat's not part dog or something?" 
 Michael and Savannah laughed. He asked, "So you think dogs are smarter than cats?" 
 Appearing a little sheepish, Selene admitted, "Some dogs, maybe." 
 "Will you be using some of what you got?" Savannah asked. "When will it air?" 
 "Oh, I'm certain our production manager will want to use quite a bit of this material," Greg said. "It's rich…really rich." He thought for a moment and said more seriously, "I'd like to create a documentary featuring that cat. Just what we saw today is a darn good start." 
 "Been there, done that," Michael quipped. 
 "Huh? There's a documentary on him?" 
 "Yes, Rob Willoughby brought a film crew out here a few years ago," Savannah explained. "There are also some children's books featuring Rags." 
 "Rob Willoughby?" Greg repeated. "I know him. He lives in LA, right? I worked with him on a couple of films years ago, but they weren't about animals. When did he start doing stuff about animals?" 
 "I guess when he met Rags," Savannah said. She faced him. "It was his kitten that Rags saved yesterday." 
 "No kidding?" Greg said. 
 "Yes, he and his fianc&?eacute; were here with their cats to meet another author who wants to write about his adventuring cat." She added, "You might be familiar with the story about the young men who were trapped underground last week. You know, Rags is the one who found them." 
 "What?" Greg said. He petted Rags's head as the cat rode quietly in Savannah's arms. "Unbelievable." He thought for a moment and said, "Well, I might just contact Rob and see if he wants to do another documentary. It would be awesome to work with him on another one." He grinned. "I can see it would be a real trip hanging around this cat for a while." 
 "Oh, he can be quite dull at times," Michael said. "Right, Savannah?" 
 "Yes, thank heavens," she joked. "I think I enjoy his down time as much or maybe more than when he's being all uncat-like. It can get crazy." 
 "Well, this has been interesting," Selene said, looking at her watch. "We really should get back and see what we have. I believe they'll want this for the morning show." 
 "Yeah, but I bet they'll run it in prime time, too. It's just too juicy," Greg said. He held out his hand. "Thank you so much for letting us intrude on your family." 
 "Nice to have you. Rags always appreciates an audience," Michael said, shaking Greg's hand. 
 Greg bowed slightly toward Savannah, then ruffled the fur on Rags's head. "Very nice meeting all of you." 
 "Yes," Selene said, shaking Savannah's hand, then Michael's. She held up the book Savannah had given her. "I imagine sales will soar once we air his story." 
 "And a few people might come out of the woodwork," Greg said. 
 "Why?" she asked. 
 "To exploit him, get a glimpse of him, video him for their YouTube account—things like that." 
 "Let's hope not," Savannah said. "We have enough excitement around here without adding to it." 



Chapter Four
  
 The following morning Savannah and the children were working on a craft project in the kitchen when Gladys joined them. "What're you making?" she asked. 
 "Do you mean besides a mess?" Savannah quipped. 
 Gladys smiled. "Well, Lilliana, that looks like a card. It's beautiful with all those sparkles and hearts." 
 Lily looked up at her. "Grammy, why do you call me Lilliana? My name's Lily." 
 "Lily's your nickname," Gladys said. "Your real name is Lilliana. You were named after your great-grandmother." 
 The child sat silent for a few moments, then said, "Mommy, Grammy said Lily isn't my real name?" 
 "Yes it is, honey-bun. Grammy's right. Your given name is Lilliana Grace Ivey." 
 "Grace?" the child repeated. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes. And Lily is your nickname. That's what most of your family and friends call you. Both are your real names." 
 Lily finished coloring a blue heart, then asked, "What's your givey name, Mommy?" 
 "My given name?" she corrected. 
 Lily nodded. 
 Savannah tickled her daughter's tummy and said, "Mommy." 
 "No, Mommy," Lily insisted. "What's your—you know, big name?" 
 "Savannah," she said. "I was named Savannah, but I have a nickname, too. Grammy, Auntie Maggie, and Auntie Bri call me Vannie, right? My nickname is Vannie." 
 Lily thought for a moment before saying, "Daddy calls you hon." 
 Savannah grinned briefly at her mother. "Yes he does. That's my pet name. Like we call you punkin and…" 
 "Honey-bun?" Lily added. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, those are pet names." 
 Lily looked across the room at Lexie, who was sleeping in her bed and Buffy, who sat nearby watching them. "Pet names?" she questioned. 
 Savannah chuckled. "Well, I guess you'd say more like names of endearment—names we use to show love and affection." 
 "'Fection?" Lily repeated. 
 "Yes." Savannah kissed her daughter's cheek. "A pet name, my little pet, is a way of saying I love you to pieces, and you're adorable and precious." 
 "Oh," Lily said. She colored for a few more moments, then said, "At school, Bronson called Jacob stinky. Is that a pet name?" 
 Gladys and Savannah both attempted to stifle a laugh. Gladys said, "No, that's a naughty name. We don't call people naughty names." 
 "Like poo-poo head?" Lily said, giggling. 
 Savannah looked wide-eyed at her daughter, then frowned. "Right. That is not a nice name, and we don't use names like that when we're talking to our friends or family or anyone." 
 "Poo-poo head," Teddy said, giggling. 
 Savannah gave him a stern look. "That's not nice, Teddy. We don't talk that way." 
 The toddler grinned, an impish glint in his eye. "I say doo-doo?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "No, Teddy. I don't want to hear those words coming out of that sweet little mouth." 
 Gladys leaned toward the youngster. "Use words like sweet, nice, pretty, love…" 
 "That's right," Savannah agreed. She looked into Teddy's face. "I love you. You're a sweet, sweet boy." 
 "Love you, Mommy," he chirped. 
 Savannah smiled and kissed him. 
 Lexie lifted her head and barked softly. She stood up and stared at the side kitchen door. 
 "What is it, Lexie?" Savannah asked, trying to see out the window. She stood up just as the door opened. "Oh, hi, Auntie." 
 "Hi, everyone," Margaret greeted. "Looks like craft time. What are you making?" 
 "A birthday card for Daddy," Lily said. She ran to her great-aunt with her card. "See, I put hearts on it and fish and…" she pointed, "…there's Lexie and Glori." 
 "Well, that's really nice," Margaret said. "He's going to love it." 
 Lily nodded. "And one for Uncle Keith. His birthday's the same day as Daddy's. We're going to have a party in our tent." 
 Margaret thought for a moment, then said, "Oh, that's right, they're twins." 
 "It'll be the first time they've ever spent their birthday together," Savannah said, "except for the day they were born." 
 Margaret shook her head. "That's sad." 
 "Want to see Daddy's card?" Lily asked, handing it to her. 
 "I sure do," Margaret said, taking it. "You wrote in here too?" 
 Lily nodded. 
 "Can I read it?" Margaret asked. 
 "Yes." Lily grabbed the card from her and said, "I'll read it. "Daddy." She pointed. "See that's where I wrote Daddy." She continued, "Happy birthday. I love you, Lily." The child turned and asked, "Grammy, should I write…what's my big name?" 
 "Lilliana," Gladys said, grinning. "Yes, you can add your big name to the card if you'd like." She offered. "Here, let me help you. I'll give you the letters." 
 Savannah smiled at her child, then said, "What brings you out?" Before Margaret could respond, she invited, "Come sit with us. Want to make a card?" 
 "Sure," Margaret said. 
 "See my card?" Teddy squealed. "Auntie, see my card?" 
 "Yes, it's pretty," Margaret said, hugging the boy. "And you wrote inside too, didn't you? What does it say?" 
 He frowned and said quietly, "No poo-poo head. No stinky." 
 Surprised, Margaret looked at the others. When they chose to remain quiet, she said to the toddler, "Well, that's nice. You don't want to use language like that, especially on your daddy's birthday card." 
 He shook his head, a serious look on his face while the others stifled giggles. 
 Margaret shimmied and hugged Teddy again. "They are so stinkin' cute." 
 "Auntie!" Lily shouted. 
 "No-no," Teddy said. 
 "What did I say?" Margaret asked, covering her mouth. 
 "S-T-I-N-K-I-N-G," Savannah spelled out. "The children don't know that it's okay for adults to use certain words colloquially." 
 "Oh, my faux-pas," she said. "Sorry." 
 "Fo-paw?" Lily questioned, scrunching up her face. "What's that?" Just then she screeched, "No! No, Rags. Stop it. That's Daddy's card!" 
 Realizing what had happened, Savannah stood and picked up the cat, but Lily continued to squeal. "He has my card, Mommy. Make him give it back. He's going to break it." 
 "Give me that," Savannah demanded, taking the card from Rags's mouth. He grabbed it with his claws, pulling off a paper fish. 
 "He broke it, Mommy. No Rags!" Lily shouted. 
 "It's okay, Savannah said in a calm voice." She removed the card from the cat's grip and lowered him to the floor. "Lily, we have plenty of glue and sparkles. I'll help you fix it." She scowled at her aunt. "You're a big help—sitting there laughing like that." 
 "Well, it's funny," Margaret insisted. She quieted down and pointed. "Vannie, look at your cat. I think he got some of that sparkly stuff in his mouth. That can't be good for him." 
 Savannah watched Rags convulse for a moment, asking, "Are you okay, boy?" She put a hand on him and asked her aunt, "Do you think he inhaled some of that glitter? Maybe I should get him to drink some water." 
 Margaret shook her head. "I'd just watch him for a few minutes and see if he can handle the situation himself before interfering. You might make it worse." 
 "I think he's just urfing one of those disgusting fur tubes they cough up," Gladys said, shuddering. 
 "I hope so," Savannah said. She smiled. "Yup, that's what it was. Thank heavens." She petted Rags as a comforting measure, then snatched a paper towel, wetted it, and prepared to clean up the mess. 
 Margaret laughed. "He wants to examine it. Look, he's proud of what he made there." 
 "Yeah," Savannah said, "he's never urfed anything that had all those colors in it. See, he made a sparkly fur ball." She petted him. "Glad you got that stuff up. Good timing, boy." 
 "Can I have it?" Lily asked. 
 Savannah frowned. "That gross thing? What in the heck for?" 
 "To glue onto Daddy's card," she said. 
 The room roared with laughter. Finally Savannah said, "No, honey-bun. We're going to throw it away." 
 "Wait!" Teddy called, squirming out of his chair and rushing to where Savannah stood. He stared down at the furball. "Pretty," he said. 
 Savannah rolled her eyes. "My children have a warped sense of art." After depositing the furball in the trash, she asked, "Auntie, want coffee?" 
 "Sure," Margaret said. "Hey, I saw you on TV this morning." She looked intently at Rags, who was giving himself a lick bath. "He actually saved your horse from a snake?" 
 "A rattlesnake," Savannah confirmed. She frowned. "I forgot they were going to show that this morning." 
 "I know you're busy, so when I saw it pop up on the TV, I recorded it." 
 "Good," Savannah said. "How'd we come across? I mean, you never know how reporters are going to slant your comments and use their video clips." 
 "Good. It was entertaining and interesting," Margaret said. She nudged her niece. "You're really becoming quite the stage queen." 
 "Stage queen?" Savannah repeated, laughing. "It wasn't supposed to be about me; it was about Rags." 
 "Well, you did a lot of talking while they showed some of Rags's antics," Margaret explained. 
 "Oh, gosh. I don't like it when they do that. I'd rather stay in the background." 
 "You'd never know it," Margaret said, chuckling. 
 "I wonder who that is," Gladys said peering out the kitchen window. When Rags jumped up onto his windowsill perch next to her, she petted him and asked, "Do you know that guy?" 
 "Who?" Savannah asked, joining them. After watching him for a moment, she said, "I sure don't know him. I wonder what he wants." 
 "Maybe he's lost," Margaret said, straining to see the stranger. 
 "Wait, there's Damon. He's going around to the front door." She winced. "I'd better go see what he and his friend want. Hi, Damon," Savannah said, opening the door. She glanced at the man standing behind him. 
 "Hi," Damon greeted. "Do you have a minute?" When he saw Margaret and Gladys enter the room behind Savannah, he said, "Oh, sorry, did I interrupt something?" He gazed at Gladys's apron and asked, "Are you doing some canning or baking?" 
 "No," Savannah said. "Just visiting. Come in." 
 Damon stepped into the living room and the stranger followed. "Good to see you, Maggie," Damon said, nodding. He acknowledged Gladys, then said, "Ladies, this is Colonel Cedric Bowls. Savannah, he's interested in buying a copy of your book." 
 "Oh?" she said, acknowledging the robust, mustachioed man of about forty wearing a rather gaudy plaid suit, complete with a vest. 
 "That's right, ma'am," Col. Bowls said. 
 Savannah was surprised by the richness of his voice. She listened with interest as the stranger continued. 
 "Further, I'm fairly certain that your cat—Rags is his name, I believe—is my long-lost Puff." 
 "Puff?" Margaret repeated. 
 "Oh…well," he stammered. "His name's Thomas." He tittered. "The wife and daughters assigned that ridiculous name to him when he was a wee cat." He stood straight and insisted, "His true name is Thomas. May I see him?" 
 Savannah looked at Damon, who shrugged and said, "I didn't know about this." He turned to the colonel. "You didn't tell me; I thought you said you wanted to buy a copy of Savannah's book." 
 "I do, young man," Col. Bowls said. He grinned. "And I'd like to collect my cat." He called out, "Thomas! Thomas!" 
 "Well, I can tell you right now, sir, that Ragsdale is not your cat. I've had him since he was young and I've actually traced his history back to his birth. I know everyone who has owned him from the time he was a kitten." 
 "I beg to differ, madam," he huffed. "I've looked high and low and far and wide for this cat, and my search has brought me directly here. As a matter of fact, I have read parts of your book and that is where I found the information I needed to be sure. I intend retrieving Thomas and returning him to our home where my wife and daughters await." 
 Margaret frowned. "How old are your daughters?" 
 "They're teenagers," he said. He appeared to be glaring at Savannah when he said, "They were six and eight when Thomas was taken from us." 
 Squirming under his stare, Savannah asserted, "And you think I took him?" 
 The colonel put his hands up defensively. "Oh no, that isn't what I'm saying. I'm sure that you acquired him quite honestly. I'm truly sorry to disrupt your life, but I must, and that's all there is to it. You have Thomas because of an unfortunate mistake, and I've come to collect him and return him to my family." 
 "Are you crazy?" Savannah spat. 
 When she sensed that her niece was losing her cool, Margaret moved closer and asked, "Sir, can you tell us what happened to your Thomas? How did you lose him and when was it?" 
 "It was actually quite a number of years ago," he admitted. "Thomas was still young then and he wandered off. He was right around six or seven months old. Beatrice and Christina—my daughters—had me looking for him after I returned from escorting them to school. I thought I saw him about a mile from our property and I stopped, but not in time. In the distance I saw a woman lure Thomas into her car. I chased her down, but I lost sight of her. I was quick enough, however, to get her plate number." He chuckled. "I have a thing for numbers, so it was easy for me to memorize. By the time I caught up with her a few days later, though, she had already turned Thomas over to a shelter and they told me he had been adopted. That's all they would tell me, no matter how I pleaded with them. The only solace they could offer was that if he were returned to the shelter, they would contact me. They never did. And now, what—eight years later—I've finally found him and I intend taking him home to my family." He looked at Savannah. "According to your book, you adopted your cat from a pet store and he'd been in a shelter before that. He was eight months old, right?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "but, as you must have read in my book, I have traced Rags's earlier years with all of his previous owners and I've even met most of them. I'm afraid, Mr. Bowls…um…Colonel Bowls, that Rags is not your cat." 
 As if he hadn't heard her, he said, "Did you or did you not get him from a pet store in Los Angeles?" 
 Savannah nodded and stuttered, "Yes…but…" 
 "Well there you are," he boasted. "I live outside of LA, and from what the shelter director told me, Thomas was ultimately adopted through a pet store when he was about eight months old. Now, may I see him Mrs. Ivey?" 
 "No!" Savannah spat. "As I told you, I happen to know Rags's background. In fact, I just returned from Los Angeles last month with a cat-DNA expert and we traced Rags's genealogy and his life path from the time he was a kitten until I adopted him. You and your family were never mentioned." 
 "I have done the same—well, with certain accuracy. I didn't have the advantage of the DNA results, but I spent some weeks five or six years ago attempting to unravel his past and determine his whereabouts. The path has finally brought me here. I stopped in at the local newspaper office thinking someone there could point me in your direction, and I ran into this young man." He faced Damon. "You have been most helpful." 
 "Yeah, but…" Damon stuttered. He appeared shaken, saying, "Savannah, I had no idea he was going to pull this stunt." 
 "It's okay," Savannah said. "He's way off track, and I think he knows it." She turned away dismissively. 
 "Maybe not so far off track," he said. "His mother is Angel, a ragdoll cat." 
 Savannah turned sharply toward the man and stared at him. "What? How do you know that?" 
 "I told you, I did my research. Now will you let me see my cat?" the colonel insisted. 
 "He read your book, Vannie," Margaret reminded her. "Of course he knows Rags's mother's name." 
 More forcefully, the colonel said, "I can show you my research findings, which have nothing to do with your book. Your book, from the little bit I read, simply confirmed what I know. Now let me see the cat!" 
 "No," Savannah said. "I'd like you to leave. Damon, please take him back to wherever you found him." 
 "You can't dismiss me that easily," Col. Bowls said. "I have proof that you have my cat, and…" 
 "Okay," she said, writing something on a piece of paper. "This is my attorney's name and number. Have your attorney contact her with the proof you say you have, and we'll go from there. Good-bye, Mr. Bowls." 
 He bowed slightly, saying, "It's Colonel Bowls. Good-bye, madam." 
 Savannah held the door open for the men, and the colonel stepped out onto the porch, while Damon hung back. "I'm so sorry, Savannah. I had no idea." 
 She smiled weakly. "It's okay, Damon. We'll take care of this." She patted his arm. "No worries, now. It's okay." More assertively she said, "Just get him off my property." 
 "Will do," he said, trotting down the stairs behind the man. 
 After closing the front door, Savannah slumped into a chair. "What just happened?" she murmured. 
 "Yeah, that was odd," Margaret said. 
 "What happened?" Gladys asked, walking in from the kitchen with the children. "When I saw you getting a little hot under the collar, I thought I'd better distract the children." She chuckled. "They helped me frost the cupcakes we made this morning." 
 Savannah smiled weakly and took Teddy onto her lap. "Thank you, Mom." 
 "That el-jerko is trying to say Rags is his cat," Margaret explained. 
 "I heard that part," Gladys said, frowning. 
 "Yeah," Margaret continued, "he just comes in here pompous as all get-out, and tries to get his hands on Rags. Who does that?" 
 "I don't know," Savannah carped, "but if there's going to be drama around here you can bet it will relate somehow—in some big or small way—to that cat of mine." When Teddy scooted off her lap, she stood up and paced. "Where did that one come from, anyway? I mean, we've run into and been approached by a lot of different weirdoes trying to get their hands on Rags—some wanting to do him in, some wanting to exploit him." She faced the others. "Some of those crooks simply thought they wanted to own such a unique and entertaining cat, but I've never had anyone as brazen as that gent come in here and try to claim him like that. What is he thinking? Did he actually expect me to believe his fairytale story and just hand Rags over to him?" 
 "Well, he didn't get away with him," Gladys soothed, rubbing her daughter's shoulder. 
 Margaret joined her. "No," she insisted, "you handled yourself just fine, Vannie." 
 "What's wrong, Mommy?" Lily asked. 
 "Oh, Mommy's okay," Savannah said, taking a deep breath. 
 "Was that man mean to you, Mommy?" the child asked. 
 "Yeah, he tried to be, but Mommy's okay." She picked up Lily. "We're all okay. Hey, how about we have a cupcake? Anyone want a cupcake?" 
 "This close to lunchtime?" Gladys asked. 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "We'll have dessert first, then our veggie and rice bowl." 
 "Why not?" Margaret agreed. 
 Savannah put her arm around her aunt. "I'm so glad to see you. We haven't hung out in a while." 
 "Yeah, Maggie," Gladys said, "are things slow at the shelter?" 
 "No," Margaret said. "Things are hopping at home. I just needed some time away." 
 "Good," Savannah said. 
 Margaret raised her eyebrows. "I didn't expect to witness such a display here this morning, although I guess it's not uncommon. There's always something going on around here." When she saw Rags walking into the room, she said, "There he is, the source of all the drama in the neighborhood." 
 Rags looked at her and yawned. 
 Savannah laughed. "Looks like he slept through the whole ugly scene." 
 "Yeah, he wasn't about to come out in the midst of it," Gladys said. 
 Margaret chuckled. "And get caught up in a tug-of-war with that phony colonel." 
 "How do you know he's phony, Maggie?" Gladys asked. 
 "Oh, he was phony through and through," Margaret said. 
 The women had just sat down with the children around the kitchen table where Gladys had placed a tray of cupcakes, when Savannah's phone chimed. She looked at the screen. "It's Rochelle. I'll call her back." She smiled. "Okay, which cupcake do you want, Lily?" 
 The child looked the tray over, stood up in her chair to get a better look, and finally chose a pink one with chocolate sprinkles. 
 "Ohhh, that's the one I wanted," Margaret whined. When Lily looked at her wide-eyed, she said, "Not really, sweetie. Auntie was just teasing." She asked the toddler, "Which one is yours, Teddy?" 
 "The big one," he said. 
 "Big one?" Gladys questioned. "I think we made them all the same size, didn't we? Which one are you looking at, Teddy-boy?" 
 Savannah pulled the tray closer to him and he stuck his finger in one of the cupcakes. "Big one," he repeated. 
 "Yeah, I guess that one does look big with all that frosting piled so high," Savannah agreed. She put the cupcake on his plate in front of him. 
 "Mmm, these are good," Margaret said after taking a bite. "Who made them?" 
 "Me!" Lily said. She pointed. "And Grammy and Teddy." 
 "Me!" Teddy shouted. 
 "Well, they're delicious. Thank you for sharing with Auntie." Once Margaret had finished her cupcake and coffee, she stood up. "I'd better go see what the kittens are doing." 
 "You have kittens?" Lily asked. 
 "Yes, you kids need to come over and see them," Margaret invited. 
 "Can we, Mommy?" Lily begged. 
 "Yes, we'll definitely go over and see the kittens. How about after your nap?" 
 "Today?" Lily asked. 
 Savannah nodded, then asked, "Now, what would you children like for lunch?" 
 Lily looked confused. "Lunch after my cupcake?" 
 Savannah laughed. "Yeah, it is kind of weird. Are you full? If you're not hungry, we'll have naps now and you can eat something healthy when you wake up." 
 "See you all later," Margaret said, heading for the door. "It's been fun." 
 "Yes, let's do it again," Savannah said. 
 After putting the children to bed, Savannah poured herself a cup of tea and sat down to return Rochelle's call. "Hi, is this a good time for you?" 
 "Yes," Rochelle said. "I'm working from home today, playing catch-up on a few things. How are you?" 
 "Good. We just finished having a cupcake lunch with my aunt. Haven't had a good visit with her in a while. We used to spend a lot of time together." 
 "I remember that you did," Rochelle said. "How is Maggie?" 
 "Doing just fine," Savannah said. "She has kittens. The kids and I are going over there to see them after their naps." 
 "Cool. There's nothing like cuddling kittens, is there?" 
 "Nope." 
 "You sound good," Rochelle said. "I was a little concerned earlier." 
 "You were? Why?" 
 Rochelle hesitated, then said, "Well, I had a strange vision, and I wanted to tell you about it. Maybe this will be a sort of warning." 
 "Warning?" 
 "Yes, I want you to watch out for…well, it's hard to explain. I think someone believes that you have something of his—maybe a cat. Savannah, it will be an unpleasant encounter, but I want you to consider that what he's saying could be the absolute truth." When Savannah didn't respond, Rochelle prompted, "Savannah?" 
 "Yeah, I'm here. So Rochelle, tell me more about what you see." 
 "You know how it works—I don't always get a clear vision or image—it comes sometimes in fragments and it's often rather obscure—muted, in a way. What I did see clearly is a rather eccentric man with a title who claims you have something of his. What I'm telling you is—the part that came across real clear, like a shock of lightening or something—is that he's telling the truth. This is not a hoax, and you can help him regain what is or was rightfully his." 
 "Oh no," Savannah said. "You must have misunderstood, Rochelle." 
 "Are you saying you've already been approached?" she asked. 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "A man referring to himself as a colonel came here a while ago with Damon, and Rochelle, he said Rags is his cat—that he ran away from him when he was young. It can't be. It just can't be." 
 "I don't know anything other than he speaks the truth, Savannah. He needs you to cooperate, or maybe participate is a better word. You say he wants Rags?" Rochelle hesitated. "Good grief, I had no idea. Savannah, I'm so sorry. So are you in touch with the man?" 
 "No. I pretty much kicked him out of my house and told him not to come back." 
 Rochelle laughed. "He'll be back. You can count on it. Listen to him. Use your creative thought process and what you know to be true. He is telling the truth." 
 "How can we both be right, Rochelle?" Savannah insisted. 
 "I can't answer that right now. But it will be okay. I can assure you of that." 
 "Well, thank you, I think," Savannah said. 
 "Sure. Keep me posted, will you?" Rochelle said. 
 
 **** 
 "So what happened today, hon?" Michael asked as the two of them cleaned up the kitchen after dinner. 
 She laughed. "The kids really took over the dinnertime conversation tonight, didn't they?" 
 "Yes, each time we'd get on a topic, they'd hijack the conversation." He chuckled. "Now I know all about the kittens at Maggie's and Max's and the cupcake lunch…" He looked sternly at her. "You won't be making that a regular occasion, will you? The kids need their veggies, fruits, proteins, and grains." 
 "No," she said, laughing. "It was one of those unusual and interesting days. Sometimes it does a soul good to eat cupcakes." 
 "So what were you trying to tell me earlier?" he asked. "Lily started to say something about a mean man making you mad. What was that about?" 
 Savannah glanced into the living room where Gladys was entertaining the children, then clenched her jaw. "Well, Damon brought a man here this morning who claims Rags belongs to him, and he said that he can prove it. He actually wanted me to hand Rags over to him right then and there." 
 "What?" Michael said. "Why in the world did Damon…?" 
 "Oh, Damon didn't have a clue. He thought the guy wanted to buy a book. I think he was bamboozled by this guy, too. He felt awful. He called me later to apologize again." 
 "Well, what proof does this guy think he has?" Michael asked. 
 "I don't know. I didn't want to go there, so I told him to have his lawyer get in touch with my lawyer." 
 "You got lawyers involved in a cat-custody battle?" Michael exclaimed. 
 "Sure I did," she said. "Better that than allowing him to berate me. I just wanted him out of our house." 
 "I don't blame you, hon. So did you talk to Sondra? Are you using her?" 
 "Yeah," she said. "I called her to make sure she would back me up or work with me on this. She said it was a rather unique case, but when I told her I have all kinds of proof that Rags is my cat—a real paper trail with actual people who can validate facts and dates and things, she agreed. She thought it could be interesting. I cautioned her that this is a special cat who is beloved by many, and who actually brings money into our household. I let her know this isn't the first time someone has threatened to take him or has actually taken him. She was surprised and soon realized why I wanted to fight with everything we have. It appears that she's on board." 
 "Good. So what's his proof or defense?" he asked. 
 "He says he adopted Rags when he was a kitten. He calls him Puff and said his real name is Thomas." 
 Michael chuckled. "Puff?" 
 Savannah nodded, then continued, "He said someone took the cat from his home and he found out who it was and confronted her, and she told him she'd left his cat at a shelter. The shelter evidently released him to a pet store and someone adopted him from there. He's sure it was me." She said more forcefully, "He even said his cat's mother's name is Angel and that she's a Ragdoll." 
 Michael ran his hand through his hair, then said, "Hon, he probably read your book. All that stuff's in your book." 
 "Yeah, he did say he'd read part of it." She grabbed his arm. "But Michael, Rochelle called because she had a vision about this very encounter. She said what the man is telling me is absolutely true." 
 "How can that be?" he asked. "Savannah, when you traced Rags's history, did you come across anything to substantiate his claim? Was there a period in Rags's kittenhood when he could have been with that man?" 
 "Not that I'm aware of," she said. She shook her head. "No, there were no lapses between Rags being adopted, then returned, then adopted again and returned again. There was no mention by anyone that Rags ever belonged to this man or that he ran away, got lost, got found and all that." She shook her head. "I just don't know why Rochelle believes he's telling the truth." 
 Michael took a deep breath. "Well, that's okay. No need to stress over the details. Like you said, let the attorneys work it out." 
 "Yeah, I have an appointment with Sondra tomorrow while the kids are at school. I'll take her a copy of my book along with the supporting information I have. Hopefully she'll determine it's enough to make a strong defense for us." 
 He frowned. "Even if this guy's story pans out, why would any court—if it went that far—take a cat out of the only home he's ever known and give him to a stranger? I can't see that happening. I think you did the right thing, hon, by involving Sondra." 
 "Thank you," she said, letting out a sigh. "That makes me feel better. I hope Sondra is as hopeful as you are." 
 "So this won't interrupt our trip, will it?" Michael asked "You won't be too distracted to go camping?" 
 "I was thinking about that, and I decided it won't. I definitely will be ready to get away with my family. The problem, if there is one after I talk to Sondra tomorrow, will be here when I return. Are we still leaving on Sunday?" 
 "Yes." He smiled. "I'm surprised at how relaxed you are and how willing you are to take the trip, in light of…" Michael paused. He looked at her suspiciously. "Hey, wait. You're planning to take him with us, aren't you?" When he saw the look of satisfaction on her face, he said, "Oh, no, Savannah. You're not…" 
 "I certainly am. I'm not letting him out of my sight until that man goes away. In fact, I think I'll be able to relax much more easily if we're away from here. I can stay in touch with Sondra by phone and text. And with Rags right there with me, I'll be worry-free." 
 "Maybe you will," Michael mumbled. 
 Savannah kissed him, then took his hand and led him into the living room. 



