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Chapter One
  
 "Oh, my gosh! What happened?" Savannah shrieked, running up the stairs to where Gladys sat, holding tightly to a banister post. "Are you all right, Mom?" 
 "Yes. Just let me catch my breath." 
 "What's going on?" Michael called from the bottom of the staircase. 
 "I think Mom fell," Savannah said, sitting down next to her mother. 
 Michael trotted up to join them. "Did you step on this?" he asked, holding up a toy tractor. 
 "No," Gladys said. "I didn't even see it there." She pointed at Rags. "But maybe he did." 
 "What do you mean?" Michael asked, looking at the cat. 
 "Well, I'd just started walking down the stairs when he came from out of nowhere and knocked me off balance. I fell backward, thank heavens." She petted Rags when he rubbed against her, and said quietly, "He ran in front of me just before I could take that step." She grasped her daughter's arm. "Vannie, do you think he did that on purpose? If he hadn't," she swooned, "well, I would have stepped right on that thing and probably wound up at the bottom of the stairs with a broken neck." 
 "Or he was playing with the tractor," Michael said, "and he got in your way." He frowned. "How did that toy get up here, anyway?" 
 "Good question," Savannah said. "I can't imagine that Rags could carry it." She asked her mother, "Was the baby gate still fastened when you came up here?" 
 Gladys nodded. "But Rags can sidestep that thing. It just serves to keep the children off the stairs." 
 "Right," Michael agreed. He looked at his mother-in-law. "What exactly happened, Gladys?" 
 She took a breath. "Well, I came up here to get my sweater, and," she studied the toy again, "I'm almost positive that wasn't there." She explained, "You know I take these stairs carefully. I watch where I step. I would have seen it coming up." She thought for a moment. "Going down, maybe not." She shuddered. "Kids, what is going on? I heard Iris say something about unchained angry spirits. With all that has happened these last few days, I'm beginning to wonder!" 
 Savannah felt a surge of fear. She willed herself to recall the calm she'd felt earlier in the week while she prepared for her sister's wedding and a fun family gathering. 
 
 **** 
 It was a Tuesday evening in June. Savannah bubbled with excitement as she recounted her day's activities over a home-cooked dinner. "Bri and I finalized the details on the wedding cake today, and we got everything set with the caterer. It'll be a delightful array of tea sandwiches, canapés, and light salads, perfect for an afternoon reception. We'll have chairs and a rose-covered arbor set up on the side lawn for the ceremony. Iris will arrange for the roses. She might need your help with the arbor, Michael." She continued, "The orchard is beautiful this time of year, and we have so many flowering shrubs along the south side; it's actually a picture-perfect venue for a wedding." 
 "How many does she expect?" Michael asked. 
 "Around fifty," Savannah said. She bounced in her chair. "And all of our cousins will be here. Can you believe it? Everyone can make it. Well, Jake and Marla have split up. Did you know that, Mom?" 
 "No," Gladys said. She grumbled, "He's never been with anyone for long, has he? It seems he's always between wives or girlfriends." She asked more cheerfully, "What about his brother and his family? They'll be here?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Jimmy, Belinda, and the kids are coming. Belle's three already; I can't wait to see her." 
 "How old is Belinda's boy?" Michael asked. "What's his name?" 
 "Joshua. He's ten or eleven—around the same age as Adam." 
 "And my sister's girls," Gladys asked, "they're coming?" 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "Both Mel and Roxy and their families will be here." 
 "How many youngsters is that," Gladys asked, "eight?" 
 "Yes, eight second cousins, all under twelve." Savannah shimmied. "Won't it be fun to have all the kids together?" 
 Gladys winced. "That's a lot of little ones to keep an eye on. They'll be staying in their own homes, won't they—I mean their motor homes?" 
 Savannah chuckled. "Yes, both Mel and Jimmy are bringing their RVs." She looked at her mother. "Okay if Aunt Rose bunks with you? Or she can stay at Auntie's and Max's." 
 "Let's have her stay here. I think she'll enjoy that," Gladys agreed. "I know I will." 
 Savannah nodded and continued, "Roxy, Blake, and Nate can have the larger room next to you, and Jake can have Adam's old room upstairs, unless he wants to use our tent and camp out. Jimmy said that Jake may bring his sleeping bag." She clapped her hands. "I think it'll all work out. I'm just sorry Uncle Ray can't make it. I guess his health isn't good." 
 Gladys nodded. "It's poor timing for him and for Don." 
 "Yes, Bri said Uncle Don isn't able to travel, either, so Aunt Rose will hitch a ride with Melanie and her family," Savannah said. 
 "Sounds like you have everything under control," Michael said, carrying his dishes to the counter. He faced Savannah. "Bud's sure a basket case." 
 "He is?" she asked. "Why?" 
 "I don't know." Michael thought for a moment. "I doubt it's cold feet. He's probably just anxious about the ceremony and all the attention he'll get." 
 "Yeah, he's not one to seek the limelight," Savannah said, releasing Teddy from the high chair and washing his hands and face. She chuckled. "Bri's in her element, though. She's having a blast." 
 "She'll be the belle of the ball," Gladys said, placing the remainder of the dishes in the sink. She grimaced. "I just hope everything goes smoothly on her wedding day." 
 "Why wouldn't it, Mom?" Savannah asked. "Bri has put a lot of thought and time into every detail. There's no reason why it won't be the event of the season and create memories to last a lifetime for her and for Bud." 
 Michael stared down at Rags, who had just strolled into the room. He muttered, "No reason at all why something might go awry. Isn't that right, Rags, old boy?" 
 Ignoring him, Savannah said, "Hon, wait until you see the kids' outfits. They'll be the most adorable flower girl and ring bearer ever. Lily, tell Daddy about your dress." 
 "It's my flower dress, huh, Mommy?" the child said, pretending to feed her Alana doll from an empty baby food jar. 
 "Yes. Flower-girl dress." 
 "It's blue and has white flowers and dots." Lily pinched her thumb and fingers together and said in a small voice, "Tiny dots." Wide-eyed, she added, "I have shiny white shoes and ruffle socks and a basket for—" She tilted her head. "What's the basket for, Mommy?" 
 "The flowers," Savannah prompted. "You'll be dropping flowers along a path in front of Auntie Bri." 
 "On the ground?" Lily asked. "I could give flowers to the people." 
 Savannah shook her head. "No, you're supposed to just drop the flowers on the grass." 
 Michael smiled at his daughter. When he saw Teddy riding his fire engine into the room he asked, "What will you be doing at Auntie Bri's wedding, Teddy? Did you get new clothes?" 
 The two-year-old nodded and began pulling at his shirt. "Tight," he said. "Too tight." 
 Savannah chuckled. "Yes, Auntie Bri put your tie on a little too tight, didn't she? It won't be that way for the wedding. You'll be comfortable in your cute little suit." 
 "What will you do when you wear your suit?" Michael asked the toddler. 
 Teddy tore at his shirt again. 
 Michael laughed. "Will you walk with sister? You'll be carrying something, right? What will you carry?" 
 Teddy looked at Lily, and shook his head. "No walk with sister." 
 Savannah winced. "Yeah, we have a ways to go with him. Michael, you might have to walk with him." 
 "I'm a groomsman, how will I do that?" he asked. 
 She waved her hand. "Oh, we'll work it out. It's such a casual wedding." She stared at Teddy. "Let's see, you could either walk with him when it's his turn, or take him with you when you come in." 
 "Are you the best man?" Gladys asked. 
 "Of course, I am," Michael said, grinning. 
 Gladys laughed. "I mean in the wedding." 
 "That, too," he said, playfully. 
 "And Vannie, you're matron of honor?" Gladys asked. 
 She nodded. "I think we all have jobs. You'll give Bri away." 
 "Yes," Gladys said, choking up. "If only your father could have…" 
 Savannah put her hand on her mother's arm. "Don't you think he's watching us?" 
 Gladys nodded. 
 "He knows," Savannah said, "and he's as pleased as punch." 
 "That he is," Gladys said, smiling. 
 "What?" Savannah yelped, looking down. "Oh, hi, Ragsie, did you bring me something? What is that?" she asked, squinting. 
 "Looks like a crinkled silk flower," Gladys said. 
 Savannah picked it up and scowled. "That's exactly what it is. Rags," she scolded, "what have you done?" She walked swiftly into the dining room. "Glori!" she shouted. She chuckled and returned to the kitchen carrying a small basket with the calico cat curled up inside. 
 "What did she do?" Michael asked, amused. 
 Savannah grinned. "Evidently she decided to move into Lily's flower girl basket, after redecorating it of course." She held the basket close and kissed the calico on the head, announcing, "She's purring." 
 "She knows how to keep from getting into trouble," Michael said. He ruffled the fur on Glori's head. "All she has to do is look cute." 
 When Rags stood with his paws on Savannah's leg, trying to reach Glori and the basket, Savannah said, "Maybe they were in cahoots. Rags, did you scrunch up the flower or did this adorable, sweet kitty do it?" 
 Michael laughed. "It was probably a team effort." He rinsed his hands and wiped them on a towel. "Better put that basket up, hon." 
 "I can see that." She lowered the basket to the floor and nudged Glori out of it. When Rags started to climb inside, she quickly discouraged him, then stood up and examined the basket. She set it on the kitchen counter, saying, "I think we have enough flowers left over that I can repair it, and you two naughty cats had better leave it alone. No-no!" 
 "Let the fun begin," Michael said, chuckling. He asked, "So when will everyone converge upon us?" 
 "Thursday. Bud's parents, Edith and Gunther, are hosting the rehearsal dinner Thursday evening at their place. The wedding is Friday afternoon, and our overnight guests will stay until Sunday. Bud and Bri want to stay around over the weekend to visit with the family, so they aren't leaving for their honeymoon until Monday morning." 
 "We're hosting the family for four days, are we?" he asked. 
 "Pretty much, yes." Savannah giggled. "It'll be so much fun catching up with everyone." 
 Michael put his arms around her. "And it's fun for me to see you enjoying yourself." 
 "Thanks," she said, taking his face in her hands and kissing him twice. 
 "Your phone, Vannie," Gladys called from the dining room, where she watched Teddy scoot around the room on his fire engine. 
 "Thanks, Mom." Savannah looked at the screen. "It's Jake!" Into the phone she said, "Hi, Cousin Jake. How are you?" 
 "Hi," he said. "Doing good. And you?" 
 "Great. Been busy helping Bri with the wedding details. Lots of details." 
 "I can only imagine," Jake said. "I wasn't all that involved in any of that with my two weddings." He laughed. "So I guess I can't take the blame for the marriages not working out." 
 More quietly, Savannah said, "Yeah, Jake, I'm sorry to hear about you and Marla." 
 "It's okay. I'm having fun playing the dating game again," he quipped. 
 "You're coming to the wedding, aren't you?" she asked. "Are you bringing a date?" 
 "Yeah, I'll be there." He laughed. "No date. There are too many to choose from, and I'm not sure you'd like any of them, anyway." 
 "Oh, Jake," she carped. "Well, maybe you'll find someone here." 
 "There'll be single women?" he asked enthusiastically. 
 "Oh, um, now that you mention it, I'm not really sure. Maybe," she said. 
 "Or I can just dance with your little girl—what's her name?" 
 "Lily," Savannah said. "Yes, she loves to dance." 
 "How old is she now," he asked, "eighteen?" 
 "No," she chuckled, "she's four." 
 "Just my luck," he complained. "Hey, yeah, so I just wanted to make sure you have a place for me—you know, if I come." 
 "Sure, Jake. I've set aside a room for you in case you want to stay inside." 
 "Why wouldn't I?" he asked. 
 Feeling a little uncomfortable, she revealed, "Jimmy thought you might prefer camping outside. We have a tent…" 
 "I don't know where my brother got that idea," Jake carped. He hesitated, then asked, "Are you still in Aunt Maggie's old house?" 
 "We sure are." 
 "Then I guess you have a lot of space. I'd like a room to myself if you have it." 
 "No problem," she said. "When will you be here?" 
 "If the sky don't fall and my truck does start, I'll be there in time for that dinner you mentioned in your voicemail. Or," he continued, "I may ride up with Jimmy. Either way, count me in." 
 "Super. See you then. Thanks for the call, Jake." 
 "How is Jake?" Gladys asked as soon as Savannah ended the call. She shook her head. "Imagine, another breakup." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "He seems capable of engaging women, but either he hasn't figured out how to build a relationship with someone or he chooses flakey women." She smiled at her mother. "He sounds okay. He'll be here Thursday along with most of the rest of the family." 
 "Great!" Gladys cheered. "It'll be good to see everyone. It's been too long between visits." 
 "You saw most of them last year when you and Auntie went to LA. You two and Aunt Rose got a lot of visiting done then." 
 Gladys smiled. "That we did, and I'm ready for another dose of family time. I'm so glad everyone's staying around for a while. It'll be fun." 
 
 **** 
 Early Thursday afternoon Savannah, along with her mother and her aunts, Rose and Margaret, entertained some of her cousins and their families on the wraparound porch. She said, "I really like your rig, Jimmy. It's just about as big as Aunt Maggie's entire house." 
 "Is not," Margaret grumbled, "but it is big. Must be hard to drive. I'd be scared to death to get behind the wheel of something like that unless it was on a country road somewhere—a wide country road." 
 "Me, too," Gladys agreed. 
 "Those things are major gas guzzlers," Jake said, "and polluters." 
 Jimmy ignored his brother's comment, and Savannah changed the subject. "I'm sorry you boys' mom and dad couldn't make it." 
 "Yeah," Jake said, "the old man never took care of his health, and he's suffering for it now. Too much fatty food and long hours at work. He'd even bring his work home—actual work, and the worry of work. Stress. Stress is a killer, you know." 
 When no one responded, Gladys said, "It really is sad. Ray's too young to be having such health issues." She asked brightly, "So Jake, what kind of work are you doing now? Didn't you go into business with your dad? He wanted to groom you to take it over, right?" 
 "Yeah, that didn't work out." Jake fidgeted in his chair, then sat up and announced, "I've started my own business." 
 "Oh?" Savannah said. "What kind of business?" 
 "Well, nothing as important as what my brother does," Jake responded. "He's a big shot attorney, you know." He looked at Jimmy. "How you could embrace such a hypocritical way of life, I'll never know." 
 Margaret smiled at Jimmy. "I heard that you'd passed the bar. Congratulations! I must say I was surprised, though. I thought you were happy working in that law office as a paralegal. You had a pretty good thing going there, didn't you?" 
 Jimmy nodded. "But I saw an opportunity and took it." He smiled. "I really do enjoy having my own clients." He winked. "And an office with a window." 
 "Well, good for you," Margaret said. "People should enjoy their work." 
 "Yes," Gladys added, "we're proud of you, Jimmy." 
 He nodded, then said to Savannah, "Thanks, by the way, for the card. I wondered how you knew about it, but Belinda said she sent a text inviting you all to the grand-opening celebration." He grinned. "If you'd call it that. We had cake and champagne. It was nice." 
 "I'm glad," Savannah said. "We wanted to be there, but we were at the grand opening of an antique store in Oregon that week." When there was a lull in the conversation, she focused on Jake again. "What kind of business did you start, Jake?" 
 "I collect metal," he said. 
 "He's a scrapper," Jimmy explained, chuckling. 
 "Don't knock it," Jake said. "I work my own hours, don't have to deal with people much, and I can sometimes make pretty darn good money." 
 "We know someone in that business, don't we, Ron?" Melanie asked. She addressed Rose, "Mom, you've met our neighbors Cliff and Toni. They run a metal business. It keeps them pretty busy, and they seem to do okay." 
 Ron asked, "Jake, do you have one of those trucks with the side racks so you can stack the stuff real high? Sometimes Cliff appears to be so overloaded I wonder how he clears the overhead utility lines." 
 More enthusiastic now, Jake said, "Yes, I went into a partnership with a local rancher on an old stock truck. It's perfect for hauling some of those large and awkward pieces of metal. I also do moving and trash pickup. I keep pretty busy when I want to." 
 "I imagine you do," Savannah said. "I can see there'd be a need." 
 "Where are you going?" Savannah asked when Gladys and her sisters walked toward the kitchen door. 
 "Yeah," Jake called out, "are you aunties bored with us already?" 
 Margaret grinned at him. "It's a secret. We old gals are allowed to have secrets, aren't we?" 
 "Only if you're not telling secrets about us," Jimmy teased. 
 "What's that?" Jake asked, shrinking back and pointing. 
 "What?" Savannah asked. 
 "Some monster animal is inside there, staring at me," Jake said. "I guess it's a cat. A big gnarly cat." 
 "That's Rags," Savannah said, seeing him sitting on his windowsill perch. 
 Jimmy's wife, Belinda, stood up to get a better view. "Is that the cat you wrote the book about, Vannie?" 
 Savannah nodded. "That's him." 
 "I haven't read the book yet," she admitted. "Joshua and I are going to read it together—it's on our reading shelf. Is it okay for a ten-year-old?" 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "Adam read it, and he seemed to enjoy it, but then he knows Rags. That may have made a difference for him." 
 "When's Adam getting here?" Joshua asked. 
 "Just about any time," Savannah said. "Michael left around two hours ago to pick him up." 
 "How far away does he live?" Melanie asked. 
 "It's a little over an hour's drive." Savannah smiled. "Adam's really eager to see all of you again." 
 "Where's the bathroom, Mommy?" nine-year-old Misty asked. 
 "I'll show you," Ron offered, opening the kitchen door for his daughter. 
 Jimmy tilted his head. "How old is Michael's son now? I think he was eight or maybe nine last time we were here." 
 "Eleven," Savannah said. 
 "He's a cool kid," Joshua said. 
 Jake smacked his lips together. "So, Vannie, you have a cool son, a cool husband, and a cool house. Can I assume you also have a cool life?" 
 Feeling a little uncomfortable by her cousin's tone, Savannah was relieved when Belinda interjected, "Don't forget the cool cat." 
 "What does he do that's so cool?" Jake asked. "He looks pretty ordinary to me." 
 "Yeah, he is," Savannah said, "most of the time." 
 When Ron returned from the house with Misty, Melanie asked, "What's Mom doing?" 
 "Just chewing the fat with the other gals." 
 "There are children in there," Misty said. "Can I go play with them?" 
 Savannah smiled. "That's Lily and Teddy. I guess they're up from their naps. They're your cousins, Misty. Sure you can play with them." She stood up and invited, "Come on, I'll introduce you." She looked at Misty's brother. "Want to come, Aaron?" 
 The seven-year-old nodded. 
 Savannah looked around. "Where's Belle?" 
 "Joshua took her to the RV to get her blanket," Belinda said. 
 "Is she cold?" Savannah asked. 
 Belinda laughed. "No. She just likes carrying it around. Didn't either of your children do that?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "They both liked stuffed animals." She chuckled, adding, "And real ones." When Joshua returned with his three-year-old sister, Savannah asked, "Belle, want to go inside and play with Lily and Teddy? Lily's just a little bit older than you are." 
 The petite brunette nodded and Savannah reached for her hand. "Let's go," she said, leading the three children into the house. 
 "Joshua, you should go with them and watch Belle," Belinda said. 
 Savannah looked at her, then at Joshua. "Well, he's certainly welcome if he wants to, but the aunties and grammies are in the living room with the kids. They'll be fine." 
 "Okay," Belinda agreed. 
 Savannah returned to the porch with a pitcher of iced tea and one of lemonade in time to hear the younger women talking about weight gain. Belinda said, "My grandmother was overweight, so was my aunt, and now my mother. I joined a gym hoping to break the cycle in my generation." 
 "Well, you look good," Melanie offered. 
 "Yeah," Belinda said, "wait until I reach my goal weight, then tell me that." 
 Melanie grimaced. "Speaking of fat in your genes, have any of you seen my sister lately? When no one responded, she frowned. "We don't look so much like twins anymore." 
 "Oh?" Savannah said. "Why? Has Roxy changed her hair color, had her lips plumped, gotten a tattoo or a piercing?" She shook her head. "I can't imagine her doing any of that." 
 Melanie revealed, "No, she's put on a little weight." 
 "More than a little," her husband, Ron, said. 
 Belinda frowned. "Now that's hard to imagine. You girls have always stayed so slim." 
 "Not anymore," Melanie insisted. She glanced at Ron. "Yeah, she's quite overweight and really embarrassed by it." 
 "Why doesn't she just stop eating?" Jake said. "End of problem." 
 Melanie looked Jake up and down. "Yeah, easy for you to say, stick man." She continued speaking to the women, "Roxy sent me a picture of her wedding dress—I mean the one she bought for Bri's wedding. It's really pretty, and she's so proud of it." Melanie smiled. "She said it makes her feel beautiful again." She confided quietly, "Be sure to compliment her when you see her wearing it tomorrow." 
 Savannah nodded and asked, "When will they get here, Mel? You said Blake had to work?" 
 "They'll pull in around midmorning. Will that be okay?" 
 "Sure," Savannah said. 
 Melanie smiled. "By the way, I love the wedding venue out there on the lawn." She looked around. "Your yard is so different from what I remember." 
 Savannah chuckled. "Yes, it is. We boarded a bunch of horses a few years ago when our friends' stable burned. That pretty much annihilated our landscaping. When the horses left, we did a total redesign." 
 "I love it," Melanie gushed. "You have so much color right now." 
 "Perfect for a wedding," Belinda said. 
 Melanie nodded. "Who built that great archway?" 
 "The arbor?" Savannah said. "Michael and Bud." 
 "Bud?" Melanie questioned. 
 Savannah looked at her. "The groom." 
 "Oh, isn't his name Gunther or something like that?" Belinda asked. "That's what it said on the invitation." 
 Savannah nodded. "He's named after his dad, but everyone calls him Bud. Yeah, he helped, and I think so did our friend Damon. Iris, Damon's mother, had the climbing roses brought in. Bri and I helped Iris fasten them to the arbor." 
 "Looks beautiful," Melanie said. "Picture perfect." 
 "You still have horses, don't you?" Jake asked, looking out toward the corrals. "Can I go see them?" 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "The sorrel is Peaches; she's the most friendly one." When Jake gave her a blank stare, she said, "She's the one on the right. Gypsy's the darker-colored one on the left. She's not all that cordial." 
 "I'm not going to jump on her back," he said sarcastically. "I just want to see them." 
 "Sure," Savannah said, watching him walk away. She looked at Jimmy. "Is your brother depressed or something?" 
 "I think so," Belinda responded. "There's something going on with him. We don't hang out much anymore since he and Laurel broke up." 
 "Laurel? Last I knew he was with Marla." 
 "Yes," Belinda said, "then Pamela, then Sarah, then Laurel." 
 Savannah stared after Jake. "Gads, that's a lot of loss." 
 Belinda chuckled. "That's one way to look at it." 
 Just then Savannah smiled and waved. "Here come Michael and Adam." 
 "Hi, Savannah," Adam said, bounding up the porch steps. He hugged her briefly, then glanced around at the others. 
 "Hi, yourself," she said, smiling. "Everyone, you remember Adam." 
 "Yes," Melanie said, "but you were just a little boy when we met you at your dad's and Savannah's wedding. Look at you now." 
 Adam blushed. 
 "You saw him here on that Easter we spent together," Savannah reminded her. 
 "That's right." Melanie smiled at the boy. "Well, Adam, you sure look like your dad." 
 "And my uncle," Adam said. When Melanie looked confused, he said, "He's my dad's twin brother. They look the same." 
 "Mel's a twin, too," Savannah told him. 
 Adam glanced around at the others, then tilted his head. "She is?" 
 Mel laughed. "My sister isn't here yet. She'll be here tomorrow." 
 When Adam saw Joshua a distance away from the others, he said, "Hey." 
 "Hey," Joshua responded. 
 "Wanna do something?" Adam asked. 
 "What?" Joshua asked, glancing at his mother. 
 "Come with me to my room. I'll put my stuff away, then we can decide." After a moment he added, "We can play catch." 
 Joshua shook his head. 
 "Croquet?" Adam suggested. "I also have some board games." 
 Joshua glanced at his mother again, then asked Adam, "Can we ride those horses out there? Are those horses yours?" 
 Adam nodded. "Well, they're Savannah's. I don't think we'll be able to ride right now. Want to come see my room?" 
 "Okay, I guess," Joshua said, following Adam into the house. 
 Savannah smiled when she saw Adam stop at the windowsill perch and hug Rags. Moments later, Lily opened the side kitchen door and called out, "Mommy, I'm playing with Bella, Mitzi and…um…Baron." 
 Savannah chuckled and corrected, "Belle, Misty, and Aaron. Yes, you have new friends to play with, don't you?" 
 "Cousins," Lily said. "They're my cousins, Mommy." 
 "Yes they are. Hey, punkin, come on out here and close the door or go back in so the cats don't…" 
 Before Savannah could finish the sentence, Lily lost her balance. Jimmy reached out and stopped her fall, which caused the door to open even wider. And Rags being Rags, he took full advantage of the opportunity. 
 "Rags," Savannah said, leaping from her chair and grasping hold of the cat. "You want to come out and meet everyone, do you?" she murmured. "Well, let me get your leash. Come on." 
 "You talk to cats, Vannie?" Jake asked, returning to the porch. He laughed. "Does he answer you?" 
 "Actually, sometimes he does," she said, walking into the house with the cat. 
 When she returned with Rags on his leash, Jake snickered and asked, "Now what's this? So this isn't a cat? It looks like a cat, but cats can't be led around like that, so it must be a dog. Hi, dog," he said, trying to get Rags's attention. 
 Jimmy, losing his patience with his brother, hissed, "Jake, just zip it, will you?" 
 Belinda added, "Yeah, if you can't say something nice…" 
 "And if you people can't take a joke," Jake spat, "well, I don't want to be in your company." 
 "Where's he going?" Michael asked, watching Jake amble across the yard toward a thick stand of trees on the edge of their property. Michael looked around at everyone. "What did I miss?" 
 "Oh, he's just so negative and sarcastic," Melanie complained. 
 "Caustic and mean is more like it," Belinda groused. "You should have ridden with him all the way up here from LA." 
 "No thank you," Melanie said. 
 "Awe, guys," Jimmy said, "he's just trying to find his place in the group. He's not the most social kid on the block. Give him a chance." 
 "Kid?" Savannah said. "How old is he now, about thirty-two?" 
 Jimmy nodded. "And he has issues. Everyone, just try to get along with him, okay?" 
 Belinda sniggered, "Yeah, like you do?" 
 "I'll admit, he can grate on your nerves after a while," Jimmy agreed. "All I'm saying is, let's try to help him fit in." 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "We can do that. Thanks for the reminder, Jimmy." 
 He grinned and attempted to entice Rags. "Hi, cat." 
 "Rags," Belinda said. "His name's Rags, right Vannie?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "Why?" Jimmy asked. 
 "That's what I was wondering," Ron said. "He doesn't look all raggedy. He's sleek and smooth." 
 "Well, it's complicated," Savannah said. "His mother is a Ragdoll and…" 
 Ron broke out in laughter. "Wait just a minute. A ragdoll?" he repeated. "As in a doll made from cloth? How's that? I mean, how does that happen?" 
 Savannah chuckled and explained, "Ragdoll is a type of cat. They're real fluffy. I wanted to call him Rags because of his breeding." She giggled a little. "I thought it would make for interesting conversation, and it certainly does." 
 "I imagine," Jimmy said, staring suspiciously at the cat. 
 "His name's actually Ragsdale," Savannah explained. "I also thought he should have a more sophisticated name." 
 "Why?" Jimmy asked. "Does he need a stage name?" 
 "With Rags you never know," Michael said. 
 "Is he supposed to be doing that?" Belinda asked, pointing. 
 "What?" Savannah asked, leaning over to see what Rags was doing under the chair Jake had been sitting in. 
 "Looks like he found something," Michael said. He crouched near the chair. "Someone stuffed a food wrapper in a gap between the porch slats." He picked up the wrapper and tucked it into his pocket to dispose of later, saying, "No biggie. He's a nosey cat." 
 Jimmy held out his hand. "Wait, Michael. Let me see that." 
 "Why?" Michael asked, handing it to him. "Are you hungry?" he teased. "Do you think there's flavor left to lick?" 
 "Funny, Michael," Jimmy said. "No, it's just that the kids picked out some snacks to bring with them. Belle chose some of those little peanut butter cracker snacks. When she wanted to eat one, we couldn't find them. Jake swore he hadn't seen them, but dang it, look at that." He held up the wrapper. "This is from Belle's cracker snack, isn't it?" 
 "Yes," Belinda said. "Jake's such a jerk. Taking candy from babies. That's just wrong." She said to the others, "You can see how that man can test your patience." 
 Savannah nodded. She petted Rags when he returned to where she was sitting, and she chuckled. "Same with this guy. Sometimes there are things you'd rather not know about, but Rags is always eager to bring it to your attention anyway." 