Chapter Five
  
 Late Sunday morning the Iveys were on the road headed for Nevada to meet Michael's twin brother, Keith, and his family. They'd picked up Michael's eleven-year-old son, Adam, from his home on the way. 
 "Why did you bring Rags?" Adam asked from the backseat. 
 "That's a good question," Michael said. 
 "I thought so," Adam replied. "That's why I asked it." When no one responded, he said, "Isn't anyone going to tell me? Do you have a book-signing party in Nevada, Savannah?" 
 "No." She winced. "In fact, I purposely didn't tell Rob about this trip so he wouldn't schedule anything for me." 
 "Don't you like your book-signing parties? When I've been with you, it looks like you're having fun," Adam said. 
 "Yes, they're fun," Savannah said. "Just a little stressful." 
 "Why?" Adam asked. 
 "How long have you known Rags?" Michael asked. 
 Adam made a face. "Huh?" 
 "Rags makes life stressful," Michael explained. 
 "So why did you bring him?" the boy asked again. 
 Michael glanced at his son in the rearview mirror. "Do you think we should have left him home?" 
 "No, I like having him around and Lexie too, but it's usual to take a dog camping, not a cat." 
 "He likes to hike," Savannah said. 
 "Is that why you brought him," Adam asked, "so we can take him hiking?" 
 "Not really," Savannah said. 
 Adam was quiet for a few moments, then he said, "Wouldn't Aunt Maggie or Grammy take care of him? Is that why you brought him?" 
 "Yeah," Michael said, "they do like it when we take Rags with us." 
 "But that's not the whole reason we brought him," Savannah said. 
 "Did he hide in the car again like he does sometimes?" Adam asked. "Was he…what do you call it…a store away?" 
 Savannah laughed. "A stowaway? Not this time." 
 "I give up," Adam said. 
 "On what?" Michael asked. 
 "On why you brought Rags camping," he insisted. 
 "Okay," Michael said. 
 A little while later, Adam said, "But I still want to know." 
 "Know what?" Michael asked, grinning at his son in the mirror. 
 "Daaad," Adam complained when he realized his father was teasing him. 
 "Why did we bring him?" Savannah said. "No special reason. He's a pretty good camper…" 
 "Except when he finds trouble," Michael said under his breath. 
 "It's kind of fun to share outdoor adventures with a cat," Savannah continued. "We like having him around." 
 "Is there a mouse in your pocket?" Michael muttered. When Savannah didn't respond, he asked, "Who's this we you're talking about?" 
 Ignoring Michael's comments, she added, "He gets lonely when he's cooped up in the house all by himself." 
 "He has Glori and Buffy," Adam reminded her. 
 Michael nodded. "That's what I told her." 
 "We voted and decided to bring Rags," Savannah explained. 
 Adam petted Rags. "Did everyone vote yes—Teddy, Lily, and Dad?" 
 "My vote, as it turns out, didn't count," Michael complained. "Savannah bribed the kids. She even let Rags vote, can you imagine that?" More energetically, he said, "I'm pretty sure Savannah counted Buffy's and Glori's votes as well. The kitty-girls probably like it when he's gone." 
 Adam laughed. "Well, I like it when he comes with us. I would have voted yes." 
 "Everyone's against dear old Dad," Michael grumbled. 
 "Oh, Michael," Savannah said, "stop acting like a victim." 
 "I am a victim. That's what I am, a victim." 
 Savannah rolled her eyes for Adam's benefit, and he laughed. She asked, "Is anyone getting hungry?" 
 "I eat!" Teddy cried. 
 "Can I have a hot dog?" Lily asked. 
 "Sure, I'm hungry," Adam said. "Yeah, a hot dog sounds good. Can we get a hot dog?" 
 "No," Savannah said. "Grammy and I made cucumber-tomato sandwiches with avocado and sprouts on wheat bread. Sound good?" 
 "Yum," Lily said. I like matoes and cado." 
 "Tomatoes and avocado," Adam corrected. 
 "I said that," Lily insisted. "Do we have Goldfish?" 
 "We do," Savannah said. She addressed Michael. "There's a place up ahead. Let's stop and see if they have a picnic area." As they got closer, she pointed. "Yes, there are some tables out under those trees. Want to stop here?" 
 "Okay," Michael said. He parked the car and whined, "No hot dogs?" 
 "No." Savannah looked back at Adam, who sat between the two younger kids' car seats with Rags on his lap. "Want to snap his leash onto his harness?" 
 "Okay," Adam said, reaching for the leash behind the seat. "Excuse me, Lexie," he said, petting the dog as he felt around for Rags's leash. "Oh, here it is." When Rags jumped into the cargo space with Lexie, Adam snapped the leash on him. "Got it," he called. He waited until Savannah helped Lily out of her car seat, then he climbed out of the car with Rags. 
 "Adam," Savannah said, "would you take Lily over to that table right there?" She handed him a cloth. "You two can put this on the table. Dad and I'll bring the cooler. Oh wait," she said before the children walked away. "Leave Rags here and take Lexie with you. She may want to stop and…you know." 
 "Yeah, I know," Adam grumbled. He exchanged leashes with Savannah and urged, "Come on, Lexie. Come on Lily." 
 With Rags on his leash, Savannah lifted a corner of the tarp they'd stretched across the top of the utility trailer and she retrieved a tote bag. Just as she pulled the cover back farther to reveal a small cooler, Rags began tugging against the leash and knocked her off balance. 
 "Need help? Michael asked, returning from leaving Teddy with Adam and Lily. 
 Savannah nodded toward the trailer. "Pull the cooler out of there, would you? I think Rags is eager to take care of business." She followed the cat to a nearby area of soft dirt and he began digging. 
 Michael glanced down at the cat. "Sure seems like he has business on his mind. Want me to take that bag, too?" he asked. 
 She quickly checked on the children, then said, "I can grab it when Rags is finished." 
 Michael chuckled. "From the looks of it, he's going to set up housekeeping there. Can't he find a suitable spot? How many holes is he going to dig?" 
 "Oh, leave him alone," she carped playfully. "He's just amusing himself." She frowned. "I hope he doesn't have a bladder issue." 
 Michael asked, "Do you think he does?" 
 She waved her hand. "Probably not. He does this sometimes. You know Rags; he'll do anything to make life a little more difficult." 
 "Yeah, I know," he complained, walking the short distance to where the children waited with Lexie. "Still digging?" he asked when he passed Savannah and Rags again on his way back to the car. 
 "He's creating dirt art," she quipped. She coughed and blinked, adding, "And dust." Watching Michael, she asked, "What did we forget?" 
 "Teddy and Adam want to fly their gliders while we're waiting for lunch to be served." He stopped and spoke to the cat. "Come on, buddy. Want some lunch?" He squinted down at where Rags was digging. "Where'd that come from?" 
 "What?" Savannah asked, taking her eyes off the children for a moment. She glanced at them again, then looked down at where Michael pointed. "What is that?" 
 "It looks like a dog collar," he said. "A fancy little collar." 
 Savannah gazed at the children again, then moved closer to Rags. "What are you doing, Ragsie? I thought you were going potty. You were digging up treasures?" She laughed. "You silly cat." 
 Michael looked at the children, then leaned down and picked up the item. "Yes, a collar for a small dog, I'd say. A female, since it's all pink and foo-foo." 
 When Rags kept pawing at the ground, Savannah said, "Michael, you don't suppose there's a dog buried here, do you? I mean, he's still digging." 
 "I doubt it. Wouldn't this be around her neck if she were buried here? Naw, some dog that came here to play with her humans probably lost it." He chuckled. "Or she didn't like it and she buried it out here when her people weren't looking." 
 "But Michael, he's still digging. I think there's something more here." 
 "Or he's finally ready to go potty," he said. He looked at the youngsters again and said, "Hey, let's go get the kids started with their lunch, then I'll get the shovel out of the trailer and we'll find out if there's something else buried here." 
 "You want to dig up a dead dog?" she asked. 
 "Not really, but I am curious about why he's continuing to dig. There just might be a reason." He looked at her. "You know there's very often a reason Rags does the things he does." 
 "I know," she said. She snickered. "But I didn't think you saw it that way." 
 When she looked back down at the ground, Michael said, "Go on now. The kids are hungry." 
 Savannah picked up Rags and they joined the children at the picnic table. After everyone had eaten a sandwich, a few Goldfish, and some fruit, she opened a container of homemade cookies. Michael grabbed two cookies and said, "Yum, this will give me energy for my project." 
 "What are you going to do, Dad?" Adam asked. "What project?" 
 "I want to do a little digging." He grinned. "You know, get some exercise." 
 Adam frowned. "You're digging for exercise? I never heard of that before. Is it okay for you to dig here?" 
 Michael glanced around. "I hope so, 'cause Rags was sure digging." He picked up the dog collar. "He dug this up." 
 Adam looked confused. "So, what else do you want to dig up—a dog?" 
 "I hope not," Michael said. "I don't want to find anything." 
 "Then why are you going to dig?" the boy asked. 
 Michael winked. "I'll let you know in a few minutes." 
 "Can I come with you?" Adam asked. 
 "Me too?" Lily said. 
 Savannah glanced at Michael, then said, "I want you kids to get a little exercise, okay? Lily, why don't you and Teddy take a run with me and Rags and Lexie?" She looked at Adam. "You can run with us if you want, or you can help your dad." 
 Adam thought for a moment and said, "I'll go with Dad. Can I, Dad?" 
 "Sure," Michael said, "come on." 
 While Savannah cleaned off the picnic table, Lily became interested in the dog collar. She picked it up and examined it. "Where's the doggie?" she asked. "How did the dog take this off?" 
 "I don't know," Savannah said. "I guess we could make up a story about that dog collar. Want to?" When Lily looked up at her mother, Savannah prompted, "Maybe the little dog was running around here with her family when that pretty collar fell off and she lost it and couldn't find it again." She asked, "What kind of a dog do you think it was?" 
 "Little," Lily said, continuing to examine the collar. 
 "Like a Chihuahua or maybe a Pomeranian or a small terrier?" 
 "What's that little dog in my Pokey Puppy book, Mommy?" Lily asked. "I think it was like the Pokey Puppy." 
 "Oh," Savannah said, "maybe a beagle." 
 "Yeah, a beagle," Lily said. 
 "What was her name?" Savannah asked. 
 "Huh?" Lily said. 
 "If we're going to make up a story about a little beagle who lost her collar, we should give her a name." 
 "Oh, Betsy," Lily said. "Rosemary has a Betsy doll. I like that name, okay, Mommy?" 
 Savannah smiled. "Sure. So, what happened when Betsy Beagle came back home without her collar?" she prompted. 
 "Her mommy was mad," Lily said dramatically. 
 "Do you think so?" Savannah asked. "Maybe it was an accident. She didn't mean to lose her collar. Maybe the clasp broke, or the collar was too big, and it fell off. That wouldn't be Betsy Beagle's fault." 
 Lily stared down at the collar and shook her head. She thought for a moment before saying, "Her mommy was sad when she lost her collar 'cause it was pretty. Betsy doesn't look all pretty with no collar. And now there's no hook for her leash." 
 "Right," Savannah said. She smiled. "You're a good storyteller. What do you think happened next?" When Lily hesitated, she said, "Did she have another collar at home she could wear, or did she go without a collar?" 
 Lily was quick to say, "Her mommy took her shopping and she bought a new collar—a prettier one that isn't all dirty." 
 "That's a good ending to the story," Savannah said. "Good job. Ready to go for a walk?" She released the end of Rags's leash from under a bench leg. "Teddy, want to park your truck under the table there and take a walk with us?" 
 "With Rags?" he asked. 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "With Lexie?" he questioned. 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "and with Mommy and Lily." She took his hand and called to the dog, "Come on, Lexie, let's go for a walk." 
 "Can I run?" Lily asked. "I want to run." 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "Just stay where you can see me." When Lily hesitated, she explained, "If you can see me I can see you." 
 "Okay, Mommy," Lily said running ahead of her. 
 They had run around the lawn three times when Lily sat down on a rock. 
 "Tired?" Savannah asked. 
 Lily nodded, then she slipped the collar she still held over Lexie's head. "Look, it fits Lexie," she announced. "I put the collar on Lexie." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "Lexie has a small head. Did you slip it over her head?" 
 Lily nodded. "It fits her neck, too." 
 "Yeah, so maybe the dog who lost it wasn't so small after all. She just had a small neck." 
 "You look pretty, Lexie," Lily said. 
 Savannah smiled. "Ready to go around again?" she asked. "Teddy's ready. Just look at him run." She laughed when he fell on the lawn and rolled over and over, giggling. She picked up Rags, then trotted to Teddy and tickled him on the tummy. She gave the toddler a hand up and asked, "Ready to run some more?" But before they could get up any speed, they heard a friendly voice. 
 "Hello there." 
 Savannah looked around and saw a woman of about seventy strolling along a paved path next to the park. "Hi," she said. 
 "I'm wondering where you got that collar," the woman said, pointing. "The one that's on your dog. Is that your dog?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "Oh, we found it." 
 The woman gasped. "Where?" she asked. "Where did you find it?" She walked closer to Lexie, leaned over, and studied the pink collar. Wiping tears from her eyes, she said, "That's Millie's collar. Where'd you get it?" 
 Before she could respond, Savannah heard Adam calling her name. She looked up and saw the boy running toward her with something in his hand. Michael followed carrying the shovel. 
 "What is it?" she asked, when they'd caught up to her. 
 "It's a note," Adam said, sounding out of breath. "We found it where the collar was buried." 
 "A note?" Savannah questioned, glancing at the woman, who was still dabbing at her tears. "I'm sorry," she said tenderly. "Did something happen to your dog? The one that wore this collar?" 
 The woman nodded. 
 "By the way, I'm Savannah Ivey. This is my husband, Michael, and our children. We just stopped here to have lunch, and our cat found the collar in some soft dirt over in that flower bed near the parking lot. I thought he was going to, well, you know, but he just kept digging and pretty soon came up with this." 
 "Can you show me where he found it?" the woman asked. "That might help us determine what happened to Millie." She began to weep again, then faced the others. "I'm sorry. I'm Diane. I lost Millie last week, and I've been so upset. I put up signs with my phone number, but no one has called." 
 "Like this sign?" Adam asked, holding up a poster. 
 "Yes," she said. "No one ever called. I'm worried sick about Millie." 
 "Someone wrote on the sign," Adam said. "See? They crossed off your phone number and wrote on here." 
 "What?" Diane asked. "Where did you find this?" 
 "Over there where Rags found the collar," Adam said. 
 "Why would someone scratch off my phone number?" she asked. 
 "Because it was wrong," Adam said. "Look, they wrote you a note." 
 Diane took the poster and looked more closely at it. She read slowly, "Your phone number is no good. I have your dog. Call me." Wide-eyed, she said, "Oh my goodness. Someone has Millie. I must go home and call the number." She looked up at Michael. "Or do you think this is one of those scams people perpetrate on us seniors? My son is always warning me about telephone scammers. I'm practically afraid to talk to anyone anymore." 
 "Here," Savannah said, pulling out her phone, "I'll call. What's the number?" 
 Diane read the number from the poster and Savannah placed the call. She offered Diane the phone. "Would you like to talk to them?" 
 "No, if you don't mind," Diane said. "I'm so nervous and I don't hear well on those tiny phones." 
 Savannah smiled and said into the phone, "Hello, I'm calling about the lost dog. We just found your number on one of the posters." 
 "Oh," the person on the other end said, "I was hoping you'd find the poster with my number. I never could get through on your number, but I was pretty sure whoever owned this sweet dog would want her back. I saw some kids playing with her behind the recreation center. I thought she belonged to them, but when they left, the dog was alone. No one claimed her, so I took her home. Later I went back and saw the poster. She sure is a dear thing. I imagine you've missed her terribly." 
 "Well, she isn't mine," Savannah said, "but I'm standing here with the owner. Her name's Diane." 
 "Oh that's right," the woman said. "I saw that on the poster. I'm Lynn, by the way." 
 "Hi, Lynn," Savannah said. "Listen, we're at the park now. Where are you? Do you still have the dog?" 
 "Yes. I was planning to keep her if no one came forward." 
 "Bless you," Savannah said, "but maybe you could find one just as sweet at a local animal shelter. The owner of that one, if it's the right dog, is awfully eager to have her back." 
 "No problem. I'm just around the corner from the park. I'll walk her over right now. Can you all wait?" 
 "Yes, we'll be here. Thank you so much," Savannah said. 
 "Do they have Millie?" Diane asked hesitantly. 
 "I think so," Savannah said. "She's bringing her to you right now." 
 "Oh my goodness, I don't know how to thank you people," Diane said. "This is wonderful. I've been so lonely. My son offered to get me another dog, but I squelched that idea right away. I just want my Millie back." 
 "How did you lose her?" Michael asked. 
 "I'm not sure. My son said I need a better latch on my gate. I live a short distance from here, and this is such an attraction for Millie. She loves to visit with the families who gather on the weekend. My great-grandchildren were visiting the day she disappeared. They might not have secured the latch. I'm pretty sure that's how she got out. Or someone took her." 
 "What kind of dog is she?" Savannah asked. 
 Diane showed her the small snapshot on the poster. 
 "A Papillion?" Savannah said. 
 "Part Papillion. She has those wonderful ears. She's just a great doggie companion. She was a rescue, you see." Just then, Diane's eyes lit up. "Millie," she said under her breath. "Oh, Millie!" She began fanning herself with the poster. 
 "Would you like to sit down?" Savannah asked. "Here, Lily found this cool rock to sit on. Can you make room for Diane, honey?" 
 Lily scooted over, and Savannah helped Diane to sit down. 
 "Millie," Diane called as the dog drew closer. 
 Everyone laughed when Millie became so excited she leaped against the leash, causing the woman to let go. The little dog ran to Diane with such exuberance she almost knocked her off the rock. Everyone smiled with delight at the sweet reunion, and Savannah took a few photos. 
 "Thank you so much, Lynn," Savannah said. 
 "Is this your mother?" Lynn asked. 
 "No, we met just now," Savannah said. "This is Diane. Diane, Lynn. We found her dog's collar, and she saw us out here with it and we got to talking… By the way," she said, approaching Lexie, "let's give this back to Millie, shall we?" She unfastened the collar from around the dog's neck and handed it to Diane. 
 Diane laughed. "I don't know if I'll ever get it on her, the way she's wriggling." She looked at Lynn. "You probably want your collar back. Let me see if I can get that off." 
 "No worries," Lynn said. "Keep it. I only bought it for her." 
 Diane stood up and approached the good Samaritan, holding tightly to Millie's leash. She hugged the woman and gushed, "Thank you so much." 
 "You're welcome. I love a happy-ending story," Lynn said. "I'm so glad I found you, or you found me." 
 "From what I hear, the cat found the clues that brought us together," Diane explained. 
 "That cat?" Lynn repeated, staring down at Rags. 
 "He dug up the collar," Savannah said. 
 "We found the note with your number," Adam added, "over there where Rags found the collar." 
 "Rags?" the woman repeated. "Wait, is that the cat in the children's books—the very naughty cat, as my grandchildren say? I bought the books at a book show in San Francisco a few years ago. She looked at Savannah. "I believe I saw you there." 
 "Could be," Savannah said, smiling. 
 Lynn walked closer and petted Rags, then took her phone out of her pocket and took a couple of pictures. "My granddaughters will go crazy when they see these pictures and find out I met Rags. They love him. Oh, this is exciting." 
 Just then, Michael got Savannah's attention. "We should get back on the road, don't you think so?" 
 She nodded, then said to the other women, "It's been so nice meeting both of you." She petted the little dog as she lay at Diane's feet. "You are adorable." 
 "Thank you so much," Diane said, hugging Savannah. She ruffled Rags's fur. "And thank you, cat. I can't imagine you being naughty, you sure did a good deed today." 
 Michael picked up Teddy and Savannah took Lily's hand and the family walked back to their car. 
 
 **** 
 "What are you doing?" Michael asked Savannah about an hour later. 
 "I sent a video to Rob—you know, the one I took of Millie. I thought he'd enjoy hearing about Rags's latest adventure and that the gal who rescued Millie knew about Rags." She laughed. "He got a kick out of the story." 
 "The story about Betsy Beagle?" Lily asked from the backseat. 
 "Who's Betsy Beagle?" Adam asked, crinkling his nose. 
 "The doggie in our story," Lily explained. 
 Savannah smiled. "Lily made up a story after we found the dog collar. She did quite a good job." 
 "She did?" Michael asked amused. "Tell Daddy the story, punkin." 
 Lily took a breath, crossed her legs, then said, "Well, Betsy Beagle got lost and they couldn't find her, then she lost her collar. They found her collar, but they couldn't find Betsy Beagle." 
 "Is Betsy Beagle still lost?" Michael asked, glancing at Lily in the rearview mirror. 
 "No. A lady brought her to the park with a new collar and gave her back to the other lady." 
 "Nice story," Michael said. He chuckled and said to Savannah, "Maybe Rob will make it into a movie. Hey, do you think he'll ever get a movie deal for Rags?" 
 Savannah laughed. "Who would star in that movie?" 
 "Rags, of course," he said. 
 "Oh no. I have no interest in being a stage mom for Rags. No thank you." She turned toward him in her seat. "Can you imagine him being on a movie set—directors waiting for him to follow their direction, spending hours looking for him when he's supposed to be in a scene, him ruining scene after scene with his shenanigans? Oh no. I don't think I'd survive Rags the movie star cat." 
 "They could animate him," Adam suggested. When Savannah and Michael looked at him, he said, "They could make a robot cat or a cartoon cat that looks just like Rags, then he would do everything just the way they want him to." 
 "A cat with no brain or will," Michael said. "Yes, that might work." 
 "Look out!" Savannah shouted, bracing herself against the dashboard. 
 Michael didn't see the deer in time. Even though he hit the brake hard, the car slid into the animal. "Oh no," he muttered. "Dang it!" He looked behind him. "Everyone okay?" 
 "Yeah," Adam said. "What happened?" 
 "My baby Alana fell," Lily whined. 
 "I'll get it," Adam said. "What happened, Dad?" 
 Michael let out a sigh. "I think we hit a deer, bud." He pulled off the road and quickly climbed out of the car. 
 "Can I see?" Lily asked. "I want to see a deer." 
 "No," Savannah said, sitting as tall as she could to look out the window. "You kids stay put." 
 Adam unfastened his seatbelt and stood up. "I see it. It's a deer. A big one." 
 "Where?" Lily asked, releasing herself from her booster seat. "Ohhh, poor deer." 
 Savannah lowered the driver's side window and called, "How bad is he hurt?" 
 When Michael walked back to the car Adam shouted, "Dad, there he goes! The deer ran behind those trees." 
 Michael spun around. "Good lord," he muttered. "Which way, Adam?" 
 Adam pointed. "Over there. He ran pretty fast." 
 "Was he hurt badly?" Savannah asked. 
 Michael looked toward the stand of trees. "I couldn't tell. I sure hope not." He let out a sigh. "I'd really like to find him. If he's mortally injured, I can't in good conscience let him die a slow death out there." He walked to the front of the car, then returned and said, "It doesn't look like we hit him very hard—it's a small dent, so maybe…" He stared into the distance, then looked at his older son. "Adam, why don't we go see if we can find him?" 
 "Okay," Adam said enthusiastically, skirting around Teddy's car seat to slide out of the car. 
 "Show me where you think he went," Michael said. 
 Adam started to join his dad, then stopped. "We should take Lexie. She might be able to find him." 
 Michael thought about it for a moment and said, "I doubt it. She's not much of a tracker. I've seen her walk right past a deer without so much as a twitch." 
 "A twitch?" 
 "She didn't even notice the deer standing there. Didn't smell it or anything," Michael explained. 
 "Maybe she was pretending," Adam suggested. 
 Michael tilted his head and peered at his son. "Pretending?" 
 "Yeah, she pretended she didn't see it so it wouldn't run away or anything," the boy reasoned. 
 "Maybe," Michael said, leading the way into the trees, but after a short time they returned to the car. 
 "Well?" Savannah asked, holding Teddy on her lap. Lily sat in the cargo area with Lexie and Rags. 
 "We found a little blood, but that's all," Michael said. "We've decided to unveil our secret weapon." 
 "Secret weapon?" she asked. 
 "Rags," Adam said. 
 Michael went to the back of the car and opened the hatch. "Hi, punkin, playing dollies?" 
 Lily nodded. 
 Michael attached Rags's leash to his harness and encouraged him to jump out of the car. "Here, hold onto him," he said to Adam. "I want to get something out of the trailer." Once Michael had assembled some things, he led Rags toward the stand of trees, saying, "We're looking for a deer, boy. Do you know what a deer is?" 
 Savannah grinned and shook her head. 
 "What's that stuff for, Dad?" Adam asked as he followed along behind Michael and Rags. 
 "Well, Son," he said, slowing his pace a little, "if the animal needs treatment and we can get close enough, I want to be prepared. If he's suffering, I'll want to put him down." 
 Adam stopped and looked at his father. "That's sad, Dad." 
 "Yes. It would be sad. Let's hope that won't be the case. But we don't want him suffering, do we?" Michael looked down at Rags. "Do you smell something?" He whispered, "I think he's caught a scent." 
 Adam wrinkled his nose. "I hope it's not a skunk." 
 Michael chuckled. 
 Suddenly Rags stopped and sat down. Michael looked around. "There he is," he hissed. "Rags sees him over there. He's on his feet. That's a good sign." He handed Rags's leash to Adam and whispered, "You stay here with him. I'll be right back." 
 "Well, Dad?" Adam asked when Michael returned minutes later. 
 "I think he's going to be just fine. He has a scrape on one leg, but he's walking okay." 
 "So you don't have to…" 
 "I don't have to do anything," Michael assured him. He scratched Rags behind one ear. "Thanks, buddy. I'm not sure we could have found him without your help. Did you notice that, Adam?" 
 "What?" the boy asked. 
 "Rags took us on a sort of winding, crooked path to where the deer was. I kind of doubt we would have found our way like Rags did." He picked up the cat and walked toward the car. 
 "But he's okay, so it would have been all right if we didn't find him," Adam reasoned, walking along with his dad. "It didn't matter that we found him." 
 "It would have mattered to me. I sure wouldn't want to leave an animal to suffer if I could help it," Michael explained. 
 "Good boy, Rags," Adam said, petting him. He looked up at Michael. "He's been a good boy twice already, and we aren't even at the campground yet." 
 "That he has," Michael said. "Do you suppose he's mellowing in his old age?" 
 The father and son looked at each other, and both said, "Naw!" 
 "What's funny?" Savannah asked when the trio returned. 
 "Dad thought Rags stopped being a troublemaker," Adam said. 
 "Well, that's not exactly what I said," Michael defended. 
 "But we decided Rags is still Rags, right Dad?" 
 "How's the deer?" Savannah asked. 
 "Did you find the deer, Daddy?" Lily asked. 
 "Sure did," Michael said. 
 "The deer's okay," Adam said. "Dad didn't have to…" 
 Before Adam could finish, Michael jumped in, saying, "…give him medicine or anything. He may be a little stiff and sore, but I believe he'll live to be hit by another car." He looked off into the forest and took a deep breath. "Unfortunately." 



Chapter Six
  
 "I see them," Adam called. "There's Uncle Keith and Cassie right there!" He pointed. "That must be their tent. Ours is bigger than that one, right, Dad?" 
 Michael nodded. "Yup. Ours has two rooms with an extra little area for Rags's pen and Lexie's bed." 
 "Nice spot," Savannah said. "Look, we can see the lake from here and there are a few trees for shade. This is real nice." She lowered her window and waved. 
 "Hi!" Cassie shouted, running toward their car. 
 "How'd you beat us here?" Michael called out. "You had farther to go than we did." 
 "We rode in the car forever," Cassie exaggerated dramatically. 
 "A long-long-long time," Bethany complained when she joined her sister. 
 Michael chuckled. "You girls don't like road trips?" 
 "Yes, short ones," Cassie said. The eight-year-old looked into the backseat and called, "Mommy, come see how big Teddy is. He's huge!" 
 "Hi, guys," Holly said, joining them. "Have a good trip?" 
 "Yeah, with a few little bumps, is all," Savannah said. 
 "Oh?" Holly questioned. 
 "Yes. Let us get this thing parked and our camp set up and we'll tell you all about it around the campfire." 
 "We're going to have a campfire?" Adam asked. 
 "Sure," Keith said. 
 "And a weenie roast?" Adam asked. 
 "Hot dogs," Lily squealed. 
 "That's what our gang wants too—hot dogs," Holly said. 
 "Might as well get it over with," Savannah quipped. 
 Holly nodded. "Come on. Let's get you unpacked and set up so we can catch up with all your latest news." 
 "I figured I'd keep the small children and the animals out of the way while the guys get us set up," Savannah said. "Want to help me with that?" 
 "I'm your man…er…woman," Holly said, laughing. 
 
 **** 
 "Beth-Beth," Savannah said, retrieving something from a tote bag as the two families relaxed at their campsite later that afternoon. 
 "What?" the child questioned. 
 "Before I forget, here's your birthday present. You just turned six, didn't you?" 
 Bethany smiled and stared at the package in Savannah's hand. "Yes. I had a party with my friends. We had cupcakes." 
 "Know what she got?" Cassie asked. Before anyone could answer, she said, "A dollhouse with all the furniture." She pouted. "I never got that for my birthday." 
 "Did you want one?" Keith asked. 
 "No," Cassie admitted, grinning. 
 "Can I open it?" Bethany asked. 
 "Of course," Savannah said. 
 Cassie and Lily circled the six-year-old as she tore at the wrapping paper. She opened the box and grinned. "A book," she said. "A book of cooking." She ran to her mother. "Look, Mommy, it shows how kids can cook things." 
 "We heard that you like to help your mom in the kitchen," Michael said. 
 Bethany nodded and poured over the book. "Cupcakes, Mommy," she squealed. "And candy. I can make candy!" 
 "There's something else in the box," Savannah prompted. 
 Cassie grabbed the box and began digging through the tissue paper. 
 "Cassie, let her open her own gift," Holly scolded. 
 "Measure cups!" Bethany said. "With cats on the handle. And measure spoons. Look, Mommy, now I can measure with my own measure tools." 
 "Yes you can," Holly said, patting the child's arm. 
 "I wish it was my birthday," Cassie complained. 
 "Do you want a cookbook?" Keith asked, grinning. 
 She shook her head. "No." 
 "Aunt Savannah and Uncle Michael sent you a present on your birthday," Holly reminded the child. 
 "And one for Bethany, too," Cassie complained, "even though it wasn't her birthday then." 
 "That's right, and that's why I brought you this," Savannah said, holding up a gift bag. 
 "For me?" Cassie cheered. 
 "One for you and one for Lily," Savannah said, handing a small bag to her own daughter. 
 "Me?" Lily squealed. "What is it Mommy?" 
 "Me, Mommy?" Teddy said, patting his chest. 
 "Yes, here's something for you too," she said. "Come and get it." 
 "A tractor!" Teddy cheered. He dug into the bag again. "Two tractors!" 
 "What did you get, Lily?" Keith asked. 
 She pulled something out of the gift bag. "A book of dolls." 
 "Paper dolls—two books of paper dolls. I thought you might want to share with Beth-Beth." 
 "Okay," Lily said, handing one of the books to her cousin. 
 "I got a color book and colored pencils," Cassie said. She hugged Savannah, then Michael. "Thank you. This is the kind of color book I like." 
 Savannah smiled. "I heard." She said to the younger girls, "You have colored pencils, too. You can color your paper dolls's clothes." 
 "All right!" Bethany shouted. 
 "Oh, Adam," Savannah said, handing him a bag. "We brought you something too." 
 The eleven-year-old took the bag and said quietly, "Thanks." 
 "Better look inside and see if you want it," Michael teased. 
 He did as his dad suggested, then looked up, wide-eyed. "A fish scale. Is that what it is, Dad? A fish scale?" 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Oh boy, now we don't have to guess what our fish weigh. This is awesome! Thanks Dad. Thanks Savannah." 
 As the children examined and shared their gifts with each other, Savannah asked, "Have you met any of our neighbors?" 
 "Yes," Holly said, "a few of them." She motioned to the left. "That couple both teach school in Phoenix. They come up here every late spring or summer to cool off and get away from the crowds." She pointed. "Across the way are the Babcocks. They came over from Colorado to connect with their parents, who live in Nevada. And there are a couple of families with children on the other side. Beth-Beth played with one of the little boys earlier down by the water." 
 "By herself?" Savannah asked, glancing at the lake. 
 Holly shook her head. "No. His mother and I walked down with them." 
 "We floated boats," Bethany said. "I got all wet." 
 Savannah tickled the child. "Fun!" 
 Keith nudged Adam. "Ready to do some fishing?" 
 "Yes," the boy said. "I have a new pole." 
 "Is it a good one?" Keith asked. 
 Michael quipped, "We'll soon find out. Are they fishing along the shore or from boats?" 
 "Both," Keith said. "I think we'll do better with a boat, don't you?" 
 "Probably," Michael agreed. When he saw a woman approaching from behind Keith, he greeted, "Hello." 
 Holly turned. "Hi, Tammy. Come meet our family. Savannah and Michael Ivey, this is Tammy Babcock. She and her gang are on the knoll over there in that fancy RV." 
 "Nice," Michael said, scanning the area. 
 "That's sure a big tent," Tammy said, motioning with her head. 
 "We opted for the luxury home for our large group," Michael said, chuckling. 
 "How many of you are there?" Tammy asked. 
 "In our tent," Michael said, "seven, counting the animals." 
 Tammy stared at Keith, then at Michael. "Yup, you certainly are twins." She frowned. "But what did you say your last name is? You have different last names, don't you?" Tammy studied Keith. "Let's see, you're Keith Pettit, right?" She looked at Michael. "And you?" 
 "Michael Ivey." He grimaced. "Yeah, we didn't have the advantage of growing up together." 
 "Oh," Tammy moaned. "That's awful. Were you aware of each other at all?" 
 Keith shook his head. "Not until we met what—two years ago?" 
 "Something like that," Michael said. "Actually closer to three." 
 "That's a sad story," Tammy bemoaned. 
 "With a happy ending," Holly added, cheerfully. 
 "Well yeah." Tammy looked at Savannah, then Holly. "You two could be sisters." 
 The two women grinned at each other, and Savannah said, "That's what we've been told." 
 "Now that's really interesting how twins, who never knew each other, happened to marry the same kind of women—or at least women who certainly resemble each other." She asked, "You two weren't adopted, were you?" 
 "No," Savannah said, chuckling. 
 "Hey, is that a cat?" Tammy asked. "Where'd he come from? Is there a feral cat colony around here? No wait, that one's wearing a harness. Who does he belong to, do you know?" 
 "He's our cat," Savannah said, running her hand over him. "This is Rags." 
 "Our camp cat," Adam said. 
 Tammy glanced at the boy, then asked, "You travel with a cat? That's unique." 
 "I'm not sure how unique it is anymore," Savannah said. "For us it's not, and we know other people who travel with cats. One of them even does extreme sports with a cat." 
 "Crazy," Tammy said. "Hey, actually I read about a cat once who did some rather peculiar things. I believe he was leash-trained and didn't mind riding in the car and things like that. He was obviously more doglike than cat-like." She tilted her head. "I think his name was Rags too." She looked at Savannah. "Wait. Ivey. Savannah Ivey. You're the author!" Tammy kneeled next to Rags and began petting him. "Oh my gosh, I can't believe this. This is that Rags? The one in the book?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "She's working on another book about him, aren't you, Savannah?" Holly asked. 
 "Yes. A sequel to his meowmoirs." 
 "Meowmoirs," Tammy said. "That title cracked me up. My neighbor gave me the book after she'd read it. I really enjoyed it." She looked Rags in the eyes. "You are one interesting cat. I've had cats all my life, but none of them ever behaved like Rags does." She looked at Savannah. "Or did you just make up all that stuff? Is it actually fiction? I can't imagine a cat doing things like that." 
 Savannah raised her right hand. "I swear it's the truth and the whole truth." 
 Tammy laughed. "Well, he sure is something. How cool that I got to meet him. Hey, can I take a picture with him?" 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "Want me to take a picture of you with him?" 
 "I'll just take a selfie. Thanks, anyway." After taking the picture, Tammy stood up. "I'd better get back. Dave wants to walk down and watch the boats come in with their fish loads. I'll see you later. Nice meeting you." 
 "Whew!" Savannah said, after Tammy had walked away. "She could wear out a person mighty quick. Where does she get all that energy?" 
 "Good question," Holly said. She looked at the men, who were deep in conversation. "Hey, you should know there's been a problem with theft here in the campground, and we're being asked to keep our coolers inside our tents—don't leave anything out like towels, clothes, cooking utensils. One couple down the way said someone took their cook stove. Mainly, though, it's food that's going missing—a bag of marshmallows, a box of cereal, steaks…" 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "Do they think it's bears? Are there bears around here?" 
 "Could be, I guess. I don't think anyone's seen it or him or her. Whoever or whatever is taking stuff is pretty sneaky. They seem to come into camp when everyone's asleep." 
 Michael and Keith tuned into the women's conversation, and Keith said, "Sounds like something Rags would do." 
 "Not this time," Savannah said. "He wasn't here when that stuff went missing, and he won't be taking things now that we are here, either." 
 "And you know this because?" Michael teased. 
 "Because he'll be under wraps at all times," Savannah insisted. 
 Michael snickered. 
 Savannah slapped at him and insisted, "Stop it. He'll be a good boy. He's been a good boy so far." 
 "What did he do that was so good?" Keith asked, grinning. 
 "Yeah," Holly said, "Adam was going to tell us about something he did on the way here, right, Adam?" 
 The boy nodded. "He found a deer and Dad didn't have to…" 
 "…give him any medication," Michael said, jumping in quickly. 
 Adam looked at Michael, then said, "Dad hit him with the car." 
 "The deer?" Keith asked. 
 "Daddy made the car go crazy and my baby Alana fell on the floor," Lily said, pouting. 
 "And the deer lived to tell the story?" Keith asked. 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Rags found the deer so Dad could see if he was okay or if…" Adam started. 
 "…if he needed treatment," Michael interjected. 
 "Rags found the deer?" Keith asked. 
 "He sure did," Michael said, running his hand over the cat. 
 "Why not Lexie?" Holly asked amused. 
 "I'm afraid when it comes to tracking, Rags is more skilled than Lexie is. She's a bit frivolous and doesn't seem to have the capacity to stay on track. She might catch a scent, but she doesn't follow it all that well." 
 "That's the Afghan in her," Keith said. "Even though they were bred to hunt, some of them are a little silly—clown-like. Yes, frivolous." He laughed. "So you took Rags to track the deer and make sure he was okay?" 
 "Yes," Adam said, "and Rags found him pretty fast, didn't he, Dad?" 
 Before Michael could speak, Lily said, "He found that lady's dog collar." 
 "And inadvertently, the dog," Savannah added. 
 "So the dog wasn't in the collar?" Keith asked. 
 Lily shook her head. "Rags found the collar and Daddy and Adam found the note. Mommy called the number and the lady brought Millie home." 
 "Oh!" Holly said, more than a little confused. 
 Savannah ran her hand over Lily's hair and said, "That's exactly right." 
 Keith laughed. "I guess you had to be there." 
 "Adam, do you want to make a critter circle?" Cassie asked. "Lily, you and Bethany can help." 
 Lily looked up at her cousin. "What's that?" 
 "It's where you make a circle in the dirt and put food in there. You do it at night. When you get up in the morning you look in the circle at the footprints—you know, like paw prints." 
 "What kind of food?" Adam asked. 
 "It depends on what animals you want to attract," Keith suggested. "Bear food, raccoon food, gopher food, fish food…" 
 "Uncle Keith," Adam complained. 
 But Keith wasn't finished teasing the children. "Hey, maybe that's how we'll catch our limit of fish. We can put worms in the circle and the fish will squirm up here to get them." 
 "What if they squirm back down to the ocean?" Bethany asked. 
 Adam laughed. "That's not the ocean, Bethany. It's a lake." 
 "Oh," she said. "It's big like the ocean." 
 "We're from Colorado, remember?" Keith said. "Our girls can't tell the difference between a puddle and an ocean." 
 "Dad," Cassie whined. 
 Just then Savannah heard a voice behind her ask, "Is that your cat?" 
 She turned quickly and looked around for Rags. She relaxed when she saw him at the end of his leash sprawled out on a beach towel under Holly's lounge chair. "Yes," she said, facing the man. 
 "Well, we'd appreciate it if you'd keep him on that tether there. He's a menace. Who takes a cat camping, anyway?" he cranked. 
 Savannah sat up and shaded her eyes to get a better look at the man. At the same time, Michael frowned. "What do you think he's done, pal? I mean, we just got here and he hasn't been off leash." 
 "Don't give me that," the man huffed. "We found the damage when we returned just now, and this is the only cat I've seen around here." 
 "What damage?" Savannah asked. 
 "Now that I know where you are, you'll get the bill. He scratched the heck out of our tent flap, probably trying to get in there after our chicken." 
 "You have a chicken in your tent?" Keith asked. 
 The man smirked. "Fried chicken, man. What do you think, that I'm an idiot?" 
 Michael and Keith exchanged looks, and Michael said, "Look, I don't know what happened over at your camp, but I can assure you that this cat didn't have anything to do with it. He's been on the leash since we got here about ninety minutes or so ago." 
 The man glanced around. "Yeah, well, maybe the kids took him for a walk and he did it then. What's your name?" he asked, poising a pen against a small tablet. "I want to know where to send the bill." 
 Michael stood up and walked toward the man. "The name's Michael Ivey. We live in Hammond, California, and I tell you this cat did not visit your camp or any other camp in this park." He glanced around. "Which one's yours, by the way? We'll keep an eye out over there when you're away in case someone or an animal bothers anything. What's your name, by the way?" 
 "Jeff. The wife and I are down the way there in the blue tent." 
 "Okay, Jeff. Thank you for your cordial visit. I hope you have a good time while you're here." 
 Jeff looked at Michael, glanced around at the others, and stared one more time at Rags before walking away. 
 Michael peered down at Rags, and shook his head before sitting down. "He doesn't even do anything and he gets into trouble." 
 The others chuckled at the irony. 
 
 **** 
 "Can me and Cassie take Rags and Lexie for a walk?" Adam asked the following morning as the women prepared breakfast and the men cleaned up around the camp. 
 "Cassie and I," Savannah corrected. 
 "That's what I said," Adam countered. 
 She grinned at him. "Sure." She gestured and suggested, "Walk that way. I'd rather you stay away from that campsite over there." 
 "Where that cranky man stays?" Cassie asked. 
 Savannah nodded. She called after the children as they trotted off with the dog and the cat, "Eggs and bacon will be ready in about ten minutes. Check your watch, Adam." 
 "Hon," Michael said, "where's Teddy's red truck?" 
 Savannah looked around. "I don't know. He was playing with it over in that dirt pile last night." She frowned. "Did I forget to bring it in when we went to bed?" She asked the younger girls, who were having a pretend tea party, "Lily, have you seen Teddy's red truck? You didn't take it to your tent last night did you, Beth-Beth?" 
 "No," Lily said. 
 Bethany shook her head. Suddenly she jumped to her feet. "The critter circle!" she shouted. "Did anybody look in the critter circle?" 
 She clasped Lily's hand and the two youngsters ran toward where they'd left food for the nighttime visitors. 
 Keith wandered after them. "What did you girls find?" he asked. "Did we have a critter visit?" 
 "No," Bethany said disappointed. "A person visit. Look, Daddy, there's a shoe design." 
 "Yeah," Lily grumbled, "a big shoe." 
 "Well dang," Keith looked more closely and invited the girls to join him. "Check this out," he said. "There are tiny critter prints on the shoe print." 
 "Yeah," Bethany squealed. She spoke in a squeaky voice, "A tiny mouse?" 
 "A mouse. How cute," Lily said. She called out, "Mommy, we got a mouse print." 
 "Or it could be a chipmunk," Keith said. "Or a small skunk." 
 "Ewww," Lily and Bethany said in unison. 
 "Do you smell anything?" Keith asked. 
 The girls shook their head. 
 "Then maybe a squirrel or a …" 
 "I like chipmunks," Lily said. She then asked, "What's that?" 
 Keith and Bethany looked where Lily pointed outside the circle where they'd sprinkled bits of dry cat food and graham cracker crumbs. Bethany recoiled. "A lion!" she said wide-eyed. 
 "Yeah, a lion foot," Lily imitated. 
 Keith grinned at the girls as they huddled together. "Or it was a furry old sneaky, creaky dog," he said, tickling both girls to make them giggle. 
 "A dog?" Lily asked. 
 "Yeah, like maybe a dog named Lexie?" he said. 
 Lily looked more closely. "That's Lexie's foot?" 
 Keith nodded. "Could be." He suggested, "Wait there; I have something to show you." When he returned, he opened a small guide showing animal prints and together the trio attempted to identify the designs in the soft dirt. 
 It wasn't long before Savannah called, "Breakfast's ready." 
 Michael cautioned, "Don't say that too loudly, we might get some freeloaders." 
 "What's a freeloader?" Lily asked, joining them. 
 Michael poked her in the tummy. "Other campers who forgot to bring food, and who are hungry and want to eat our food." 
 "Oh," Lily said, looking around suspiciously. 
 "Oh," Bethany imitated. 
 "Did you find Teddy's truck?" Savannah asked. 
 "No truck," Teddy said, frowning. "My truck bye-bye." 
 Michael picked up the child. "Yeah, if we left it out, someone may have taken it. But who would come into our camp like that and run off with a little boy's toy, for heaven's sake?" 
 "A big man," Lily said, wide-eyed. Michael looked at her, and she explained, "A man's foot is in our creature circle." 
 "Critter circle," Bethany corrected. 
 "Are you sure one of us didn't walk across there?" Michael asked. "Or maybe Adam did. His feet are getting big." 
 "I didn't see anyone go in that direction," Holly said. She shuddered. "So you think someone sneaked onto our campsite last night and took Teddy's truck? Is anything else missing?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "I think we put everything either in the car or inside the tent. I missed Teddy's truck, darn it. I guess Tammy's advice is valid—keep our things locked up. Lesson learned, right?" 
 "Yeah," Keith said, "at Teddy's expense. Poor kid." 
 "He has other trucks locked in the trailer," Michael said. "I'll get one out for him after breakfast." 
 The two families finished eating and were cleaning up and planning their day when Jeff walked up. "Hey, your cat was at our camp again last night. This time I saw it and I can tell you it was your cat. You really shouldn't be letting that thing run around bothering other campers." 
 "Well, Jeff," Michael said, approaching him, "I told you once and I'll tell you again, it wasn't our cat. See that pen over there? Our cat spent the night inside that pen in the tent with us. When we got up this morning he was still latched inside there." Before the man could speak again, Michael said, "I have to admit that this cat is a troublemaker. He gets into more trouble than you can even imagine, but I know he has not visited your campsite since we've been here." 
 "I saw him, buddy," Jeff snarled. He pointed. "It was that cat. I heard something and looked out in time to see him running off with a package of freeze-dried bait." He smirked and said, "I'll bet he didn't eat any breakfast this morning." 
 "Oh yeah?" Michael said, stepping back. He nodded toward where Lexie and Rags were eagerly eating from their bowls. "He looks hungry to me." Michael faced the man again and suggested, "Hey, next time that cat visits, would you get a picture? If you still insist it was our cat, bring the picture to me, then we'll talk, okay?" He turned away dismissively. "Have a nice day." 
 "Okay, you jerk," Jeff said, "I will. I'll get a picture. You'll see what you're stupid cat's been doing behind your back." 
 Michael and Keith chuckled between themselves as Jeff walked away. Keith asked, "Are you sure Rags isn't getting out?" 
 "Sure am," Michael said. "He's blaming the wrong cat." He looked up to the sky. "For the first time probably ever, Rags isn't the culprit." 
 Savannah smiled at her husband, then asked for everyone's benefit, "What's it going to be today, a hike or fishing?" 
 "Hike," Cassie called. 
 "A hike sounds good to me," Holly agreed. "What about you, Beth-Beth?" 
 "What's a hike?" the child asked. 
 "A walk in the hills and mountains," Keith explained. 
 "Yes, a hike," Bethany said. 
 "Adam?" Michael prompted. 
 "I like both, Dad. I can't decide." 
 "Okay, then we'll decide for you. Let's take a hike. Does anyone object?" 
 Just then they heard a loud meow. Everyone looked at Rags and laughed. 
 "Was that his vote?" Holly asked. "Was it a yay or a nay?" 
 "Neigh?" Adam repeated, laughing. "Aunt Holly, that's what a horse says." 
 Everyone burst out laughing and Michael slapped Adam on the back. "Good one, Son." He added, "Okay, a hike it is." 
 "What are you going to do with this guy?" Keith asked, scooping up Teddy and lifting him over his head. 
 "We have his umbrella stroller and his carry pack. He'll probably walk part of the time," Michael said. 
 "And Rags?" Keith asked. 
 Savannah picked up a backpack. "He'll ride in this when he gets tired of walking." 
 "Can I carry him in that?" Adam asked. 
 Savannah raised her eyebrows. "Sure, if you want to, but I wouldn't advise it for too long. He's heavy." She asked, "Everyone got their hiking shoes on? Grab a bottle of water and a baggie of granola—I put cranberries, nuts, coconut, pumpkin seeds, almonds—all kinds of goodies in there. Everyone have a backpack?" 
 "Mommy," Bethany said, "would you carry my water and granola in your pack?" 
 "Sure, honey," Holly said. 
 "Are we taking a lunch?" Adam asked. 
 Michael tousled the boy's hair. "Hungry already?" 
 "No," he said, "but I will be." 
 Everyone chuckled. 
 "Well, I've been thinking ahead, too, and here's what I thought we'd do." Michael unfolded a small map. "Let's take this trail. It's suited to wheelchairs and strollers and it's not too steep, but there are some pretty views along there. So bring your disposable cameras. Everyone got their camera that Aunt Holly brought you?" 
 At that the kids scrambled to find their cameras. When they returned, Michael said, "Okay, moving right along." He pointed to a spot on the map. "See this? It's a fork." 
 "A fork?" Bethany questioned. "Is that where we'll have lunch?" 
 Michael chuckled. "A fork in the trail. We'll take this branch…" 
 "Tree branch?" Lily asked. 
 "Work with me, people," Michael joked. "We'll go in this direction, and voila! There it is…" 
 "What?" Adam asked, confused. 
 "Lunch, that's what," Michael said. "The Deer Lodge. That's where we'll have lunch." Referring to the map again, he added, "It should take us a couple of hours to get there, then we can eat and chill. After lunch, we can ride a shuttle back down here to the campground if you want to. Sound like a fun plan?" 
 Everyone cheered. 
 As the others milled around gathering their packs and filling them with water bottles and granola, Savannah looked at Holly. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" 
 "It depends," Holly said. "Are you thinking about the time we took the Jeep ride all the way to that mountain town—what was it called, Pine Mountain or Pine Crest or something? We got there tired, hungry, and almost out of gas, only to find the town abandoned. No food, no gas, no restrooms. That was an excursion from hell." 
 Savannah winced. "Yes it was. So do you think we should make some sandwiches?" 
 Holly grinned. "Let's do." 