Chapter Two
  
 At four that afternoon, everyone was ready to go to the rehearsal dinner. Everyone except for Jake. 
 "Where is he?" Jimmy huffed, pacing in circles near the driveway. "I told him to meet us out here at ten minutes to four." He walked toward the porch. "I'd better go see what's holding him up." 
 "He acted kind of odd when he returned from that grove of trees earlier, don't you think so?" Melanie asked. "I thought he was trying to hide something." 
 Jimmy stopped. "Like what?" 
 "I saw blood on his face," Adam said, wide-eyed. "So did Joshua. It looked like he fell or ran into a tree or something." 
 "Or a bear," Joshua added. 
 "He was hurt?" Savannah asked. "I wonder what happened. Did you boys ask him?" 
 "No, he just walked all fast to the house like he didn't want to talk to anyone," Adam explained. 
 "I wonder what happened," Jimmy said. "I'd better go check on him." 
 "Here he comes," Belinda said. 
 "Oh no!" Savannah shouted when she saw Jake holding the side kitchen door open. "Don't let the cat out. No cats outside!" 
 "You didn't tell me that," Jake said. "Anyway, I didn't let him out. All I did was walk out the door. He came out on his own." 
 Savannah waved him off. "It's okay, Jake. I'll get him. Adam, want to help me?" she asked. 
 "Sure." The boy moved toward Rags, soon calling out, "Got him. He wasn't going anywhere. He just wanted to see what we were all doing out here, huh, Rags?" 
 Savannah smiled and petted the cat, crooning, as Adam turned him loose in the house, "You stay inside with your sisters. We'll be back pretty soon, and you can see everyone." After closing and locking the door, she rested one arm across Adam's shoulders. "Thanks, pal. You're always better at capturing him than I am." 
 "Did you feed the horses?" Michael called. 
 Savannah let out a sigh. "Darn. I forgot. I'm sorry, Michael. I'll do it." 
 "I'll go," Michael offered. "You get the kids settled in the car." 
 "I'll help," Jake said. "I've never fed a horse before. How do you do that?" 
 "You just throw a flake of hay at 'em," Michael joked. "Come on. I'll show you." He glanced at the man as they walked. "Say, what happened there, Jake? Your face is bruised and cut a little." 
 "Walked through some sort of briar patch out in those trees," Jake muttered. He quickly changed the subject. "So which one's the friendly horse? Savannah said one's friendly. Where do you get your hay? Looks like you have room enough here to grow it. Why don't you grow hay rather than all of those useless flowering plants?" 
 Michael glanced at Jake and proceeded to feed the horses, saying, "Become a farmer? No thanks. Sounds like too much work." When he finished the task, he saw Jake lagging behind him, and called, "Let's go, Jake. The women don't like it when we arrive late." 
 
 **** 
 Michael patted Savannah's knee as he drove the family home later that evening. "Do you feel well-rehearsed?" 
 "I guess so," she said. "Those wedding rehearsals are always kind of chaotic." 
 "I just hope I remember my lines," Michael joked. 
 She slapped at him. "You don't have any lines, silly. You said your lines at our wedding just fine. It's Bud's turn tomorrow." As they pulled into the driveway and closer to the house, she shouted, "Stop!" 
 "What?" he asked, hitting the brakes. 
 "I thought I saw a horse." 
 "Oh, hon," he soothed, "I knew you shouldn't have had that second glass of wine." 
 Adam sat up in his seat to look out the front window. He laughed. "Are you drunk, Savannah?" 
 "No," she insisted. "I had two very small glasses of wine with dinner. That's all." She looked around. "I could have sworn I saw a horse." 
 "There!" Adam shouted. "I see one. I think it's Peaches." 
 "Good lord," Michael said under his breath. "She's out? How did that happen?" 
 "We have a lot of little visitors this weekend," Savannah said. "We'll have to be extra careful where the animals are concerned. Maybe we'd better lock the corrals." 
 "First," he said, turning off the ignition, "we need to catch her." 
 Adam skinnied past Teddy's car seat and out the car door, saying, "I'll go get a light." 
 "Wait," Savannah called, "you'll need the keys." She handed hers to the boy, then said, "Michael, put your brights on. I think she's right in front of us. Look, she's heading toward the orchard." She opened the door and stepped out, calling, "Peaches! Peaches, come here, girl." When the mare didn't respond, she said, "I'll go get the halter." 
 "Wait for Adam to bring the flashlight," Michael warned. 
 "What's going on?" Jimmy called, climbing out of Gladys's car with four others. 
 "One of the horses is out," Savannah said. She shouted, "Adam, turn on the outside lights, will you?" When she saw him exit the house, she called out, "Bring the light here, Adam. I need to go get her halter or a rope or something." 
 "I have a flashlight in the RV," Jimmy said. "I'll get it." 
 After grabbing Peaches's halter and lead rope, Savannah started walking toward Michael and Jimmy, then yelped. 
 "What?" Adam asked, looking at her. 
 "Gypsy's corral gate's open too. Dang it!" She handed Adam the halter. "Go give this to your dad. I'll get another one." 
 "Got them?" Belinda called from the porch a few minutes later. 
 "Got them," Savannah said as she and Adam led the mares back to their corrals. "Now you stay inside," she said to Gypsy. 
 "You too, Peaches," Adam said, turning her loose in her corral. "No escaping." 
 Meanwhile, Michael examined both pens and reported, "There are no broken rails, the latches on the gates work just fine. I can't imagine how this happened, unless…" 
 "Unless?" Savannah repeated. 
 "Yeah, unless one of the kids opened the gates," he said. "That's the only logical explanation." 
 "I can't imagine that they would," Savannah said. "We gave them a tour of the property and explained about not bothering the horses—not coming out here without an adult or permission from an adult. We went through the whole safety drill. Besides, we were all gone." She gasped. "Michael, what if someone came onto our property and let them out?" 
 "Or someone opened the gates before we left," Michael said. "That's more likely. Maybe we should have another talk with the children." 
 "Michael!" Ron called. "I think you're gonna want to see this." 
 "Uh-oh, what?" Michael started walking toward Ron, then changed his mind. "Let me lock these gates and I'll be right there." He told Savannah, "I have some locks in the tack room." Minutes later, he slipped two padlock keys into his pocket and took long strides to where Ron waited. "What's going on?" 
 "Shine your light over there," Ron instructed. 
 "Oh geeze," Michael complained. 
 "What?" Savannah asked walking awkwardly toward him. 
 "What's wrong with you?" Michael asked, frowning. "Are you hurt?" 
 "I think I broke a heel." 
 "Your heel?" he asked, concerned. 
 She chuckled. "On my shoe. What's going on? Did the horses get into the garden?" She shook her head slowly and complained, "Oh, that would make Antonio so unhappy. He works hard to maintain our beautiful garden." 
 "Who?" Melanie asked, moving closer. 
 "Our gardener," Savannah explained. "So did the horses help themselves to some veggies?" 
 "Probably," Michael said, "and they knocked down the arbor." 
 "What? Oh no!" she whined, walking closer. 
 "Dang," Michael said. "This is going to be a bear to repair." 
 Ron suggested, "If you have hammers and nails, we should be able to fix her up in time for the wedding." He examined the rose bushes. "These are all torn to heck, though. Can you get two more of those climbers before the ceremony?" 
 "I don't know," Savannah groaned. "It wasn't easy getting these. I'll call Iris and see what she thinks. She was in charge of the arbor." 
 "Adam, let me see that light for a minute," Savannah said. She shined it around the area and groused again, "They messed up the lawn in a few places and it looks like they stampeded through my shrubs. Darn it!" 
 "And they pooped," Adam said. "Look, there's horse poop right there on that wooden thing." 
 Savannah let out a deep sigh. "That wooden thing is our dance floor." 
 "Well," Michael said, "let's clean up the horse poop and try to preserve that floor. Then there's not much more we can do tonight. I'll see about making repairs in the morning. In the meantime," he said more loudly, "you kids stay away from the corrals, okay?" 
 "We'll make sure they do," Jimmy agreed. 
 Melanie put her hand on Aaron's shoulder, and she looked at Misty. "Did you hear Cousin Michael? Don't go near the horses unless an adult is with you." 
 The children nodded somberly. 
 Misty pointed. "Vannie, what's wrong with your cat? He's going crazy at the window." 
 Savannah winced. "Gads, I just wonder what he's been doing inside there while the horses were out." 
 "What do you think he did," Jake asked, "pee all over the place?" 
 Savannah laughed. "I hope not, but he might have knocked things down trying to get to the horses." When the others continued to watch Rags, she said, "He has a great relationship with Peaches, and he knows the horses aren't supposed to be out unattended." 
 Jake burst out laughing. "He does, does he? And how do you know what the cat knows?" he asked skeptically. 
 "It's the way he rolls," Michael explained. "He's an unusual cat." He said to Savannah, "Why don't you take Rags out to the corrals so he can see that the horses are okay?" 
 "Good idea," she agreed. "Otherwise, he might terrorize us all night." She invited, "Want to come with me, Adam? What about you, Misty and Aaron?" She looked around. "Where's Joshua?" 
 "In the RV with Belle," Belinda said. "She fell asleep in the car. Hey, I want to watch the cat. Can I go with you?" 
 "Me too," Melanie said. "Want to go, Mom?" 
 Rose looked at Gladys and said, "Actually…" 
 Gladys took her sister's arm. "Yeah, let's go inside. We can take the littles in with us. Come on, Teddy and Lily," she urged. 
 "He's running," Adam said, trying to keep up with Rags as the entourage made their way to the corrals. "He's super excited to see Peaches." To the cat, he said, "She's okay, boy. We promise." 
 "Look at that cat!" Jimmy said. "He jumped right up there on that corral railing." 
 Melanie squealed. "Yikes! Here comes the horse. Is she going to push him off there?" 
 "No," Adam said. "She won't hurt Rags." 
 Melanie tilted her head. "Don't tell me she likes the cat as much as he likes her." 
 "Oh yes," Savannah said. "They have quite a love affair going." 
 Everyone laughed when Peaches nickered and nuzzled against Rags. 
 "Oops," Adam said, steadying the cat after Peaches knocked him off balance. "Are you going for a ride?" he asked. "Here she comes. I think she wants to take you for a ride, Rags. Hop on." 
 "No way," Jake said. "That cat's not going to get on that horse's back." 
 "Yes, way," Adam said. "Watch." 
 Most of the onlookers uttered remarks of surprise when Rags leaped onto Peaches's back, then climbed up her neck until he was lying between her ears. 
 "Now that's something I've never seen before," Ron said, "and I grew up with horses." 
 "Really?" Belinda questioned. "So Rags is a different kind of cat, huh?" 
 "I'm afraid so," Michael muttered. 
 Melanie laughed. "Why so glum, Michael? He must be a laugh a minute—constant entertainment. I would have gotten a cat a long time ago if I knew they were so interesting." 
 "Oh, Mel," Michael said, "you may be changing your tune come along Sunday when it's time for you to go back to your calm, life in LA." 
 Everyone laughed. 
 "Well, come on, Rags," Michael said, lifting the cat off Peaches. "Let's get some sleep." He looked into Rags's eyes. "You should be able to sleep now that you know your friend's okay, right?" 
 Jake shook his head. "I can't believe you folks talk to your cats. It's like talking to a little baby that doesn't know anything yet. They can't understand you," he carped. 
 Michael faced Jake and said gently, "How do you think the child or the animal learns things if no one talks to them?" 
 
 **** 
 "Hi, Iris," Savannah said into her phone early Friday morning. "Where are you—home or at the inn?" 
 "At the inn. I wanted to be here for breakfast with our wedding guests. You know, we have four families staying here—some of Brianna's friends from LA. What's up?" 
 "I'm afraid it's not great news. The horses got out last night and did some damage." 
 "What kind of damage?" Iris asked guardedly. 
 "They wrecked the arbor and pretty much ruined the roses. They also walked across the dance floor. I imagine we'll have to forfeit our deposit on that. It has some scuffy hoof marks on it." 
 "Oh no," Iris said. 
 "That's not all," Savannah said. "They ate most of those beautiful greens from the garden that we'd hoped to use to dress up the serving platters." 
 Iris hesitated before saying, "Well, it doesn't sound like anything we can't fix. I'll call the nursery and see if they have more climbing roses. If not, I'll ask Damon to bring mine to you. They're in really good shape. Is the arbor destroyed?" 
 "I'm not sure," Savannah said. "Some of the guys are getting ready to go out and work on it." 
 "Tell them to hold off. If we have to use my roses, they're on wide trellises. They'll need to just line them up and put a top on it. Hey, I'll take a picture of what I have for Michael." 
 "Good idea," Savannah agreed. 
 "I'm going out to my gardens now to take a picture," Iris said. 
 "And I'm walking out to the yard to show it to the guys when it comes through." 
 Iris asked, "So what happened?" She chuckled. "I guess you had a problem with horses getting out when you were boarding all those horses, but yours usually stay put, don't they? How did they get out, anyway?" 
 "I don't know. It's a puzzle to us, unless one of the kids opened the gates and didn't latch them back up." 
 "Both horses?" Iris asked. "You keep them in separate pens, don't you?" 
 "Yes. Weird, isn't it? And a little unnerving," Savannah said. 
 