Chapter Seven
  
 The families had been strolling along the trail with a frolicking dog, an inquisitive cat, a busy toddler, and four enthusiastic children for more than an hour. 
 "Two steps forward and one step back," Keith recited when Teddy turned and ran down the trail in search of a bigger stick. 
 "Big stick!" he shouted. "I want the big stick!" 
 "I'll help him," Adam offered, running after the two-year-old. "He found it right where he dropped it!" Adam called, taking the younger boy by the hand and leading him back. 
 "Can I have my water now?" Bethany asked. 
 "Sure, honey," Holly said, removing her backpack and handing the child a water bottle. 
 "Me too," Cassie said, preparing to remove her backpack. 
 "Here it is," Savannah said, pulling the bottle from the outside pocket of Cassie's pack. 
 "Thanks." 
 "Want yours, Adam?" Savannah asked, reaching for his bottle. 
 He nodded. He took a long swig, then asked, "Do we have more water bottles?" 
 "Yes," Keith said, "and I hope you'll all be drinking them; this pack's heavy." 
 "So you have the water in there, huh?" Savannah said, grinning. "Hey, let's give the animals a drink while we're stopped. Adam, turn around and let me get their bowl, would you?" 
 She edged a collapsible bowl from the boy's pack and offered water to Rags, then Lexie. She took a long swig herself, then handed the empty bottle to Keith. "I'll take a fresh one now." 
 "Great," he said. "Anyone else want water, while I have the pack off?" 
 "Is Rags okay?" Holly asked as everyone prepared to continue up the trail. 
 Savannah gazed at him and chuckled. "Oh, it looks like he urfed up a furball." She kicked Rags's leavings into a shrub, then petted the cat. "Feel better?" she crooned. "Why didn't you tell us you had a tummy ache?" 
 "I doubt it was bothering him," Keith said. "Those urfy moments seem to come up sudden-like. He's okay. Only…" 
 "Only what?" she asked. 
 He frowned. "What's he up to now?" 
 "Does he want that disgusting thing back?" Holly asked. 
 "When Savannah saw the cat pushing his way into the brush near where she had deposited his furball, she tugged on the leash. He didn't budge, so she started to pick him up, then suddenly jumped back. 
 "What is it?" Adam asked moving closer. "A snake?" 
 Cassie backed away. "A bear?" 
 "Bear?" Bethany shrieked, grabbing Lily's arm. 
 Holly pulled the younger girls away from the brush and held them next to her while Michael and Keith moved forward to see what Rags had found. 
 "Pick him up," Michael instructed. 
 Savannah, not wanting to get any closer to the brush, tugged on the leash again, but Rags held his ground. So Michael picked up the cat and handed him to her. 
 "Got a light?" Keith asked, trying to see into the brush. 
 Michael retrieved a miniature flashlight from his pocket. "Will this do?" 
 Keith laughed. "Guess it'll have to." He shined the light into the dense brush, finally saying, "Good God!" 
 "What?" Michael asked, moving forward. He squinted into the brush, then spoke quietly, "Well, I'll be." 
 "What is it?" Savannah hissed. 
 "Can I see, Dad?" Adam asked. 
 "Lizard?" Teddy squealed. "Snail?" 
 "No, buddy," Michael said. "It's a cat." 
 "A mountain lion?" Cassie asked, jumping behind her mother and holding onto her. 
 "'Fraid not," Keith said. "Just an ordinary pussy cat." He reached into the brush. "Are you a nice pussy-cat?" 
 "Careful," Michael cautioned. "It could be injured or sick." 
 "Yeah," Keith said, "and certainly alone and far from civilization. How'd you get way out here?" he crooned, reaching into the dense brush for the cat. He motioned to the children, saying, "Quiet now. Let's see if she'll let me touch her." 
 Within moments, Keith stood up with a tortoiseshell cat in his arms. "She seems friendly. What in the world are you doing out here all by yourself?" he muttered. 
 "Gosh, she looks in good health, doesn't she? What do you think happened?" Michael asked. 
 Keith scratched his head. "Hard to say, but it appears she somehow became separated from her family. Poor thing. Savannah," he said, "let's give her some of that water." 
 "Sure." She released Rags to the ground and handed Adam the leash. "Hold onto him, will you?" 
 "Want some water?" Keith asked, lowering the tortie to the ground and pouring water into the collapsible bowl. 
 "Look at her drink," Adam said. 
 "Yeah, I wonder how long she's been out here," Keith said. "I wish we had something to feed her. How much farther to the restaurant, Michael?" 
 Michael looked at his map. "As close as I can tell, about a mile and a half." 
 "We can get her some food there," Keith said. "Didn't you say there's a town around the caf&?eacute;?" 
 Michael nodded. He said, "We have cat food, don't we, hon?" 
 "Just kibbles," Savannah replied. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah and Holly exchanged looks and Holly said, "How about some cheese?" 
 "You have cheese?" Keith asked. 
 "We have ham-and-cheese sandwiches and peanut butter sandwiches," Savannah admitted. 
 "Why?" Michael asked. 
 "Just in case," Holly said flippantly. She dug into her backpack and pulled a slice of cheese off one of the sandwiches. 
 "Not too much now," Michael cautioned. 
 "How's this?" Holly asked, holding up a small piece of the cheese. 
 "Good. Break it into smaller pieces and see if she'll eat it," he suggested. "Let's give her some of those kibbles, too." 
 "Poor kitty," Savannah said. "She was hungry. I wonder if she'll ride in the pack." 
 "Probably," Keith said. "Let's give it a try." 
 "What about Rags?" Michael asked. "He's been on the leash for quite a while now. How about we put him in Teddy's pack and Teddy can ride in the stroller—or…" 
 "Yeah," Keith said chuckling, "put him in the stroller and Teddy in the pack. Take your pick." 
 Michael grinned. "I think I'd rather carry Rags. Teddy has become a tad heavier than the cat." 
 
 **** 
 "The restaurant is open," Holly squealed when they approached the small community a short while later. 
 "Yay!" Adam cheered. 
 "Yay!" Bethany mimicked. 
 "I'm going to have a hamburger," Adam announced. 
 "Sounds good," Michael agreed. He looked around. "Hey, there's a store. Who wants to go see if they have cat food? I'd like to get something more substantial in this little girl's tummy." 
 "Cassie and I'll go," Adam said. He held out his hand. "Got money? How many cans?" 
 "Just one of those larger cans. Maybe two if they're the small ones." 
 Adam looked the tortie in the eyes. "What's your favorite—chicken, beef, fish?" He said to Cassie, "My cat, Tiger, likes chicken best." 
 "Then chicken it is," Michael said. 
 Within minutes, the families had fed the cat and offered her more water, then washed up and settled around a large table on the wooden deck outside the restaurant. Rags, who had also eaten a little lunch, slept in his pack on the floor, and the tortie lay on top of Michael's pack under his chair. Lexie sat next to Adam. They had just finished placing their order when the server caught sight of Rags peering out from inside the pack. 
 "You have a cat?" she asked. "Someone was in here a while ago looking for a cat. Did you find that one someplace?" 
 "No," Savannah said, this one's ours, but we did find a cat a little while ago." She pointed at the tortie. "That one." 
 "Oh," the server said. She pulled something out of her apron pocket. "This is the one that's missing. Yeah, looks like that one, doesn't it? Cool. Where'd you find it?" 
 "A mile or so back along the Ridge Trail," Michael said. He took the picture from Savannah and showed it to Keith. They agreed that the cat they'd found resembled the one in the picture. "Do you have information about the owner?" Michael asked. 
 The server nodded. "Yes, here's his cell phone number." 
 Savannah took the paper from her and glanced at it. She creased her brow. "This number looks familiar. Do you know this person's name?" 
 The server shook her head. "No. I think he told me, but I kinda forgot. I was busy when he was in here this morning." 
 "How'd he lose the cat?" Keith asked. 
 The server smiled. "Now that's an interesting story. He said he met up with a wild animal on a hike with the cat—like a wolf or bear, or maybe it was a javalina." 
 "And the cat ran away?" 
 "No," she said. "He tossed the cat into the brush to hide her. He said he thought the thing might be after the cat and he wanted to protect the cat, you see. But when the thing ran off, then he couldn't find his cat. I guess this happened yesterday. He went out early this morning looking for her and he found his way here, hoping that she had, too. He's one of those extreme sports guys—you know, he doesn't stay in campgrounds. He camps in the wilderness, which in this area can be quite wild." 
 "Cody!" Savannah shouted. When the others looked at her, she said, "I think that's Cody's cat, Luna." She looked down at the cat and said, "Luna?" She laughed. "Did you see that? She responded. Oh my gosh, Rags found Cody's cat! That's why the phone number looked familiar. I talked to him just a few days ago. He called me with his new cell phone number and he said he was taking Luna somewhere, but he hadn't decided where yet. What a coincidence." 
 "So you know this guy?" the server asked. 
 "I think so," Savannah said, placing the call. 
 "Okay, I'll put your order in," the server said, walking away. 
 "Yes, please," Michael said under his breath. 
 Meanwhile Savannah said into her phone, "Hi, Cody, this is Savannah. Where are you?" 
 "Well, you probably won't believe this, but I'm hiking around in northern Nevada looking for my cat." 
 This cat?" Savannah asked, having texted a picture of Luna to him. 
 "Yes, that's Luna. Where did you get the picture?" he asked. 
 "I just took it with my phone," she said, chuckling. 
 Cody was silent, then said, "Do you mean…are you saying…?" 
 "Yes, Rags found Luna about a mile and a half from the Deer Lodge. We're here now having lunch with her." 
 "This is unbelievable!" he said. "Oh my gosh, I'm not too far away. I'll be right there. How is she?" 
 "Seems fine," Savannah said. "She was thirsty and hungry. She's sleeping now under Michael's chair. I'm sure she'll be excited to see you." 
 "Thank you, Savannah. Thank you so much. Oh, I just can't believe this. Hey, stay put; see you in a few." 
 
 **** 
 The campers were still talking about the coincidence when they returned to their camp later that afternoon. Savannah quipped, "So, Rags, what do you think about Luna, the extreme adventure cat?" 
 Keith chuckled. "He didn't seem impressed." 
 "No he didn't," Michael agreed. "I think he was jealous." 
 "Jealous?" Savannah asked. "Why?" 
 "Well, he finally met his match—or maybe his superior," Michael said. 
 "What are you talking about?" Savannah challenged. "Luna has nothing on Rags." 
 "Actually," Keith said, "neither one of them showed much in the way of skill or talent today. Rags rode most of the way in the pack and so did Luna." 
 "That's because they're smart," Adam offered. When the others looked at him he said, "If I could fit in Teddy's stroller, I would have rode, too." 
 Michael nudged the boy playfully and teased, "Yeah, right." 
 Adam grinned, then asked, "What's for dinner?" 
 "You just ate," Savannah reminded him. 
 "That was miles ago," Adam said. 
 "But you didn't walk those last miles, you rode them on the shuttle," Michael reminded him. 
 "I walked a bunch of miles today," he said. 
 "Want a sandwich?" Savannah asked, pulling a small soft-pack cooler from Holly's backpack. "We still have sandwiches." 
 Adam thought about it for a moment, then asked, "What's for dinner?" 
 "Considering your options, are you?" Keith asked, laughing 
 "Huh?" Adam said. 
 "Don't want to burn any bridges?" Michael said. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah asked, "Let's see, we're having fish tonight, right? Did anyone catch any fish?" 
 Adam's eyes grew larger. "No. We didn't even go fishing yet. Do we have time to go fishing?" 
 "Well, how about fish tomorrow night, then," Savannah said. "We can have limas and ham tonight with cornbread." 
 Michael frowned. "Do you have time to cook that, hon?" 
 "It's already cooked," she said. "Holly made it at home and kept it on dry ice. All we have to do is heat up the beans and butter the cornbread." 
 "I'll have only half sandwich then," Adam decided. "Got peanut butter and jelly?" 
 Savannah rolled her eyes. 
 Just then they heard a man's voice. "Your cat got out again." 
 Savannah turned to see Jeff standing at the edge of their campsite. 
 "Oh?" she said. 
 "Yeah, he was in our camp again," Jeff insisted. 
 "When?" Savannah asked smugly. "Did you actually see him this time?" 
 He shook his head. "No, but he took another bag of bait and he spilled a carton of cream my wife left out and licked up most of it." Jeff looked around and finally spotted Rags sitting just inside the opening to the Iveys' tent, watching Lily and Bethany play with their dolls. "Look at his face; he probably has traces of cream on his whiskers." 
 "When did this take place?" Savannah asked. 
 "Sometime today. We left after lunch and just returned, so within the last three or four hours." 
 "Well, we just returned too, after being gone all day," Savannah said. 
 "Then I guess the cat got loose while you were gone," Jeff surmised. 
 "He was with us," Savannah said. 
 Jeff smirked. "So you say." 
 "He found a lost kitty," Cassie said. 
 "Way up in the mountains," Adam added. 
 "You took him up into the mountains?" Jeff asked, disbelieving. "Sure you did," he said sarcastically. "Are you trying to say the cat hikes with you, or did you go up in your car?" 
 "We hiked over to the Deer Lodge," Michael said. He stepped closer to Jeff. "If you need corroboration, I'm sure you can get it from the people over there." 
 Jeff glanced around, sputtered a little, and asked, "So how long ago did you get back? Maybe he came over to our place when you weren't looking." 
 "He's been on the leash since we got home," Savannah said. She insisted, "It wasn't our cat." 
 Jeff looked around at the others and huffed, "Okay, then, I guess I'll have to snap a picture of him in the act before you'll believe me, you stubborn fools." 
 After watching him walk away, Michael and Keith grinned at each other. "Stubborn fool," Keith mimicked. 
 Savannah picked up Rags and snuggled with him. "Poor kitty. You're being wrongly accused. That's not right, is it?" She faced the others. "I wonder what makes him think it's a cat that's bothering his things when we're camping amidst probably a lot of wild animals." 
 "That's city-folks for you," Holly said. She grinned mischievously. "I'd like to catch a picture of whoever or whatever it is and shove it down his…" 
 "Holly," Keith scolded. 
 "Well?" she responded indignantly. 
 Keith turned his attention to Michael again. He glanced at Adam. "Hey, we have a little daylight left, shall we wet our lines?" 
 "Wet on our lines?" Adam questioned. 
 "Drop them in the water," Keith said. "See if we can catch a trout or two for tomorrow's breakfast." 
 "Let's do it," Michael said. "Who wants to go?" 
 "Go where?" Cassie asked, looking up from a book she was reading. 
 "Fishing," Keith said. 
 She looked at Adam. "Are you going?" 
 "Yeah," he said, picking up his pole. "Do we have bait?" 
 "I go?" Teddy said, running to Michael. 
 "Oh," Savannah said, "how about you and I take a little nap out here in the lounge chair under the umbrella?" 
 "No nap!" Teddy insisted. 
 Keith looked into the tent where the younger girls were playing. "Looks like they're aptly entertained." 
 Holly smiled and nodded. She smoothed Cassie's hair from her forehead. "You had a big day. Why don't you stay here and keep me company?" 
 Cassie snuggled against her mother and nodded. "I'm tired." 
 Keith grinned. "Maybe tomorrow, huh, Cassie-girl? You and me tomorrow." 
 The child nodded and picked up her book. 
 When Rags walked up to Keith and meowed, he laughed. "You want to catch a fish, boy?" 
 "Yeah, well," Michael said, "I think he'll do best staying behind." 
 "I agree," Savannah said. "He's had a big day, too." To the cat she crooned, "You stay here with us, Ragsie. We'll rest with Teddy." 
 "Okay, three of us then," Michael said, picking up his tackle box. "Let's go, men." 
 "We aren't there yet?" Keith quipped, following behind Michael and Adam. 
 
 **** 
 Later that evening as the campfire began to flicker and the children began to yawn, Savannah announced, "I'm ready for bed." 
 "Yeah," Holly said. "Can you believe how worn out you can get after a day of camping?" 
 "No," Savannah said, "but I'm sure looking forward to snuggling in my little bed in there." She stood up. "See you all in the morning." 
 "Wait," Holly said, pointing. "What's that?" 
 "What?" Savannah asked. 
 "I don't know," Holly said, creeping toward Savannah. "I saw something moving around down there at Jeff's camp. "What is it?" She gasped. "It's not Rags, is it?" 
 Savannah turned quickly toward their tent. She shook her head. "No, Rags is still in his pen all settled down for the night. See him there?" 
 "I do. So what is it? Is it a cat?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah grabbed Holly's arm. "Let's get a light and go see, shall we?" 
 "Okay," Holly said, although with reservations. 
 "What are you girls whispering about?" Keith asked. 
 Holly pointed. "There's something walking around down at Jeff's campsite. I think they're already in bed. Their tent's all closed up and their campfire's just smoldering. We're going down to see what it is." 
 "Got your phone?" Savannah asked. "We want to get a picture." 
 "Sure," Holly said, pulling it out of her pocket. 
 The women had just made their way to Jeff's campsite when they heard a sound. "There," Savannah hissed. "What is that?" she asked, trying to catch it in the light. "Take a picture. Take a picture." 
 "I can't see it," Holly whispered. "It's too dark. Where'd it go?" 
 "Just aim and snap. You're bound to catch it." 
 "Shine the light over there," Holly instructed, pushing Savannah's arm to the right. 
 "There it is," Savannah said. "Take the picture." 
 "I think I got it," Holly said. "Let's scram." 
 When the women turned to leave, however, Savannah felt her shin hit up against something. She tried to walk forward, but she tripped and fell, landing on a lawn chair, which collapsed and caused an awful racket. "Oh no," she whimpered. 
 "Are you okay?" Holly asked, panic in her voice. 
 "I think so," Savannah said. "Let's get out of here." 
 Before she could pull herself together, they heard a gruff voice shout, "Who's there?" 
 The tent flap opened and Jeff stuck out his head. He shined a light in the women's direction. "What in the hell?" Obviously angered, he stepped outside, stood rigid, and spat, "Looking for your cat?" 
 "No," Savannah said, attempting to get her footing. She used her light to see what had tripped her up. A trap, she thought. "You booby-trapped your campsite?" she challenged. "Why did you do that? Are you trying to hurt someone?" 
 Jeff laughed. "Well, I caught you in the act, didn't I?" He looked around. "So where's your cat? I want to see evidence that it's your cat that's been bothering things over here." 
 Just then they heard a woman's voice. "What's going on, Jeff?" 
 "Nothing," he growled. "Go back to sleep." 
 But she had already walked out into the open. "Hi," she said, "can we help you?" 
 "Hi," Savannah said. 
 Holly waved weakly. 
 "I'm Savannah; this is Holly. We saw something moving around over here and we just wanted to find out what it was." She looked at Jeff. "I know you're eager to catch the critter that's been damaging your things. We…um…well, we thought we could help." 
 "By breaking into our campsite?" he complained. 
 "Oh, Jeff, simmer down," his wife said. She nodded and smiled at the women. "I'm Lacy, by the way. Nice to meet you." 
 "It's their cat that's causing all the trouble over here," Jeff told his wife. "I'm sure of it." He glanced around using the light. "Where is he?" When Jeff didn't see the cat or any other critter, he said, "He must have run home already." He looked at Savannah. "Now why don't you do the same?" 
 Meanwhile, Holly tapped her phone screen. "Wait," she said. "I may have gotten a picture of it. Yeah, here's one." She squinted. "Well, it's kind of dark, but maybe I can lighten it. Savannah can you give me some light?" 
 "There," she said, looking at her phone. She started to show it to Jeff, then looked again and said, "Uh-oh." She dropped the phone to her side. 
 "What?" Savannah asked, picking up Holly's hand and looking at the phone. She frowned and looked back at their campsite. "No way," she said. "That can't be…" 
 "So it is a picture of your cat, isn't it? I knew it!" Jeff hooted. 
 "It's not my cat, I tell you," Savannah insisted. 
 "Yeah, yeah. Listen," Jeff grumped, "why don't you go back to your place and let us get some sleep." 
 "Nice meeting you," Lacy said sweetly as the two women turned to walk away. 
 "Thank you," Savannah said, waving a hand. 
 "I want to see that in a good light," Savannah said, once they'd returned to their campsite. "It shows part of what looks like a cat, and darn if it isn't the same color as Rags." She looked at the pen and saw that Rags was still inside sleeping. "But there he is. It couldn't be him. What are we dealing with here, anyway—a Rags lookalike?" 
 "Now that would be weird, wouldn't it?" Holly said. "What would be the odds?" 
 "There's no figuring the odds when Rags is involved." Savannah moaned. "You should know that by now." She let out a sigh. "Oh, this is just plain embarrassing. Holly, we have to catch that cat." 
 "How?" Holly asked. 
 "I'm not sure, but let me think about it. I'm certain we can figure out something. I absolutely must exonerate poor Rags." 
 
 **** 
 "What are you girls scheming there?" Michael asked the following morning after the two families had enjoyed a pancake breakfast at their campsite. 
 "Oh, well," Savannah stalled. "We saw something at Jeff's camp last night and we walked over there to see what it was. Holly took a picture to prove to Jeff that Rags wasn't the one bothering his stuff, but there's a bit of a problem." 
 "What?" Keith asked, amused. 
 Holly held out her phone. "Look at the picture we got." 
 "Mind you," Savannah added, "Rags was in his pen sleeping when we left here and when we returned." 
 Keith took the phone, stared into the screen, then handed it to Michael, saying, "Looks mighty suspicious to me." 
 "Yeah," Michael said. "It's not a very clear picture, but dang, it sure could be Rags." 
 "But it's not," Savannah insisted. "It's some intruder trying to frame him." 
 Keith chuckled. "Good one, Savannah." 
 "Okay," Savannah said, "Holly, I think what we discussed last night is going to be our best chance if we're to exonerate Rags." 
 "Uh-oh," Michael complained. "What are you two planning now? Is it legal?" 
 "Yes, it's legal. Michael, I'll just bet there's a feral cat colony out here someplace, or maybe the camp host or the people who live in that cabin at the entrance have a cat that happens to be the same color as Rags." 
 "All we can see in this picture is his hind end," Holly said. "We need to get a look at that cat's face." 
 Savannah nodded. "So we have to catch him." 
 "Catch him?" Keith asked. 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "If we show that weirdo Jeff both cats together, he has to believe us." 
 "Do you really think that will make a difference?" Michael asked. "Guys like him never back down. There's probably no way in heck that you can convince him something different than what he wants to believe, even if you're able to show him absolute undeniable proof." 
 "Yeah, I've known guys like that," Keith said. "Difficult, that's all I can say." 
 "Yet he has the sweetest wife," Savannah said. 
 "You met her?" Michael asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, Lacy. Really nice gal." 
 "Oh, she has problems," Keith cranked. 
 "What do you mean?" Holly asked. "Have you met her?" 
 "No, but if she lives with that nincompoop, something must be wrong with her," Keith explained. 
 Savannah and Holly refrained from responding. Instead, Holly asked, "So, Savannah, what do you have in mind? Sit up all night and try to get a better picture of the offending cat?" 
 "Or go in search of a feral cat colony?" Keith asked in jest. 
 Savannah pointed a finger at Keith. "Now there's a good idea." 
 "Thanks a lot, buddy," Michael complained. 
 Keith grinned and joked, "Well, it would keep them busy and out of our hair." 
 "And who watches the kids while they're doing that?" Michael asked. 
 Keith winced. "Oh, good point." 
 "Well, I think we should start by asking around," Savannah said, "you know, to see if anyone else has seen any cats." 
 "Okay," Holly agreed. "That ought to be fairly safe and straightforward." 
 Savannah continued, "Maybe we can find a humane trap somewhere in the area. We'll set it near Jeff's and Lacy's camp and catch the culprit." 
 "Good thinking," Holly agreed. 
 "Okay, then, let's get started," Savannah urged. She asked, "So Michael, what are your plans for this morning?" 
 "Well, I guess I'm going to keep an eye on the kids for a while," he said. 
 Savannah kissed him on the cheek. "Thanks, hon. We shouldn't be gone long." 
 "I'm going with you?" Holly asked. 
 "Well yes, you don't expect me to go by myself, do you?" 
 Holly looked at Keith. 
 "Go on," Keith said. "This would be a good time for us to take the kids on a nature hike. We'll help them collect stuff, and maybe you gals can come up with ideas for making things—you know, crafting with nature." 
 Holly smiled. "Sounds like a good idea. See you in a bit." She started to speak to Cassie when Savannah grabbed her sweatshirt sleeve. "Come on, let's go." 
 "Do we have a plan?" Holly asked once they'd scrambled into the car. 
 "Kind of. I thought we'd speak to the folks at the camp caf&?eacute; and bait shop. They might know who we should talk to and even possibly whether there's a feral cat colony in the area." 
 When Savannah pulled up in front of the small caf&?eacute;, Holly said, "We didn't have to drive here. We could have walked." She stared at the building for a moment. "I wonder how the food is in there. It's kind of a cute place, isn't it—rustic." She looked at Savannah again. "So why did we bring the car?" 
 "Because we don't know how far this trek will take us, and if we can find a trap…" Savannah started. 
 "Yeah, we don't want to schlep it all over the campground." Holly winked. "Good thinking as usual." 
 Savannah grinned at her. "Hello," she said to the young man at the counter upon entering the camp store and caf&?eacute;. 
 "Hi," he said. "What can I get for you?" 
 "We're after information. I'm wondering if there's a feral cat colony here at the park someplace." 
 "A what?" the young man asked. 
 "Are there any wild cats or stray cats around here that you know of?" 
 "I see a cat now and then, why?" he asked. 
 Savannah looked around the store. "Is there anyone here who might know something about the stray cats?" 
 "Um…well, my aunt feeds cats in her yard," he said. 
 "Oh!" Savannah said encouraged. "Is she here? Could I talk to her?" 
 "She isn't here yet." He chuckled. "She's probably feeding the cats." 
 "Where does she live?" Savannah prodded. "I'd sure like to talk to her." 
 "Are you staying here?" the young man asked. 
 "Yes," she said. "We're at Wolf Camp." 
 "Did you see that cabin off to the side when you drove into the park?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 He smiled. "That's where my aunt lives. The cats just come out of the ponderosas behind her place. Yeah, if you want to see cats, this is probably a good time to visit." He picked up his phone. "Shall I tell her you're coming? What exactly is your business, anyway?" 
 "Um…I think we'll just take our chances, if it's okay. Thanks." 
 As the two women left the caf&?eacute;, Holly said, "Their food looks really good. I think we should to eat in there some time before we leave." 
 "Oh, in the caf&?eacute;?" Savannah asked. "You saw some of the food?" 
 Holly nodded. "Yes, a server walked right past us with two plates of steaming sausage links, beautiful sunny-side-up eggs, and what I think were freshly made potato pancakes. It all looked really yummy, and I'm not even hungry." 
 "Yeah, we can eat there. Sounds good to me," Savannah agreed. "Let's go see about the aunt's cats, shall we?" 
 The two women stood on the porch of the log cabin for several moments waiting for someone to answer their knock. Finally Savannah said, "If she's feeding cats, she might be in the back. Come on, let's go see," she suggested, leading the way around the side of the cabin. 
 Holly pointed. "There she is, out near that foresty area. Look! There are cats all around her." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "Gosh, maybe we should wait until she finishes feeding. I don't want to disturb the cats. How many are there, anyway?" 
 "At least eight, maybe ten. Oh, here comes another one. Yeah, there are a lot of them," Holly agreed. 
 It wasn't long before the woman saw them. She waved and called, "Hello. Do you want to see me? Ben said you want to talk to me about cats." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. She smiled. "You have a lot of furry friends there." 
 "Not as many as there could be," the woman said as Savannah and Holly walked closer. "I'm the TNR specialist in these parts." She explained, "That means trap, neuter, and release." 
 Savannah nodded. "Bless you." 
 The woman offered her hand. "I'm LouAnn, by the way." 
 "I'm Savannah," she said, shaking LouAnn's hand. "This is my sister-in-law, Holly." 
 LouAnn nodded. "How can I help you ladies?" 
 "Well, I have a cat with me and he's being accused of getting into trouble at Wolf Camp. I'm certain it's not him and I'm just wondering…" 
 LouAnn rolled her eyes. "Oh, that's gotta be Dino." She leaned forward to explain, "For Dean Martin." She chuckled. "I name them all for singers. I have Frank Sinatra, of course, Barbara Streisand, Bobby Darren, Nat King Cole, Judy Garland…" 
 Savannah smiled. "Clever." She looked around. "So he travels all the way from here to cause trouble at Wolf Camp?" 
 "Oh no," LouAnn said, "he doesn't congregate with the others here in the colony. Dino has his own agenda. In fact he's taken a few of my motley crew with him." She giggled. "He's set up his own harem on the west side there. He's sassy and independent enough that he wants to find his own food and shelter. I guess he doesn't like the rules here." 
 "Rules?" Holly asked. 
 "Well yes," LouAnn said. "I insist that the cats mind their manners. There's no squabbling on my watch. Mind you, I make sure there are plates for each cat and plenty for them to eat. Dino marches to his own drummer, and he's not good at sharing." She smiled. "So what's he been doing to get people riled over there? You say you have a cat with you? Is he bothering your cat?" 
 "No, actually," Savannah said. "At least not so far, but my cat is being unfairly blamed for some damage and thievery that could be Dino's work, I guess." 
 "Oh, that boy!" LouAnn exclaimed. "He is stealthy and bold. He doesn't mind intruding and he can do damage. If you have time I can show you some of the things he damaged here on my property before he left." She looked into the distance. "I'd really like to get him and his lady friends back where it's safe, and where he isn't liable to get himself into any trouble that he can't get out of." 
 "So you want him back?" Savannah asked, wide-eyed. 
 "Oh yes. I haven't been able to get him neutered yet, and that's part of the problem with him." 
 Savannah glanced at Holly, then asked, "LouAnn, do you have a humane trap?" 
 "Why yes," she said, "a couple of them." 
 "Could we borrow one?" Savannah asked. "I'm pretty sure we can trap Dino for you. You could take him in for neutering and vaccines, then turn him loose out here. I see that you have some enclosures where you could keep him for a while if he needs convincing to stick around." 
 LouAnn looked surprised. "You know how to trap a feral cat, do you?" 
 "Savannah and her husband are veterinarians," Holly explained. 
 Savannah nodded. "And I've helped manage a couple of feral cat colonies." 
 LouAnn raised her eyebrows. "Really? You know, if you could capture Dino, I'm pretty sure Ella Fitzgerald and Peggy Lee would return on their own." 
 Savannah and Holly tittered at the names. Savannah said, "Great. Let's see what we can do to make that happen and maybe exonerate my poor cat." She frowned. "Seriously, I'm afraid that enraged camper's going to put a hit out on Rags." 
 LouAnn leaned forward, "Are you sure it isn't that animal or whatever or whoever it is doing all that thievery over in Wolf and Raven camps?" 
 Savannah glanced at Holly, then asked, "What do you mean, LouAnn?" 
 "Haven't you heard about the thief running loose over there? And from what I hear, it can't be a cat, because he or she is hauling away some pretty large items." 
 "I guess we can't be sure," Savannah said, "but it seems to be cat-like damage that's being done. Jeff is most upset because the cat or whatever keeps walking off with his fish bait." 
 LouAnn snickered. "Oh yes, Dino is a real rascal when it comes to taking things. When he was with me—well, with the other cats in the trees there, he—at least I'm pretty sure it was him—well, he'd take my laundry. Sometimes I'll dry dishtowels or an apron by tossing them over a shrub in my yard. I can't tell you how many of them vanished. My nephew will sometimes go into the ponderosa area and find those things. Of course I have to launder them again." LouAnn turned away. "Let me show you where that trap is. I'll leave it to you younger gals to cart it off." She stopped. "You will bring it back, won't you?" 
 "Of course," Savannah said, "and I hope with the cat inside." She asked, "Now is Dino grey and white—mostly grey?" 
 LouAnn nodded. "Yes, he has a mostly white face and chest." 
 "We got a picture of a cat last night, but only the back of him. Show her, Holly," Savannah suggested. 
 "Yup," LouAnn said. "I can't be entirely certain—that's not a great photo—but it sure could be Dino." She smiled. "Yeah, I'd like to have him back here where both he and the campers are safe." She winced. "My sister and brother-in-law probably won't let me stay on if I don't somehow corral that cat. They run the place here, you see, and they don't like getting complaints about the cats. I'd hate to have my cats taken away." She teared up. "I mean, what would happen to them? They'd have to be euthanized, and that would be a tragedy. They're wonderful beings—healthy now and happy in their world. As independent as they are, they still need people or a person to watch over them—you know, take them to the veterinarian when they develop an abscess, keep up with their vaccines as much as possible, and feed them regularly. Yeah, they sure do need me and I have to tell you, they're an important part of my life." She took a breath and said, "Ben and I have even created shelters out among the trees where the cats can get in out of the weather and hide from larger predators." 
 "What lucky cats," Holly said. 
 "Yes," LouAnn continued as she led them around to the other side of the house and into a garage, "we make them out of large plastic bins, picnic coolers, wooden pallets…all kinds of things." LouAnn pointed. "There are a couple of traps. Take whichever one you want." 
 Savannah smiled. "You're doing a wonderful thing here with these cats. Bless you." She and Holly picked up one of the traps and carried it to the car. LouAnn followed them. 
 "Thank you so much," Savannah called. "Hopefully we'll be back with Mr. Dean Martin tomorrow." 
 "Well, I wish you luck," LouAnn said. "It's been awfully nice meeting you both." She looked at her watch and said, "I'd better get ready for my shift at the caf&?eacute;." 
 "You work there?" Holly asked. 
 "Yes, it's my social outlet. I meet so many nice folks that way." 
 "It looks like they serve some lovely meals," Holly said. 
 "Oh yes, they have a top-notch chef, as far as I can tell. Breakfast is his specialty. You must come for breakfast sometime." 
 "I think we will," Savannah said. She slipped into the car and waved. "Thank you again. See you soon." 



Chapter Eight
  
 "Got the trap set?" Michael asked that evening after the children had gone to bed. 
 "Yup," Savannah said, petting Rags, who was curled up in her lap. 
 Holly laughed. "I don't know what animal would want to get close to that smelly food you put in there." 
 "That's the best way to lure a cat," Keith explained. "The food's gotta be disgustingly stinky." 
 "Hey," Savannah said, facing Michael, "how about we go out for breakfast?" 
 "Now?" he asked. 
 "No, silly, in the morning. They have great-looking food at the little camp caf&?eacute;." 
 "Already tired of cooking?" Keith asked, laughing. "I mean, you didn't have to cook tonight. Us guys grilled the steak." 
 Savannah and Holly exchanged looks, and Savannah said, "And the steaks were delicious. Good job, guys, but who do you suppose made the potato salad, the corn salad, and the blueberry crisp?" 
 "Oh yeah," Keith said, looking sheepish. He agreed. "Yes, I think we should go to the caf&?eacute; for breakfast." 
 "Sure," Michael said, "it would be something different and give the camp chefs a break." He patted Savannah's leg. "Ready for bed?" 
 She yawned. "Sure am. Are you ready, Ragsie?" she asked, petting him. 
 "What does he hear?" Keith asked when he saw the cat prick up his ears. 
 Savannah listened intently. "I don't know—the frogs and crickets? Wait, there's something rustling around in those trees." 
 "Probably a raccoon coming out to see what's for dinner," Michael suggested. "Or an old owl just waking up." 
 "Probably," Savannah said. "Let's put you in your pen all safe and sound, shall we, Ragsie?" To the Pettits, she said, "See you all in the morning." 
 
 **** 
 Savannah, carrying Teddy, was first to emerge from their tent the following morning. Michael soon followed, and he took the dog and cat for a walk away from camp. When he returned, he said, "Rags sure doesn't like to soil his litter box if he can help it." 
 Savannah chuckled. "No, he doesn't. That's probably because it's so close to him there in his pen. Actually, I appreciate it when he holds off until we take him out. Otherwise it could get rather smelly in our tent, even as big as it is." 
 "Yeah," Michael said, "he and Lexie have their own room. Now that's luxury." 
 She laughed. 
 "What's funny so early in the morning?" Keith asked, joining the others. He reached for Teddy, who fell into his uncle's arms. The toddler showed him the pinecone he'd found. "What a treasure, buddy," Keith said. "What are you going to do with that?" 
 "Ride it in my truck," he said. He turned to Michael. "Where's my truck, Daddy?" 
 "In the garage," Michael quipped. "I'll go get it." 
 When Holly joined the others, she yawned and asked, "Did we get him?" 
 "Oh, the cat!" Savannah exclaimed. "Yes. Didn't you hear the commotion last night? I was afraid we'd wake the entire Wolf Camp." 
 "No," Holly said, wide-eyed. "What happened? Why didn't you come get me?" 
 "No need," Michael said. "We handled it." He shook his head. "That guy is one wild bundle of fur. Glad he's not going to be my patient." 
 "So he's in the trap?" Holly asked, looking toward where they'd set it. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes. I think we should move him closer so we can keep an eye on him. We sure don't want anyone to let him out." 
 Michael snickered. "Yeah, whoever's dumb enough to try that might walk away with a bloody stub where their hand used to be." 
 Holly cringed. "He's that wild? I wonder if LouAnn knows that." 
 "She seems to be familiar with him. She probably does," Savannah said. "Or maybe he behaves that way only when he feels trapped. Some cats are like that." 
 "Keith, want to help me move the beast?" Michael asked. 
 "Sure," Keith said, standing Teddy on the ground and walking off with his brother. 
 "I want to see him," Holly said, taking Bethany's hand and following the men. 
 "Gone," Michael said, looking down at the trap in disbelief. 
 "What?" Holly said. 
 "Someone let the cat out and they took our towel, too." 
 "Towel?" she questioned. 
 "We covered the trap to help comfort him," Michael explained. 
 Keith shook his head and muttered, "But who would let him out of there?" 
 "The cat may have had a convincing story," Michael joked. "The passerby couldn't resist him." 
 "So why did he take your towel?" Holly asked. 
 Michael shrugged. "To wrap around his bloody hands after he tried to make friends with the devil cat?" He examined the trap. "All we can do is set it again. Why don't we move it closer to our camp, then maybe no one will mess with it." 
 "Well, that's disappointing," Savannah said after the others had returned and shared the news. She peered into the trap and chuckled. "Looks like he ate all the food, so maybe we can lure him in there again." 
 "Ewww," Holly said. "We're going to put that disgusting food right outside our tents?" 
 "Only if we want to catch the cat," Savannah said, "and I sure do." She asked the others, "What's our plan for today?" When no one responded, she asked, "We're going to breakfast at the little caf&?eacute;, right?" 
 Everyone agreed. 
 She looked at Michael. "Then are you guys going fishing?" 
 "We might," he said. "Want to go?" 
 Savannah hesitated, then said, "Well, I was thinking maybe after breakfast we could set the trap and some of us can hang around here to see if he'll walk into it again. This would also be a good time to have a craft party with all the interesting things the kids have found around here." 
 "I find cone," Teddy squealed, showing it to Savannah. 
 She picked him up. "You sure did, and it's a beauty." She asked Bethany and Lily, who had just crawled out of their tents, "Want to do crafts this morning after breakfast?" 
 "Yay!" Bethany cheered. 
 Lily copied her. "Yay, crafts!" 
 "Okay then, we'll set the trap later this morning." Savannah frowned. "I'm determined to get a good picture of the cat to show to that stubborn man. Then maybe he'll believe that Rags isn't doing anything." 
 Michael clapped his hands together. "Shall we trot on down to the caf&?eacute; and have some of that delicious breakfast?" 
 "Let me get the kids dressed," Savannah said, leading the younger children into their tent. 
 "No campfire?" Adam asked, joining them. "No apple-cinnamon pancakes or fried cornbread?" 
 "No, buddy," Michael said. "The gals want the morning off. Can you imagine that?" 
 Savannah removed her phone from her pocket. "A text from Sondra." She read, "'Col. Bowls's attorney has submitted a bunch of papers explaining their argument for Rags being his cat. I'm afraid his documents look awfully similar to yours when it comes to showing the cat's history. Same mother, same trajectory to being adopted. Savannah, it's not looking good for us at this point. Is it possible that you adopted Rags after he was stolen from Mr. Bowls?'" 
 Savannah slumped into a chair and stared down at her phone. She continued reading, "'But what the law is on a situation like this, I don't know yet. My concern is the colonel's determination and persistence. Today I plan to study similar cases, if I can find any. I hope you are enjoying your vacation. Don't worry. We'll do everything we can.'" 
 "Oh, is that the guy you told us about who's suing you because he thinks Rags is his cat?" Holly asked. "Could he actually take him from you after all this time?" 
 Michael winced. "Cat ownership is a grey area, although the old belief that cats are free agents and can't be owned has been relaxed quite a bit in most states." He shook his head. "The man could make life difficult for us if he wanted to, I guess." When he saw that Savannah was weeping, he walked up behind where she sat, put his hands on her shoulders, and kissed the top of her head. "I'm sure it'll be okay, hon." 
 She turned in her chair and faced him. "Michael, that scammer read my book. That's where he got all that information about the shelter and the pet store and Angel." She became more excited. "I didn't name the shelter or the pet store. That's going to be our saving grace," she insisted. "If he can't identify those details correctly, he won't have a case, right?" 
 "Could be, I guess," Michael said. "So you think he made up his story based on what he read in your book? He wants Rags that badly?" 
 She said more sternly, "Michael, you know how many people have come out of the woodwork trying to get their hands on Rags. Sure, I believe someone would do something like that." She slapped her hands against her thighs, stood up, and started pacing. "Oh, that makes me so mad." She turned and grinned at the others. "But if his only evidence is what he found in my book, we've got him. Yes, if that's all he has, he has no case," she said. "Hey, now let's go get breakfast, shall we?" 
 "What is it, Savannah?" Holly asked a little while later as the two families sat around a large table at the camp caf&?eacute; making plans for the day. 
 "Huh?" Savannah muttered. "Oh, um, I don't know." 
 Holly looked across the room. "You were staring at that man over there. Do you know him?" 
 Savannah frowned. "I don't think so. It's just that…" 
 "What, hon?" Michael asked. 
 Savannah glanced at the man again, then leaned toward the others. "I'm pretty sure I saw him sneaking around the campsites last night. After we got the trapped cat settled, I got up with Teddy. I think he had a tummy ache…" 
 "He did?" Michael asked. "Why didn't you wake me?" 
 "Oh, he was okay. I just held him until he felt better. But while we were lying together on the lounge chair outside, we heard something." She chuckled and patted Teddy's hand. "He thought it was a fox. He had it in his mind that a fox was going to eat the food we left for the wild critters." She looked at Adam. "I believe he got that idea from you." 
 Adam grinned and took another bite of his biscuit. 
 Michael smiled at the toddler. "Was it a fox, Teddy?" 
 The boy shook his head and shoved a slice of strawberry into his mouth. 
 "I don't think so," Savannah said. "I'm pretty sure it was a man creeping around out there. If what I saw in the dim light was correct, he had a beard and he was wearing a brown or tan jacket and a knit beanie. When I saw that man just now, I wondered if it could have been him." 
 "So you think he's our thieving prowler, do you?" Keith, asked. 
 Holly glanced toward the man and hissed, "He's coming over here." 
 Savannah held her breath as the man she'd been eyeing walked up to their table. 
 "Is this your cat?" he asked. He kneeled next to Rags. "I've seen him around the campground." He smiled at Savannah. "It's not often you see a camping cat." 
 When the man seemed to be waiting for an explanation she said, "He doesn't like to be left behind when we go somewhere." 
 "And he's so naughty," Michael joked, "we can't find anyone to take care of him." The man cackled. He petted Rags, then stood up. "Well, I think it's nice when a pet gets to hang out with his family even away from home. It makes them more well-rounded." 
 "That he is," Keith said, "well-rounded." He nodded toward Savannah. "The cat's had such an interesting life that she's written books about him." 
 "No kidding," the man said, grinning at Savannah. 
 She squirmed in her seat. Not wanting to strike up a conversation with him, she simply nodded, then began cutting Lily's fruit into smaller pieces. 
 "He's right friendly," the man said, watching Rags rub against his legs. When no one responded, he said, "Well, I'd better get a move on. Thanks for letting me make friends with your cat. By the way, I'm Freddie. Been making my home here for the last three months. Sure do enjoy meeting folks and their animal friends." He looked at Savannah. "What's your name? Maybe I'll look up your book." 
 Reluctantly, she replied, "Savannah Ivey." 
 "And these are your children?" He addressed Lily. "What's your name? Do you have a name as purty as your mom's?" 
 "Lily," the child said quietly. 
 "Yes, that is a pretty name. Lily is a flower, you know." He motioned toward Keith. "Is this your pop?" 
 Lily shook her head. She pointed at Michael. "That's Daddy." Acknowledging Keith and Holly, she said, "That's my aunt and uncle." 
 He looked across the table at the other two little girls. "And you are?" 
 "Cassie," the eight-year-old said. She nudged her sister. "That's Bethany." 
 When the man stared down at Adam, he sat up straighter and prepared to speak, but Lily beat him to it. "That's Adam and that's Teddy; my brothers." 
 Freddie motioned between the children. "So you're cousins? I never had a cousin," he said. "Is it fun having cousins to go camping with?" 
 Almost all of the children nodded. 
 Lily said, "We saw a bear and a raccoon." 
 "Two raccoons," Bethany corrected. "We feed animals at night and look at their footprints in the morning." She widened her eyes and added, "Wild animals." 
 "Yeah," Cassie said, "Once we saw wolf prints." 
 "That wasn't a wolf," Adam said. "It was Lexie." 
 "Lexie?" Freddie asked. "What kind of animal is that?" 
 "Our dog," Adam explained, motioning toward Lexie, who lay behind Michael's chair. She ate the food we left for the wild animals." 
 Freddie laughed. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah impatiently scooted her chair away from the table and started to remove Teddy from the high chair. "We'd better get back to camp." She asked curtly, "Is everyone ready?" 
 Freddie stepped back. "Well, nice meeting you all. Hope you have a great time here." 
 Michael acknowledged the man and watched him walk away. "What was that about?" he asked Savannah. "You were borderline rude." 
 "Michael," she hissed, "I'm certain he was sneaking around our camp last night. It was him. What do you suppose he was doing? I'm going to talk to the Babcocks." 
 "Who?" he asked. 
 "You know, Tammy and Dave, the couple across from us a ways." 
 "Why?" he asked. 
 "I want to find out if they're missing anything. It sure looked to me like he was going through their stuff." 
 "Maybe it was a bear," Keith suggested. "By the size of him and the color of his clothing, he could be mistaken for a bear in the dark." He thought for a moment and added, "Or vice versa." 
 Savannah shook her head. "It was him. I'm sure of it." She looked down at Rags. "But I'm confused." 
 "About what?" Holly asked. 
 "Why was Rags so cordial to him?" 
 "Why wouldn't he be?" Michael asked. "He likes a good fur-ruffling." 
 "But Rags doesn't like criminals—you know, bad people—people who do bad things. You've seen him growl and back away from strangers for no apparent reason. Often we find out later that the man or woman has harmed someone in some way." When the others seemed skeptical, she said, "I know Rags. He has built-in criminal-detection radar." 
 "Really?" Keith said, amused. 
 "You've read his memoirs, haven't you?" Savannah asked. 
 Holly laughed. "His meowmoirs? Yes, we have." 
 "Then you guys know about his knack for reading people, and I have to say I've never known him to be wrong." Savannah stared in the direction Freddie had gone. "That man behaved like a thief last night. I'm sure it was him I saw creeping around the Babcock's campsite, yet Rags didn't react to him at all. That's just plain weird." 
 "Maybe Freddie has made friends with Rags behind our back," Michael suggested. "He sneaks up at night and feeds Rags treats before he goes out on his burglary spree." 
 "Into our tent?" Savannah screeched. She wrapped her sweatshirt around herself more tightly. "He'd better not be doing that." 
 "Or," Keith said, "Freddie isn't the culprit who's terrorizing the campground and making off with our belongings." 
 Adam looked around at the others. "I think he's nice." 
 "Me too," Cassie agreed. 
 "Have you children met him before?" Michael asked. 
 Cassie shook her head. 
 "No," Adam said. 
 "Oh," Savannah said, pointing. "There are the Babcocks." 
 "Looks like Tammy's coming over here," Michael said. He greeted her with a smile. 
 The round-faced woman acknowledged Michael and the others, then crouched next to Holly. "Are you folks missing anything this morning?" 
 Savannah responded, "I don't think so, but I was going to ask you the same thing." 
 "Really?" Tammy said. "Well, it's the strangest thing. We left a cooler out last night." She looked sheepish. "I know it's against the rules. We stayed up kind of late and I forgot to drag it inside. A rack of ribs and a pound of bacon are gone, plus a blanket that I'd draped over a chair to dry yesterday." 
 Savannah looked toward the door where she'd seen Freddie go and said, "I think I know who's taking all that stuff that's gone missing." 
 "Who?" Tammy asked. 
 "Now, Savannah," Michael cautioned, "you don't know that for sure." 
 "Yes, I think I do know—" she looked down at Rags, "…except…" 
 "What?" Tammy asked. 
 "Well, I thought I saw a man snooping around your camp last night when I was up with our son." 
 Tammy gasped. 
 "He came in here a while ago and introduced himself to us." 
 "Did you ask him if he took anything?" Tammy asked. 
 Savannah winced. "No. I wasn't absolutely sure, but the more I think about it…" 
 "Who is it?" Tammy asked, looking around the restaurant. "I mean, a few campers are missing some pretty expensive things. Tad, over the knoll from us, has to go into town and try to find another bicycle pump." She motioned across the room. "Someone took the Campbells' kids' plastic ride-on toys and some of their dog's food." 
 "Really?" Holly said. "Did you know that family on the other side of us lost a bundle of wood and all their s'mores ingredients?" 
 "Yes," Tammy said. "So who is it, Savannah?" 
 "I think his name's Freddie, only…" 
 "That older gentleman with the beard and beanie?" Tammy asked. 
 Savannah tilted her head. "You know him?" 
 "Well, I've met him. He's a pretty friendly old guy. Loves the dogs." She grinned down at Rags. "And the cats, I suppose." She frowned. "You think he's the one taking stuff? What would he want with kids' toys, that horseshoe set that went missing, and the Levens's first-aid kit?" 
 Savannah shrugged. "I don't know, but it sure looked like it was him sneaking around your camp last night." 
 Tammy stared at her for a moment. "Well, we'll keep an eye on him." She looked around the table. "Does anyone know where he lives? Is he camping here, or what?" 
 "He says he's living here, but I don't know where that might be," Savannah admitted. 
 "We can ask around. Someone might know." 
 Holly said, "I thought he was the camp host or something—you know, like the greeters they have at some department stores. He seems to be familiar with everyone." 
 "But why…" Savannah started. 
 "What?" Tammy asked. 
 "Well, I just wonder why our cat likes him." 
 Tammy looked down at Rags. "Why wouldn't he?" She chuckled. "Did Freddie take something from him?" 
 "Not that I know of," Savannah said, "but Rags is usually a pretty good barometer when it comes to human nature. He's been tested often over the years, and I can't remember a time when he was wrong. So the fact that he seems to like Freddie really puzzles me." 
 Tammy stared at Savannah for a moment. "So what do you think he was doing in our camp, if not taking those things?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "I sure don't know." 
 "The mystery just gets more mysterious," Holly said. 
 Savannah looked down at the cat. "Rags and I have been involved in some convoluted cases. I'm sure that between all of us campers and Rags we will resolve this one. Let's keep our eyes and ears open." 
 "Will do," Tammy said. "Take care, guys. Enjoy your day." 
 Savannah called after her. "You too." She watched as Tammy joined her husband at a table across the room, then she saw a familiar figure. It's that Freddie guy, she thought.  I'd sure like to know his story. So where exactly does he live? In a camper? What was he doing late at night snooping around other people's camps? The fact that some campers' things are missing from there is even more suspicious. But Rags did not react negatively to him at all. That is puzzling. 

 "I'll bet Freddie did it," Savannah said quietly, as the two families walked back to camp after breakfast. 
 "What?" Michael asked. "Did what?" 
 "He let Dean Martin out of the trap." 
 "Dean Martin?" he repeated. "What are you talking about?" 
 Holly laughed. "That's the name of the cat we caught last night." 
 "Dean Martin?" Keith repeated. 
 "Yeah," Holly said, "Dino." 
 "Hmmm," Keith said. "I guess if Freddie has been around here for any length of time, he probably knows…" he chuckled, "the king of cool." 
 "What?" Holly questioned. 
 "That's what he was known as," Keith explained, "the king of cool." 
 "Freddie?" Adam asked. 
 "No, Dean Martin," Keith said. 
 "Who's that?" Cassie asked. 
 "Yeah, who's that?" Adam asked. 
 Savannah smirked playfully at her brother-in-law, then answered the children, "That cat we caught last night." 
 
 **** 
 The women and children had been working on crafts around the camp table for an hour or so when they heard a loud metallic snap. 
 Cassie jumped. "What was that?" 
 Lily grabbed her mother's arm and Bethany looked at Holly for reassurance. 
 "The trap!" Savannah exclaimed. 
 "Holy moly," Holly said, "I thought it was a gun. That was a sharp crack, wasn't it?" 
 Savannah slid off the bench seat. "Let's go see what we caught." When the children scrambled to get down, she said, "You all stay here. I'll go get the trap and bring it closer. Then you can take a look, but you need to do it real quietly, okay?" 
 "Want help with the cage?" Holly asked. 
 "I might." Just then Dave Babcock walked past. 
 He waved. 
 "Hey, Dave," Savannah called, "could you help us with something?" 
 "Sure," he said. He chuckled. "Have the guys abandoned you this morning?" 
 She nodded. "Yes. They're fishing." 
 "That's where I'll be in about…" he looked at his watch, "fifteen minutes. So what do you need?" 
 "Well, we caught a feral cat and…" 
 "A what?" he asked. 
 "A feral cat. You know, a homeless cat," Savannah explained. "There's a woman here who cares for a colony of cats and this one got away from her. He's been causing a few problems here in the campground, and I told her I'd catch him and bring him to her. We just heard him, or some other animal, trip the trap, and I want to bring it closer to our camp." 
 "Oh," Dave said. "Well, show me what you have." 
 Savannah led Dave to the trap. She took one look and said, "Yes, that's him. Let me cover him with this towel. Could you move him up there next to our tent, please?" She asked. "Sure would appreciate it." 
 Dave stared down at the snarling cat. "Is it safe?" 
 "There's a handle on top," she said. "If Holly and I were to carry it, we'd have to each take an end, and that could be hazardous. But if you grab the handle, towel and all, there should be no problem." 
 "If you say so," Dave said, gingerly following her instructions. 
 "Put it right here," Savannah said as they returned to their campsite. "Thank you so much." 
 "You're welcome," he said, turning to walk away. 
 Holly called, "Hey, come back up here this evening and we'll buy you a beer." 
 "Thanks," Dave said, waving. 
 "Now what?" Holly asked when Savannah picked up Teddy. 
 "The kids wanted to see him." She motioned. "Come on guys. Hold hands, and be quiet. One look and then I'll cover him back up so he won't be frightened." When she saw Cassie holding back, she asked, "Are you coming?" 
 "No, I'm good," she said. 
 "I see cat," Teddy chirped. 
 "Me too," Lily and Bethany chimed. 
 "So what do you think?" Savannah asked, walking the children back to the table moments later. 
 "That is one scary cat," Bethany said. 
 "'Cause he's scared," Lily explained. 
 Teddy curled his fingers to look like claws and growled. 
 "Is that what the cat sounds like?" Holly asked, chuckling. 
 "Yes," Teddy said, snarling again. 
 
 **** 
 The fishermen returned mid-afternoon eager to show off their catch. 
 "Can we have fish for dinner?" Adam asked. "We have enough fish, don't we, Dad?" 
 "Enough for dinner tonight and breakfast tomorrow," Michael reported. 
 "Yay!" Adam and Cassie cheered. 
 "How about fried potatoes to go with the fish?" Savannah suggested. 
 "And corn on the cob?" Holly added. 
 "Sounds good," Keith agreed. He looked at Holly. "Are you gals going someplace? We just got back." 
 "That's why we're going now," Savannah said, dangling the car keys in her hand. 
 "Where?" Michael asked. 
 "Well, we'd like to deliver the cat," Savannah explained. 
 "You caught him again, did you?" Keith asked. 
 She nodded. 
 "Daddy," Teddy called, "kitty mad." The toddler imitated a snarling cat once again. 
 Michael and Keith laughed. 
 "Did you call LouAnn?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "She's eagerly waiting for him." 
 "What if he runs away from her? How's she going to keep him there?" Holly asked. 
 "I saw a large catio off to the side of her house. I imagine she'll keep him in there until she can get him to the vet and then while he recuperates. After that it could be a challenge keeping him home, but she may have some tricks up her sleeve." She nudged Holly. "Well, let's go deliver Dino to his new home." 
 "Maybe he'll sing her a song tonight," Keith joked. 
 "Yeah, that might not be so pleasant," Michael said. "From the sounds of it, this guy's not the crooner his namesake was." 
 "Michael, would you put the trap in the car, please?" Savannah asked. 
 "Sure," he said, walking away. 
 She opened the back of the SUV, then called Adam aside and said quietly, "We thought we'd celebrate your dad's and uncle's birthday tonight. What do you think?" 
 "Yeah," Adam said. 
 "Got your gifts ready?" she asked. 
 He nodded. "Do we have cake?" 
 "How about s'mores?" she suggested. "The girls voted on s'mores." 
 "Yeah, I like those," Adam agreed. 
 "Good." Savannah pointed. "I left some construction paper and stuff on the table there, if you'd like to make cards. You bought gifts at the little store, right?" 
 He laughed. "Yeah, that joke box for Dad and that metal puzzle for Uncle Keith." 
 She squeezed his shoulder and said, "Perfect," before joining Holly in the car. 
 