 **** 
 By eleven that morning, a new arbor had been constructed with an even greater abundance of blooming roses intertwined on the trellises, more greens had been purchased from a nearby produce stand, and Roxy and her family had arrived. 
 "Vannie," Roxy said, joining her in the living room where the small children played among a gathering of adults, "I want you to come see my dress." 
 "I'd love to," Savannah said. She looked at Melanie and Belinda. "Have you two seen it?" 
 "Only in pictures," Melanie said. "It's really nice." 
 Belinda stood up. "I want to see it." 
 "Me too," Melanie said. She reached for Misty's hand. "Want to see Aunt Mel's dress, sweetie?" 
 "Can I come, Mommy?" Lily asked. 
 "Sure, honey-bun." She took Lily's hand and started toward the staircase with the others. 
 "Why do people spend money on new clothes that they're only going to wear once?" Jake asked, straddling a straight-back chair just inside the archway to the dining room. "Doesn't make sense to me." 
 "It's a woman thing," Roxy said. She laughed. "If you don't get that concept, Jake, maybe that's why you're no longer married." She stopped and asked, "What are you wearing to the wedding?" 
 "You'll see," he said coyly, "but you'd better believe it's not something I went out and bought for the occasion." 
 Roxy looked at his jeans and his rather tasteless t-shirt. "No, I don't imagine it is." She held back from the others and asked, "Hey, what happened to your face? Did one of your bimbos do that do you?" 
 "No," he insisted. "Just had a little accident." 
 Roxy shrugged and skipped to catch up with the others. 
 Meanwhile, Melanie looped her arm in Savannah's. "What are you wearing, Vannie?" 
 "Nothing new. Bri went through my closet and picked it out." 
 "You're the matron of honor, right?" Belinda asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yup. There wasn't any competition, so I'm it by default." 
 Melanie glanced back at her sister, who was lagging behind with Belinda. She whispered, "Didn't I tell you Roxy had gained weight?" 
 "Oh my yes," Savannah said quietly. "What happened?" 
 "She says it's a thyroid problem. She's on medication, so maybe she'll get her figure back eventually." 
 When they reached the room Roxy's family would be using, the others stopped and let Roxy go in first. She waved her arm flamboyantly toward the bed, saying, "There it is!" 
 Momentarily stunned, Savannah ran into the room and carefully lifted Glori off the garment. "I'm sorry, Roxy. I guess our kitty likes your dress, too." She released the cat to the floor and picked up the dress, brushing at a few strands of cat fur. "It really is beautiful, Roxy. It'll look great on you." 
 "Yeah," Roxy said, grimacing, "as you can see, I've gained a little weight. I'm not happy about that." She took the dress from Savannah and spun around. "But I am happy with this dress. It's so soft and flowy, and it hides most of my sins." 
 "Your sins?" Melanie repeated, draping one arm across her sister's shoulders. "Sounds to me like your thyroid is the culprit. You'll be down to your skinny self soon, Sis, now that you're on medication." 
 "Is that Nate's outfit?" Savannah asked, pointing to a small plaid shirt with a bow tie. 
 "Yes." Roxy giggled. "Isn't it adorable? Look, it matches Blake's shirt, and he's wearing a bow tie, too." 
 "Oh, that's so cute," Melanie said. "My little nephew will be the most handsome dude at the wedding." She chuckled, "Well, he and my Aaron, of course, and Teddy." 
 Meanwhile, Belinda continued to admire Roxy's dress. "I love this. If I'd seen it first, I would have bought it. I'm not all that happy with the dress I brought. That's probably because I'm still carrying so much baby weight." 
 "Baby weight?" Roxy asked. "Are you expecting again?" 
 "No. I mean from when I was pregnant with Belle." 
 Melanie nudged Belinda. "Girl, it's been three years. I don't think you can blame Belle for that muffin top." 
 "I know," Belinda said. "I really am taking my time getting my figure back." She giggled. "Meanwhile, I'm enjoying my love affair with food too much, especially Mexican food and dark chocolate." 
 "Speaking of food," Savannah said, "Mom and I put together a green salad, a fruit bowl, and an array of sandwiches, if anyone's hungry." 
 "Sounds good," Melanie said. "Let me help you serve it." 
 "Thanks," Savannah agreed, making sure everyone had descended the stairs so she could close the baby gate. "Lunch will be served here in the dining room in a few minutes," she announced as she, Melanie, and Belinda walked toward the kitchen. When she saw Michael coming toward her, she said, "Hon, want to set up the card table and chairs, please?" 
 "Where?" he asked. 
 "In the dining room. And let's move the children's table in there, too. Let's see, Aaron, would you like to sit at the small table with Lily, Belle, and Nate?" 
 "Where's Teddy sitting?" he asked. 
 "In his high chair. Adam, you and Joshua and Misty can use TV trays in the living room if you want to, or you can sit here at the big table. It's up to you." 
 Adam asked, "Joshua, Misty, do you want to eat on TV trays?" 
 They both agreed. 
 "I'll sit with the kids," Jake announced. 
 Looking confused, Savannah asked, "At the little table?" 
 "No, with a TV tray. They come four to a set; surely you have another one," he snarked. 
 "Oh," she said. "Sure. That's fine. So that leaves ten of us. We can either scrunch around the dining room table or four of us can sit at the card table." 
 Once everyone had filled a plate and they were seated, six-year-old Nate asked Lily, "How many cats do you have? I saw two and that hairy dog." 
 Lily held up three fingers. "Three cats, one dog, two horses." She pointed. "There's Buffy in her bed. Glori's probably upstairs…" 
 "Does she have to stay up there?" Belle asked. 
 Lily shook her head. "She can go upstairs or downstairs. It's okay." 
 "How?" Belle asked, looking at the gate across the bottom of the staircase. 
 Lily laughed. "She can jump off the side of the stairs." She pointed. "See, there's Rags. That's Rags. He just jumped from the stairs through those sticks down to the floor." She added, "The baby gate's for Teddy. That's my baby brother." 
 When Rags walked up to the children's table and sniffed the air, Lily shouted, "No, Rags! No! Go away." 
 Savannah left her place at the main table and approached Rags. "What do you want, Rags? Whatever it is, you can't have it." 
 "He can have one of my grapes," Nate offered. 
 "That's nice of you, but grapes are not good for cats," Savannah said. 
 "Why?" Belle asked 
 Savannah gently pinched one of Belle's cheeks. "Grapes and raisins could make a cat sick. Cats are supposed to eat cat food." 
 "Can he have my carrot?" Nate asked. 
 "Carrots are for horses, huh, Mommy?" Lily said. She added, "And people." 
 "Right," Savannah said, picking up Rags and carrying him toward the kitchen, hoping that he'd become interested in eating some of his own food. 
 Before Savannah had gone far, she heard Belle ask, "What's that?" 
 Savannah looked in the direction the child pointed. "What?" 
 Nate explained, "That big cat had that thing in his mouth. He spit it out over there." 
 "Oh," Savannah yelped, walking to where the children pointed. She picked it up and asked, "Hey, did someone lose a sock?" She examined it more closely. "I think there's something in here." She laughed and held it up. "Is this someone's money stash? Who keeps cash in their sock?" When no one responded, she looked inside. 
 That's when Jake stood up. He trotted to where Savannah stood and snatched the sock from her, saying, "That's mine." 
 "You keep wooden matches in your socks?" she asked. "Isn't that a little dangerous? I mean, it doesn't take much friction to ignite a bunch of matches like that." 
 "Well, I don't wear the sock," he declared indignantly. 
 "Let me see that," Michael said, joining them. He took the sock from Jake and frowned. "Jake, this is no good. Let me get you a box or something to put these in." He looked at the man. "What do you need them for, anyway?" He shook his head. "I'm really not comfortable with them in the house like this." 
 "Why?" Jake asked. 
 "There are children here, Jake," Michael said gently. He looked at Rags. "And a very nosey cat." 
 "My stuff's up in my room," Jake huffed, "and there's a gate to keep the kids down here. What's your problem, man?" 
 "What's the problem?" Roxy repeated. "For one, my son sleeps upstairs." She demanded, "Jake, what else do you have in your room?" 
 "None of your business," Jake mumbled. 
 When he reached for the sock, Michael held tightly to it. He offered, "Let me get you something a little safer to keep these in, then I want you to put them either in your closed duffle bag or on a top shelf in that room. And Jake, keep your door closed, will you? We don't want the cats going in and out of there." 
 "Can't you keep that cat in a cage?" Jake spat. 
 Michael looked Jake in the eyes and took a few short breaths, finally saying, "My house, my rules." 
 Hearing that, Jimmy left the table and took his brother by the arm. "Come on, Jake. Let's do as Michael says. He's right, you know." 
 "About what?" Jake asked. 
 "About everything." Jimmy said, "Michael, go ahead and put those in something safer, will you? Thanks." He said to his brother. "Now, finish your lunch. Everything's okay. No harm done." 
 Jake started to walk back to his chair, but stopped. He glared down at Rags, who sat near the bottom of the staircase, and he growled, "You'd better stay out of my way, cat. That's all I can say." 
 
 **** 
 A little while later, as most of the children napped and the men shared stories on the wraparound porch, the women chatted around the dining room table. 
 Savannah was first to break away. "I'd better get my shower and do my hair before Lily wakes up. She wants her hair curled today, and I don't know how much drama that's going to create." 
 Melanie rolled her eyes. "Tell me about it. Misty is so fussy about her hair these days. Yeah, Vannie, wait until Lily turns nine." She asked Belinda, "Is Belle a little prima donna?" 
 Belinda shook her head. "Not yet, thankfully. Belle's pretty easygoing." She stood up. "Hey, I'd better go make sure Joshua's watching her. I should start getting us cleaned up, too. Before leaving, she asked Roxy, "Where's Nate?" 
 Roxy laughed. "He's napping with Belle in your RV." She grinned. "Didn't you know? I guess he negotiated that with Jimmy. Jimmy said he'd keep an eye on your RV from the porch." 
 "Where's Joshua?" Belinda asked. "He's supposed to be staying with Belle." 
 "I think he and Adam are out on the porch playing a board game," Savannah said. 
 Belinda frowned. "I'd rather Joshua sit inside with her when she naps." 
 Savannah blurted, "Like Roxy said, the guys can see the RV from the porch. She knows where to go when she wakes up, right?" 
 "I hope so. It's just that Joshua promised to…" Belinda started. 
 "Lighten up on that boy, will you?" Melanie carped. "Let Joshua have some cousin fun." 
 Belinda looked at the other women, then walked toward the side kitchen door. 
 "Hey," Roxy called after her, "if Nate's awake, send him back in here, will you?" 
 Belinda waved dismissively. 
 Rose rolled her eyes. "She's a nice girl, but she has some odd ideas sometimes." Changing the subject, Rose stood up and asked, "Anything we should do before we get dressed?" 
 "I don't think so," Savannah said. "Can you think of anything, Mom?" 
 Gladys shook her head and Savannah continued, "Food's not coming until after the ceremony, the tables are all set up, plates and utensils are ready, the champagne is chilling. I think we're good to go." 
 "Okay then," Gladys said, standing up. She looped arms with Rose. "Let's go get ready, shall we?" 
 "Let's do," Roxy said, walking up the stairs with her mother and her aunt. She stopped. "Oh, wait, here comes Nate. Hi, honey. I'm going to get dressed. Want to go with me or hang out with Daddy?" 
 The boy thought about his options and said, "I'll go to the porch." 
 Roxy threw him a kiss, and continued making her way up the stairs. 
 Moments later, just as Savannah was about to step into the shower, she heard a shrill scream. She quickly slipped her robe on and ran out into the hallway. 
 "Upstairs," Blake said, awkwardly unfastening the gate and taking the steps two at a time. "It's Roxy." He ran into the hallway and saw his wife standing in the center of their room, her hands covering her face. He glanced around. "What happened?" 
 "My dress!" Roxy wailed, pointing at the bed where her dress lay. "My beautiful new dress. It's ruined. Blake, who would do this?" 
 By then Savannah had cautiously entered the room, as had Gladys and Rose. Savannah gasped. "Oh no," she said, feeling weak-kneed. 
 "What happened?" Michael asked from the doorway. "Is everyone okay?" 
 "No," Roxy wailed. "No, I'm not okay. Look what someone did to my new dress." 
 "What is that on there?" Michael asked more quietly. 
 "Looks like fingernail polish," Rose muttered. 
 "Or paint," Michael said. He moved closer and sniffed the substance. "Yes, paint," he confirmed. 
 "Who would do this, and where did the paint come from?" Blake demanded. 
 Michael thought for a moment, then said to Savannah, "Hon, why don't you help your cousin find something else to wear? I want to go check on something." 
 Savannah watched him leave, then she approached Roxy. "I'm so sorry. I don't know what happened. Honey, if Michael's right and that's paint, there's nothing we can do to fix it without ruining the fabric." She asked more gently, "Did you bring something else you can wear? Or maybe one of us has something…" 
 Roxy stopped crying for a moment and looked Savannah up and down. "Yeah, are you going to offer something from your closet? Oh, Vannie, that's cruel," she howled 
 Her husband moved closer. "Babe, Vannie's only trying to help." More energetically, he said, "You brought that blue dressy blouse of yours. That looks really good on you." 
 "It's to wear with my jeans," Roxy spat. "I can't wear jeans to a wedding." 
 Rose put her arm around her daughter. "Come with me, hon. Between Gladys's wardrobe and mine, I'm sure we can outfit you." 
 "Old-lady clothes?" Roxy complained. 
 "We could call Bri," Gladys suggested. "Surely she has something." 
 Roxy looked at her mother, then at her aunt. "Let me see what you two have before I bother Bri on her wedding day." 
 "That's my girl," Rose said, walking with her into Gladys's room. 
 Moments later, Michael caught up with Savannah in their bedroom. She asked, "So, how do you think that happened, I mean to Roxy's dress? Who would do that?" 
 He shook his head. "I'm not sure, but it could be any one of three guys, including Belinda's boy." 
 "Joshua?" Savannah exclaimed. "Why would you blame him?" 
 "That paint came from a can I had in the shed. Those three people are the only ones who knew it was there. They were all involved with helping me fix the arbor this morning." 
 "But why?" Savannah insisted. "Why would they or any one of us do something like that?" 
 "Think about it," he said, "we don't know anything about the family dynamics between Rose's kids and Ray's kids. Maybe there's something going on there that facilitated that sort of action—you know, a vendetta or something." He shook his head. "It's the only thing that makes sense to me. He looked at his watch. "Hey, we'd better get ready. Want me to wake the kids? I can get Teddy dressed." 
 "That would be great, but let's not wake them yet. I want to finish doing my hair, at least." 
 
 **** 
 "That arbor is more beautiful than the original," Gladys said as guests and family mingled and visited in eager anticipation of the wedding. 
 "It's a stunning setting," the groom's mother, Edith, said. "Just stunning." 
 Savannah smiled at one of her best friends in the world, and said, "Iris is a miracle worker." 
 Iris chuckled. "It was all Michael and Damon, and whoever else worked on that thing. I just provided the roses." 
 "Hey, is your cat supposed to be out?" Margaret asked. 
 When Savannah saw Rags sitting on the porch railing staring out at their guests, she said, "No. He's supposed to be in his pen." She sighed impatiently. "I'll be right back." 
 "He escaped?" Adam asked, running up to Savannah as she approached Rags. He picked up the cat and said to him, "Cats can't come to weddings, just people can. What are you doing out here, anyway?" 
 "Good question," Savannah said. "I guess someone opened his pen, huh?" 
 "Probably," he said, walking through the kitchen door with Rags in his arms while Savannah held it open. He stopped and looked down at his feet. "What's this?" 
 "What now?" she asked. 
 "Look," he said, moving out of the way, "I think it's…" 
 "Teddy's bow tie," she said. "Dang, he must have taken it off again. He doesn't like his tie." 
 "Maybe Rags was bringing it to him," Adam said, "and he dropped it. Where is Teddy?" 
 "Outside there with Dad." She picked up the bow tie. "Thank you, Rags. Now, tell us how you got out of your pen." 
 As the duo drew closer to the pen, they had another surprise. 
 "Glori!" Savannah squealed. "How'd she get inside there?" 
 "Did they trade places?" Adam asked, confused. 
 "Vannie," Gladys called, entering the room, "they're about to start. They need you out there. What's going on?" she asked walking closer. "Why did you put Glori in the cage?" 
 "We didn't," Savannah said, "but it appears that someone did." 
 "Yeah, it's a mystery," Adam said. "An unsolved mystery." 
 Just then Iris walked in, fussing with a button on her blouse. "There you are, Savannah. Do you have a safety pin? One of my button holes is giving me trouble." 
 "Oh, Iris," Margaret complained, joining the others, "just let it hang out. We're all used to seeing what you've got." 
 "This is a reverent occasion," Iris insisted. "I can't be showing skin at Bri's wedding." 
 "Going to wait for the reception, huh?" Margaret teased. When she saw Glori, she frowned. "What's she doing in there? I've never seen you lock her up like that, have I?" 
 "No," Savannah said, lifting Glori from the pen. "We don't know how she got closed in." Savannah explained, "Adam put Rags in here earlier and just now we found Rags outside and Glori inside." She watched as Adam eased Rags into the pen and fastened the latch. 
 "You mean they switched places or something?" Iris asked. 
 "That's what appears to have happened," Savannah said, walking swiftly into the kitchen, where she rifled through a drawer. 
 "What are you doing now, Vannie?" Gladys asked. "They want you outside. They're going to start the wedding." 
 "I'm getting a safety pin," she retorted. She handed it to Iris and closed the drawer, saying, "All ready? Let's go." 
 "That's a strange place to keep sewing supplies," Iris said, taking care of her minor garment repair. 
 "When you have small children, you never know where you'll find things," Savannah explained. "I'm always shoving something here or tucking something there on my way to doing something else. This drawer is kind of my catch-all. Don't you have a catch-all drawer?" 
 Meanwhile, Margaret gazed at Rags. "So the pen gate was latched and Rags got out and Glori got locked inside?" 
 "Uh-huh," Adam said. He stared down at the pen, muttering, "I sure don't know how that could happen." 
 Savannah smiled at the boy, then said, "Not only that, Auntie, I don't know if you heard, but someone let the horses out, and they wrecked the arbor and the roses last night while we were at the rehearsal dinner. We had to redo all of that this morning." 
 "Holy cow," Margaret said. 
 "What's going on around here?" Iris asked, "Is it unchained angry spirits or something?" 
 "I certainly hope not," Gladys grumbled. 
 Savannah grimaced, then said, "Well, Rags is where he belongs now." She looked at Iris's blouse and chuckled, "Your girls are where they belong. Let's go to a wedding, shall we?" 



Chapter Three
  
 "What a beautiful wedding," Iris said later while the guests mingled. "No one would ever know the horses ate the roses and broke the arbor." 
 "Thanks to you," Savannah said. "I appreciate you coming to our rescue. It really is more beautiful than the original." 
 "Well, don't get attached," Iris said. "Those are my roses and trellises. I'm taking them home after this shindig." 
 "I know," Savannah said. She smiled. "Here comes the happy bride." 
 Brianna grabbed her sister's arm excitedly. "Can you believe I finally did it? Look," she said, showing off her rings, "I'm married!" 
 Savannah hugged her sister. "Yes you are, and to a wonderful man." She looked around. "Where is Bud, anyway?" 
 "He's showing the cake artist where to put the cake." Brianna shimmied. "It's so amazing. Come look at it." She invited, "Come on, Iris. You're not going to believe this cake. We'll leave it on display for a while before we cut it just because it's such a gorgeous thing." More dramatically she said, "An artistic marvel." 
 Savannah glanced at the afternoon sun and winced. "You won't leave it out for too long, I hope. The frosting might start to melt." 
 "Oh, I didn't think about that," Brianna said. "Well, we'll keep an eye on it." 
 The three women joined a group of onlookers, all watching as the baker unveiled and assembled a simple but elegant tiered wedding cake. 
 "It's amazing!" Savannah gushed. 
 "Oh my," Iris murmured. "I must get that baker's card!" 
 "Cake artist," Brianna corrected rather haughtily. She giggled. "Isn't it beyond grand?" 
 "I want cake," Lily said, walking up with Iris's granddaughter, Rosemary. 
 "Sure, we'll all have cake in a little while, okay, punkin?" Savannah promised. 
 Brianna hugged Lily. "You and your brother did a fabulous job." 
 Lily looked down. "Mommy said 'don't throw the flowers.'" 
 "That's right. You did just perfect, and you look so beautiful." 
 The child patted her head. "I have curls, Aunt Bri." 
 "Yes you do," Brianna said, smiling. She patted her own head. "Like Auntie Bri. I have curls today, too." 
 Lily stared at her aunt for a moment, then sidled up to Savannah. "Can I have cake, Mommy?" 
 Just as Savannah stooped down to talk to her daughter, they heard a screech, a clatter, and a thud. 
 "Oh nooo," Brianna shrieked. "The cake!" 
 Savannah pulled Lily and Rosemary back away from the commotion as most of the others stood staring down at a mound of cake and frosting. "Oh my gosh!" she yelped. "What happened? Did someone bump the table?" 
 "No," Bud said. "The table collapsed. Leigh had just finished setting it up. She walked away and…" He put his arm around Brianna. "I'm so sorry. I don't know how that could have happened. I'm positive that table was sturdy enough to hold the cake. I checked it myself." 
 "And I double-checked it," Michael said, joining them. He scratched his head. "That was some fluke accident." He kneeled and lifted the tablecloth, muttering, "Or was it?" After examining the table legs, he announced, "Here's the problem. It looks like the screw that was holding that leg on was loose, and with the weight on there, it gave way. See, the leg came right off." 
 Damon took a closer look. "So I guess Bud didn't give the thing the pressure test." When Michael looked at him, Damon continued, "You know, he didn't press down on the table and look underneath to make sure all the legs were sturdy." 
 Michael shook his head. "I'm pretty sure he did. And I can tell you that I did. That's our table. It's been a while since we've used it, so I made real sure it was in good repair. More quietly, he said, "Damon, I think someone messed with that table after we set it up." He glanced around the yard, saying through gritted teeth, "And I think I know who did it." 
 Brianna cried, "Now what?" She stomped one foot. "Oh, this is just the worst!" 
 Roxy moved closer and put her arm around her cousin. "No it isn't, Bri." When Brianna looked at her, she said, "At least your wedding dress wasn't vandalized by who in the hell knows. You didn't have to wear your aunt's old-lady clothes in front of all the people you care about most." 
 Adam glanced at Roxy, then said to Brianna, "I don't see a problem. I see a—what's it called—an opportunity." 
 When the others looked skeptical, he pointed. "There's a bunch of the cake that didn't fall on the grass. It's still clean. We could each take a spoonful of the cake." When no one spoke, he asked, "Where are the spoons? I'll get them." He turned to Joshua. "Want to help me pass out spoons?" 
 When Joshua hesitated and looked down at his little sister, who played nearby, Misty said, "I'll help." 
 "Me, too," Aaron said. 
 "Let's eat cake!" Adam shouted. 
 Michael smiled at his son. 
 Brianna glanced one more time at the cake and said, "Oh, it's just too painful to look at. I can't stand seeing that beautiful cake in ruins." 
 "Then close your eyes, Aunt Bri," Adam suggested. 
 "Come on, Bri," Bud said, "let's have a bite of our wedding cake." He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. "You know you'll regret it if you don't." 
 She dabbed at her eyes, took a deep breath, and asserted, "Yes, I would. Okay, where's my spoon?" 
 Meanwhile Damon asked quietly, "So Michael, you think someone sabotaged that table? Who would do that?" 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Let's go after him," Damon suggested. He looked around. "Who is it, anyway?" 
 "Not now," Michael said calmly. "I don't want to cause any more commotion. I'll get him aside later." Just then he saw something else. "Uh-oh," he said, quickly heading toward the house. 
 Damon watched Michael trot away, then realized he was chasing Rags. "He's out again?" Damon muttered to himself. He chuckled. 
 "What are you laughing at?" Jake asked. "You're not a relative, are you?" 
 Damon shook his head and held out his hand. "No, I'm Damon Jackson, a friend of the Iveys. My wife and I have known both Brianna and Bud for several years now." 
 "Jake," he said, taking Damon's hand. "I'm related to the bride, not that I'm proud of it." 
 Damon frowned. "That's a strange thing to say. The Brannons are some of the coolest people I know." 
 "Is that right?" Jake mocked. 
 Puzzled, Damon asked, "So how are you related, Jake?" 
 "Savannah and Bri are my cousins. My dad is Aunt Gladys's brother." 
 "Are your folks here today?" Damon asked. 
 "Nope. Dad's too sick anymore to do anything." He let out a sigh. "He had different excuses when I was younger." 
 "Excuses?" Damon questioned, starting to feel a little uncomfortable. 
 "For not being present. It didn't seem to bother Jimmy. That's my brother—the one with that big RV." 
 "Yes, I met him and his family earlier." When something caught Damon's eye, he said, "Uh-oh, it looks like Michael's having trouble corralling the cat. I'd better go help. Nice talking to you, Jake" 
 "If you say so," Jake mumbled. 
 "You got him!" Damon said, catching up with Michael. 
 Michael ruffled the fur around Rags's neck as he held him. "Yeah, but he let me chase him for a while, didn't you, boy? Maybe Adam would like to hang out with you. Adam!" he called when he saw the boy watching guests dig into the wedding cake. 
 "Yeah?" Adam said, trotting up to his father. He petted Rags and chuckled. "Did you let him out?" 
 Michael shook his head. 
 "He got out all by himself again?" Adam asked. "I can't believe it. How's he doing it?" 
 Michael shrugged, then asked, "Hey, want to go get his leash and let him mingle for a while? Then we'll put him in the pen and hope he'll take a nap." 
 "Sure," Adam said. He reached for the cat. "Come on, Rags. Want to go for a walk?" He called, "Hey, Misty, want to help me walk Rags?" 
 The child joined him, looked at the cat, and said, "Okay." 
 "Just don't let him out of your sight," Michael instructed. 
 "I know, Dad," Adam said. 
 Damon laughed. "He's a high-maintenance cat, isn't he?" 
 "Yeah, you mean your two fluff balls don't give you a run for your money around your place?" Michael asked. 
 Damon thought for a moment and said, "Not really. Colbi sometimes complains about the amount of sand they kick out of the litter boxes, and Dolly is a beggar." He cringed. "That's probably my fault. When she was a sickly kitten, I may have spoiled her a little." In his own defense he said, "Heck, what did I know about cats when I started doctoring Dolly? I didn't even like cats, remember?" 
 "I remember," Michael said, grinning, "especially not after Rags squealed on you and put you in prison." 
 Damon shook his head. "That was all me. Officer Rags was just doing his job." 
 "I'm glad you see it that way," Michael said. He pointed. "Hey, looks like Bri's going to throw her bouquet. Come on." 
 "Why?" Damon asked, following along. "We're both spoken for." 
 Michael grinned. "I just thought it would be fun to watch all those single women fight over that thing." 
 The two men approached Savannah just as Lily ran up to her. "Mommy, can I catch the flowers? Aunt Bri's going to throw the flowers at people. Can I catch the flowers?" 
 "Oh," Savannah stalled. When she saw several women and a few small children gathering in anticipation of Brianna tossing the bouquet, she said, "I guess it's all right. Just be careful." 
 "Yeah, watch out for desperate women eager to catch that thing," Michael said. 
 "And a man," Damon added. 
 "Huh?" Savannah said, confused. 
 "Desperate to catch the bouquet and to catch a man," Damon explained. 
 "Oh, Damon," Savannah huffed playfully. She walked with Lily toward the group of 
 women. 
 "I'll watch her," Gladys offered. 
 "She wants to catch the bouquet," Savannah explained. 
 Lily stared at her mother. "No I don't. I want to catch the flowers." 
 Savannah and Gladys exchanged smiles, then Gladys took Lily's hand. When she saw Iris with Rosemary, she invited, "Come on, Rosemary, want to catch some flowers?" 
 The three-year-old nodded and took Gladys's other hand. 
 It took a while for the photographer to set the stage and for participants to get in position. Meanwhile, everyone laughed as the little girls giggled and danced around together. 
 Finally the photographer was ready and so was Brianna. She picked up the bouquet and prepared to toss it when suddenly she lost her balance and almost fell. She looked down and said, "Rags, what are you doing?" 
 "Rags," Adam scolded, pulling on the leash. "I'm sorry Aunt Bri. I didn't know he was going to jump on you like that." 
 Bud laughed. "He wants your flowers." 
 "No, Rags," Brianna said, holding the bouquet up over her head. 
 The cat continued to reach for them. 
 "You're going to ruin my dress," Brianna complained. "Stop it, Rags." 
 Adam, realizing there was a problem, ran forward to pick up the cat. However, before Adam could put his hands on him, Rags took leap up onto the buffet table and continued to meow and reach out toward Brianna. Adam picked up Rags and backed away with him in his arms. "I'm sorry, Aunt Bri. I'll put him away." 
 "Good idea," Brianna complained, examining her dress for damage. She looked at the photographer, who nodded that he was ready. Exasperated now, she turned around and heaved the bouquet into the air, over her head behind her. 
 As the women ran toward the flowers, the little girls watched and waited in awe. Gladys, however, saw the bouquet and the crowd of women heading toward the children and she attempted to move the little girls out of the way. When someone shouted, "Look out!" Gladys glanced up just in time to see the flowers coming right at her. She held up her hands in an attempt to deflect the bouquet and suddenly found herself holding it in her arms. 
 "Grammy caught the flowers!" Adam shouted. "Look, Grammy caught them!" 
 "Oh no," Gladys said as the younger women encircled her. "I'm sorry, ladies. I was just trying to keep them from hitting the children." She held the bouquet out and said, "Here, do it again. I didn't mean to spoil your fun." 
 "No, Auntie," Roxy said, looping her arm in Gladys's. "You caught them fair and square." 
 "Yeah," Melanie said. "You keep them, Auntie. You're not married." 
 Roxy chuckled. "I hear there's a man in your life." She shouted, "Hey, everyone, Aunt Gladys is going to be married!" 
 "Can I have a flower?" Lily asked, jumping up and down. "Rosemary, and I want a flower. Can we have a flower, Grammy?" 
 "Sure," Gladys said, leaning over toward the children. "Which flower do you want?" 
 Just then, Lily screamed. 
 "What's wrong?" Savannah asked when she saw the child back away and cover her face with her hands. "What's wrong?" she asked again. 
 Concerned, Damon moved closer, picked up his daughter, Rosemary, then asked Gladys, "What's going on?" Suddenly, he shouted, "Snake!" He snatched the bouquet from Gladys, handed Rosemary to Iris, and walked swiftly toward the stand of trees behind Jimmy's and Belinda's RV. 
 "A snake?" Brianna said weakly, clinging to Bud's arm. "In my bouquet? How…?" 
 "Yes," Bud said, frowning, "how?" He asked her, "Where was it, Bri—I mean before you tossed it?" 
 "The bouquet? I left it on the table next to the cake. Oh," she yelped, "I guess someone moved it when the cake crashed." She put her hands up to her face. "Oh, this is awful. Just awful." She looked out over the crowd of young women and asked, "What's wrong with Casey? Is she hurt? I think she's hurt." Brianna walked swiftly toward where her friend sat on the ground. Two other women kneeled next to her. 
 Before Brianna reached Casey, however, Jake approached the woman. "Need help?" he asked, holding out his hand to Casey. 
 One woman said, "She sprained her ankle. I don't know if she can walk." 
 "I can carry you," Jake offered. He looked around. "Let's get you to that chair over there and we'll check out your ankle." 
 "Okay," Casey said, putting her arm around his neck as he lifted her. 
 "What happened, Casey?" Brianna asked. 
 "I guess I tripped over someone trying to catch that damn bouquet," she said. 
 "How is she?" Michael asked, joining Jake and Brianna. 
 "I think I can handle this," Jake said curtly. 
 "Are you a doctor?" one of the women asked. 
 "Well, no, but I've seen broken bones and I've seen sprained ankles. I think I can tell the difference. Let me take a look," he offered. 
 Meanwhile, Michael set out to catch up with Damon. 
 "Hey, Dad," Adam called, running up to him. "Where's that snake? Do you know what kind it is?" 
 Rather than respond, Michael asked, "Where's Rags? You were supposed to keep him out of trouble." 
 "He started getting into trouble while I had him on his leash—you know, he was bothering Aunt Bri's dress. So I put him back in his pen." 
 Michael frowned at his son. "Adam, did you have anything to do with that mean-spirited prank?" 
 Adam tilted his head and repeated, "Prank? Do you mean someone put the snake in the flowers on purpose?" He shook his head. "No, Dad. What kind is it?" the boy asked again. "Did you see it?" 
 "No," Michael said. "Damon brought him out here to turn him loose." He glanced up and pointed. "There he is. Let's go take a look." 
 Damon saw Michael and Adam approaching him. He held out the snake and chuckled. "Want to tell him goodbye?" 
 "I want to see it," Adam said, edging closer. "What kind is it?" 
 "A little garter snake," Damon said. 
 Adam examined the snake, then looked at Damon. "Do you think he found the flowers and crawled in there?" 
 Michael stared across the yard and muttered, "It's possible, but doubtful." 
 "Rags must have known the snake was in the flowers," Adam said. "That's why he was bugging Aunt Bri. Maybe he saw the snake crawl inside." 
 "Or he saw someone put it in there," Michael said. 
 "Huh?" Adam questioned. When Michael didn't respond, Adam said, "I'll go get Rags out. Now that the snake's gone he won't bother Aunt Bri anymore." 
 "Let's leave him in the pen, Son," Michael suggested. "I'm sure he could use a time out." 
 "Awww Dad," Adam complained, "he doesn't like it in there." 
 "He'll be okay," Michael said. "I don't want anyone tripping over his leash out here and we can't turn him loose in the house, because someone's bound to let him out." 
 "Someone keeps letting him out of his pen, Dad. This is the second time we put him in there and he got out." 
 After he thought about it for a moment, Michael sighed. "Okay, then. Let's leave him in there for now. We'll all try to keep an eye on him. You can take him out for short walks from time to time to keep him from getting too antsy." He put his hand on Adam's shoulder. "Want to help me with that?" 
 "Okay," Adam said, running back to the house. 
 "Joshua, I want to talk to you," Michael said when he caught up to the boy a few minutes later. 
 "Okay," Joshua said, facing him. 
 "What are you doing there?" Michael asked. "Were you going someplace?" 
 "I was going to check on Belle. She's napping in our RV. Mom said she's been sleeping too long. She's afraid she's getting into stuff or something." 
 "Oh," Michael said. "Okay if I walk with you?" 
 "Sure." 
 Michael watched as the boy absent-mindedly slapped the ground with a willow branch, then he asked, "Joshua did you put that snake in Brianna's bouquet?" 
 "Her what?" he asked, looking up at Michael. 
 "The flowers. Don't play dumb with me, Joshua. Did you or did you not put that snake in there." 
 "No. I didn't touch the flowers. Do you mean the flowers she carried when she got married?" 
 "Yes." 
 Joshua shaded his eyes with his hand and looked up at Michael. "There was a snake in there?" 
 "Yes," Michael said, impatiently. When he saw the puzzled look on the boy's face, he asked, "Do you mean to tell me you didn't know that? Where were you when the women got all excited and upset? One of them even hurt her ankle." 
 "Why?" he asked. "They got excited about a snake? How did he get in there, anyway?" 
 "That's what I'm asking you." 
 Joshua glanced up at Michael again. "When did that happen? I didn't know anyone got hurt. Did the snake bite someone? What kind of snake was it?" As they approached the RV, he put his finger up to his lips. "Shhh." Carefully and quietly he opened the door and looked inside, yelping, "Belle, what are you doing? Awww, man, look at the mess you made." 
 "What did she do?" Michael peered around Joshua to see inside the RV. 
 "She got into the animal crackers. Darn it, Belle." He snatched the package from the child, and picked up those she'd scattered around her in the bed. "How long have you been awake?" he asked, placing the cookies in a high cupboard and dusting the crumbs into a trash container. "Belle, you're going to get us both in trouble, you know." 
 Michael chuckled and picked up the child. He looked around in the kitchen area, then grabbed a paper towel and wetted it. "We'd better wash the evidence off her." 
 "Thanks, Mr. Michael," Joshua said. "She can sure get me in trouble sometimes doing stuff like this." 
 "So you take care of her a lot do you?" Michael asked. 
 Joshua nodded and mumbled, "Unfortunately." More brightly, he said, "I mean, I love her and all. She's my sister and she can be a lot of fun, but sometimes I sure get tired of always being her babysitter." 
 "Your folks depend on you a lot, do they?" Michael asked. 
 "Yes." He took Belle's hand. "Come on, let's go see what Mom and Dad are doing." Under his breath, he said, "I suppose they'll want me to watch her. At least it's more fun than just sitting and watching the RV in case she gets up and comes out and doesn't know where she is." 
 "Lily and Rosemary would probably like to play with her," Michael suggested. "See them over there playing with some dolls or something?" 
 "I'd love that," Joshua said. He looked down at his sister. "And so would you, right. Belle? You like to play with other little girls. I'll go ask Mom if I can let her." 
 Michael stopped him. "How about we just take her over there and see if she wants to play?" As they drew near, he said, "Lily, Belle would like to play with you girls. Can Belle play with you?" 
 Lily jumped to her feet and took the child's hand. "Come on, Belle. Rosemary and I are playing dressing dolls. She sat back down on the quilt, held up a cutout doll and demonstrated how the magnetic clothes could be pressed on and removed. "See her princess dress? Want to put on her princess dress?" She looked at Michael. "What's her name again?" 
 Michael chuckled. "Belle." 
 "Belle," Lily repeated. "Sit down, Belle. Here's a doll and some clothes." 
 Once Belle seemed comfortable with the two little girls, Michael suggested, "Let's sit here and we can watch the kids while we talk. Okay?" 
 "Okay, I guess. So where's the snake now?" the boy asked. "It didn't bite anyone, did it?" 
 "No. We turned him loose out among those trees. So Joshua, you don't know anything about how that snake found its way into the flower bouquet?" 
 The boy picked up a rock and absentmindedly tossed it. "No," he said, shrugging. 
 Michael went out on a limb. "And you didn't put that red paint on your Aunt Roxy's dress?" 
 "What?" he asked. "What red paint?" He looked into the crowd and focused on Roxy. "Someone put paint on her dress? She must have washed it off; I don't see any." 
 "She had to wear a different dress today because hers was ruined," Michael explained. When the boy simply stared blankly at him, he continued, "Joshua, there's also the issue of someone letting the horses out. I'd like to ask you about that." 
 "Why?" he asked. He squinted at Michael. "The horses got out of their corrals?" 
 Michael nodded. "You didn't see us trying to catch them after we got home from the rehearsal dinner? You were helping us repair the arbor this morning. Don't you know how it got broken?" 
 Joshua shook his head. "I didn't know they got out last night. Belle was asleep when we got home and Mom told me to stay inside the RV with her in case she woke up and was scared. I wondered how that wedding arch thing got all broken. The horses did that?" 
 Michael tilted his head and looked at the kid, thinking,  He's either a really good liar or he doesn't have a clue about what's been going on around here.  "Joshua," he said, "the last time you were here, you and Adam seemed to have a lot of fun together. What happened? Don't you want to hang out with him this year?" 
 Joshua looked down, then glanced at Belle. "Mom told me this is her family party and she expected to have fun and not have to worry about Belle. She told me I'm supposed to watch her." He grimaced. "Do you know how hard it is to watch a three-year-old all day long?" 
 Michael chuckled. When Teddy ran up to him at full speed, Michael scooped up the toddler and roughhoused with him for a moment. He said to Joshua, "Yes, I know about chasing after a young one or two." He looked across the yard at Jimmy and Belinda. "But it doesn't seem right that you're given that responsibility. There are other kids here, and I'm sure you'd rather hang out with them than be a babysitter." 
 "Yeah, tell Mom that," Joshua complained. 
 Michael thought for a moment and blurted, "Yes, maybe I will. Maybe I just will." He looked at the boy and said, "So you don't know anything about the horses getting out or the snake or the red paint?" 
 Joshua's eyes lit up. "Oh, the red paint in your shed? That's still good paint, Mr. Michael. You should use it for something." He glanced around. "If you'd give me a paint brush I'll paint the door on your kids' playhouse or that bench out there if you want. That bench would look cool painted red and I'll bet there's just enough in that can to do the job." 
 Michael laughed. "Well, it sounds like a good idea, but what would happen if the children want to play in the playhouse this afternoon, or someone sits on that bench? Those are the kinds of things you'd do when no one's around to spoil your work." 
 "Yeah, I guess so," the boy agreed. 
 Michael asked, "You like to paint, do you?" 
 "I like using tools and making things look good again." More enthusiastically, he said, "Last year I stayed with my grandparents for a while—you know, my real dad's parents. Grandpa has a cool workshop and he let me help him build some things and fix some things around the house. We even fixed up an old shelf for Grandma—you know, sanded it and painted stuff on it. It really looked new when we finished." 
 "So you're a tinkerer, are you?" Michael asked, smiling. 
 "A what?" the boy asked, confused. "I don't think so, I just like painting and using tools and stuff." 
 Michael smiled. "Well, how about this, see that broken table over there?" 
 "Oh yes, the one that broke with the cake on it. I saw that happen." 
 "Want to help me fix it?" 
 "Okay." Joshua jumped to his feet. "What kind of tools do we need? Hammer and nails?" 
 "Probably a screwdriver," Michael said. "We might also need a new bracket. Come on let's examine it, shall we?" 
 Joshua started to get up, then he slumped. "But I have to watch Belle." 
 "Oh, that's right," Michael said. He walked up to Margaret and Iris, who sat close to where the three little girls played. "Hey, are you two going to be sitting here yakking it up for a while?" 
 "Yes, probably," Iris said. "Why?" 
 "Just wondering if you'd keep an eye on little Belle there. If she needs anything, let her mom know, okay?" 
 "Sure," Margaret said. She smiled. "She's a cutie. She and Lily and Rosemary are getting along marvelously." She held out her phone. "Look at this picture I got of them." 
 "Cute," Michael said. He waved to the women. "Thanks." He motioned for Joshua to follow and he walked across the yard to where Belinda sat visiting with a group of people. "Hey, Belinda," he said, "I'm borrowing Joshua for a while. Belle's over there playing with Lily and Rosemary. Margaret and Iris are watching them—just check with them if you need Belle for anything." 
 "Oh…" Belinda said. She looked at Joshua. "Okay, I guess." 
 "Thanks, Mr. Michael," Joshua said as they walked away. "It would be rad if I could hang out with Adam and Misty after this." 
 "I'll see what I can do," Michael said, putting an arm across the boy's shoulders. 
 