 **** 
 Minutes later, Savannah waved to LouAnn. 
 "You got the rascal, did you?" LouAnn asked, walking toward the car. 
 "Yes. We had him last night, but someone let him out. We think it was a man named Freddie." 
 "Freddie?" she repeated, appearing stunned. 
 "You know him?" Holly asked. 
 LouAnn nodded. "Do I know him? I was married to him." 
 Savannah and Holly exchanged looks. 
 "Why do you suspect Freddie?" LouAnn asked. "And what's he doing here, anyway?" 
 Holly shrugged, then said, "Savannah saw him sneaking around someone's campsite last night." 
 "What?" LouAnn blurted. "Why would he do that?" Her demeanor softened when she asked, "How does he look?" 
 Savannah thought, then said, "Well, he was wearing a beard, has longish hair, and he wore a knit beanie and a kind of sloppy brown jacket." 
 "What?" LouAnn said. 
 "That doesn't sound like my Freddie. Are you sure?" 
 "Well, he introduced himself as Freddie, and he sure was interested in my cat." 
 "Pshaw," LouAnn spat. "He doesn't care about cats. That's what broke us up mostly, was the cats." 
 "That's odd," Savannah said. 
 "So what does your former husband look like?" Holly asked. 
 "I'll show you a picture," she said, pulling her phone out of her pocket. 
 "Oh," Savannah said. "That doesn't look like the Freddie we met, does he, Holly?" 
 She shook her head. "No, different Freddie, I guess." 
 "Do you have a picture of this man?" LouAnn Asked. 
 "No," Savannah said. "Why?" 
 "Wait," LouAnn said, squinting. "I may know what's going on. Let me check into it. If you're interested, I'll tell you about it later." She laughed. "It's really a rather unique story." She looked at each of the women. "You both seem to like cats. Yeah, I think you'll get a kick out of it." She looked into the car and said, "Well, let me take Dino off your hands and you gals can get back to vacationing with your cat." 
 "And dog, husbands, and five children," Savannah added. 
 Holly chuckled. "Yes, we have a birthday party to go to this evening. And it's going to be quite an event." 
 "Oh?" LouAnn asked, "Whose birthday? One of the children?" 
 Savannah said, "Our husbands." 
 "They have birthdays on the same day? That's unusual, isn't it?" LouAnn asked. 
 "Not if they're twins," Holly quipped. 
 "Are they twins?" 
 The women nodded. Savannah said, "Yes, and this will actually be the first birthday they've ever celebrated together." 



Chapter Nine
  
 "Where'd everyone go?" Michael asked, sitting down next to Keith with a cold beer in his hand. 
 Keith glanced up from stoking the campfire. "I don't know. Hey," he said, "That was some good fried fish we had tonight." 
 "Sure was," Michael agreed. "A meal fit for a king." He leaned back in his chair and gazed at the stars. "Beautiful night, isn't it?" Suddenly he sat up straight. "What's this?" he asked when the children approached in a rush. 
 "It's your birthday, Daddy," Lily said. "Put your head down," she insisted. 
 "Huh?" Michael questioned. 
 "Put your head down," Cassie repeated. "Lily has something for you." 
 "Yeah, 'cause you're the king tonight," Bethany added. 
 "It's a crown, Daddy. I made you a crown for your birthday!" 
 "A crown, huh?" he said, smiling. He lowered his head and Lily, with a little help from Adam, positioned the colorful paper crown on Michael's head while Savannah and Holly snapped pictures. 
 "Your turn, Daddy," Bethany said, running up to Keith with another crown. "You're a king, too." 
 "Yeah," Cassie said, "you're both kings tonight, and we're going to have a party." 
 "A party?" Keith exclaimed. "Great. I love parties." 
 The men watched as the women lined up with the children and they all began to sing and dance. "Happy Birthday to you—and you, Happy Birthday to you—and you…" The men laughed loudly and took pictures as the group attempted to follow what appeared to be a loosely choreographed routine. When Adam bumped into Teddy and knocked him down, Holly picked up the toddler and continued the dance with him in her arms. 
 "That was…" Keith started, once the others had finished the song, "that was unbelievable." 
 "You gotta believe it," Michael said, still laughing. "We recorded it. It really happened." 
 Lily ran up to Michael and said, "We have presents, Daddy. Want a present?" 
 "I sure do, punkin," he said. 
 "Get the presents!" Lily called. 
 "Yeah, where are the presents?" Bethany asked. "I want to get my presents for Uncle Michael and Daddy." 
 "Right here," Savannah said, returning with Lexie's bed, which was heaped with gifts, both wrapped and unwrapped. 
 "My goodness," Keith said. "That's a lot of presents." 
 "They're for you and Daddy," Lily said. She ran to Savannah. "Where's my present, Mommy?" 
 "Let me set this down on the table, then we'll sort them out and each of you can give your gifts, okay?" 
 "Okay," Cassie said. "Can I help?" 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "Let's put all of Uncle Michael's gifts here and your dad's gifts here." 
 "Yeah," Holly said, "and they can take turns opening them." 
 "What if they don't want to take turns?" Bethany asked. 
 Savannah poked her playfully. "Hey, who's in charge here? We are. They have to do what we say, right?" 
 Bethany giggled. 
 Teddy climbed up onto the bench. "My present," he said. When he didn't see it on the table, he cried, "My present, Mommy?" 
 "I have it right here," she said, showing it to him. "I didn't want to wrinkle it." She asked the others, "Shall we let the youngest go first?" Under her breath she added, "Before this one completely destroys his gift." 
 "Probably a good idea," Holly agreed. "They seem to have the least patience." 
 "Okay, Teddy, it's your turn. Do you want to give your gift to Uncle Keith first or Daddy?" 
 Teddy stared at the gifts in Savannah's hands. He looked up at her, then down at the gifts. Finally, Savannah said, "How about Uncle Keith? Want to give Uncle Keith his gift first?" 
 "Okay," he said, picking it up and running to his uncle. The toddler tossed his gift at Keith. 
 "Hey, buddy," Keith said. "I hope this isn't breakable." 
 "No," Teddy said. "It's a rock." 
 "Oh, that's why you threw it," Keith said, laughing. 
 "And a picture," Teddy said, picking it up off the ground. "I make picture." 
 After all of the gifts had been shared, everyone had their fill of roasted marshmallows and chocolate, and the fire was just smoldering, the two families spread blankets on the ground, lay down together, and watched for shooting stars. It wasn't long before the youngest children fell asleep and had to be carried to bed. The others soon followed, each of them filled with joy and feeling deeply blessed. 
 
 **** 
 The Iveys had been asleep for several hours when Michael sat up straight. "What the heck?"
he mumbled, awakened by the sound of a scuffle outside their tent. He shimmied out of his sleeping bag, pulled on a pair of jeans, and slipped out into the night. "What's going on?" he hissed upon seeing his brother holding a man in a headlock. 
 "I caught this creep rifling through our stuff," Keith snarled. More excitedly, he hissed, "help me tie him to this chair. Grab Cassie's jump rope there." 
 "No need for that," the intruder complained as the brothers tied his hands behind his back and secured the rope to the chair. "I didn't take anything. Just let me go on my way." 
 "Not a chance," Keith said, double-checking the knots. "You just stay put while we decide what to do with you." 
 "Call 911," Michael said when Savannah joined them. He frowned. "What are you bringing the cat out for?" 
 "He was restless," she said, taking in the scene before her. 
 Michael glanced at Rags, who was walking around at the end of his leash, then said again, Savannah, call 911. Tell them we have a prowler." 
 "I'm no prowler," the man said. "Just let me explain, will you?" he pleaded, trying to break away from the chair. 
 "Explain what, Freddie? You were inside our tent for cripes sake!" 
 "Yeah," Michael growled, "what in the heck were you were doing?" 
 Freddie huffed nervously. "It isn't like you think." He smiled down at Rags and murmured, "Hi, kitty-cat." 
 Rags emitted a purrrt and rubbed against Freddie's legs. 
 "Get your cat," Michael said, after Savannah had finished the call. 

That's odd,  she thought, watching Rags interact with the prowler.  I just can't figure out why Rags likes Freddie so much when he's obviously the one who's been sneaking around the camp stealing from us. It doesn't make sense in light of what I know about this cat. But then there's a lot that doesn't make sense lately. 

 When the intruder made another move to stand up, Keith hissed, "Sit down. Wait there for the police." 
 "But I didn't do anything wrong," he insisted. 
 "You're Freddie, aren't you?" Savannah asked. "We met you yesterday, and I saw you taking things from the Babcocks' camp the night before. What's wrong with you?" When Rags rubbed against the man's legs again, she tugged on the leash and said, harshly, "No, Rags." 
 "He's an awfully nice cat," Freddie said, watching Rags butt his legs. "He's so friendly." 
 "And I sure don't know why," Savannah said under her breath. 
 It didn't take long for a park ranger to arrive in his truck. He asked, "Something wrong here, folks?" 
 By then other campers had come outside and were staring at the activity at the Iveys' and the Pettits' site. 
 "This man was trespassing and appeared to be trying to steal from us," Keith said. "In fact, we have reason to believe he has been taking things from other campers." 
 "We've been missing things," a man said approaching. "Is he the thief?" 
 "Just let me explain," Freddie said. 
 "What is it, Freddie," the ranger asked, grinning, "are you looking for a lost dog again?" He looked down at Rags. "Or maybe a cat this time?" 
 "He's done this before?" Michael asked. "You know about his thieving ways?" 
 "Oh yes," the ranger said, stepping out of his truck. He unwrapped the jump rope from the chair and the prisoner's wrists, helped Freddie to his feet, and slipped handcuffs on him." 
 "How do we get our things back?" one camper called out, as the ranger led Freddie toward his truck. 
 "I'm not sure you will," the ranger said. "We've picked him up a handful of times and we've never found anything on him or in his trailer. Nothing." 
 "Well, he should have something on his person tonight," Keith said. "I saw him take our daughter's sunglasses just now. He probably has them in his pocket." 
 "Oh?" the ranger said. "Let's see, Freddie." He began to pat him down, reached into a pocket, and pulled out the child's sunglasses. He handed them to Keith and said, "Gotcha this time, Freddie. Come on, let's go into town and lock you up so these folks can get some sleep." 
 
 **** 
 "Hey, there's LouAnn," Holly said the next morning when she, Savannah, and the little girls walked out of a shop in a town not far from the park. 
 "Hi," LouAnn greeted. "These must be some of your five children." She leaned over and asked, "What's your name?" 
 "Lily," she said. "That's Bethany and Cassie." 
 "Hi, girls." More animatedly LouAnn said, "My students used to call me Miss LuLu." 
 The girls giggled. 
 LouAnn leaned over to engage Teddy, who was sprawled in his stroller. 
 "That's my brother," Lily said. 
 "Cute kids," LouAnn complimented. 
 "How's Dean Martin?" Savannah asked. 
 LouAnn smiled. "That's why I came into town today. I'm going to pick him up from the veterinarian in a bit and take him home to recover. He's actually been a pretty good boy. I just hope he'll stay around this time." She leaned closer to the women. "I hear they picked up the fake Freddie." 
 "Fake Freddie?" Savannah repeated. "His name isn't really Freddie?" 
 "Not when I first met him years ago. His name is actually Alexander Frederick. He was always Alex, but when I married Freddie, whose name was Fred Alexander, Alex suddenly decided he wanted to be known as Freddie." 
 Holly frowned. "That's odd." 
 "Alex is an odd guy," LouAnn said. "He's been wooing me ever since my Freddie left." 
 "Oh really?" Holly said. "Did you know he was a…" 
 "A thief? A burglar?" she said. She nodded, "That's why I keep saying no to him." 
 "Has he been arrested before?" Savannah asked. 
 "Oh yes, and they always slap him on the hand and let him go. What are they going to do, change his behavior? He won't go to a therapist or join a support group. Says he doesn't need that because what he's doing isn't stealing." She looked at her watch. "Oh, I'd better get over to the veterinary clinic and pick up Dino. Dr. Kim doesn't like it when anyone's late. He runs a pretty tight ship over there." 
 "Nice seeing you, LouAnn," Savannah said. "Again, good luck with the cat." 
 "Thanks. Bye." She waved at the little girls. "Bye you cutie pies." 
 "She's nice," Bethany said. 
 "Yes, she is," Holly agreed. 
 "What did she mean when she said Freddie or Alex isn't stealing?" Savannah asked. 
 "Heck if I know," Holly said. She waved. "Hey, there are the guys. Looks like they're ready to go back to camp." 
 When the families returned to the campsites, the men and Adam began assembling their fishing equipment, and Savannah took Teddy into the tent to see if she could get him to take a nap. She called, "Lily, want to come in here with us? I'll read you a story." 
 "Okay," she said, "but I'm not going to sleep." 
 "That's all right. We'll just rest you and me, okay?" Savannah suggested. 
 Lily walked into the tent, looked around, and asked, "Where's Rags?" 
 "What?" Savannah said, turning quickly toward the cage. "What do you mean? He's in his pen, isn't he?" 
 Lily shook her head. "I didn't see him in there when I went to get baby Alana's brush." 
 Savannah leaped to her feet and peered into the pen. She gasped and looked around, then called, "Michael, do you or Adam have Rags out there with you?" 
 "No," he said. 
 She stepped out of the tent. "He's gone, and so is his harness and leash." She walked back into the tent, then returned, saying, "Michael, his food's gone, too. "Oh my gosh, someone came into our tent and took him. Who would do that?" 
 Michael ran his hand through his hair and looked around. 
 "I knew we shouldn't leave him while we went shopping." She frowned. "I wonder if that Jeff creep did something to him. He's had it in for Rags from day one." She checked to make sure she had her phone, then said, "I'm going to have a little talk with him." 
 "Now, Savannah," he warned. 
 "Michael, who else would it be? He swore Rags was bothering his things. We never did tell him about the cat we caught—the one we think is the culprit. I want to set him straight before he has time to do anything to Rags." She grimaced. "Oh, the thought just makes me sick." She walked toward Jeff's camp. As she drew near she saw Jeff and Lacy sitting outside reading a newspaper. "Hello," she called as she approached. 
 "Hi," Lacy responded cheerfully. She put the paper down and sat up. "How are things over at your camp this afternoon? You had a little excitement there last night, right?" 
 "Sure did," she said. "First a birthday party, then…" 
 "Come sit down," Lacy invited. "Tell us what happened. You caught the thief?" 
 "I guess so," Savannah said. She glared at Jeff and said, "I want to ask you about my cat." 
 "Your cat?" Lacy repeated. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, he's missing. Someone evidently took him, along with his leash and his food." She looked suspiciously at Jeff. "You don't know anything about that, do you?" 
 "No," he said. "Why would I?" 
 "Well, I thought you might have seen something this morning. Besides, you have had a vendetta against my cat ever since you saw him." Before he could respond, she added, "We caught the cat that's been bothering your stuff, you know. He's at the veterinarian's this morning being neutered." She pulled out her phone. "Here's a picture of him. As you can see, he does look a little like my cat, but it wasn't my cat. See?" she said, showing him a picture of Rags. 
 He glanced at the screen and waved a hand. "All cats look alike to me. That don't show me nothing." 
 "Let me see," Lacy said. When Savannah showed her the picture, she said, "Yeah, that's the cat I saw out here early one morning." 
 "Well, here's a picture of my cat," Savannah said, showing her. 
 "Oh, yes, similar, but…" 
 Savannah flipped back to the first photo. 
 "Yeah, not the same cat, for sure," Lacy confirmed. 
 Savannah looked at Jeff. "We trapped the cat that was bothering you and turned him over to a woman on the other side of the park. She's going to take care of him and hopefully keep him away from here." 
 "Okay," Jeff said. "And this matters to me how?" 
 Savannah glared at him. "I want to know if you did something with my cat." 
 "No," he said. 
 "Did you see anyone else around our camp this morning while we were gone?" 
 "No," he said, standing up and walking away. 
 "Don't mind him," Lacy said. "He's just not very social and he really cares nothing about cats, which is hard for me, because I adore cats." She frowned. "I'm sorry to hear that someone may have taken your cat. I sure didn't see anything, but I wasn't actually watching. You have so many people in your camp, I probably wouldn't have taken notice if I saw someone up there." 
 "Well, thank you, anyway," Savannah said. "Do let me know if you hear anything, will you? I'll talk to some of the other campers." 
 Savannah returned to their camp after talking to the Babcocks and a few others. "No one saw anything," she complained. She added, "By the way, Freddie's out." She pointed. "That couple over there saw him down by the docks a while ago." 
 Holly noted, "Like LouAnn said, a slap on the hand." 
 Just then the two older children approached. "Cassie and I are looking for clues," Adam said. 
 "Yeah," Cassie said, "we found footprints." 
 "Suspicious footprints," Adam added. "Let us see the bottom of your shoe, Savannah." 
 "Sure," Savannah said, sitting down and holding her feet up for the kids to see. 
 "Not hers," Cassie confirmed. 
 "Yeah," Adam said, "that print doesn't belong to anyone in this camp." 
 "Where'd you find it?" Savannah asked. 
 "There's more than one," Cassie said, "we found them on the other side of your tent. Come on, we'll show you." 
 "I'd say you're right," Savannah said, studying the prints. "Those tracks are suspicious. They lead right out of the tent and around the back there. Good one, guys. What else you got?" 
 "Teddy found something, but he won't let us have it," Adam complained. 
 Savannah looked at her son. "I thought you were going to take a nap." She held her hands out. "Come show me what you have, buddy. Come show Mommy." 
 "Candy," Teddy said, holding it out for her to see. "Yellow candy." 
 "Yes it is yellow candy, isn't it? Butterscotch. Where did you find it?" 
 "Rags's cage," Teddy said, pointing. 
 "Show us," she said. 
 Savannah, Adam, and Cassie followed the toddler into the tent to the area the dog and cat shared. He put the candy on the floor just outside the door to Rags's pen and stood up. "There," he said. He quickly grabbed the candy and trotted back outside. 
 "Thank you," Savannah said. "That was a good boy. You did a good job." 
 Teddy beamed and started to pop the candy into his mouth. 
 "No," Savannah and Michael said in unison. Savannah moved forward and squatted in front of the boy. "Honey, you can't eat that candy. It's dirty. You found it on the ground. Give it to Mommy now, will you?" 
 "No," he said, turning away from her and holding the candy tightly in his hand. 
 She let out a sigh and looked at the others. "Aunt Holly has marshmallows," Savannah said in a tantalizing tone. When she saw an expression of interest on Teddy's face, she asked, "Want a marshmallow?" 
 He nodded. 
 "Give Mommy the candy and I'll get you a marshmallow." 
 "Two?" he asked, holding up two fingers. 
 Savannah rolled her eyes. "Okay, two," she said, opening her hand and watching him drop the candy into her palm. 
 She looked at it before throwing it into the fire pit. She asked Adam, "So you think that's a clue, do you?" 
 He nodded. "Yes. None of us had butterscotch candy, did we?" 
 Savannah looked around at everyone. "I guess not." She sat down and slumped. "Where do we begin looking for him?" 
 "Find out who eats butterscotch candy," Cassie said. 
 "As simple as that?" Savannah asked. 
 "Maybe so," Keith agreed. 
 
 **** 
 "How are you this morning?" Holly asked the following day. 
 "Awful," Savannah said. She hugged Holly. "Thanks for caring." 
 "Of course we care," Holly said, rubbing Savannah's back. "So what's your plan?" When Savannah looked at her curiously, Holly said, "Come on, I know you have one." 
 "I'm not sure. We've talked to everyone around here. We filled out a report with the ranger. I've even been looking at the shoes people are wearing and the prints they're making." "Seems like a long shot," Holly said. "I mean, you can't see the bottoms of the shoes unless someone's sitting down with a leg across one knee or something." 
 "Right. Or…" she said, dramatically, "I can follow them and look at the design the shoe makes in the dirt." 
 "You have it memorized?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah pulled out her phone. "It's on my phone. See?" She then noted, "Oh, wait, I have a text from LouAnn. I missed it." She tapped on her phone. "She says that Dino is resting comfortably and he's actually pretty calm in her catio." She smiled. "Good! Oh, she also says she has a new cat. She's going to keep this one inside." 
 "Nice," Holly said. "Does she have any other housecats?" 
 "I don't know. I don't recall her saying. I'll ask." Savannah typed a text and put her phone down. "Holly, I want to search a wider area today." 
 "For Rags?" Adam asked. "Are you going to look for someone who lost his candy?" 
 "Hmmm, good question," Savannah said. "Thanks for reminding me." 
 "Maybe the guy who took Rags is—what do you call it—a butterscotch-candy fan," Adam said. 
 "Addict?" Keith suggested. 
 Adam nodded. "Yeah, that's it. He's a butterscotch-candy addict." 
 Holly stared at Adam. "Could be," she said. "I know someone who's constantly popping Lifesaver candies into his mouth. Doesn't matter the color, but he always has a tube of Lifesavers in his pocket." 
 "Have you seen anyone here eating butterscotch candy?" Michael asked. 
 Holly shook her head. "I haven't noticed anyone." 
 "Me neither," Savannah agreed, "but we really haven't spent much time with anyone we've met here." She looked toward Jeff's and Lacy's campsite. "Maybe we should." She jumped up and said, "Come on, Holly, let's take the dog and the kids for a walk, shall we?" 
 "Sure, I guess," Holly said. 
 "Can I come?" Lily asked. 
 "Sure, honey-bun." Savannah called, "Teddy, want to go for a walk? Let's get your stroller." She looked at Michael. "What are you planning for this morning?" 
 "I think we're going fishing," he said. "Right guys?" 
 "Yeah," Adam said. "Cassie, want to go fishing?" 
 "Okay," she agreed. 
 "Uncle Keith, are you going?" Adam asked. 
 "Sure am. Does everyone want fish again tonight, or shall we give our catch away today?" 
 "Keep it," Holly said. "We can get more dry ice and take some home with us if we have any leftover." 
 "We could," Keith agreed, "only it just never tastes the same at home as it does when you're camping." 
 "Isn't that the truth?" Michael said. "Okay guys, let's go. Our boat is waiting." 
 "So are the fish," Adam said. 
 Minutes later, Savannah called, "Hi, Lacy, Jeff. How are you doing this morning? Weather's sure been nice, hasn't it?" 
 "Oh yes," Lacy said enthusiastically. "I'm loving it." She frowned. "Did you find your cat?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "No, not yet, but we're following some clues. We think it's someone who likes a certain kind of candy." 
 "Really?" she asked. "Chocolate?" 
 "No, a hard candy." 
 "Oh, some people use peppermints and other hard candies for dry mouth," she suggested. "My grandpa sucks on those coffee-flavored candies all the time." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "So you two aren't into sweets?" 
 "I love dark chocolate," Lacy said and Jeff enjoys some of those coffee creamers in his coffee, but that's about it for us." 
 "Have you seen anyone with butterscotch candies?" she asked. 
 Lacy shook her head. "I haven't, have you, babe?" 
 Jeff shrugged. "Nope." 
 Lacy said, "Butterscotch, huh?" 
 "Yeah. Hey, let me know if you see anyone popping those into their mouth, or buying some, okay?" 
 "Sure," Lacy said. 
 After making the rounds in Wolf and Raven Camps, the group walked back toward their campsite. "I want to walk down by the little store," Savannah said. "Want to go, or…?" 
 "Sure," Holly said. She asked. "Do you girls want to walk some more?" 
 Bethany asked, "To the store?" 
 Holly nodded. 
 "Yes," Bethany said. 
 "Yes," Lily said. "Mommy, do I have some money? I want to buy something." 
 "Sure, I guess you have some money." When Lily held out her hand, Savannah said, "Wait until we get there and you see what you want, okay?" 
 The group were approaching the camp store and caf&?eacute; when they heard a cheerful voice. "Hello there." 
 Savannah turned. "Oh, hi, LouAnn. How are you?" 
 "Great," she said. "Just ending my shift and going home to my kitties." She held up a bag. "I found a mouse toy for Dino in the stockroom. Georgia isn't very good at keeping things organized back there, and I was helping her sort through it when I came across this. Bought it for Dino. He does like a challenge. She pulled it out of the bag and showed it them. "You see, the mouse comes out once in a while and the cat tries to catch him before he goes back inside. It will drive Dino crazy and help him to burn some of his marvelous energy." 
 "He's that energetic already?" Savannah asked. "I mean after his surgery." 
 "Yeah, he's a tough cookie, that one." She chuckled. "Know what he did yesterday?" 
 "What?" Savannah asked, smiling. 
 "That stinker chewed a hole in a feather pillow I'd tossed out there in the catio for him to lie on. Feathers were everywhere!" 
 "Oh my goodness," Holly yelped. "How in the world did you contain them all?" 
 "First I sprinkled them with the hose," LouAnn said. 
 "Oh, good idea," Holly said. "Wet feathers would be easier to control than dry ones." 
 "That's what I thought," LouAnn agreed. She leaned closer. "Ever try to control wet feathers? It's almost as cumbersome as dry ones, only they don't fly away." She giggled. "At first, I thought he'd killed a bunch of pigeons in there." She rolled her eyes. "No more feather pillows for Dino." 
 Lily leaned over and picked something up off the ground. She showed it to LouAnn, saying, "You dropped this." 
 "Oh, my receipt," LouAnn said. 
 Before she could take it, Lily tilted her head and looked more closely at it. "It has fish on it." 
 "Yes, pretty isn't it?" LouAnn said. 
 "Pink fish," Lily said, showing it to Bethany. 
 "Big ones, little ones…" Bethany said. "I see one up in the corner there." 
 "How many fish do you see?" LouAnn asked. She chuckled. "Oh, that's the teacher in me—Miss LuLu. I'm afraid I'm always offering up a challenge for children." When Lily attempted to hand her the receipt, she said, "You girls keep it. See how many fish you can find." 
 "Okay," Lily said. The two little girls studied the piece of paper while the women chatted. 
 "Oh, did I tell you, I have a new cat?" LouAnn asked. 
 When Teddy became restless, Savannah pushed the stroller back and forth, but it didn't appease him. 
 Holly asked, "Where did the new cat come from—the ponderosas?" 
 "No," LouAnn said, smiling. "A friend brought him to me." 
 "Teddy, what's wrong, Son?" Savannah asked, lifting him from the stroller. He struggled to get down. 
 "Down," he whined. 
 "No, I don't want you running off." She began bouncing and walking with him to settle him down. "Look, there's a squirrel. See the squirrel, Teddy?" she asked, moving closer to it. "Oh, there he goes up the tree. Where'd the squirrel go?" 
 "Down," Teddy insisted. 
 "Holly, we'd better get a move on," Savannah said. "Teddy's getting bored." She nodded toward LouAnn. "I'm sorry. He gets this way sometimes. We just need to find something for him to do." 
 "Oh, I understand," LouAnn said. "I had some students who just had to be busy all the time or they were not happy campers." She said gently to Teddy. "Not a happy camper are you, sweet boy." 
 "No," Teddy spat. 
 "I'm sorry," Savannah said. "He's not usually this cranky." 
 "Go inside and get him a bowl of ice cream," LouAnn suggested. "Ice cream cures all." She waved. "Good-bye everyone. See you soon." 
 "She's nice," Lily said. She held up the receipt. "She gave us this paper with pretty fish on it." 
 "See the pretty fish, Aunt Holly?" Lily invited. 
 Holly took the receipt. "I don't think I've seen such a creative receipt. Interesting. Lily's right, it has a fish design all over it. Neat." She started to hand it to Lily, then snatched it back and said, "Savannah!" 
 "What?" Savannah asked, startled. 
 "Look at this. LouAnn bought that cat toy and guess what else?" 
 "What?" Savannah asked, still trying to calm the toddler. She said to Teddy. "Sit nicely in your stroller, honey and we'll get you some ice cream. Want ice cream to cool your little tummy?" 
 Teddy nodded and wiped at his face. "Ice cream, Mommy." 
 "Butterscotch Lifesavers," Holly said. 
 "What?" Savannah asked again. 
 "Savannah, butterscotch Lifesavers," Holly repeated. "LouAnn bought some just now." 
 "Oh!" Savannah yelped. She looked toward where LouAnn had gone and let out a deep sigh. "LouAnn?" she said quietly. "LouAnn took Rags? Oh my gosh." 
 "She said she has a new cat!" Holly reminded her. "Good grief, I can't imagine her…" 
 "I know," Savannah said. "But sheesh, maybe she's actually one of those whackos." She frowned. "Do you think she's the one who's been taking things from campers? I would never have considered that, but…" 
 "Did you look at her shoes?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. She looked down at the ground. 
 Holly followed her gaze. "What are you looking for?" 
 "Her shoe print, of course." Savannah pointed. "There! That's probably her shoe print. Don't you think so?" 
 "Maybe," Holly agreed. 
 "Yeah, it's not a match," Savannah complained. She stared into the distance. "But she probably has more than one pair of shoes." 
 "Hi," came a voice from behind them. "Did you lose something?" 
 "Oh, Tammy, hi," Holly greeted. 
 Savannah turned to face her. "How are you guys this morning?" 
 "Good. We've enjoyed a couple of nights without anything going missing. I guess that guy they arrested was the culprit." She leaned closer. "Did you ever find your cat?" 
 Savannah shook her head. 
 "Do you think he just ran off? He probably ran off," Tammy surmised. 
 "No. his leash and harness and some of his food are also gone." 
 Dave appeared just then and said, "So he packed his bags before he left?" 
 When Tammy saw the pain in Savannah's eyes she elbowed her husband. "I'm so sorry, Savannah. We've been watching for him. I haven't seen a cat at all. I sure hope you find him. When are you going home?" 
 "Day after tomorrow," she said. 
 "Hey, I've heard of cats traveling long distances to return home," Dave said. "Maybe he's at home waiting for you." 
 When no one responded, Tammy said, "Well, we have a date with a big bass or trout or something. See you all later." 
 "Have a good one," Holly called after them. 
 