 **** 
 "Tired?" Michael asked when Savannah walked out of the bathroom and slipped into bed with him late that night. 
 "It was a long day, wasn't it?" She smiled. "I think everything went okay. I was glad to see Bri brush off those couple of problems that came up." She shook her head. "Having that gorgeous cake crash—that was horrible. I thought Bri would dissolve into a puddle of tears." She laughed. "Until our dear Adam came up with that great idea." 
 "Yeah," he said, smiling, "bring on the spoons. That'll solve everything." 
 "And it turned out to be a highlight of the day," she said. "The photographer got some great candid shots." 
 Michael propped himself up on one elbow. "I think Bud helped keep your sister from allowing the accidents to ruin her day." 
 "Bud?" she repeated. 
 "Yes, he seems to have developed some good instincts when it comes to your sister's behavior. He has figured out how to settle her down." He laughed. "I even heard him talk her out of getting involved in a squabble with someone." 
 "Who?" Savannah asked. 
 "I think it was one of her coworkers or colleagues. Bud let Brianna know it wasn't worth it—that this was their happy day. He was pretty impressive, actually." 
 Savannah cocked her head. "You're sure you're talking about Bud—our business partner?" 
 Michael laughed again. "Yes. Married life seems to be agreeing with him already." 
 "Oh, I'll bet Oma—you know, his grandmother—has had her claws in him," Savannah said. "Did you see her? Well, of course you did. She can be flamboyant in those gypsy clothes she wears." 
 He nodded. "She brightens up a place—color-wise, anyway." 
 "And conversation-wise," Savannah said. "She had a crowd around her at one point, and they were all doing some sort of chanting." 
 He shook his head. "Each to his or her own." He added, "But if it's her influence that has changed Bud, I say more power to her. He's going to need some tricks up his sleeve to get along with your sister." 
 Savannah started to take offense, then said, "Yeah, you're probably right. She can be a stinker—a stubborn, bull-headed stinker." 
 "You didn't have a run-in with her today, did you?" he asked. 
 She shook her head. "No. It was a great day. I think everything went well, except for—I mean, what happened to that table? I thought you said you checked all the furniture we'd stored to make sure everything was still in good repair. You always do that." 
 "Yes, I do and I did. I knew the cake was going on that table, and cakes can be heavy." He faced her. "Hon, there was nothing wrong with that table when we set it up, but…" 
 "But?" she prompted. 
 "Someone sabotaged it. And I'd sure like to know who it was." 
 She gasped. "Do you think it was the same person who put the snake in the bouquet?" 
 "Most likely," Michael said. 
 "So did you talk to him or her—you know, the person you thought was responsible?" 
 "I did talk to him. Actually, he helped me to determine that I was right—the table had been vandalized. Savannah, someone purposely backed those screws out to weaken that one leg and that's why, once the cake was positioned and all, the leg soon gave out." Michael grinned. "He helped me fix it." 
 "The person you suspected helped you fix it?" she asked. 
 "Yeah, but it wasn't him." Michael winced, then admitted, "I thought it was Joshua, but he's been so busy taking care of Belle, and I could tell from his demeanor…naw, it wasn't him." 
 "What's the deal with Joshua being the babysitter all the time?" she asked. 
 "He said his mom told him this is her party and he was to keep an eye on Belle so Belinda could visit and have fun." 
 Savannah frowned. "Well, that's not right. Someone should have a talk with Belinda." 
 "I did," Michael said, grinning. "I got her alone later this afternoon and told her I'd noticed that Joshua had a lot of responsibility with Belle, and that it didn't seem fair since there were other children here that he'd probably like to get to know. I think I kind of shamed her into agreeing with me. Things should be different tomorrow. Joshua's a bright boy and willing to please. You can tell he loves his sister. He's very good with her, but he's starting to resent being given such responsibility." 
 "I can imagine," Savannah said. "He's just a kid. So you thought he was doing malicious acts around here? Why, to get attention maybe?" 
 "That's what I thought. But I'm quite certain Joshua had nothing to do with any of that. We need to consider another prankster." 
 "Prankster?" she squealed. "Whoever's doing that stuff is beyond being a prankster. Michael, the horses could have been seriously injured. What if they got out onto the highway? Do you think it's a joke that someone damaged personal property? And in case you've forgotten, someone did get hurt. Bri's friend has a fairly badly sprained ankle. No, what's been going on around here isn't funny. Not one bit. I just hope the spell, or whatever is broken and tomorrow is a new day." 



Chapter Four
  
 The following morning Savannah and Michael were up early starting breakfast. 
 "Can I take Rags and Lexie out?" Adam asked, joining the couple in the kitchen. 
 "Good morning to you, too," Michael said, tousling the boy's hair. 
 "Mornin' Dad," he said. "Mornin' Savannah." 
 "Hi, buddy," Savannah greeted. "Ready for another rip-roaring day with the crazy family?" 
 Adam laughed. He reached for Rags's harness. "Can I take him out? I think he wants to go out." 
 "Sure," Savannah said. When Adam started to pick up Lexie's leash, she said, "She probably doesn't need that, do you think? She'll stay with you." 
 Adam nodded. He picked up Rags's leash. "He does, though," 
 "Oh yes," Savannah agreed. "Want a glass of juice before you go out?" 
 "Sure," Adam said, drinking it down in a few gulps. 
 Michael teased, "Thirsty?" 
 "Not anymore," the boy said, walking out the door into the yard. 
 Michael finished making the first pot of coffee, then poured hot water into an electric urn. 
 "Is that for tea?" Rose asked, entering the kitchen. 
 "Huh?" Michael said. "Oh, good morning, Rose. No. The tea water is heating there on the stove. I'll pour hot coffee in here when it's finished brewing. I figured it would be easier to keep it hot if the urn starts out hot." 
 "Makes sense," Rose said, "but I don't think that twelve-cup pot will make enough coffee for this gang." 
 "Probably not," Michael said, "but this urn holds forty cups." 
 Rose smiled. "I guess you've fed a crowd before." She turned to Savannah. "And you, too. What's that you have there, an electric pancake griddle?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, and I have one for the stovetop, too. All we need are some flapjack flippers." 
 "I can do that," Rose offered. "Or let me scramble the eggs." 
 "Whatever you'd like to do. I thought we could cook the eggs and keep them warm in the oven until everyone's ready." 
 Just then they heard someone shout. Michael opened the door and saw Adam running toward him with Rags. "What happened?" 
 "Misty's mom fell," Adam said. "I was just coming to tell you." 
 "She fell?" Michael asked, trotting down the steps and around the corner toward Melanie's and Ron's RV. 
 "Yes," Adam said. "I think she hurt herself." 
 "Good lord," Michael muttered. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah shut off the stovetop burner and ran out to join the others. 
 "What's going on?" Brianna asked, climbing out of her car just after Bud had parked it. 
 Savannah grabbed her sister's arm. "Adam said Mel fell. Come on, you're the doctor." 
 "If only I'd listened to that cat," Melanie said, sitting on the ground rubbing her foot. 
 "What?" Bud asked, catching up to the others. "Rags said something to you?" 
 "Yes," Melanie wailed. "He said, 'don't go out there, don't do it.' But I did it and down I went." 
 Michael looked at the RV. "Well your steps aren't in place." 
 "I know that now," Melanie moaned. "I guess that's what the cat was trying to tell me." She faced the others and insisted, "I didn't retract them, Ron said he didn't. The kids can't manage those steps." She looked into the faces of those around her. "Guys, someone did this on purpose. They tucked our steps back up inside there so someone would get hurt." 
 "Now, Mel," Savannah soothed, "who would do something like that?" 
 Melanie snapped, "Who would put a snake in Bri's bouquet? Who would paint Roxy's dress? People, there's a sneaky and mean practical joker among us, and I'm not one bit happy about it." 
 "Can you stand?" Michael asked, reaching out to help her. 
 "I think so," she said, standing up with Michael's and Ron's help. 
 "So how did Rags warn you?" Savannah asked, petting the cat. 
 "Adam came up with the cat and the dog," she said. "He was talking to us through the door, when the cat just hopped up inside the RV. Adam said you were fixing breakfast, and I was dressed, so I thought I'd come help you. Well, I started to step out, but Rags began walking across in front of me. I had no idea he was trying to keep me from that big drop." She took a few steps, shook her head, and said, "Should have listened to the cat." 
 "Yeah, sometimes he seems to know what he's talking about," Michael agreed. He helped Ron pull the steps out from under the RV, then stood back. "That was a big drop. Whoever caused that to happen meant to hurt someone." 
 Ron looked around. "Do you have any neighbors with a vendetta against you?" 
 This took Michael by surprise. He shook his head. "Not that I know of." 
 "Well, I'd better get back to the kitchen," Savannah said. "Come on, Mel, you might want to put some ice on your ankle. Is it your ankle?" 
 "Kind of. I landed all lopsidoodle on one knee and I somehow twisted my foot." 
 "It looked like you twisted your foot then fell on your knee," Adam said. 
 Melanie grinned at him. "You saw all that and didn't even catch me?" 
 Adam blushed. "I didn't have time. I didn't know you were going to fall." 
 "Let me see it," Brianna, suggested. "Sit here and I'll take a look." After a minute or two, she said, "Yeah, I don't think you've broken anything, but if it doesn't feel better within a couple of days, I'd see a doctor and maybe get an x-ray. Ice is a good idea. Let's go inside and Vannie will fix you up." 
 "Thanks, Doc," Melanie said, standing up with help. 
 Just then Adam caught up with Savannah. "Rags found this out by the horses." 
 "What is it?" Savannah asked, not wanting to touch it. 
 "A torn piece of cloth from something. Since Rags wanted it, I thought it might be important. Maybe this is a clue from whoever let the horses out that night. Rags is good at finding clues." 
 "Yes he is," Savannah said. She looked more closely at the fabric and asked, "Does this look familiar to you?" 
 Adam shook his head. 
 She glanced around the yard and thought for a moment. "Well, hold onto it, would you? Put it someplace and keep an eye out for a piece of material that matches that. Maybe Joshua and Misty can help you," she said as the two children walked up. 
 "Help do what?" Joshua asked. 
 Adam held up the swatch. "See this? We need to find out where it came from. Rags found it by the corrals." He said to Savannah, "I filled the horses' water tubs." 
 "Thank you," Savannah said. "Want to feed them?" 
 "Okay, I was going to ask you if I could. I'll put Rags away first. He can be…" 
 "I know," she said, taking the cat's leash and leading him back into the house. 
 "Come on, guys," Adam called to his cousins. "I'll show you how to feed a horse." 
 Savannah smiled and walked back into the house, where several of the women and a few men had an assembly line going in the Iveys' large farm kitchen. They mixed, poured, and cooked pancakes; stirred a large pan of scrambled eggs; cut fresh fruit into a bowl; and set out plates, utensils and condiments. They continued the process until nearly all of the hungry family members had filled their plates. 
 Savannah was just about the last one to be served. She sat down next to her aunt Rose and across from Margaret and Gladys. "How are you ladies today?" she asked. "Did you have a good time at the wedding?" 
 "Sure did," Rose said. "It was very nice. I love the simple, more natural weddings like we used to have." 
 "I know what you mean," Gladys said. "I've attended weddings that must have cost more than the couple's first house. What a ridiculous way to spend money." 
 "It's the party," Margaret said. "Weddings for the young people today are all about the party." 
 "Well, we had a nice party here, didn't we?" Savannah said. "At least I had a good time." 
 "Me too," Rose said. "Thank you for including us." 
 When Savannah saw Rose squinting toward the display of condiments in the middle of the table, she asked, "Is there something I can get for you? We have molasses, if you'd rather have that on your pancakes." 
 "No," Rose said, "I was just trying to read the labels. My doctor prefers I use the low-sugar kind of syrup." 
 "Where are your glasses?" Savannah asked. "Did you leave them in your room? Want me to go up and get them?" 
 Rose shook her head. "No, I can't find them. I told your mother, I swear I put them on the side table like I do every night, but I might have left them in the bathroom at the end of the hall. I visited there before I went to bed. I looked in both places this morning; I can't imagine where they got off to." 
 "Did you look under the table and under the bed?" Margaret asked. "Oh, maybe you can't see well enough. I can go up there and look around if you'd like." 
 "No need," Gladys said. "Those glasses are gone. I got down and looked everywhere with my little flashlight." 
 When Savannah gasped, the others looked at her. 
 "What?" Rose asked, suspiciously. 
 "Oh," Savannah groaned, "I hope to heck that Rags didn't sneak in there and take them." 
 "Rags!" Margaret yelped. "Of course. When there's something missing around here, the culprit is usually that kleptomaniac cat." 
 "Eyeglasses?" Rose questioned. "A cat would run off with a pair of eyeglasses?" 
 "Oh yes," Savannah said. "He's done that before. I'm so sorry, Aunt Rose. I'll go see if I can figure out what he might have done with them." 
 "Thank you," Rose said. She put her hand on her niece's arm. "But not now, Vannie. Finish your breakfast. I'll help you look after we clean up the kitchen." 
 Margaret laughed. 
 "What's funny?" Rose asked, frowning. 
 "How are you going to help find them?" she asked. "You can't see a thing without them. She picked up one of the syrup bottles. "Here, this one's sugar free." 
 "Thank you," Rose said, pouring a little over her pancakes. 
 
 **** 
 The third day of the cousin reunion was in full swing by mid-morning as some of the women and children picked fruit in the orchard, and the men and the older boys played a hot game of horseshoes. 
 Savannah glanced back at the porch, where Melanie sat with Gladys and the younger children. "I'll fill a bag for Mel," she said. "Roxy, what does her family like?" 
 "Hell if I know," Roxy spat. "She doesn't invite me to her house." 
 "Oh, that's not true," Rose said. "You just don't like going over there because she doesn't let Nate play with anything." 
 Savannah frowned. "You two aren't getting along? What happened? Did you have a squabble yesterday?" 
 "No," Roxy said. "It's just that she's kind of a mean witch sometimes, and I'd rather not be around her when she's in a mood." 
 "My mom?" Misty asked. "Are you talking about my mom?" 
 "Uh…no, someone else," Roxy said. 
 "She talks about you," Misty said. 
 Roxy gave the child her full attention. "Oh? What does she say, pray tell?" 
 Rose put her hand on Misty's shoulder. "Let's not create anymore discord than we've already had here, shall we?" 
 "We've had discord?" Savannah asked. 
 "Yeah," Brianna said with interest, "what's been going on?" 
 "Well, if you must know," Roxy said, "Jake told me some things yesterday that really put the nail in the coffin where my sister's concerned." 
 "What does he know about the two of you?" Brianna asked. 
 "That's what I wonder," Rose muttered. 
 Roxy hesitated, then blurted, "He overheard her making comments about my weight." 
 "Well," Margaret said, "you are carrying some extra weight since the last time I saw you. So am I. What of it? It's a fact." 
 That stopped Roxy for a moment, then she faced Belinda. "He said you were talking behind my back, too." 
 "What?" Belinda shrieked. 
 "You told lies about Blake and me—things that were none of your business." 
 "I did?" Belinda asked. "Like what?" 
 "Girls," Margaret scolded, "let's not." 
 "Oh, let's do," Belinda said. "I'd like to know what stories he's spreading that aren't true. If Roxy believes something that isn't true, I want to be able to set her straight." 
 Margaret glanced at Rose, who said, "Makes sense, I guess." 
 "So what did he say?" Belinda insisted. 
 "That you think Blake is running around on me, and you don't know why I'm too blind to see it." 
 "What?" Belinda yelped. "That trouble-making jerk." 
 "So is that what you said, Belinda?" 
 "No," she defended vehemently. 
 "What did you say?" Roxy asked, moving closer. "You can say it to my face now." 
 "Nothing," Belinda insisted. "I swear, I didn't say anything like that. He flat-out made it up." 
 "Why would he do that?" Roxy asked. 
 "Who knows why Jake does any of the things he does," Belinda said. 
 Savannah rolled her eyes for Brianna's benefit, then took a deep breath. "Well, has everyone filled their bags? Shall we mosey back to the house?" 
 "Yes," Rose said, "let's do." 
 Savannah looked at her. "You haven't found your glasses yet?" 
 "No." 
 "Well, I'm still keeping an eye out for them in case Rags did something with them. I haven't found them in any of his usual hiding places." She put her finger up in the air. "Oh, there's one place I didn't check." She thought for a moment. "I need to get permission, first." 
 "Permission in your own house?" Brianna questioned. 
 "Well, yeah. Rags used to have a stash in the room Jake's using, but he actually abandoned it a while back. I haven't known him to take things up there in a while. But it could be that he bopped across the hall and put Aunt Rose's glasses over there. I'll check on that as soon as we get back to the house." 
 "I want to know what makes you think Blake's cheating on me," Roxy said, catching up with Belinda. 
 "I…" she started. "Nothing. Where would I get any information like that? It's a lie, Roxy, I swear. He made that up just to get a reaction." 
 Roxy backed off and backed away, although it was obvious that she wasn't completely convinced. 
 As they approached the house, Savannah said, "Hey Belinda, Mel, do you have room in your RVs for your fruit?" 
 Belinda nodded. "I'll take Mel's bag to her RV." 
 "Thanks," Savannah said. She continued, "Roxy and Aunt Rose, let's put your fruit bags in the pantry. They'll keep cooler in there than in your room." 
 "Good idea," Rose said. "Thank you." 
 Savannah placed a tub of water bottles on the kitchen table, then walked toward her bedroom to freshen up, when she heard her mother shriek. "Mom!" she shouted. "What happened?" She opened the baby gate at the bottom of the staircase and ran up to where Gladys sat holding tightly to a banister post. "Are you all right, Mom?" 
 "Yes. Just let me catch my breath," Gladys said. 
 "What's going on?" Michael called from the bottom of the staircase. 
 "I think Mom fell." Savannah said, sitting down next to her mother. 
 Michael trotted up to join them. "Did you step on this, Gladys?" he asked, holding up a toy tractor. 
 "No," Gladys said. "I didn't even see that there." She pointed at Rags. "But maybe he did." 
 "What do you mean?" Michael asked, looking at the cat. 
 "Well, I'd just started walking down the stairs when he came from out of nowhere and knocked me off balance. I fell backward, thank heavens." She petted Rags when he rubbed against her and said quietly, "He ran in front of me just before I could take that step." She grasped her daughter's arm. "Vannie, do you think he did that on purpose? If he hadn't…" she swooned, "…well, I would have stepped right on that toy and probably wound up at the bottom of the stairs with a broken neck." 
 "Or he was playing with the tractor," Michael said, "and he got in your way." He frowned. "How did that toy get up here, anyway?" 
 "Good question," Savannah said. "I can't imagine Rags carrying something like that." She asked her mother, "Was the baby gate latched when you came up here?" 
 Gladys nodded. "But Rags can sidestep that thing. It just serves to keep the children off the stairs." 
 "Right," Michael agreed. He looked at his mother-in-law. "So what exactly happened, Gladys?" 
 She took a breath. "I came up here to my room to get my sweater, and," she studied the toy again, "I'm almost positive that wasn't there then." She explained, "You know I take these stairs carefully. I watch where I step. I would have seen the tractor coming up." She thought for a moment. "Going down, maybe not." She shuddered. "Kids, what's going on? I heard Iris say something about unchained angry spirits. With all that has happened these last few days, I'm beginning to wonder!" 
 Savannah shook her head and said quietly, "I don't know." She asked her mother, "But you're okay aren't you? Can you walk?" 
 "What happened?" Jake asked, coming out of his room at the top of the stairs. 
 "Mom fell," Savannah said. 
 Michael held up the toy. "She almost stepped on this." 
 "Oh, that could have been bad," Jake said. "Is she okay?" 
 "Yeah," Gladys said, using the banister railing to pull herself to a standing position. "I'm fine." She petted Rags. "Thanks, Rags, I think." 
 As Michael helped Gladys down the stairs Savannah and Jake followed along behind. They had just eased around the safety gate when Adam rushed in. "What happened to Grammy?" he asked. 
 "She fell," Michael said. "She's okay. No problem." 
 Meanwhile, Savannah said, "Jake, I'd like to look for something in your room. Do you mind?" 
 "What?" he asked defensively. "You won't take my weed, will you?"' 
 "Your weed?" she said disgustedly. "I hope you're joking." 
 He grinned and asked, "What do you want in there?" 
 "Jake, this is our home," she reminded him. "We've misplaced something and it's possible that Rags took it into your room where he used to hide his treasures." 
 "Are we talking about a cat?" Jake asked. He pointed. "That cat?" 
 "Yes," she said. 
 "Um…oh, so you want to look where?" 
 "In the closet. There's a big basket with blankets in it. Rags used to hide things in there." 
 "Yeah, I guess that's okay," Jake said, walking toward the kitchen. 
 Savannah started to go back up the stairs, but changed her mind. "Adam," she called, "want to do me a favor?" 
 He looked at her. "What?" 
 "Aunt Rose lost her glasses, and I'm just wondering if maybe Rags put them in his stash, in your old room upstairs." She glanced at Michael and Gladys. "I really should help with Grammy, so would you go in there and see if Rags might have put a pair of glasses in that basket with his other treasures?" 
 "Sure," Adam said. "I haven't looked in there in a long time." 
 He started to trot on up the stairs when Savannah stopped him. "Why don't you take Rags with you? Sometimes if you think hard about what it is you're looking for, he'll catch on and find it for you." 
 "Really?" he asked. 
 Here he is," Savannah said when she saw that Rags had caught up to her. "Just call him; he'll probably come to you." 
 Adam leaned over and patted his knees. "Come on, Rags. Come, Rags." 
 Savannah smiled, watching Rags trot toward the boy. She said, "The glasses are kind of purple, as I recall. They have purple frames." 
 "Come on, Rags," Adam said, taking the last few steps two at a time, "let's go find Aunt Rose's glasses." He smiled when Rags bounded up the stairs ahead of him. 
 When Savannah saw her mother seated in the dining room with the other women watching the small children work on a craft project, she joined them. 
 "So, Bri," Melanie asked, "are you and Bud going to have a family?" 
 Bri laughed. "I have a family. You're my family." 
 "Come on," Roxy said. "Are you going to have children?" 
 "Maybe," she said, "after we build our home and decorate it the way we want it, then maybe we'll think about having a child." 
 Belinda and Melanie giggled. 
 "What?" Brianna asked. 
 "Then you'll never have children," Margaret said. "That's what." 
 "What do you mean?" Brianna huffed. 
 "You can't just plan that way for kids," Margaret said. "That isn't how it's done." 
 "Aunt Maggie, you're telling me about having children?" Brianna asked. "You, the only one among us—besides me—who hasn't had any kids? What do you know?" She laughed. "What do I know for that matter?" She looked around at the others. "That isn't the way it's done?" She focused on her sister. "Vannie, that's how you did it. You married your prince charming, bought the home of your dreams, fixed it up real nice, then had Lily. You're my hero and my role model. That's how I plan to do it, just like you did." She held out her left hand and said, "Get married: check! Build a house: it's in progress." 
 Savannah shook her head. "Sis, I hate to break it to you, but no matter how ready you think you are, there's no preparation for motherhood." She glanced around at the others. "Am I right, ladies?" 
 Everyone chimed in with comments to support Savannah's statement. 
 "You guys have ruined my day," Brianna complained. 
 "Melanie pointed at Belle and at Lily. "But just look at the preciousness. Sure, your children might not come on your time schedule, and once you have them there are times when you'll want to pull your hair out, but look at those sweet children." She pointed at Teddy as he pushed a dump truck around in the living room. "And that adorable boy. They're so worth the trouble…" 
 "And the pain and hemorrhoids and…" Melanie started. 
 Margaret nudged Melanie. "Don't scare her." 
 "She's a doctor," Gladys reminded them. "Those things shouldn't scare her." 
 "Yeah," Savannah said, chortling, "a doctor of geriatrics." When she saw that Adam had returned, she asked, "Did you find them?" 
 Adam nodded a little awkwardly. "Rags did, but not in his stash." 
 "Where then?" she asked, puzzled. 
 "Well, I hope you're not mad, but Rags wouldn't even help me look in his toy box. He kept jumping up on a backpack. Whose room is that, anyway?" Adam asked. "Jake's?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "I guess it was his backpack, then. Rags kept scratching at it. I sure didn't want to open it; that would be nosey and kinda wrong." 
 "That's right," Savannah confirmed. "So, what did you do?" 
 He swallowed and said quietly, "I watched Rags and that's when I saw the zipper open a little. Part of some glasses was sticking out of there—purple glasses like you said. So, Rags helped me sort of pull the zipper just enough to see that's what it was, and I took them. If you want me to put them back, I will. I just thought I should show them to you." 
 Savannah squeezed Adam's arm. "You did the right thing, buddy. Thank you. Let's ask Aunt Rose if these are hers and we'll go from there, okay?" 
 Adam nodded and watched as Savannah got Rose's attention. "Aunt Rose, are these your…" 
 The woman gasped. "My glasses!" She looked down at Rags. "So did the cat have them? Is he the scoundrel that took them?" 
 Savannah winced. "I don't think so." 
 "Well, thank you," Rose said, putting them on. She glanced around at the others. "This is much better." She giggled. "You're a good-looking group, but now I can see your flaws." 
 "Oh, that's not good," Roxy complained. 
 Meanwhile, Savannah stood up. She motioned for Adam to follow her. When she saw several of the men standing around Jimmy's and Belinda's RV, she walked outside and called for Michael. 
 Yes?" he said, meeting her halfway between the house and the RV. 
 "What's going on?" she asked. "Are you guys taking that thing apart?" 
 Michael shook his head. "I hope it doesn't come to that." 
 She frowned. "What's wrong?" 
 "Jimmy lost his power—you know air, lights, water pump. We thought his battery needed charging, but it seems to be good." Michael walked back toward the house with Savannah and Adam, saying, "I'm afraid it's in the wiring. I found some wires that look like they've been cut. I didn't want to bring it up to Jimmy yet, hoping those are old wires no longer in use." 
 Savannah looked suspiciously beyond Michael at Jake, who sat on a stump watching the other men. Before she could speak, Adam said, "Dad, Rags found Aunt Rose's glasses." 
 "Glasses?" Michael asked. "She lost her glasses?" 
 Adam nodded. "We thought Rags put them in his stash." 
 "Is that where you found them?" he asked. "Did Rags take them?" 
 "I don't think so," Savannah said. "I think it was Jake." 
 "Yeah," Adam said quietly, "Rags found them in Jake's room." 
 "What was Rags doing in Jake's room?" Michael asked sternly. 
 "I got permission to look in Rags's stash," Savannah said. "I asked Adam to do it. I thought if Rags took the glasses, he'd show Adam where they were." 
 "And did he? Were they in Rags's stash?" Michael asked. He frowned. "Why would Rags put them in there?" 
 "He didn't!" Savannah said more loudly than she meant to. She whispered, "Michael, I think Jake's the one causing all the problems around here." 
 Michael winced. "Hon, Rags has taken glasses before." 
 "Yeah," Adam said, "but Rags found the glasses in Jake's backpack, so we think Jake took them, not Rags." 
 "Yes," Savannah agreed, "and what about the other things that are going on around here? Do they seem like they're coincidental to you? Those supposed accidents are way outside Rags's abilities, don't you think so?" 
 "Pretty much, yes." Michael agreed. He put his hand on Adam's shoulder. "Hey, buddy, I see Joshua over there tossing rocks into that bucket. Maybe he'd like to throw a ball around or…" 
 "Yeah," Adam said, trotting off toward Joshua. 
 Meanwhile, Michael glanced at Jake. "But why? Why would he want to hurt Roxy and Bri and us and your mother, for heaven's sake?" 
 Savannah dropped her head and murmured, "I don't know." Heatedly, she said, "But I'd sure like to find out." 
 "How?" Michael hissed. "If we ask him, he's going to deny it. We'll have to catch him—or someone else if it isn't him—in the act, but how?" Michael began to pace and run his hand through his hair. He thought for a moment and said, "Listen, let me see if I can help Jimmy with that RV issue, then we'll focus on the other problem." He shook his head. "Actually, the problem, if it is Jake or one of the others, is leaving tomorrow. Do you think we'd be safe to just let it go—not cause any waves?" 
 "Cause waves?" Savannah hissed. "Michael, we've had a series of mishaps that might be intentional and that could have become quite serious, and you don't want to make any waves? Someone has taken liberties with our health and our very lives. He or she has hurt people. We have to find out who it is. I, for one, want to know why a family member would act that way." She gasped. 
 "What?" Michael asked. 
 "Well, I saw Roxy and Belinda get into it earlier." 
 "They were fighting?" he asked. 
 "No, just arguing—being rather vicious with each other, but why would one of them or Melanie or anyone else, for that matter, want to hurt everyone?" She looked at Michael. "Are you sure it's not Joshua? He seems kind of sullen, like something's bothering him." 
 "I think he's carrying a lot for a kid his age. From what I understand, there have been stepparenting issues and his bio dad isn't too interested in him. But I think he'll be okay," Michael said. 
 "You don't believe he's doing this stuff?" Savannah asked. Just then she yelped. "Michael, do you know who caused the problem with Roxy and Belinda and also between Roxy and Mel? It was Jake. He was spreading rumors, trying to create discord between the girls. And it was on purpose. I'm sure of it." 
 Michael glanced back at the other men who continued to work around the RV. He ran his hand through his hair again, and said, "Listen, let me see if we can resolve that RV problem, okay? I'll put some thought into this other thing and we'll talk later." 
 Savannah nodded. "Okay, you go do your thing." She kissed him. "Good luck." 
 
 **** 
 That evening while the extended family enjoyed a meal of grilled hamburgers on the deck, Jimmy asked, "Ron, when are you and Mel pulling out tomorrow?" 
 "Early," he said. "I'd like to be on the road around nine or so." 
 "By the way," Jimmy said, "you really came to my rescue with that RV problem today. I appreciate your help." 
 "Sure. I had something similar happen once, and a friend showed me how to bypass the system as a temporary fix. You'll want to take it to the dealer when you get home." 
 "Will do," Jimmy said. 
 "When are you leaving?" Ron asked. 
 "Probably right behind you." 
 "So early?" Brianna asked. "No more visiting tomorrow?" 
 "Hey, you're going on your honeymoon Monday," Belinda said. "Don't you want a day to relax, catch your breath, and pack?" 
 "Yeah, I guess that would be nice," Brianna agreed. 
 Roxy joked, "Oh, so you want us to go, do you, Bri?" 
 "When are you heading back?" Melanie asked her sister. 
 "Yeah, when?" Rose asked. "I'm riding home with you, right?" 
 Roxy nodded. "I think we'll leave early, too." 
 Jimmy laughed. "Vannie, it looks like we'll all be out of your hair by lunchtime. Hey, maybe we should plan to eat breakfast on the road so we don't use up any more of your groceries." 
 "Or we could take our hosts out to breakfast before we leave town," Ron suggested. 
 "Good idea," Belinda said. 
 "Well, everyone has contributed to the meals," Savannah reminded them. "It wasn't all us. But breakfast out with you all would be fun…kind of our last hurrah together, probably for a while." 
 Melanie patted Savannah's arm. "You guys come to LA next time." 
 "I'll consider that an invitation," Michael quipped. 
 When Jake began fidgeting in his chair, Jimmy asked, "What's wrong with you?" He laughed. "You're ready to go home now, aren't you? Do you have a hot date tomorrow?" 
 "Go or stay, either one's fine with me," Jake said. "Just tell me your plans so I can make mine." 
 "Okay, be ready to leave by eight tomorrow morning. Can you do that?" Jimmy asked. 
 "Sure," Jake said, "I'll go get my stuff together." He walked quickly through the door and disappeared into the house. 
 "He sure doesn't sit still for long," Blake noted. 
 "Yeah, how many times this weekend did he take off out into those trees?" Belinda asked. "What was that about?" 
 "And he has to start now getting ready to leave by eight tomorrow?" Roxy said. "What does he have to get ready?" 
 "Yeah," Melanie laughed, "and he didn't even finish his hamburger." 
 "Great burgers, by the way," Blake praised. "They had a lot of flavor." 
 "Compliments go to the groom," Michael said. "He's the one who seasoned them and kept an eye on them while we had that horseshoe playoff game." 
 Everyone saluted and celebrated Bud. 
 Ron asked, "Bud, were the beans your creation too?" 
 He shook his head. "No, Max is the true chef among us." 
 "Max," Roxy said, "they were amazing. Do you give out your recipes?" 
 Margaret laughed. "He probably wouldn't know how to follow one if he had one." 
 "No kidding," Rose said. "So, Max, do you memorize the ingredients and measurements, or do you make it different every time?" 
 Max chuckled. "A little of both." He winked at Roxy. "Glad you liked this rendition." 
 Minutes later, Michael asked, "Adam, where are you boys going?" 
 "Joshua and I want to play catch. We're going to get my mitts." 
 Michael frowned. "Well you'd better get a move on. You don't have much daylight left. I don't want anyone getting hit with a ball." 
 "Sure," Adam said, walking into the house with Joshua. He returned quickly and reported, "Rags is really—what do you call it—like nervous or something." 
 Savannah chuckled. "Antsy? 
 "Yes," Adam said, "and squirmy and maybe even mad." 
 "Mad?" Michael repeated, laughing. "What does he have to be mad about?" 
 "Cause he's in that cage," Joshua said. 
 "Yeah," Adam agreed. "He wants out. Can I let him out?" 
 Savannah took a deep breath. "I guess so. Put his harness on him and bring him out here, will you?" 
 "Okay. Come on, Joshua." 
 Minutes later, Adam returned to the deck. "Excuse me," he said, interrupting a conversation between Savannah and Margaret. "Rags won't come to me. He ran upstairs." 
 "That's okay," Savannah said. "I'll watch for him. If he comes out here, I'll see him. You go ahead and play." 
 "But Savannah, I think something's wrong," Adam said. "Rags acts like he wants me to come with him up the stairs." 
 Michael chuckled. "That's okay. Go ahead if you want to." 
 Fidgeting, Adam said more quietly, "I think he went in Jake's room." 
 "Oh," Michael said. "Well, knock on the door and ask him to let you get the cat." 
 "But, Dad, I think something's wrong. It's the way Rags is acting." 
 Michael squeezed his son's shoulder and stood up. "Okay, I'll go with you," he said, taking long strides into the house and up the staircase. 
 When Michael returned, Savannah asked, "So what's going on?" 
 "Well, Rags had gone into Jake's room and Jake closed the door. I guess he didn't know the cat was in there. Rags is helping Adam and Joshua get the ball equipment now." He chuckled. "By the time they get out here it will be too dark to play." Just then, Jake rejoined them on the deck. Michael said, "Oh, you're back. All packed and ready to go?" 
 Jake glared at Michael. "I'm just a joke to you, aren't I, high-and-mighty, Michael?" 
 "What?" Michael questioned. "Where did that come from?" 
 Jake huffed, walked off the porch, and disappeared into the stand of trees. 
 "Where's he going?" Savannah asked. She chuckled. "It's really dark in that dense grove." 
 "Who knows where he goes and why?" Jimmy said. "He hears a very different drumbeat than most people do." 
 "Like Rags does," Savannah said under her breath. 
 "Dad," Adam said, bursting through the kitchen door. 
 "Adam, manners," Michael corrected. 
 "Dad, I don't have time for that. Come quick! Rags found something burning and I think it's…" 
 "…going to explode," Joshua blurted. 
 "What?" Michael barked. 
 "We put it out," Adam said. "Rags found it. He got away from us and ran upstairs acting all crazy. We smelled something and Joshua opened Jake's bedroom door—you know, to my old room, and…" 
 "Yeah," Joshua continued, "we think it was started with gasoline and some kind of powder…" 
 "One curtain was all twisted up and on fire, and…" 
 "Good lord," Michael said. When he saw that the others probably hadn't heard his conversation with the boys, he stood up and darted into the house. 
 "We put out the fire," Adam called after him as he and Joshua followed. 
 "Where's Rags?" Michael asked, yanking the baby gate back and running up the stairs. 
 "I brought him out of the room and closed the door," Adam said. "I don't know where he went." 
 Michael stormed into the room at the top of the stairs and looked around. He pulled the charred curtain off the rod and tossed it aside, away from the gasoline-soaked bedding. "Damn him," Michael snarled. 
 "Is it going to explode, Mr. Michael?" Joshua asked, standing at the doorway to Jake's room. 
 Just then, Adam called, "Dad, come quick." 
 "What?" Michael said, running into the hallway. 
 "In here!" Adam shouted. "Rags wanted to go in this room, so I opened the door and… 
 "More fire!" Joshua screamed. 
 Michael ran into the room, pulled the quilt off the bed, and threw it over a smoldering piece of clothing. "Roxy's dress," he said under his breath. He stomped on the quilt, checked to make sure the fire was out, then opened the window in that room and in Jake's room. "Check Grammy's room!" he shouted, running into the bathroom. He opened the linen closet and drawers to make sure nothing else was burning. 
 "No fire in Grammy's room," Adam reported. 
 "Let's look around downstairs!" Michael called, hastening his pace. "You boys go scout around in the kitchen and service porch." He ran through the living room into the hallway and the master bedroom. When he returned to the kitchen, he said, "Everything seems to be okay down here." He clenched his teeth. "Wait until I get my hands on that…" 
 "Where's Rags?" Adam asked, glancing around. 
 "Did he go outside? Look out on the deck." Michael instructed. 
 "Not there," Adam said moments later. "Savannah said he didn't come out." 
 Michael clenched his jaw. "I'd better go make sure he's not…" he started, running back up the stairs. Adam and Joshua followed, trying to keep up. Michael opened the door to Jake's room again and called for the cat. When there was no response, he went across the hall and opened the door to Roxy's and Blake's room. 
 Adam pushed Gladys's bedroom door open and looked around inside. "He's not up here. He must be downstairs somewhere. "Raaags!" the boy called, trotting down the stairs. 
 Michael stood in the hallway looking from one door to the other, then he walked toward the bathroom again. "Rags!" he called. "Where are you? Rags!" He looked around in the bathroom, then walked back into the hall and toward the staircase, when he heard something. He listened. It's coming from the linen closet. Did I close him in there? he thought. He pulled open the closet and there among the towels and sheets sat Rags. "How'd you get in there?" he asked. "Come on boy," he urged. "Come on," he repeated. When Rags simply stared out at him, he said, "Rags, I don't have time for your tomfoolery." He reached for the cat. "Come on now." 
 "You found him?" Adam asked, running down the hallway toward his father. "What's he doing in there?" 
 "Darned if I know," Michael said, lifting the cat from amidst the linens. 
 Michael started to close the closet door when Joshua said, "Wait." He moved forward and reached into the closet. "What's this? I think the cat was sitting on it." 
 "No!" Michael shouted, before the boy could get his hands on it. 
 Joshua jumped back as if he'd been shocked. 
 "What is that, Dad?" Adam asked, wide-eyed. 
 More quietly, Michael said, "It looks like it could be some sort of explosive device." He raised his voice and demanded, "You two get out of here!" When the boys hesitated, he shouted, "Go!" He then added, "Wait." He pushed Rags into Adam's arms. "Now go!" 