 **** 
 It wasn't long before the women returned to their site in Wolf Camp. 
 "Well, we wore Teddy out," Savannah said quietly. "I think I'll just let him sleep in the stroller rather than disturb him." She said to the girls, "Would you kids like a little bottle of water?" 
 Lily nodded. 
 "Beth-Beth?" Savannah asked. 
 "Yes," the child said. 
 "Now what?" Holly asked when the two women eased into lawn chairs with their own bottles of water. 
 "Gads, I don't know," Savannah said. "I'm still blown away to think that LouAnn is the camp creeper." 
 "Camp creeper," Holly repeated, laughing. "Good one." 
 Savannah thought for a moment. "But what evidence do we have? Just a receipt that shows she bought butterscotch candy." 
 "And," Holly said dramatically, "she has a new cat." 
 "Oh," Savannah said, slumping. "You're right. I hadn't connected those dots." She leaned forward. "Holly, we must get a look at that cat." She picked up her phone. "Hey, I wonder if I can get LouAnn to send me a picture of it." 
 "Good idea," Holly agreed. 
 "Okay," Savannah said. "I sent her a text. But Holly, if she took Rags, she's not apt to send me a picture, right? In fact, thinking about it, why would she even tell us she has a new cat if, indeed, she took Rags?" 
 "Maybe she didn't know it was our camp and your cat. If she only prowls around at night, how would she know?" Holly reasoned. 
 Savannah thought about the logic in Holly's remark for a moment, then she sat up straighter. "Okay then." 
 "What?" Holly asked, suspiciously. 
 "We'll have to go over to her house and see for ourselves if she has him," Savannah explained. She looked up and saw the guys and Cassie approaching. "Here come the fishermen. Want to go? They can take over with the kids." 
 Holly shrugged. "Sure, I guess." She shook her head. "I'm torn." 
 "About what?" Savannah asked. 
 "Well, I hope it's Rags so you can get him back, but I also hope it isn't, because I don't want to think of LouAnn as a thief." 
 Savannah stared at her for a moment. "Yeah, I know what you mean. But for me, the priority is getting Ragsie back." 
 When Savannah started to weep, Holly winced and rubbed her arm to comfort her. "I'm so sorry. I know you miss him terribly. We'll find him." She chuckled. "Or he'll find us." 
 Savannah blubbered, "I hope so." 



Chapter Ten
  
 "Here we go," Savannah said, getting out of the car with Holly. She glanced at her phone. "LouAnn still hasn't returned my text, by the way." Under her breath she said, "I hope she has a good reason for that." 
 "What do you mean?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah knocked on the door and said quietly, "Well, if she knows she has my cat, she could be avoiding us, right?" 
 Before Holly could respond, LouAnn opened the door, obviously surprised to see her visitors. "Savannah, Holly, hi. What are you doing out here this late in the afternoon? It must be just about dinnertime for your family." 
 "Um…" Savannah stalled. "You mentioned you have a new cat and I was wondering if we could see it." 
 "You made a special trip just to meet my new kitty? Well that's mighty neighborly of you. Come in," she invited enthusiastically. 
 "Yeah," Savannah said, "I texted you, asking for a picture, but you didn't respond." 
 "Really?" she said, picking up a phone off the coffee table. "Oh, yes, I see your text. She stared at her phone and mumbled, "Looks like someone else saw it first." She gazed toward the hallway. "I wonder why he didn't tell me about it." She faced her guests. "I'm sorry that I missed your text. Yes, I would have sent you a picture; he's a handsome fellow. He actually looks a little like…" 
 Before she could finish her sentence, a man walked into the room. "Oh," he said, obviously surprised. He gazed at the women for a moment, then bowed slightly and said, "Well, good afternoon, ladies." 
 Savannah and Holly stared back at the man. 
 "You ladies know Alex," LouAnn said. She giggled, "I guess you know him as Freddie. He's the one who brought me…" 
 Freddie moved forward, reaching for Savannah's hand, then Holly's. "Good to see you again, ladies." 
 LouAnn held her phone up and asked, "Freddie, you didn't look at my text, did you?" 
 "Now why would I do that?" he asked. "Aren't you going to invite these ladies to sit down?" 
 LouAnn smiled. "They came to see the king." 
 "The king?" Savannah questioned. "So you named him after Elvis?" 
 "Oh no," LouAnn said. "My indoor kitties get royal names. He's King Tut." 
 Savannah and Holly exchanged looks. 
 "I'll go get him," she said, turning away. 
 "No-no," Freddie said, "you sit down and visit. I'll go get him." 
 "Well, thank you," LouAnn said. She perched on a straight-back chair and motioned for the others to be seated as well. 
 "Here he is," Freddie said, entering the room with a coal-black cat. 
 "Freddie," LouAnn complained. 
 "Now LuLu," he said, "don't you think the ladies would be interested in Charles? He's pretty unique, don't you think so?" 
 "Yes, but…" LouAnn started. 
 "Look," Freddie said, "LouAnn puts fake nails on him to keep him from scratching stuff." 
 "That's not true," she retorted. "He has an ear infection, and I don't want him scratching his ear. He had it bleeding the other day." 
 "Are you treating it?" Savannah asked. "Ear infections can be fairly quickly and easily cleared up with the proper treatment." 
 "Yes, I do it when he's in the mood." She turned to Freddie. "They want to see my new cat. Go get King Tut. Go on now," she said, waving him away. 
 "Here he is," Freddie said returning with another cat. 
 "Freddie," LouAnn scolded. "That's Lance." She explained to the women with a chuckle, "Sir Lancelot." 
 Savannah glanced at Holly. "Nice cat. Beautiful coat." 
 When LouAnn started to get up, Freddie said, "Are you going to fix supper now? I really am hungry." He sat down and slumped in the chair, his voice suddenly weak. "I get so sick when I don't eat. Diabetes, you know. Please LuLu. I've gotta eat." 
 "Oh, you poor thing," LouAnn said. She turned to the women. "I'm sorry. I really have to take care of him. Maybe you can see the king another time." 
 "Couldn't we just get a glimpse of him?" Savannah asked, standing. "Where is he? I'll just walk in there and take a look." 
 When Freddie groaned loudly and laid back against the chair, LouAnn insisted, "No. Please leave. Come back later," she said, walking the women to the front door. 
 "Send me a picture," Savannah said before the woman could close the door. 
 LouAnn stopped. "Why is it you're so all-fired eager to see that cat?" 
 Before Savannah could answer, Freddie groaned loudly again and fell out of the chair. LouAnn ran to his rescue. 
 "Do you need help?" Holly asked. 
 "No, just go," LouAnn called, "and close the door so the cats don't get out, will you?" 
 Holly shook her head and walked out of the cabin. 
 Savannah hung back, then joined her on the porch. "Did you see that?" 
 "What, the drama?" Holly said. 
 "Yeah, he is pretty dramatic, isn't he?" Savannah agreed. "Holly, what I meant is did you see what rolled out of his pocket when he fell out of the chair?" 
 "What?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah grinned knowingly at her. "A roll of Lifesavers—most likely butterscotch." 
 
 **** 
 "I know Rags is there, Michael," Savannah said upon returning to their camp minutes later. "That Freddie guy was there at LouAnn's house, and…" 
 "Wait," Michael interrupted. "Freddie the slippery thief was at the cat-woman's house?" 
 Savannah nodded and caught her breath. "Yes. We asked to see her new cat and Freddie kept bringing out other cats. LouAnn told him, 'Not that cat. King Tut…'" 
 "King Tut?" Keith repeated. 
 "That's what she has named her new cat—which I believe is Rags, but they never brought him into the room. We never got to see him." She tightened her lips in disgust. "I must find out if that's Rags and get him out of there." 
 "Do you believe he's in danger?" Keith asked. 
 "No, it's not that," Savannah said. "I think she takes good care of her cats. No. I just want him back where he belongs. No one knows that cat like I do. He needs to be with me." 
 "And you need to be with him," Keith said gently. 
 Savannah nodded, her eyes welling up with fresh tears. 
 "Did you see that man's shoes?" Adam asked. 
 "Shoes?" Savannah repeated, dabbing at her eyes. She took a quick breath. "Oh yeah, the shoe prints." She raised her eyebrows. "No, but I did see another clue you kids came up with." 
 "Really?" Cassie squealed. "What?" 
 She leaned toward them. "The candy Teddy found." 
 "Butterscotch?" Adam asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "We saw a roll of that candy come out of Freddie's pocket when he fell off his chair." She glanced at Holly. "We thought maybe LouAnn had taken Rags because we saw butterscotch candy on her grocery receipt, but it appears that she might have bought the candy for him." 
 "He fell off a chair?" Michael asked. 
 "Yes." Savannah said. "He got all dramatic. He pretended he was having a diabetic issue and had to be fed immediately. That's why we didn't get to see Rags—if it is Rags. But darn it, I'm going back, even if I have to go after dark and snoop around. If Rags is in that house somewhere and if he hears me, he'll let me know where he is." She squinted for a moment, thinking. 
 "Uh-oh, what sneaky plan are you mulling over now?" Holly asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. "I don't know, I was just thinking about Rags's reaction—or lack of reaction—to that thief. I'm still confused why Rags seems to like him. Michael, doesn't that seem odd and out of character to you?" 
 "Yeah, I have to say it does," he agreed. 
 "Maybe Freddie doesn't mean to take things," Adam suggested. When everyone looked at him, he squirmed a little and said, "You know, he has a sickness." 
 "Do you mean kleptomania?" Keith asked. He began to laugh. "Adam, you might be on to something there. The cat recognizes another klepto who may not be able to help himself when it comes to…" 
 "Helping himself," Michael said, laughing. 
 Savannah was quiet for a moment. "Yeah, there's something going on between those two that seems odd—I mean, Rags's reaction to him is odd." 
 "Maybe it's the candy," Bethany said. 
 "Do you think he's been giving Rags butterscotch candy?" Keith asked, tickling her. 
 Savannah thought for a moment about what the others had said, then, attempting to lighten the mood, she suggested, "Let's fix supper, shall we?" 
 "What are we having?" Michael asked. 
 Savannah looked at him. "Do we have fish?" 
 "We sure do, and it's all ready to serve." 
 "Ready to serve?" Holly asked. "Okay then, I'll make a salad. We bought some fresh greens today." 
 "Done," Keith said, grinning. 
 "Done?" Savannah asked surprised. 
 "Yeah," Michael said, "supper is ready to be served." 
 Savannah smiled. "Oh, that's great. Thank you, guys." 
 "No problem," Michael said. He pulled some of Lily's dishes out of a tote bag, spread them on the table, and invited, "Everyone grab a plate. I'll serve the fish," he said, picking up a small pair of tweezers. 
 Savannah and Holly looked at each other and watched as Keith used another set of tweezers to pick a bite-size piece of lettuce from a bowl and place it on a tiny plate. Here's your salad," he said. "Oh the bread," he added, removing a crouton from a bag and dropping it onto the plate. He then handed the small plate to Michael, who put a tiny minnow on top of the lettuce bite. 
 "I hope this isn't too much, hon," Michael said, handing Savannah the miniature plate. 
 Savannah frowned "What is this? Am I on a diet?" 
 "That's your gourmet meal," Keith explained, grinning. 
 Meanwhile, Adam and Cassie were laughing so hard they struggled to catch their breath. "Those are baby fish," Adam said between chortles. "They came out of one of the mama fish when we were cleaning it." 
 Savannah and Holly looked more closely at the plate. Savannah said, "Eww. Poor baby fish." 
 "Can I see?" Lily asked. 
 When Savannah showed the plate to the younger girls, Bethany said, "Awww, how cute. Daddy, I can't eat a baby fish." 
 "Me either," Lily said. She turned to Michael. "Can I have a big plate, Daddy?" 
 "Okay," he said, "get one of those paper plates over there and bring it here. Daddy will fix you up." 
 Lily returned to Michael with a plate. When he started to open the skillet, she pulled it back and said, "No baby fish, okay, Daddy?" 
 "No baby fish, punkin." 
 
 **** 
 "You seem restless tonight, hon," Michael said later that evening after the two couples had put their children to bed. 
 "Yeah," Savannah said. "I'm thinking about…" 
 "You aren't really going over there, are you?" he asked. 
 "Why not?" Savannah said. "They have my cat. At least I'm pretty sure they do. I need to be real sure so I can figure out how to get him back." 
 "What do you have in mind?" Keith asked. 
 "Like I said earlier, I'd like to just snoop around and see if I can hear him inside the place or see him." 
 Holly sat up straighter. "Hey, maybe she has him in that catio." 
 Savannah smiled. "Wouldn't that be great? Then I could see him and maybe even get him out of there. Yeah, Holly…" 
 Holly scrunched down in her chair. She moaned. "Oh, Savannah, I so don't want to spend the night in jail. I've never even worn a pair of handcuffs. I don't think they would go with my ensemble, do you?" 
 Savannah chuckled, then said, "You don't have to go if you don't want to. I pretty much know what I need to do. I can probably manage on my own. I just can't sleep until I know where he is and have a plan to get him back." 
 "I understand," Holly said. "Okay, I'll go with you." 
 "Thank you, thank you," Savannah said. "I really didn't want to go by myself." 
 Holly grinned at her, then stood up. "Let me get my walking shoes." 
 "And change your jacket," Savannah suggested. "You'd be a sitting duck in that hot pink number. Wear your denim jacket." 
 "Okay," Holly said over her shoulder, "Do you know how sneaky and deceitful you sound?" 
 Michael grinned at his sister-in-law, then said to Savannah, "Be careful." 
 She kissed him. "You know I will." 
 "Let's park and walk," Holly suggested, as they drove closer to the log cabin. 
 Savannah pulled over and turned off the ignition. She stepped out of the car. "Looks like they're all tucked in for the night." 
 "Probably," Holly said. "So you want to check out that cat pen?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. She walked toward the back of the house, then she stopped. "Look," she hissed. "Cats." 
 "Oh my," Holly said when she saw the array of cats darting away. "Those must be the ferals all coming out of the woods now that everyone's sleeping." 
 Savannah nodded. She continued walking around to the back of the house toward the catio. "Rags," she whispered. "Rags?" 
 "There's a cat," Holly said, pointing. "In that big pen. See it? Is that…?" 
 As Savannah got closer, she whispered, "That's Dino, isn't it? He looks fairly calm. Good for you, Dino. Do you have any company in there?" She edged closer and looked into the pen. "Rags," she called quietly. "Darn, he seems to be alone in there." Savannah looked around. "Well, let's see if we can find Rags inside the house." 
 "How," Holly asked, "trespass?" 
 Savannah squelched a giggle, then hissed, "We're already doing that." She motioned for Holly to follow her as she stopped at each window and called quietly for Rags. They'd walked two-thirds of the way around the house when Savannah thought she heard something. "It's Rags," she whispered. "I know his voice." 
 Holly stifled a chuckle. 
 "Rags," Savannah called quietly. 
 Just then the pull-down blind began to flutter. The two women ducked under the window and held their breath. 
 They heard the window open, and a man's voice called, "Who is it? Who's out there?" Seeing and hearing nothing, he closed the window, but not before a cat let out a meow. Savannah started to react, but Holly grabbed her arm and pulled her back down. 
 "It's Rags," Savannah said. 
 "Okay," Holly whispered. "Now you know. We can come back tomorrow. Come on," she urged, creeping away from the house. Savannah turned around and looked once more at the window just in time to see what she thought was Rags's face pushing behind the blind and peering out at them. 
 "I can't be absolutely certain," Savannah said, once they were in the car, "but it sure looked like Rags. Yes, I'm definitely coming back here tomorrow and demanding they let me see him." 
 After sitting silently for a few moments, Holly said, "I'll just bet Freddie's the one who took him. I kind of doubt LouAnn knows where Rags came from." 
 Savannah nodded. "You're probably right. Why else would creepy Freddie throw that fake fit to keep LouAnn from letting us see Rags? Yeah, that whole charade with him coming out with all those different cats—I mean, that was suspicious as all get-out. I think you're right. She doesn't know." Savannah faced Holly. "Which gives me an idea." 
 "Now what?" Holly asked, shuddering. 
 "We need to visit LouAnn when Freddie isn't there." 
 "Okay," Holly said, "and how do we do that, pray tell? I mean, it appears he's living there now." More sarcastically, she said, "And Rags may be the reason he's there." 
 "What?" Savannah asked. 
 "LouAnn said she keeps turning down Freddie or Alex or whoever he is, but he brings her a cat and now he appears to be living there. Savannah, he used Rags to win her over. That's just downright wrong. Yes, you have to get him back. You can't let him be used as a pawn like that. So what shall we do?" 
 "Let me think about it. I'll come up with something," Savannah assured her. 
 Holly shook her head and muttered, "I'm quite sure you will." 
 
 **** 
 As soon as Holly emerged from her tent the following morning, Savannah pulled her aside. "I've got it!" 
 "Oh dear," Holly moaned. "What?" 
 "Lets' go to breakfast at the caf&?eacute; today. If LouAnn's working, Freddie just might also be there eating, and we…" 
 "Oh no," Holly said, pulling away. "I'm not going to break into her house." 
 Savannah pouted. "How else are we going to get Rags back?" 
 "In a more straightforward way, I hope." Holly faced Savannah. "Actually, I have an idea, too." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "What?" 
 "It involves the children." 
 "Huh?" Savannah yelped. "What are you thinking? We can't have them getting into trouble with the law. No, I won't have it." 
 Holly laughed. "No, no, no. They won't get into trouble with the law. Just listen. Let's take a walk over to LouAnn's after breakfast, after her shift. We'll take the kids with us." 
 "Yeah?" Savannah asked, suspiciously. 
 "If Freddie's there, we'll tell him the kids have something they want to show him. We'll get him out of the house, then we'll go in and ask LouAnn to let us see Rags. It's as simple as that." 
 "Then we explain that he's my cat," Savannah said. "What if she doesn't believe me?" 
 "I don't think you'll have any trouble," Holly said. "You have pictures on your phone; that ought to be proof enough." She winced. "I can't predict what will happen beyond that point, but don't you think that's a good start? Seems like a good plan to me." 
 Savannah thought for a moment, then said, "Yeah, actually, it might work." She smiled. "Let's give it a try." Curiously, she asked, "So what do the kids have that would be so interesting to Freddie?" 
 "What about that horned toad Adam and Cassie have been taking care of?" Holly suggested. "The kids could let him think they just found it outside LouAnn's house" 
 "Yeah, and they could act dumb, like they don't know what it is or something," Savannah said. 
 Holly chuckled. "You want them to act dumb?" 
 "Who?" Keith asked, joining the women. 
 They glanced at each other and Holly said, "Nobody. Hey, want to have breakfast at the caf&?eacute; this morning?" 
 "Okay with me," Keith said. 
 "Did someone say breakfast?" Michael asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee. He held the pot toward Keith. 
 "Thanks," Keith said, picking up a cup. 
 "I'll get the kids ready," Savannah said. "Lily!" she called. "What are you going to wear today? Want to wear your flower jeans and matching sweatshirt?" 
 "Matching sweatshirt," Keith repeated. "What is this, a fashion show?" 
 Lily glanced at him and said, "Yes, Mommy, my flower jeans and sweatshirt." 
 "What's Teddy going to wear?" Savannah asked. 
 "Let's see," Lily said. "His blue pants and horse shirt." She asked, "Teddy, want to wear your horse shirt?" 
 "Peaches," he said, lifting his pajama shirt in an attempt to take it off. 
 "Your Peaches shirt, huh?" Michael said, laughing. He asked, "Where is it? I'll put it on him." 
 "I'll get it Daddy," Lily said. "I'll get my flower jeans too." 
 Meanwhile, Savannah said, "Adam." 
 "I'm already dressed," he said. 
 "I know, I want to talk to you." 
 "Okay," he agreed, walking closer. 
 "We're going back to the place where we think Rags is—in fact, I'm almost positive he's there. I'm pretty sure it was him I saw through a window last night." 
 "Why didn't you get him?" Cassie asked. 
 "Freddie won't let us even see him," she explained. 
 "Freddie took Rags?" Adam asked. 
 "We think so. We believe he gave Rags to LouAnn." 
 "Miss LuLu?" Cassie said. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, and I don't believe she knows Freddie took Rags from us. When we were there yesterday she was going to show us her new cat—who I'm pretty sure is Rags—and Freddie did everything he could to keep her from doing that." 
 Holly laughed. "He even pretended to pass out from hunger." 
 Adam looked puzzled. He said, "What do you want us to do?" 
 "We thought maybe you could bring that little lizard with us to breakfast and afterward—after Miss LuLu goes home—we'll go to her house," Savannah explained. "But we want to talk to Miss LuLu alone. If Freddie's there, we want you kids to distract him—invite him out to see the horned toad, maybe. Keep Freddie out of the house long enough so we can maybe get Miss LuLu to show us her new cat. I just have to know if it's Rags." 
 Adam looked at Cassie. "Sure!" he said. "We can help, right, Cassie?" 
 She nodded. "Uh-huh." 
 "Good," Savannah said, raising both hands for a high five with each of the children. 
 