Chapter Five
  
 Moments later Michael returned to the deck. He bellowed, "Where's Jake?" When no one spoke, he shouted again, "Where is he?" 
 "I don't know," Jimmy said. "I saw him go into those trees a while ago." 
 "He hasn't come back?" Michael asked. 
 "No," Jimmy said. "Why, Michael? What's wrong?" 
 "I don't have time to explain." He raised his voice. "Listen, I want all of you to grab your chairs and take them out there near Jimmy's RV." When they hesitated, he yelled, "Now! I'll explain later. Just do it." He picked up Rose's and Gladys's chairs. "Go, ladies. I'm right behind you." Once he had them settled, he returned to help Ron with Melanie, who was still hobbling on her injured foot. He glanced around and saw that Savannah had both of their children already settled, so he scooped up Belle and ran with her to where the others were gathering. "The cats," he muttered, running back to the house. He soon returned with Glori and Buffy. 
 When Jimmy saw Michael struggling to carry the large pen, he rushed to help. "Now will you tell us what this is all about?" Jimmy asked, once they'd placed the pen out near where the others sat. 
 "Yeah," Blake said, holding tightly to Nate, "what's going on?" 
 Michael looked around at the group. "Is everyone here?" 
 "Everyone except my brother," Jimmy said. "God knows where he is." He lurched forward. "Michael is he all right? He hasn't hurt himself or anything, has he?" He started to head for the house. 
 "No, Jimmy. He's not in the house," Michael said. 
 "Yeah, I saw him go into those trees a while ago," Roxy said. "Should someone go get him?" 
 Michael thought about her suggestion, then said, "Naw. He's okay. What I want to tell you is that the boys found…" 
 "It was Rags, Dad," Adam said. "Rags found it." 
 "What?" Blake asked. 
 "Well, someone…" Disgustedly, he said, "It was probably Jake…" 
 "What did he do, Michael?" Jimmy asked. "Tell me, and I'll…" 
 Before Jimmy could continue, Michael said, "He started some fires in the house." 
 "What?" several people exclaimed. 
 Ron stood up. "Did you put them out?" 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Then what are we doing out here if the fire's out?" Blake insisted. 
 "Yeah," Belinda said, chuckling. "That's kind of silly, isn't it?" 
 Michael cleared his throat and started to speak when Max said, "The cops are here, and the fire department." 
 Blake stood up. "Are you sure the fire's out?" 
 "Michael," Margaret screeched, "What's going on?" 
 He cringed. "I think he left an explosive device behind." 
 Max lurched forward. "In the house? What makes you think so? Can't we put it in water or something?" 
 Several others spoke at once as Michael tried to answer. He glanced toward the emergency vehicles and said, "I'd better go answer their questions first." 
 "I'm going with you," Max said, walking hurriedly to keep up. 
 After Michael explained to the sheriff's deputy what he had found, the emergency crew gathered to discuss their strategy. That's when Michael saw a familiar face appear. "Craig," he said, "what brings you out?" 
 "Your call," the detective responded. "So what's going on? You say you found a bomb?" 
 "I don't know if you'd call it a bomb," Michael said, "but it appears to be some sort of explosive device." He swallowed hard. "Actually, Rags led us to the fires and the device. Otherwise…" he looked around nervously, "…well, who knows what would have happened." 
 "Fires?" Craig questioned. "More than one?" 
 Michael nodded. "I put out two gasoline fires upstairs just now." Quietly, he added, "It looked to me as though there was some gunpowder scattered across the area, too." 
 "Well, that's not good," Craig said. 
 "No, it's sure not, dammit." Michael growled. 
 Craig grinned. "So you say the cat found it?" 
 Michael nodded. 
 Craig asked, "Did he tell you who did this?" 
 Michael let out a deep sigh. "I'm pretty sure it was Savannah's cousin Jake." He looked back at the rest of the family, who were huddled near Jimmy's RV, and explained, "Jake stormed out of the house earlier and headed into those trees. We haven't seen him since. He's kind of an odd guy." 
 "Yeah, I caught onto that watching him at the wedding," Craig said. 
 "You were watching him?" Max asked. 
 Craig grinned. "Yeah, I watch people. It's what I do—you know, size them up and all—look for the criminal profile." He grimaced. "I saw the possibility of a criminal profile with that guy. He's troubled. I could tell that. It occurred to me that he could be a time-bomb ready to explode. He seemed very uncomfortable at the wedding. He's kind of a misfit, isn't he?" 
 Michael nodded. "But I don't remember him being this distant and difficult and on the defensive when I've seen him in the past. It hasn't been pleasant having him around this time." 
 Craig asked, "So everyone's over there behind that RV?" 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Okay. The bomb squad is preparing now to go inside. You've done the right thing by moving everyone away from the house. Go on now and join them. Let us do our job." 
 Reluctantly, Michael walked back to where the others waited. Max followed. 
 "My God," Margaret said, grabbing Max's arm when he lowered himself into the chair next to her. "What if it catches our place on fire when it explodes? The cats? We need to evacuate the cats." 
 Max put his arm around her and rubbed her shoulder. "It's going to be okay, Maggie. The bomb squad is getting ready to go in. Michael said it's a small thing. Probably wouldn't do much damage if it were to go off." He added. "If it starts a fire, the fire department's here." 
 Roxy began to cry. 
 "What's wrong, Mommy?" Nate asked. 
 "Nothing," Rose said, in an attempt to calm the child. "Mommy's okay, sweetie." She said to Roxy, "I'm sure this is all just a big mistake." 
 "What if it's not? What if someone really is trying to blow us up?" Melanie screeched. 
 Michael looked at Savannah, who had both of their children in her lap. He could see the fear in her eyes when she asked, "How big is the…um…what you found?" 
 "Small. Really small." When he saw her pull her phone out, he asked, "Who are you calling?" 
 "Craig, who else?" 
 "He's here," Michael said. 
 "Who's Craig?" Belinda asked, her arms wrapped tightly around Belle. 
 "Iris's husband," Savannah said. "You met him at the wedding." 
 "Is he some sort of super hero or something?" Ron asked. "What's he going to do?" 
 "He's a detective," Savannah explained. She sighed. "Good, I'm glad he's here." 
 "Jimmy, I think we should go home," Belinda said. 
 Roxy stood up. "Yes, Blake, I want to go now." 
 "Just settle down, everyone," Michael instructed. "What we don't need is panic." He looked toward the trees. "What I want to do now is find Jake." 
 "Do you think he had something to do with this?" Jimmy asked. 
 Michael stared at him for a minute. "That's what I want to ask him." 
 Jimmy fidgeted in his chair, then stood up. "Well, as long as we have to sit out here, let me bring out some lanterns. It's getting darker by the minute." 
 "Good idea," Michael agreed, also standing up. He walked with Jimmy toward the door of the RV. "Can I borrow a flashlight? I'm going to see if I can find your brother." 
 "I'll go with you," Bud said. When Bri tried to stop him, he assured her, "We'll be back in a jiff." He kissed her and walked away with Michael. The two men returned a short time later with Jake. 
 Even in the glow of the lanterns, Jimmy could see the anger in Michael's face and he observed Jake's unruly manner. "What's going on?" he insisted. 
 "I think your brother has something to say. Then—well, we can take a vote on this, but I think we need to talk to the sheriff." 
 "Why, for cripe's sake?" Jimmy shouted. 
 Michael grimaced. "You all know about the supposed accidents we've had around here—some of them potentially dangerous." When no one spoke, he continued, "Jimmy, you lost the power to your RV, Mel and Gladys fell, there was a snake in Brianna's bouquet, the horses got loose…" 
 "That was Jake?" Belinda screeched. 
 "Really?" Rose said, frowning. "Jake, what's wrong with you? Your dad raised you better than that." 
 "Don't preach that garbage to me about my good-for-nothing father!" Jake screamed. "I'm so sick of everyone thinking he was such an ideal role model, a hard worker," he mimicked, "an upstanding member of the church. That's crap. He sure didn't have any warm fuzzies or even time for me when I needed it." 
 "That's not true," Jimmy said. "Why, Dad…" he started. 
 "You have your reality, Jimmy, and I have mine," Jake snarled 
 "So you did all those things trying to hurt us?" Savannah asked quietly. "You must have animosity toward us too. Why, Jake?" 
 He sneered. "You can't prove I did any of that stuff. It all seemed like accidents to me. He glared at Savannah. "But do I have animosity? You better believe I do. Toward all of you. You, Vannie—goodie—two—shoes with the perfect husband, perfect children, perfect home, living your own life without any thought for me. And you three aunts, what did you ever do to help me when I needed it?" 
 "Jake," Gladys said, "when did you ever ask for help outside of needing to borrow money?" 
 "Don't give me that," Jake spat. "I spoke loud and clear about my needs and no one heard me. Not my brother or my cousins. Look at all of you, smug as all get—out, living the good life with partners and children, with things money can buy, credentials up the ying—yang. Why? Why can't I make just one marriage work? I even failed at a business that was handed to me. If only you people would have given me a hand, I could have made it too." 
 Before anyone could process the meaning of Jake's rant, they heard someone call out, "Got it!" Then Craig approached. "Did you hear that, folks? They got the device. It's on its way to be detonated." 
 "How?" Blake asked. 
 "In a total—containment vessel," Craig said. 
 "Can we go inside?" Savannah asked. "It's getting a little chilly." 
 "No," Craig said firmly. "We want to make sure there's nothing else." 
 Michael turned to Jake and growled, "What about it, should we be looking for another bomb?" 
 Jake shrugged and grinned. 
 Seeing this, Jimmy leaped to his feet and grabbed his brother by the front of the shirt. "What is wrong with you? Is Michael right? Were you trying to kill us? Talk!" he shouted. "Is there anything else in there?" 
 "Not that I know of," Jake said sullenly. 
 "Well, they're bringing in a dog to make sure," Craig said. "You all should be able to go inside in a little while." He cleared his throat. "I understand that you have quite a mess in a couple of the upstairs bedrooms." He looked around. "They'll want to do a thorough search of the house and the rest of the property before they give an all—clear." Craig looked at Jimmy's and Belinda's RV. "Actually, why don't you all move out away from this thing—into that clearing where the wedding was held. I'm sure they'll want to search the outbuildings and probably the two RVs." 
 Jimmy glared at his brother. "Jake?" 
 "What?" he groused. "I didn't do nothing. You can't prove I did anything." 
 "So our house isn't safe, yet?" Savannah asked weakly. 
 "Yeah, well, they used a lot of foam to encase the gunpowder and reduce the gasoline. They're going to want to haul those blankets and stuff out of there. They didn't find anything else, but I wonder," he said, looking at Rags. "It might not be a bad idea to let my partner sniff around in the house and maybe in the out—sheds and these RVs before we call it a night." 
 Savannah slumped and looked down at the cat. "Rags? I thought you said they have a dog that's trained to do that." 
 Craig nodded, then said quietly, "But I'd bet my cat partner against their trained dog any day. Hand me the leash, will you?" 
 "Want me to come with you?" Savannah asked. 
 "No," Craig said. He pointed. "You move over there with the children. I'll handle this." When he sensed that some of the others were becoming restless, he said more loudly, "I'm sure we'll find nothing else. We just want to be on the safe side." Before leaving, he stared into Jake's eyes and demanded, "Did we miss anything?" When Jake looked away and refused to answer, Craig got in his face. "If you left anything behind, you'd better damn well tell us now or I'll make your life from here on out pure hell. Prison hell. Now, is there anything else?" 
 Jake shook his head. "I don't know, man. It wasn't me." 
 Craig shot Jake a disgusted look, then walked away with Rags. 
 Just then a sheriff's deputy approached. He asked, "Did I hear that you have a suspect?" 
 Michael nodded toward Jake. "That's him." 
 "So what's the deal? Why were you bothering these nice folks while they were enjoying a family reunion?" the officer asked. 
 "Hey, I'm part of the family," Jake said. "Why would I want to hurt them?" 
 The officer looked around at the others, as they prepared to move their chairs to the clearing. 
 "He all but confessed to us," Michael said, lifting the cat pen with Bud's help. 
 Some of the others nodded in agreement. 
 "Okay, we'll need signed statements. I'll bring the paperwork around in a minute." He cuffed Jake and led him away, saying, "You, I want to talk to." 
 "Savannah," Adam whispered, "did you see his shirt?" 
 "Whose?" she asked. 
 "Jake's." The boy took a fabric swatch from his pocket. "It matches this, don't you think so? And I saw a hole in his shirt." 
 "Oh, yes," she said, glaring at Jake as he was being led away. "So it could have been Jake who let the horses out." 
 "Now, you can't be sure of that," Michael said, overhearing the two of them talking. "Everyone went out there at one time or another to visit with the horses." 
 "That's true, Dad," Adam said, "but Rags found this, and you know what that means? If Rags finds it, it's probably a clue." 
 "Touché," Michael said, 
 "Huh?" 
 "I mean, you're probably right as rain." 
 "Rain?" Adam asked, bewildered. 
 
 **** 
 After the emergency and law enforcement vehicles drove off, Craig left with Jake, and the extended family reassembled in the living room and dining room. Adam sat next to Savannah and Michael and admitted, "I feel kind of bad." 
 "Why?" Michael asked, pulling his son closer. 
 "'Cause I told on Jake. I feel like I got him in trouble." 
 "Adam," Michael said quietly, "all you did was report something you and Joshua found—a very dangerous situation. Someone could have been seriously hurt if you hadn't told us about it, and this house could have been completely destroyed." 
 "But I feel bad that they arrested Jake. Don't you think that if he did something like that, he must have something wrong in his head?" Adam reasoned. 
 "I believe you're right," Michael said quietly. "And if you boys hadn't come to us, Jake may not have the opportunity to get the help he needs. Now he'll have that chance." 
 Joshua, who hovered nearby said, "But why was he mad at us? Why did he want to hurt all of us?" 
 Jimmy sat forward and squeezed the boy's shoulder affectionately. "I think he was actually trying to hurt himself. I don't think he wanted to hurt us as much as he wanted to punish himself." 
 Michael asked, "Did you call your folks?" 
 Jimmy nodded. "They're devastated, of course, but not all that surprised. It's been coming on for a while. I'm just so sorry he did this to all of you." 
 Savannah forced a weak smile. "Jimmy, we're family. I'm glad we were together when this came to a head. Maybe Jake will remember that we were all here for him." 
 Across the room, Melanie sat with her arm around Roxy. Belinda rested her head on Melanie's shoulder while some of their children sat playing at their feet. 
 
 **** 
 After waving good—bye to their guests the next morning, Savannah and Michael set out to remove the remaining debris from the two damaged upstairs bedrooms. After lunch, they put the children down for a nap and returned to survey the damage and note what they needed in order to make the repairs. They were just finishing upstairs when they heard a friendly voice. 
 "So what needs to be done?" Damon asked, joining them. 
 "Hey," Michael said, "what brings you out on this pretty spring day?" 
 Damon motioned toward his wife and daughter. "We're just returning from church and thought maybe you could use some help." He looked around the room. "Craig told us you had some trouble yesterday." 
 "Gosh, you really did have a fire. Your cousin did this?" Colbi asked. 
 Savannah slumped. "Well, we're not sure. He sort of confessed to some of the pranks that were pulled here this weekend, but we're not sure he tried to burn the house down." 
 "Savannah," Michael scolded, "of course it was Jake. Who else could it have been? The rest of us were all outside together and…" 
 She raised her hand to stop him. "I know, I know. It's just too much to take in right now." She grinned. "Let me stay in my rainbow bubble for a while longer." 
 Colbi put her arms around Savannah, murmuring, "I'm so sorry. It must have been horribly frightening." 
 Savannah nodded and choked up a little. 
 "So," Damon said, looking around, "what needs to be done?" 
 Michael grimaced, "Well, we want to bring in a cleaning crew to get rid of the smoke stench, then we'll either refinish the wood floors or re—carpet. We'll need to paint both rooms. Some of the molding will need to be replaced…" 
 "…and the mattresses, bedding, stuff in the closets…" Savannah added. "We may have to have the chairs recovered." 
 "You can't wash the smoky smell out of the fabrics?" Colbi asked, quickly picking up Rosemary when she reached for a tack she saw on the floor. 
 Michael picked up the tack and said, "We'll know more about that after the professionals do their thing up here." 
 Damon shook his head. "A dang shame." More enthusiastically, he said, "Hey, we came to offer our services. Is there anything you need help with?" 
 Michael patted him on the back. "Yeah, now that you mention it. Come on," he said, leading the way out into the hallway and down the stairs. "Want to help me store away the tables and chairs?" 
 "Sure do," Damon said. 
 As the women and Rosemary followed, Colbi offered, "I can help you clean the kitchen, Savannah." 
 "Oh, no," she said, "that's not necessary. Heck, you didn't help make the mess. Anyway, the gals and I pretty much put the house back together before they left." She glanced behind them toward the upstairs bedrooms. "Except for the fire—damaged area. Poor Roxy and Blake had to sleep on couches last night. A lot of their stuff was scorched." 
 "Awful," Colbi said. She walked toward the kitchen. "Well, let's see what still needs doing, shall we?" 
 "I haven't cleaned litter boxes yet," Savannah joked. 
 "Then I'm your man—or gal," Colbi insisted. 
 "No way," Savannah said. "I was joking." When Colbi walked toward the service porch Savannah grabbed her arm and insisted, "You're not going to clean our litter boxes." 
 "You do the one in your room and I'll get this one," Colbi said. She looked around. "Do you have more than two now?" 
 Savannah grinned at her. "Yes, we do, but I'm not telling you where the other one is." 
 Colbi narrowed her eyes. "Then I'll ask Lily. She'll tell me…" 
 "You brat!" Savannah teased. 
 Colbi stuck out her tongue and continued toward the litter box. 
 
 **** 
 "Aren't they the greatest friends ever?" Savannah said over dinner that evening. "I mean, for Colbi and Damon to come here today ready to help us clean up—they're the best." 
 "Yes they are," Michael agreed. "Damon even wanted to mow the lawn and rake up those leaves under the shrubbery. I told him Antonio would be very unhappy to arrive tomorrow ready to do his gardening work and find nothing to do." 
 Savannah laughed. "Indeed, he would." 
 "So what do you hear about your wayward cousin?" Michael asked. "Was that Craig who called earlier?" 
 Before Savannah could answer, Gladys groaned. "I still can't believe what happened." When they looked at her, she said, "We all thought we were having a wonderful weekend of celebration when all along poor Jake was plotting to kill us." 
 Savannah chuckled. "Oh, Mom, I don't think he had murder in mind, do you?" 
 "What do you think he expected to happen when he set off that bomb?" Gladys carped. 
 Savannah winced. "Yeah, I guess it could have caused harm, but I think he was just trying to make a statement—you know, wreck our house a little, don't you, Michael?" When she saw the smirk on his face, she demanded, "What?" 
 "Boy, are you naïve," he said. 
 "Why, because I refuse to believe that a cousin of mine wanted to murder me?" she insisted. 
 "Well, it's a moot point," he said. "Jake's in jail, and hopefully he'll get exactly what he deserves." 
 "You are mad at him, aren't you?" she said. 
 "Darn right I am," Michael asserted. "How dare he accept our invitation and our hospitality, then turn around and stab us in the back." 
 She shuddered. "Ohhh, that's graphic. Gives me the heeby—jeebies." 
 "I was speaking figuratively, hon," he defended. 
 "I know, but…I mean, part of me is angry as all get—out, but I still remember Jake as a boy." She smiled. "He was the sweet one. He was my buddy. He'd even help me play tricks on the others, and together we'd create mysteries for them to solve. Remember, I told you I read every mystery I could get my hands on back then? I also made up stories. Jake would sit and listen to my stories. The others would get tired and leave." 
 "He probably had a crush on you, the older, more sophisticated cousin." 
 Gladys tittered. When Michael looked at her, she questioned, "Sophisticated?" 
 "She wasn't sophisticated?" he asked, amused. 
 "Not really. Michael, I could show you snapshots of her as a little girl that you won't believe." 
 "Mom," Savannah complained. 
 "Really?" Michael asked, his eyes flashing with mischief. 
 "Yes, I have albums up there in my room. Haven't you seen them?" 
 "I don't think so," he said. 
 "Mommy was a little girl?" Lily asked. "I want to see pictures." 
 "Okay, how about after dinner?" Gladys suggested. "I'll bring the albums down and we'll all look at pictures of Mommy as she was growing up." 
 "Now, Mom. I'm sure they have better things to do," Savannah complained. 
 "No, we don't," Michael said. "That sounds like a great way to spend the evening. Yes. I'm looking forward to that, Gladys. Thank you." 
 Gladys grinned and continued eating her dinner. 
 Before anyone else could speak, there was a knock at the door, and Savannah saw a familiar form through the window. "It's Auntie," she said, standing up. "Come in," she called, reaching for the doorknob. 
 "Maggie, what brings you out at suppertime?" Gladys asked. 
 "Yeah," Michael said, "are you that accustomed to eating over here?" 
 "No," Margaret grumped. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down between Lily and Gladys. She patted Lily's leg and winked across the table at Teddy. 
 The toddler blinked a couple of times, attempting to mimic her. 
 "You're so stinkin' cute," she said. 
 "Auntie," Lily yelped, "don't say that." 
 "What did I say?" she asked. 
 Lily glanced at her mother and muttered, "I can't say it." 
 "Stinky," Teddy blurted. "Stinky bad." 
 "Oh," Margaret said, laughing. "I get it." 
 Savannah smiled at the children, then asked, "So what's going on, Auntie? Did you miss us?" 
 "Yeah," Margaret said, leaning toward her. "Did you hear the latest?" 
 "Oh, no. What now?" Savannah asked. 
 "Jake has basically confessed to everything—even setting the fires, but he claims none of what he did was actually his fault. He had an accomplice—or maybe the other person was the ringleader." 
 "What?" Savannah squealed. 
 Margaret continued, "I guess Ray talked to Jake—prisoners get one phone call, you know. Well, Jake says someone else was telling him what to do." 
 "Oh," Michael said, "I get it. He was hearing voices." He frowned. "Is he schizophrenic? His behavior while he was here could indicate that." 
 The women looked at each other and Margaret shrugged. 
 Gladys said, "I don't think so. Not that I ever heard. As Savannah said, he was a quiet boy. Rather sweet. Jimmy was the gregarious one." 
 Margaret nodded, then said, "But no. He's claiming it's a real person who made him do those things, not voices in his head." 
 "Not Joshua, I hope," Michael said under his breath. 
 The others looked at him and Margaret said, "I don't think it was anyone who was here for the wedding. He's claiming—" She shook her head with a guffaw. "I just don't know where he gets this stuff. Guys, Jake says there's someone living in the trees, and that guy wants all of us to go away." 
 "What?" Savannah said, glancing out the window. "Living in the trees?" 
 Michael chuckled. "Jake's talking to birds? Yeah, that's about his speed. He had a conversation with Mr. Hoot Owl." 
 "Michael," Margaret said sternly, "Ray and Ann believe he's absolutely telling the truth." 
 Michael grinned. "They're his parents; they have to believe him." 
 Savannah glanced at Michael, then asked her aunt, "Did Jake give a description of this person? Why didn't he tell us about it when we had him up against a wall yesterday? Jake doesn't seem strong enough to keep a secret like that." 
 "Unless," Gladys said. When the others looked at her, she continued, "I was just thinking, maybe that person was within hearing distance at the time. We were out there next to the trees when we were discussing the situation with Jake. He may have been afraid to say anything, so he made that sort of halfway confession." 
 Savannah shuddered. "Do you think someone's watching us and intending on doing some harm?" 
 Margaret took a deep breath. "I'm just passing along what I was told. I thought you might want to check it out. If there's a crazy living in that stand of trees watching you, you'll want to tell the authorities about it." 
 "It sounds as if Jake already has, right?" Michael asked. 
 Margaret shrugged. "I don't know if he told the officers or just his parents." 
 After several moments, Savannah stood up. "I'm going to call Craig." 
 "Savannah," Michael warned. When she stopped and looked at him, he said, "Think about it, hon. After being with Jake for the last three days, do you really think his story has any merit? The guy's got some problems, and one of them seems to be a big imagination." He chuckled. "Maybe that's your fault." 
 "What?" Savannah said. 
 "You're the one who taught him how to make up stories. You told me that earlier, remember?" 
 "But Michael…" 
 "Savannah, what could you tell Craig that would cause him to go exploring in those trees? We have nothing but a wild story from your weird cousin." 
 "I guess you're right," she said. "But I think tomorrow I'll take Rags out there and walk around with him—see if he senses anything or anyone." 
 Michael nodded. "We can do that. Certainly. Let's do that first thing tomorrow morning before I go to work, okay?" He gave her a stern look. "I'd rather you not go out there by yourself." 
 She leaned forward and said more intensely, "So you do think there could be someone out there." 
 Michael rolled his eyes. "No, I don't. I just…" 
 Savannah cut him off, saying, "Okay. We'll go out there tomorrow morning." Impishly, she asked, "Want to come with us, Auntie?" 
 "Um…" She shook her head. "I don't think so. Thank you, anyway. But do let me know what you find, will you? I live in this neighborhood too." 
 They each sat with their own thoughts for a moment, then Michael slapped the tabletop. "Well, Maggie, you're just in time to see the show." 
 Margaret frowned. "What show?" 
 "My mother—in—law is going to reveal never—before—seen, uncensored photos of my wife when she was growing up." 
 Gladys giggled. "Oh, they've been seen, Michael." 
 "Yeah, but not by me or Lily or Teddy, right guys?" 
 The children nodded. 
 Lily said, "I want to see Mommy's pictures." 
 Margaret stood up and chuckled. "I think I'll pass. I knew her when she was a child, and I can tell you there was nothing particularly exciting going on there." 
 "Auntie," Savannah complained. 
 Margaret laughed and waved on her way out the door. 
 A little while later, after the family had pored through Gladys's family photo albums, Michael asked, "So, what do you children think about Mommy now that you've seen her little—girl pictures?" 
 Lily thought for a moment, then looked up at Savannah. "Was that your dolly, Mommy? Where's your dolly now?" 
 Savannah squeezed the child to her and whimpered, "I really should have saved it for you, shouldn't I, punkin? I'm sorry. I don't actually know what happened to my Sally doll." 
 "I do," Gladys said. When they all looked at her, she revealed, "She's in storage with her buggy and some of the clothes your grandmother made for her." 
 "Really?" Savannah squealed. "You saved her?" 
 "Of course I did," Gladys said. She turned to Lily. "Would you like to have that baby doll?" 
 Lily nodded, wide—eyed. 
 "Well, how about if I ask my friend to get it from storage and send it to us?" 
 "That would be great," Savannah said. "I had no idea you saved it." 
 "What else did you save, Gladys?" Michael asked. "Do you still have those dorky shorts Savannah wore when she was fifteen?" 
 Gladys laughed. "No. But I do have her Easter hat and little purse." She shimmied. "Oh, I'll bet Lily would love to have those for dress—up." 
 Savannah smiled. "Yes, have your friend send that stuff." 
 "Even your bloomers?" Michael asked. 
 "Bloomers?" she questioned, frowning. "What bloomers?" 
 "Those things you wore in that picture where you were doing archery." He raised his eyebrows up and down. "You sure knew how to make a fashion statement." 
 Savannah slapped at him. "Will you quit making fun of me?" She tickled him and asked, "Where are your childhood pictures? I'd like to see how dorky you looked." 
 He grinned. "Maybe someday I'll let you see them." 
 "Hey kids," Savannah said. "Daddy has pictures of him when he was a little boy. Want to see them?" 
 "Yes!" Lily shouted. 
 "Yes!" Teddy mimicked. 
 "Mom?" Savannah said. 
 "Sure," she replied. "I'd like to see those, Michael." 
 "It's unanimous," Savannah said. "Tomorrow night we look at your picture albums. Where are they, Michael?" 
 He laughed. "I'm not telling." 
 It wasn't long before the children had joined Savannah in tormenting Michael into sharing his childhood pictures. But he wasn't about to give in. Not at that moment, anyway. 
 "Hey, if we're getting up early to explore the trees," he said, "we'd better get to bed." 
 