 **** 
 "There she goes," Savannah whispered as the two families finished their breakfast at the caf&?eacute;. "Miss LuLu must be finished with her shift." She looked around. "Where's Freddie." 
 Cassie pointed. "There. He's talking to those other men." 
 "Okay, let's give her a few minutes to get home, then we'll go," Savannah suggested. She glanced around. "Holly, should we take the kids with us in case he comes back or…what about if we leave them here? If they see him leave, they can catch up with him and keep him from going back to LouAnn's." 
 "Gosh," Holly said, "I don't know." 
 "What are you girls whispering about?" Michael asked, releasing Teddy from the high chair and taking him onto his lap. 
 "Sounds like they're scheming about something, doesn't it?" Keith said. 
 "We're trying to get Rags back," Savannah hissed, "that's what." Suddenly she looked down at her plate and said under her breath, "Uh-oh, here he comes." She looked up and cleared her throat. "Hi, Freddie. Feeling better?" 
 He looked puzzled for a minute, then said, "Oh yeah, you ladies were at LouAnn's yesterday when I had my…um…spell. Yup, gotta eat on schedule or I get them." He glanced around the table, clapped his hands and asked, "So how's everyone today?" 
 "Not so good," Savannah said. When Freddie looked at her she stared directly into his eyes and asserted, "My cat's been stolen. Did you know that? Someone took him. So no, things are not good or even okay." 
 Avoiding eye contact, Freddie stammered, "Well, no…um…I didn't hear about that. What happened? Did he run off?" 
 "No," she said, "someone took him. They took his harness and leash and food—everything but his pen." 
 Freddie pulled a bandana out of his pocket and wiped the back of his neck. "Well, that's a doggone shame, but I imagine you can find another cat when you get back to wherever you came from. Cats are a dime a dozen, right?" 
 Savannah looked him in the eyes. "Yeah, so I wonder why the thief took him instead of one of those dime-a-dozen cats." 
 "I wouldn't know," Freddie said, fidgeting with something in his pocket. 
 Michael looked back and forth between Savannah and Freddie, finally saying, "Hey, Freddie, the kids found an interesting creature the other day and we've been wondering what it is and where it came from. Do you know anything about the local wildlife?" 
 "Yeah, some," Freddie said, appearing eager to change the subject. "It ain't a snake or badger or something, is it?" 
 "No," Michael said. "Nothing like that, but we can't for sure identify it. Maybe you can help us. Adam, want to show it to Freddie?" 
 "Sure," Adam said. He motioned. "Come on, it's in the car." 
 Michael shot a look at Savannah, and she said, "Okay, be back in a jiff, I hope." 
 Scant minutes later, Savannah rapped on the door to LouAnn's cabin. 
 LouAnn answered fairly quickly. Obviously surprised, she said, "Oh, hi, ladies. Did you enjoy your breakfast?" She leaned closer. "I hope you had the special today. Our cook," she giggled, "he calls himself a chef, he prepares the most delectable eggs Benedict—well, it's his variation on that famous comfort food. Very nice." 
 "That's what I had," Holly said. "Yes, it was lovely." 
 "Say," Savannah said, "I'm really interested in seeing your new cat. You started to show him to us yesterday, but…" 
 LouAnn stepped back a couple of paces. "Well, now, Freddie warned me that you might push your way in here, and…" 
 "Oh, he did, did he?" Savannah exclaimed. 
 Holly nudged Savannah, then said, "LouAnn, I think you know that Savannah brought her cat here to the camp with us. He's a very special cat—special to her and to their community." 
 LouAnn raised her eyebrows, and Holly continued, "He was taken from his pen two days ago while we were gone and, well, LouAnn, when we heard that you had a new cat we had to wonder. Please, if you'll just let us see your cat." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "If it isn't Rags, we'll be on our way. Please, show us the cat Freddie brought you, will you?" 
 "Oh, of course. I'm sorry," LouAnn said. She started to leave the room, then turned and asked, "You think Freddie took your cat? Oh, girls, I can't believe that. If it is your cat, I'm sure he found him wandering around somewhere alone." 
 "He didn't tell you where he got the cat?" Savannah asked. 
 LouAnn thought for a moment and said, "No. I didn't think to ask. I just figured…" 
 "Would you go get him, please?" Savannah urged. 
 "Rags!" Savannah cried, when LouAnn returned carrying an armload of grey-and-white fur. 
 Rags squirmed in LouAnn's arms until she lowered him to the floor, then he trotted to Savannah and butted her hand with his head as she petted him and ruffled his fur. 
 "Oh my, he sure seems to know you. Look how excited he is. I didn't know…" LouAnn said. 
 "Yes, this is my cat. Damn him!" she snarled. "He stole my cat. What is wrong with that man?" 
 "Are you sure he wasn't running around loose? Why would Freddie…?" LouAnn started. 
 "He was in a pen, LouAnn. Freddie took my cat and his harness and leash," Savannah asserted. 
 Holly nodded and asked, "Aren't you aware that he's a thief? He was arrested earlier this week. My husband found him trying to enter our tent while we were sleeping." 
 LouAnn nodded submissively. "I know." 
 "And it's okay with you?" Savannah asked brusquely. 
 LouAnn lowered her head and seemed to be weighing her thoughts, then finally said, "If you knew the whole story, you might understand. Freddie isn't a criminal. He…" 
 "Is it a sickness?" Holly asked. "Is he a kleptomaniac? Is this something he can't help?" 
 She shook her head. "No, that's not it." 
 "LouAnn," Savannah said, "are you sure that man hasn't pulled the wool over your eyes?" 
 "Well, I guess he did where King Tut…er…um…your cat is concerned." She winced. "I'm so sorry. I had no idea." 
 Savannah edged her phone out of her pocket and sent a quick message to Michael, then asked, "LouAnn, may we sit down?" 
 "Yes, by all means." She motioned for the women to be seated, then laughed when Rags leaped up onto Savannah's lap and plopped himself against her chest. "He sure does love you. He didn't do any of that with me. He did, however, escape a time or two. I always caught him in the act and was able to bring him right back. He also took things out of my purse and my knitting basket. I found my yarn and stitch markers strewn all over the place. He even ran off one morning with my wooden spoon when I was trying to make a cream sauce. And you know how vital it is to stir and stir a cream sauce. He's kind of a stinker." 
 "Yes, he is," Savannah said, snuggling with Rags. 
 "How long have you had him?" LouAnn asked. 
 Savannah looked at her. "How about if I send you a copy of his meowmoirs?" 
 "His what?" she asked. 
 "It's his memoirs. I call it his meowmoirs." 
 "He has a book about him?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said, "he's a very unusual cat, and he's had an interesting life." 
 LouAnn looked at him. "What's his breeding background?" 
 "He's half Ragdoll and the sire is a short-haired orange tabby." 
 LouAnn appeared stunned. "You don't say. Now that's a surprise all the way around. How do you know that? Did you know the folks who had the cat pair?" 
 "I do now," Savannah said. "I went in search of Rags's family a few months ago with a cat-DNA expert and we were fortunate enough to locate some of his siblings and his parents. I'm writing a book on that experience now." 
 LouAnn grimaced. "Well, I'm just so ashamed to be in possession of a cat that obviously means so much to someone. I can't tell you how sorry I am." She scowled. "Just wait 'til I get my hands on…" 
 "Hi, honey-bunch," Freddie said, walking in the front door. When he saw Savannah sitting on the sofa with Rags, however, he turned and started to leave. 
 "No you don't," Michael said, pushing him into the house. "We want to talk to you, Freddie." 
 "Oh, no, I think I'm having a sugar low. I've got to eat something…" 
 "You just had a big breakfast. You're fine," Keith said. "Sit," he commanded. "He bowed toward LouAnn. "Ma'am." 
 She nodded back apprehensively. 
 When Adam came to the door, Michael said, "You kids stay right out there on the lawn, will you? We'll be ready to go swimming in just a bit." 
 "Is Rags there?" Adam asked. "Did you get Rags?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "He's right here. He's fine." 
 "Good," Adam said. He called out to the others, "Rags is okay. They've got Rags." 
 Michael sat on the couch next to Savannah with Teddy in his arms and rubbed Rags's head. He stared across the room. "Freddie, you took our cat. What do you have to say for yourself?" 
 "How'd you know?" he asked. "Did those nosey campers see me? I thought I perpetrated the perfect…" 
 "Crime?" Keith asked. 
 "No crime," Freddie said, scowling. "How can it be a crime if you have a higher purpose and you bring joy to others?" 
 Savannah sat up straighter and spat, "While bringing sadness to someone else." 
 Freddie looked at her, then down at his hands. "I guess if you put it that way…" 
 "What other way is there, Freddie?" Savannah asked. "When you take something, you're hurting someone, especially when it's someone's pet, for heaven's sake." 
 "I'm so ashamed of you, Freddie," LouAnn said. "So ashamed." 
 "Oh now, LouAnn, I just wanted to make you happy. I never thought that taking something for you would deprive someone else. I just never thought of it in that way." 
 She gasped. "Are you saying that the beautiful yarn you brought me and the basket for my knitting projects were also stolen? Freddie, did you take that stuff too, and that lovely sweater?" She put her hands up to her face. "What made you think I'd want something that's meaningful or important to someone else?" 
 Keith stared at Freddie for a moment, then leaned forward. "That other stuff you took…" 
 "Oh that was for the charity league in the city," Freddie said. "They need things for the children and seniors and the working class who are out of work through no fault of their own. It all went to the good of others—to help build better lives for others. I can't give monetarily, so I figure the folks I take from probably would have given if they'd had the opportunity. I'm sure they would approve, because it's just such a good thing to do." 
 Michael let out a sigh. "Freddie, there has to be a way for you to help other than to be a thief." 
 The man squirmed in his chair. "Well, I haven't thought of it yet. It just seemed my idea was working out real good." 
 Just then, Adam came to the door and said, "Lily has to go to the bathroom." 
 "Oh, I'm sorry, LouAnn," Savannah started, "I'll…" 
 "Bring her in," LouAnn instructed. "The facility's right in there. Help yourself. In fact, let them all come in. It's been a long time since I've had children in this house. Yes, bring them in. I want to hear the laughter of children." 
 "Thank you," Savannah said, ushering the children in. 
 Holly suggested, "You children sit here on the floor." 
 "I'll be right back," LouAnn said, returning with a small table. She asked Holly, "Okay if the children help me bring in the chairs?" 
 Holly nodded. 
 Once the kids were seated at the table, LouAnn delivered color books and colored pencils. 
 "This is cool," Bethany said. 
 "Yes, thank you," Cassie said. 
 "So where were we?" Keith asked, once the children were settled. 
 "We were discussing the fact that there must be another way to give to the needy than to steal things from others," Michael explained. 
 "Yeah, if there is, I haven't thought of it," Freddie lamented. "I don't have the money to buy all that stuff." 
 "You take from the rich to give to the poor?" Adam asked. "Like Robin Hood?" 
 "You might say I'm kind of like Robin Hood," Freddie said, smiling. 
 "That's not something to be proud of," Michael interjected. 
 "No," Keith agreed. "And I have to wonder, do you enjoy being carted off to jail every few weeks or so?" 
 Freddie frowned and didn't speak. 
 Adam gazed at Freddie. "Why don't you ask for what the people need?" 
 No one spoke until LouAnn said, "Out of the mouth of babes." 
 Freddie thought for a moment, then said, "You mean if I was to ask you for one of your toys for a small child who's facing months in a hospital, you would be willing to give it?" 
 Adam looked around at the others and said, "Well, I sure would. Poor kid." 
 "I think we all would," Michael said. 
 "Oh!" Freddie exclaimed. "Now that sounds like it might work. I love talking to people anyway. So why not tell folks about some of the people I know who are needy and ask if they'd be willing to give?" He slapped his hand against his knee. "Yes, by golly, what a great idea that is. Glad I came up with it." 
 When he saw the others grinning at him, he said, "Oh, well, young man, I guess you sort of gave me the inkling that created the idea in my head, didn't you? I thank you for that." 
 Adam and Michael exchanged grins. 
 "Well, we have a swimming date," Michael said, standing up with Teddy still in his arms. "How about you children help Miss LuLu put the table and chairs away?" 
 "Oh, you never mind that, "LouAnn said. "Freddie and I'll take care of it." 
 "By the way," Savannah said, "how's Dino?" 
 Holly turned to hear LouAnn's response. 
 "He's doing great. I think I might actually make him a housecat now that King Tut will no longer be with me." 
 "King Tut?" Michael questioned. 
 "That was Rags's new name. King Tut," Savannah explained, grinning. 
 "Oh," he said, rolling his eyes. When he saw Savannah stalling, he asked, "What is it?" 
 "Well, I was hoping I could get Rags's leash and harness back, and his food," she said. 
 Freddie lowered his head. "Sorry about that. I'll get it." 
 She stopped him and said, "By the way, would your organization be interested in books about this cat—his work with the local sheriff's department, the time he saved a teacher who had become lost and disoriented, when he acted in a play and...?" 
 Freddie looked at Rags. "He's done all that? Boy, would they," he said enthusiastically. "Yes. We have parents waiting for their children in surgery, and adults with long recoveries and various stages of depression. Some of them love reading. Now is that fiction?" he asked. 
 "I'm afraid not," she said. "Like I told LouAnn, Rags is one of a kind—a unique cat. The stories are all completely true." 
 "Then yes, absolutely. Send us some books—both print and those e-books," he said. 
 "How many do you need?" she asked. 
 "Can I get ten of them? Maybe five of each?" 
 "Sure," she said. 
 Freddie patted Adam on the back. "Gosh, young fellow, look at that. Asking for what you want or need, especially if it's for the better good of someone else, really does work. Now let that be a lesson to you going forward." 
 When Adam appeared confused, Michael winked at him. 



Chapter Eleven
  
 "Have you heard any more from our attorney?" Michael asked the next day as the family headed for home. 
 "No," Savannah said. "I have an appointment with her tomorrow." She threw her head back against the seat and moaned, "I hope she has good news. I'm just so exhausted; I don't know if I have the energy to engage in a legal battle over Rags." 
 "You mean you're tired after our relaxing vacation?" 
 "Relaxing?" she repeated. "Oh, it really was a lot of fun, but managing Rags takes so much out of me. It seems I'm always looking for him or looking out for him or worrying about losing him." 
 Michael glanced at her. "Yes, when you chose that cat, you really signed on for a rocky road." He asked, "So have you figured out why that man seems so adamant that Rags is his cat?" 
 She shook her head, then chuckled. "I can only handle one crisis at a time with Rags. Now that we have him back with us, I guess I can concentrate on the next pending issue." More slowly, she said, "So that phony colonel claims he had Rags when he was still a young cat." 
 Michael interrupted her. "Why do you call him a phony colonel?" 
 "Well, he's not wearing a uniform. He doesn't look like a colonel." When Michael simply grinned at her, she continued, "I adopted Rags when he was eight months old. I need to know how old this cat he had was, and exactly when he lost the cat. Those details, as far as I know, are a little sketchy, and I think they're important." 
 "Definitely," Michael agreed. "I doubt he has a leg to stand on without the exactness of those details." 
 "Yes," she said, bouncing a little in her seat, "and he needs to come in with those details before we do any meeting or conferencing or negotiating with him." When Michael looked unsure, she said, "I don't want to say anything or give any specifics about Rags until that man has given his—what would you call it—deposition, maybe?" 
 "Makes sense," Michael said. "He's the one making claims, and he'd better be willing to bring in some proof. It's not up to you to prove ownership." 
 She nodded. "Well, it shouldn't be, that's for sure. I guess I'd better have a discussion with Sondra to make sure she's on the same page." 
 He chuckled. "Seems elementary to me." When Savannah looked at Michael quizzically, he explained, "Well, she's an attorney. She should certainly require the litigant to come in with his case before she advises you in defending yourself." 
 "That's right!" Savannah agreed firmly. 
 "Why do you have to defend yourself, Savannah?" Adam asked from the backseat. 
 "Oh," she stalled and considered what to tell the boy. She twisted in her seat. "Well, someone is trying to say that Rags is his cat. He wants me to give him Rags." 
 "That Freddie man?" he asked. 
 "No. Some stranger. He said his cat, who looked just like Rags and would be about the same age as Rags, ran away and someone picked him up and took him to a pet store, where they sold him before the guy could get there to rescue him. He thinks that I'm the one who adopted his cat and he wants him back." 
 Adam was quiet for a few moments, then said, "That's a rotten thing for someone to do." 
 "Tell me about it," Savannah agreed. 
 "Rags knows all of us. I think he likes us. Wouldn't he be sad if he had to go live with someone he doesn't know?" 
 "Absolutely," Savannah said, wiping at one eye. "And we would be sad, so I'm fighting as hard as I can to make sure that man doesn't get Rags." 
 "He must not like Rags very much if he wants to do that to him," Adam said quietly. "He probably only wants him to make himself happy, not Rags." 
 Michael glanced briefly at Savannah and smiled. 
 "You," Savannah said, "are wise beyond your years, Adam." 
 "Isn't he?" Michael said, proudly. "Your heart's in the right place, Son." 
 The family rode in silence for a while, then Adam said, "Why does he think Rags is his cat? I mean, how can he even say that when he's been your cat for all his life?" 
 "Well, he says his cat's mother's name was Angel. He was also told that she was a Ragdoll. Rags's mother is a Ragdoll named Angel," Savannah explained. 
 "But he could have gotten that information from Savannah's book," Michael told the boy. 
 Adam sat quietly for a while, then asked, "Savannah, didn't Rags have some kitten sisters and brothers?" 
 She nodded. "Yes, and we met some of them—a couple of adorable Ragdoll-type cats that look like their mother." 
 "Weren't there any that looked like Rags?" he asked. 
 "What?" she yelped. She grabbed Michael's arm. "That's it! Adam, I think you've solved the mystery." She threw her head back. "I can't believe this. Yes, it was right in front of me all the time, and I never once thought about it. I just didn't remember because I was so darned focused on…" 
 "What did I say?" Adam asked. 
 "Adam, I could kiss you," she said excitedly. When Adam continued to appear perplexed, she said, "Yes, Rags had another kitten sibling that apparently looked a lot like Rags. I never found out what happened to him. Oh, my gosh. I wonder…" 
 "Now you have a defense," Michael said, "thanks to Adam. Good job, Son!" 
 "Well, you're welcome, I guess," Adam said. He shrugged. "It just seemed normal to me. I don't know why you didn't think of it." 
 "Sometimes adults get too wrapped up in the wrong details and…" Savannah started. 
 "They can't see the forest for the trees," Michael explained. 
 Adam repeated, "Can't see the forest for the trees? That doesn't make any sense at all." 
 Savannah reached into the backseat and patted his knee. "It will someday, kiddo." She frowned. "Unfortunately." 
 
 **** 
 "You're brooding," Michael said, nudging Savannah that evening as she stared down at her phone. What is it?" 
 "Oh, Michael, I just remembered that Rags was the only grey-and-white cat in that litter. There were two kittens that looked like the mother. I saw both of them. Then there was a long-haired calico. And evidently two others that Jeannie's crazy-criminal husband sold as purebreds, although they were not. There were no other kittens in that litter like Rags. For a while there it made sense to me, what Adam said. I thought I remembered hearing that Rags had a sibling that looked like him, but when I went back to my notes, that wasn't the case—he was the only grey-and-white in that litter." 
 "Are you absolutely sure?" he asked. "Or maybe there was another litter with a cat that resembled Rags in the same shelter. Have you checked into that possibility?" 
 "Now we're talking long shots, don't you think so?" she asked. 
 He shook his head. "It's sure worth a try to find out. Isn't that what you love doing most; chasing down a mystery?" He patted her thigh. "Why don't you call Jeannie and maybe the gal you met at that shelter down south and the pet store guy? What time's your meeting with Sondra tomorrow?" 
 "One. Yes, I have time to do that. I guess I might as well." She kissed him on the cheek. "Thanks, hon. You've given me a little bit of encouragement, but…" she shook her head, "I'm not all that hopeful, I'm afraid." 
 
 **** 
 "Mom, can you entertain the children for half an hour or so?" Savannah asked, the following morning after starting a load of laundry. 
 "Sure," Gladys said. "I think Lily wants to play paper dolls. Did Bethany teach her about paper dolls? She's had these for a while, but didn't show much interest in them." 
 Savannah smiled. "Yes, they did play with paper dolls a lot when we were in camp." She picked up her phone and walked into the living room. After placing a call, she said, "Hi, Jeannie, it's Savannah. How are you?" 
 "Great, how are you? Are you back from your camping trip? How did that go?" 
 "Yes, got back last night. It was so much fun. The kids did really well tent-camping. I think they enjoyed it. They caught fish, we went hiking and swimming. It was great spending time with Michael's brother and his family. Yes, it was really a wonderful trip." She sighed. "Now back to reality. Jeannie, I have a question." 
 "Oh?" 
 "Yes, it's about Rags's litter." 
 "Angel's kittens?" she confirmed. 
 "Yes, now did Angel have another male kitten with Rags's coloring?" 
 After hesitating, Jeannie said, "Well, no, Savannah. Rags and the calico were the only two who didn't have Angel's coloring. You knew that." 
 "Oh," Savannah moaned. "I was afraid that's what you'd say." 
 "Why, Savannah? Is this for another book?" 
 "No," she said. "Actually, Rags's life and my life as we know it may be in jeopardy. I was just hoping…" 
 "What's going on, Savannah? What happened?" 
 "Well, a man has come forward saying that he owns Rags. He says someone stole him and he got adopted out behind his back. He claims that his cat's mother's name was Angel and she was a Ragdoll. He believes Rags is his long-lost cat. He's planning to take me to court to get him back." 
 "Oh my goodness, Savannah. I'm so sorry." 
 "Yeah, well, I got to thinking that maybe there was another kitten in the litter that I'd forgotten about or wasn't told about and…" 
 "No. I'm sorry." 
 "Then that guy could be making all that up," Savannah groused. "I've had crazier things happen. Well, listen, I have a lot to do today before I meet with the attorney. It was a long shot. Thanks, anyway." 
 "Sure," Jeannie said. "I really wish I could have helped." 
 "I appreciate that. Talk to you soon." 
 "No luck?" Gladys asked when Savannah joined her and the children in the living room. 
 She shook her head. "And that worries me. Rochelle said Colonel Bowls is telling the truth." She grimaced. "Yes, that worries me a lot." She picked up her phone again. With renewed energy she said, "But I'm not leaving any leaf unturned. Excuse me, Mom, I have a couple more calls to make. "Hello, Edgar, this is Savannah Ivey," she said, returning to the dining room. 
 "Savannah Ivey," he repeated. "Oh yes, the crazy klepto cat. You adopted that crazy klepto cat and wrote a book about him. I enjoyed that book, by the way. I probably got you some sales, because I've talked about it so much to customers who like cats." 
 "I should have Rags's agent talk to you about selling the book there," she suggested. 
 "Sure, have him call me," Edgar said. "What can I do for you today?" 
 "Well, I have a question." 
 "Still looking into his heritage—his genealogy?" he asked. 
 "Sort of," she said. "I'm just wondering if there was another kitten up for adoption at your store that looked like Rags and was the same age. I believe this would have been when Rags was younger—maybe before he was adopted out to that woman named Cathy." 
 "Oh…um…" he hestitated. "Not that I recall. No, I don't think so." 
 "You don't have records?" she asked. "You kept good records with regard to Rags and his siblings." 
 "Yes, I do pretty well with that, but sometimes it's hit and miss. You know what, I'll ask some of my long-time employees if they remember, and I will check records, but I'm pretty sure your cat was a one of a kind during that time." 
 "Thanks, I'd really appreciate you letting me know if you find any information to the contrary." 
 "Sure," he said. "Is everything okay?" he asked. 
 "Yeah, I hope so. Thanks for checking into that for me. It is rather important." 
 "Sure," he said again. 
 After that call, Savannah tried one more number. "Hi, Marilyn. It's Savannah Ivey. You know, with Rags, one of Jeannie's Ragdoll-cat's kittens." 
 "Yes, I remember you, Savannah. What up? Looking to adopt another kitten?" 
 She chuckled. "No, I'm afraid not. I desperately need some information and I sure hope you can provide it." 
 "Sounds dire. Of course, I'll give you whatever I have. I hope I can help," Marilyn said. "You do sound desperate." 
 "Marilyn, did you have another kitten at the time you had Rags that looked something like Rags—you know, grey-and-white?" 
 "Oh," she said, letting out a deep breath. "You're really testing my memory, aren't you? That's been almost eight years ago!" 
 "Yes. Please, it's really important, even to the point that I could lose Rags." 
 "What?" Marilyn yelped. "Why?" 
 "Well, someone has come out of the woodwork, and he's claiming that he adopted Rags, I think when he was quite young. Someone took off with the cat, and I guess he'd pretty much given up looking for him until he read about Rags in my book. He said his cat's mother's name was Angel, and she was a Ragdoll. I can't imagine that any court would make me give up Rags, but if he can prove ownership, I guess it could happen. There's always that possibility. Yes, I'm desperate, Marilyn. Is it possible that Angel had another male kitten that looked like Rags?" 
 "Gee, that would have been an awfully big litter if so," Marilyn said. "Remember, there were two other Ragdoll look-alikes in that litter, which Jeannie's husband handed off before he brought the rest of the litter to us. No," she said. "I don't know what that man's trying to pull, but I think he's wrong. He says he adopted Rags?" 
 "Yes, and the time frame might fit, but I haven't seen exactly what he's basing his claim on." When Marilyn remained quiet, Savannah said, "So as far as you know and your records show, the woman named Cathy was the first person to adopt Rags and he was still young then—what, about ten weeks? Then she returned him when he was six months old." Savannah shook her head. "You, know, Marilyn, I guess I'd better see what facts and documents the gentleman comes up with before I take any more of your time. I can guestimate and use wishful thinking all day long, but what we need are facts." Savannah let out a sigh. "I just hope what he shows us proves he's all wrong." 
 "Whew!" Marilyn exclaimed. "It's a frightening thought, but with that cat, I guess it's actually possible. Regarding whether or not he adopted your cat from us, I have to say our adoption procedure and our records are pretty straightforward. I can't imagine there being a mix-up like what you're talking about. It just doesn't happen, unless another shelter was involved at some point." She paused and said, "Wait—just about eight years ago we had a volunteer who…Oh yes, it's coming back to me now. Regina." 
 "What?" Savannah urged. 
 "Well, I let her go; we had to refuse her help which is pretty much unheard of in this business because it's so hard to get good help. Regina was a little off. She lived in sort of a la-la land. She loved to make up stories. We found it entertaining at first, but I think she got carried away and actually sent adoptive parents away with sometimes erroneous information about their cats." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "So are you saying that this man might have adopted another kitten from your shelter and Regina could have given him the wrong information? Could she have told him that he was from Angel's litter? It does make for interesting conversation to introduce a cat like Rags as half Ragdoll." 
 "I imagine it does," Marilyn said. "Say, what's the gent's name who claims to have adopted that kitten?" 
 "Cedric Bowls," Savannah responded. "Colonel Cedric Bowls." 
 "Let me do some checking and see what I can come up with," Marilyn offered. 
 "Oh please. That would be great. Thank you! Now I feel hopeful. I have something to tell my attorney. I have a meeting with her in a little while." 
 "I'll get back to you as soon as possible, Savannah." 
 "Thank you so much." 
 "Well, it appears that was a more successful call," Gladys said, smiling at her daughter. 
 "Indeed it was. Well, hopeful, anyway. I don't know about successful." Savannah dropped onto the sofa and let out a sigh. 
 "Want to play dolls with us?" Lily asked. 
 "Play truck with me," Teddy cried. He pulled on Savannah's hand. "Play truck with me, Mommy." 
 "Okay, how about if we take the paper dolls for a ride in the truck?" she suggested. 
 "Nooo," Lily wailed. 
 Teddy whined, "No dolls, Mommy." 
 Gladys patted Lily's hand. "Didn't you get enough of Mommy on your camping trip?" 
 Lily shook her head. 
 Teddy threw himself into her lap. 
 
 **** 
 "Mom, I'll be back in a couple of hours," Savannah called after they'd put the children down for a nap. "I meet with the attorney at one, then I'll do the grocery shopping. The kids will probably sleep for a while. They seemed awfully cranky earlier. Probably worn out from the long drive yesterday." She picked up her purse. "You ought to take a nap while you can." 
 Gladys yawned. "I'm thinking about it. Good luck with your meeting." 
 "Thanks." Savannah started to leave when her phone chimed. She looked at it. "It's Marilyn, I'll talk to her on the way to my meeting. Gads, I hope she has encouraging information for me. Hi, Marilyn," she said after she was in her car. "I'm on pins and needles. What did you find out?" 
 "Well, I actually found a kitten that looked remarkably like Gray Boy, I mean Rags, and he was here at the same time as Rags. I think what happened was that Rags went to the pet store without Regina knowing and she adopted out the other kitten thinking it was Rags. Does that make sense?" 
 "Well, I guess it could happen. But what about your records? How could you adopt the same kitten twice? I mean you couldn't actually do that on paper." 
 "No," Marilyn said. "I don't think that's what happened. I think she simply gave the gentleman and his wife and daughters… well, I believe she gave them the wrong information. It was the right kitten according to our records, but Regina thought it was Gray Boy and she relayed the information pertinent to Gray Boy. I don't even know if we knew the background of the other cat. His file is sparse, which usually means he came to us as a stray." 
 "Oh my goodness, this is wonderful news. Thank you, Marilyn. I'm so relieved right now. You just don't know. I'm on my way to see the attorney and now I can give her something that will surely disprove the colonel's claim. Poor man. He must actually believe that Rags is the cat he adopted." Savannah thought for a moment. "And that's probably because of what he read in my book. But does he think I made up the stories of the other people who adopted Rags before me? He's claiming that his cat was around eight months when he went missing and that's when I adopted Rags." 
 "Have you seen a picture of his cat?" 
 "No," Savannah said. "That's another thing. We need to compare the two. Of course, he's seen Rags's picture, but no, I have not seen a photo of his cat. Hey, Marilyn, do you have one in your files?" 
 "I sure do. Want me to text it to you?" 
 "Would you, please?" Savannah said excitedly. "Thank you." 
 "Absolutely, and Savannah, if he would like to adopt a new cat and promise to keep it inside where it's safe, send him to us. We have a lot of kittens right now." 
 "I will. Thanks so much, Marilyn," she said, ending the call. She couldn't help it, "Zowie!" she cheered. She murmured, "Great news, only…" She thought back to Rochelle's warning. Why did she tell me he was right? Suddenly it dawned on her.  Rochelle didn't say he was right, she said he was telling the truth. Yes, I guess he was telling the truth as he knows it. Poor guy. I hope he finds his cat. 

 
 **** 
 That evening over dinner, the theme around the table was jubilance. Michael squeezed Savannah's hand. "It's wonderful to see you so happy." 
 She smiled. "I don't know when I've felt so relieved and relaxed. I'm safe at home with my family and our pets. We're all healthy and there are no worries or threats to our beautiful existence. Yeah, I'm happy," she said. She looked at him. "Aren't you?" 
 He winked at her. "Hey, I'm happy every single day since you came into my life." 
 "Awww. What a nice thing to say." She leaned over and kissed him. 
 "Stop it!" Teddy shouted. 
 "What?" Savannah asked. "You don't want Mommy and Daddy kissing?" 
 He shook his head and pointed at her plate. "Eat." 
 Everyone laughed. 
 "He's starting early with that kind of talk," Gladys said. 
 Michael grinned at the toddler. "Our son's advanced." He asked, "So what's next on our agenda? Do we get to relax for the rest of the summer?" 
 Savannah winced. "Well, it depends on what you call relaxing." 
 He slumped and grumbled, "Oh no. Don't tell me there's more have-tos." 
 "Have-tos?" she repeated laughing. "Just one large and very special event." 
 "What?" he asked suspiciously. 
 "Michael, don't you remember that Bri and our veterinary partner are getting married?" She looked at her mother, "That's what—two weeks from tomorrow?" 
 Her mother nodded. 
 "Do I have to get dressed up and go someplace? Can't I just stay here? I can watch the wedding on video." 
 "Sure, you can certainly stay here. In fact, I hope you will," she said. 
 "Why?" he asked, perplexed. 
 "Because the wedding will be here," she said, grinning. 
 "Savannah!" he said sternly. "Here? Why? What happened to 'we're being married on the lot where our family home will be'?" 
 Savannah chuckled. "Boy, are you ever in the dark ages." 
 "Why? Did something change? Why wasn't I informed?" 
 "What happened is they've already started building their house. You knew that, Michael. Their contractor had a cancellation and offered to start immediately. Bri and Bud agreed and asked if they could be married here and we said yes." 
 "We?" he questioned. 
 "Well, I thought I mentioned it to you. Mom and I agreed." She frowned. "Maybe I did forget to tell you. I'm sorry, hon, but you won't have that much to do. All of the arrangements have been made—catering and all. We're simply supplying the venue. Easy peasy," she said cheerfully. 
 Michael shook his head slowly. "If only I could believe that." 
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