 **** 
 "What did you find out?" Gladys asked when Savannah and Michael returned from their excursion among the trees the following morning. 
 "Not much," she said. "That's the first time since I was a kid that I've gone into that scary forest." 
 Gladys laughed. "Scary forest? Oh, Vannie, it's just a small grove of trees. The highway's on the other side of it. What could be so frightening?" 
 She shrugged. "I don't know, maybe the stories we made up when we were kids." 
 "Well, it seems Jake's still making up stories," Michael said, kissing Savannah. He waved, "'Bye, Gladys. Have a good day, ladies and kids." 
 "You, too, hon," Savannah called. She poured a cup of coffee and sat down next to Lily at the children's table. "Whatcha doing?" she asked. 
 "Cutting paper dolls," Lily said. She looked up at her mother. "I'm going to color them." 
 "Oh," Savannah said, surprised. "I see. You're cutting dolls out of your coloring book. Maybe you should consider coloring them before you cut them out." She chuckled and held up something for Gladys to see. "Well, she got part of the doll…one arm's missing and she has no hands or feet." 
 "Hush," Gladys said. "She's just learning how to use those scissors. She's doing okay." 
 Savannah smiled and looked into the dining room, where Teddy was trying to use a plastic screwdriver on the underside of his riding truck. 
 "So there was no sign of anyone living out in the grove?" Gladys asked. 
 Savannah shook her head. "Oh, someone or several someones have been hanging out there over time. Maybe kids go in there to smoke or whatever. But we didn't see evidence of anyone actually living in there, thank heavens. So I guess what Jake said was a figment of his overactive imagination." When she heard a rap at the door, she placed her coffee cup on the kitchen counter and walked swiftly into the living room. "Hi, Craig," she greeted, frowning. "You haven't come to tell me my cousin's been released, have you?" 
 "No," he said, stepping into the room. "Why? You don't want to see him? Are you shunning family?" 
 "Yes, I am," she carped. "I don't care if I ever see him again after what he did, unless he gets some help and makes some serious changes." She faced the detective. "What do you think went wrong in his head? Is it drugs?" 
 Craig shrugged. "Possibly. He wants to blame everything on his poor folks. I've talked to them a few times, and they seem oblivious to his complaints. They were shocked to hear what he's been spewing." 
 "Sit down, Craig," Savannah invited. "Can I get you a cup of coffee? I was just having one." 
 "Sure." He smiled at Teddy. "What're you doing there? Working on your truck?" 
 "Broke," Teddy said. 
 "Looks like you're going to fix it with your tools." 
 Teddy held up his tool belt. 
 "Want me to help you put that on?" Craig asked. 
 The child nodded and handed it to Craig. 
 When Savannah returned with the coffee, she smiled. "Is Uncle Craig helping you?" 
 Teddy ran to where he'd been playing and picked up his plastic tools. He gave them to Craig and pointed at one of the slots in the belt, "Screwdriver," he said. He handed Craig another tool. "Hammer." 
 Craig chuckled. He put each of the tools into the right pocket, then Teddy returned to his project and began sawing on the truck with his toy saw. 
 Savannah watched the toddler for a minute, then she sat down across from Craig and asked, "So, what do you think is going on?" 
 "It's hard to tell," he said. "I guess with time we'll begin to unravel it. We'll have Jake evaluated by our psychologist, for one thing." He took a swig of coffee. "But what I stopped by for, I want to take a walk out in that bunch of trees—you know, where he claims his co—conspirator or whatever lives." 
 Savannah shook her head. "He's so full of baloney. There's no one living out there." 
 "How do you know that?" Craig asked. 
 "Michael and I went out there this morning. Like I told Mom, it looks like someone could have spent a night there occasionally. Kids might have been playing in the grove, but we saw no evidence of anyone living there, on the ground, under the ground, or up in the treetops." 
 Craig looked at her over the rim of his cup. "Did you take Rags with you?" 
 She shook her head. "Craig, the area's not that big." She chuckled. "In fact, I was surprised at how small it actually is. I remembered it as being much larger, denser, darker, and disturbing." 
 "When was this?" 
 "When I was a kid, of course," she said. "It was a scary place." 
 "Disturbing?" he asked. 
 "Yeah," she admitted, "I'm sure that was my imagination working overtime. Like I told Michael, as kids we'd go out there and make up stories to scare each other." 
 "Well, I'd like to take the cat out there, if you don't mind," Craig said. 
 "Sure, if you want to." She shuddered. "Just be careful of snakes. I think the snakes we find around here come from there." 
 Craig chuckled. "As I recall, that cat's probably more aware of what's in the trees and under the carpet of needles and leaves than any of us. Didn't he alert someone that a snake was in Brianna's wedding flowers? And as I heard it, he kept your horse from getting a snake bite a few weeks ago. That was in the newspaper, right?" 
 She nodded. 
 "I think he'll keep us both safe from snakes and whatever else is out there. Want to go?" he asked. 
 She shook her head. "No. You go ahead and take Rags. I'll wait out on the lawn with the children in case you have any problems with him." 
 "Okay, if you say so." Craig looked around the room. "Where is the old boy?" 
 "Oh, he was here a while ago. Rags!" she called. "Want to go for a walk?" 
 They both laughed when Rags trotted into the room. He looked from Savannah to Craig and began rubbing against Craig's legs while Craig petted him. 
 Savannah left the room and returned with Rags's harness and leash. She helped Craig strap it on him, then called out to the children, "Hey, kids, want to go outside for a while?" 
 "Yeah!" Lily shouted, leaving the table. 
 "Let's put your scissors and things away. Remember, we have one project out at a time." Savannah thought about what she'd said, then suggested, "Oh, you'll probably want to finish that when you come back in." She waved a hand. "It's okay, honey—bun. Just leave it for now." 
 Lily nodded, then ran out of the room saying, "I'll get my shoes." 
 "Would you get Teddy's, too?" Savannah called. She ran her hand over Rags's back. "Be a good boy. You're on duty with Detective Craig now." 
 Craig chuckled and walked outside with Rags trotting along beside him. 
 
 **** 
 "Well?" Savannah called when she saw Craig walking toward the deck carrying Rags a little while later. "Did he behave? What did you find?" 
 Craig lowered Rags to the ground, took the bottle of water Savannah offered, and sat down on an Adirondack chair. After taking a swig of water, he said, "Well, I found pretty much what you found—signs of visitors, but nothing to indicate that anyone's living in there. I'll talk to your cousin again and see if he can be more specific about the man he says he was talking to. If he can't, I guess we'll have to discount his claim altogether and go ahead with the charges." 
 "What are the charges, exactly?" Gladys asked while helping Teddy fill his dump truck with pebbles. 
 "Arson, and they may tack on special circumstances, like with the intent to cause bodily harm or maybe even attempted murder. We'll see what our psychologist says." 
 "Sounds terribly serious," Gladys said. "That's too bad." 
 "It is serious, and it is too bad," Craig said, "but Gladys, someone could have been badly hurt or killed. What he did was ruthless." 
 "I don't think he meant…" Gladys started. 
 "Even if he didn't mean to hurt anyone, his actions were criminal, and criminal acts like these, no matter the reason, must be punished." 
 Gladys slumped. "I guess you're right, Craig." 
 "Of course I am," Craig said. "Jake is no longer that little boy you knew. He's a grown man who must take responsibility for his actions like all the rest of us must." He looked down at Rags and chuckled. "I think he needs more exercise. Didn't he get out much over the weekend? I thought I saw him bouncing around out here on Friday." 
 "Yes," Savannah said. "He mingled some at the wedding reception, but we haven't taken a good walk in a while—not since we hiked in the mountains a few weeks ago." She frowned down at the cat. "Why? What did he do?" 
 "Oh, he wasn't satisfied with checking out the grove. We walked all around the area in a kind of zigzag pattern—back and forth across the middle. When we got to the other side—out there by the highway—he wanted to keep going." 
 "Trying to run away from home, Rags?" Gladys joked. 
 Craig gazed toward the grove again and said, "Or, he knows something we don't know." Before he could continue, Teddy let out a shrill cry. 
 "No, Rags!" he shouted 
 "What did he do?" Savannah asked. 
 "He took my saw, Mommy. My saw." 
 "He doesn't have your saw, honey," Savannah said. 
 Teddy stopped crying and looked around. 
 "There it is," Lily said, pointing. "I see it right down there. Rags dropped it down that hole." 
 "Oh," Savannah said, laughing. "Teddy, I think you'll have to use your other saw until Daddy gets home. Then you and Daddy can use his tool to get your saw out from under the deck." 
 "No," he protested, pointing. "My saw." 
 "I can't reach it, honey," Savannah said. 
 Teddy lay down on his stomach and peered into the space where a piece of the decking had broken away. "See Mommy?" he wailed. "Get it." 
 "Lily," Savannah said impatiently, "would you go get his other saw, please?" 
 "Okay," she said, running off. She returned with another plastic saw and handed it to her brother. 
 "No," he said, slapping at it. 
 "Teddy," Savannah said sternly, "if you don't straighten up and be a big boy, I'm…" 
 Craig chuckled. "Yeah, what are you going to do, mean mommy?" 
 "You're not helping," she said. 
 "What, Mommy?" Teddy asked, climbing up into her lap. "What?" 
 "Well, how about a cookie and a glass of milk now that you've stopped crying and behaving badly." 
 "I want cookie," he said, sliding off her lap and heading for the door. 
 "I'll get it," Gladys said. "You can stay there and play with your saw." 
 Savannah smiled down at her son, then said, "So Craig, what are you thinking? Do you want to do more exploring with Rags?" 
 "I'm considering it. What's beyond the grove—I mean aside from the highway? Do you know?" 
 "Not much. Craig, why are you so bent on believing Jake? That's what I can't understand. After what he did all weekend and tried to do as his grand finale…" she shuddered, "…why would you believe anything he says? The more I think about it, the more I think he's just become twisted and hateful." 
 "Now, Vannie," Gladys said, handing both children a cookie, "don't you think you're exaggerating?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "No, I don't." 
 "Why do I believe him?" Craig repeated. "I guess I kind of feel sorry for the guy. I think he's lost his way. From what you've all told me, he used to be a fairly clear—thinking individual, right?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "I don't know, Craig. I haven't had much contact with him over the years. You'd have to talk to Jimmy and maybe their parents." 
 "I did," he said, "and I have more questions for them." He stood up. "I'd better get a move on. Thanks for the loan of your cat." 
 "Sure," Savannah said. "I wish he'd been more help." 
 "He might have been more help than we know yet. I'll be in touch." 
 
 **** 
 "Whew," Savannah said, plopping down on the sofa next to Michael later that night. "That was a wild evening with the kids." 
 "Yes," Michael agreed. "They were wound up. I didn't even get to read my paper tonight. I was in Daddy mode from the time I got home." 
 "They've been that way pretty much all day," she said. "Thanks, by the way, for digging Teddy's saw out from under the deck. He or Rags dropped it down there this morning, and he just couldn't let it go. I can't tell you how many times he whined about that saw." 
 Michael chuckled. "Well, the kids won't be losing toys down there any longer. I did a Mickey Mouse repair. Tomorrow, I'll buy a new board to install and we'll do a permanent fix on it." 
 "Good," she said. She faced him. "Now tell me what's on your mind." 
 He cocked his head. "What makes you think…" 
 "I know you. What's going on?" she insisted. 
 Michael shifted in his seat and rested his head in his hands for a moment. When he sat back against the couch, he wiped at one eye. 
 "Michael, what's wrong?" she asked, frowning. "What has happened?" 
 "Nothing bad, hon. It's all good. I just hope you agree." 
 "With what?" she asked, sounding a little annoyed. 
 "Well, Marci called me today. We talked for quite a while." He chuckled. "I didn't even get to eat lunch." 
 "Is everything okay?" Savannah asked, concerned. 
 He nodded. "She and Eric believe it would be good for Adam if he spent more time with us." 
 "Really? Great!" she cheered. "How much time? What do they have in mind? Have they discussed this with Adam?" 
 "Slow down, there," he said, smiling at her. "Here's the deal—they're thinking about moving closer to us so we can raise Adam together—you know, half—and—half custody." 
 "Oh," Savannah said, frowning. "Have they told Adam? How does he feel about leaving his friends? Would it be confusing for him to go back and forth every week like that?" 
 He smiled at her. "I knew you'd think of Adam first and foremost." 
 "Of course," she said. "That's who we all need to consider in a decision like this. Don't you think so?" 
 "Yes, I sure do. According to Marci, Adam wants to be closer to us, even if it means leaving his friends behind. He knows he can make new friends, and he doesn't mind changing schools. He starts a new school in the fall, anyway; he'll go into middle school." 
 She slapped her hands against her face. "Oh, that's right. Gosh, he's growing up." 
 "Yes, and he doesn't want to miss out on growing up with us or his mom and…" he chuckled, "his other dad." 
 "Oh, Michael, I think this is just wonderful! I'm thrilled that Adam wants to be more a part of our family." She glanced skyward. "Thank heavens we've established a good relationship with Marci and Eric." 
 "Yes. That's made things so much easier for everyone, especially Adam." 
 "And that's what's important," she insisted. 
 Michael wrapped his arms around her and she snuggled into his neck. "This is just the best thing that's happened in my life since…well, since I met you," he whispered huskily. 
 She kissed him and pulled back. "You've had some wonderful gifts in your life, Michael—meeting your son, finding your brother, our children. We certainly are blessed." 
 "Yes, we are," he said, holding her tightly. "We are blessed." 



Chapter Six
  
 "So when's the boy getting here?" Gladys asked the next morning after Michael announced the good news about Adam to the rest of the family. 
 "Marci said they've put a deposit on a house in Mason—just fifteen minutes away. Eric has landed a job with a company there, and Marci said there's a good school for disabled children. They do a lot of work with Downs children like their daughter, Rose." 
 "How old is that child now?" Gladys asked. 
 "Five or six," Savannah said. 
 "Adam's going to live here?" Lily asked. 
 "He'll live here more than he does now," Michael said. "He'll be here a lot more often." 
 "How do you feel about that, punkin?" Savannah asked. 
 "I like Adam. He's my brother," Lily said. 
 "My brother," Teddy said. 
 "Yes, he's your brother, too, isn't he?" Michael said, laughing. 
 "To answer your question, Gladys, they could be moved in by sometime next month." Excitedly, Michael said, "He'll be here next weekend for the county fair. He wants to go with me while I make my rounds with the animals. He remembers us going last year and he thinks he'd like to get involved in a 4—H or Future Farmers project. He hasn't decided which animal he wants to raise yet. I figured if he hangs out with me over the weekend while I tend to the junior livestock, he might be able to decide. Then he can keep the animal here and take care of it. He's excited about that." 
 "That would be fun for us all, "Savannah said. 
 Michael nodded. He stood up. "Daddy's got to go to work and see what animals need help today." He kissed each of the children, then Savannah. He put a hand on Gladys's shoulder and she patted it. 
 "Have a nice day, Michael," Gladys said. 
 "Sure will. You, too." He stopped and asked, "What are you doing today? I've been so caught up in my good news I forgot to ask what you ladies have planned for the rest of your week." 
 Savannah looked at Gladys and shrugged. "Nothing too much, I guess. We'll go wherever the children take us." 
 Michael smiled and continued toward the door, but before he could open it, Margaret burst into the kitchen. 
 "Oh," she yelped when she realized she'd almost run into him. "Sorry. Going to work, Michael?" 
 "Yeah," he said, "that's where I was headed before I got mowed down. Got a bee in your bonnet, Maggie?" he asked, amused. "What are you all huffy about?" 
 "We've been tagged, that's what!" Margaret spewed. 
 "Tagged?" Michael questioned. 
 "Yes, you know, as in gangster tagging." Her voice raised, she reported, "Someone wrote a note in paint on the side of our house. It's hideous, I tell you—hideous." 
 "Hideous?" Gladys repeated. 
 "Well, yes," Margaret said, "and embarrassing." She looked at Michael. "I came over to see if you have some paint and a paint brush." 
 "What color?" Michael asked. 
 "I don't care what color, just anything to cover the words. Everyone driving past can see it. We'll be a laughing stock. A few people have even slowed down and waved." She shuddered. "I'm humiliated." 
 "What does it say, Auntie?" Savannah asked quietly. 
 "I can't even repeat it," she said, pulling out her phone. She tapped on the screen a couple of times and held it for the others to see. 
 Savannah gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. 
 Gladys frowned. "Oh, dear." 
 When Margaret showed Michael, he grimaced. "Well, that's pretty awful. Yes, come with me. I think I have enough paint to cover that. Who do you think did it? Who would do that?" he asked. 
 "Heck if I know." She headed for the door. "Come on, Michael. Let's just get the paint and one of those rollers, so we can cover it fast." 
 Michael opened the door for Margaret, then stopped and said, "Hon, call Scarlet and tell her I'll be a little late. Have her ask Pam if she can give the Hansen dog his meds. If he has no temp and he's pooped, he's good to go home." 
 Lily giggled. "Daddy said poop." 
 Savannah grinned at her daughter, then told Michael, "Sure, I'll call Scarlet. "No!" she cried, suddenly lurching forward. 
 "What?" Michael asked. 
 "Rags," she said. "He slipped past you." She opened the door wider. "Do you see him out there?" 
 "No. He's not out here." 
 She stepped out and pointed, "There he goes lickity—split to Auntie's." She shook her head. "Where there's trouble, he's on the scene. How does he know?" 
 "I don't know. Well, make that call, will you?" Michael asked. "I'll help your aunt with the painting." 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes. I'll be right behind you to collect our wayward feline." 
 
 **** 
 "Good work," Savannah said, admiring the paint job Max and Michael had done to cover the slur. She laughed. "Will you paint the rest of the house lime green?" 
 Margaret scowled at her niece. "No," she complained. "As soon as the hardware store opens, I'll get a can of that taupe shade we have on the rest of the house and we'll repaint it. For now that horribleness is covered. Thank you, Michael for coming to our rescue." 
 "Certainly." He shook his head. "I can't imagine who would do such a thing and why," 
 "Beats me," Max said. "Must have been a passing misfit with a spray can of purple paint and nothing better to do with his time." 
 "Probably," Michael agreed. He asked Savannah, "Caught up with your cat, huh?" 
 "Yes," she said, watching Rags as he wandered around nearby. "He must have known there was something going on over here. You know how he likes to be in the middle of things." 
 "Oh yes," he said. He waved. "I'll see you all later." 
 "Thanks again, Michael," Margaret called. 
 "Come on, Rags," Savannah said, walking toward him. "Let's get back home so we can start our busy day." 
 "You have a busy day planned?" Margaret asked. 
 "Well, yes," Savannah said. "I have a lot to do after our crazy family gathering." She faced her aunt. "Although Damon and Colbi came over on Sunday and helped us take care of a lot of the clean up. Damon even wanted to mow the grass." 
 "How nice of them," Margaret said. 
 Savannah nodded. "It was a good family reunion, wasn't it?" 
 "Mostly, yes," Margaret agreed. 
 "Is your cousin still in jail?" Max asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "As far as I know. I hope so." When she saw Rags jump up onto the porch, she followed him. "Don't want to lose sight of him. Come on, Rags. Let's get back to the house, shall we?" She watched as he leaped off the porch and chased something. "What are you after—that paper?" She caught up to him and picked it up. She started to hand it to Margaret when something caught her eye. She stared down at the document, then asked, "Did you guys see this?" 
 "What is it?" Max asked, moving closer. 
 She handed it to him and picked up Rags. 
 Margaret sidled up next to Max. 
 "'Get out. You and your cats are not wanted here,'" Max read. 
 "What?" Margaret screeched. She glanced around. "Where did that come from? Who would…?" 
 "Was Jake over here at all this weekend?" Savannah asked. "Do you think that's one of his practical jokes or whatever you'd call them?" 
 Max stared down at the note and said quietly, "Maybe." He shook his head. "I mean, who else would do something like this? You're our closest neighbor. Who could we possibly be annoying or offending?" 
 "Pshaw!" Margaret muttered. "So we were targeted and tagged. It was probably a random hit. I say we go back to our work and our life and pay no attention to this intrusion." 
 "Sounds good to me," Max said. 
 He started to walk back into the cattery when Margaret added, "The only thing that bothers me is that Rags found the note." Max looked at her and she continued, "I don't know whether he puts the hex on things, or if he's drawn to things that are already hexed, but when Rags is involved, surely things will go south." 
 "Oh stop," Savannah said. "Rags doesn't have that kind of power." She jiggled Rags a bit in her arms. "Huh, Ragsie. Come on, we'd better go home and get to work." 
 "Yeah," Margaret said, "you've done enough damage here this morning." 
 "Damage," Savannah said. "He doesn't even know how to use a paint brush, Auntie, or a spray can." 
 Margaret waved her off, with a bit of sarcasm, "So you say…" She called out. "Bye, Vannie." 
 
 **** 
 "Darn it!" Savannah spat two mornings later after she returned from feeding the horses. 
 Michael looked up from where he sat helping Teddy put on his shoes. "What?" 
 "The horses don't have any water. Both lines have been cut." 
 "What?" he asked, standing Teddy on the floor and watching him run into the living room. 
 "Their troughs are both empty, and water's running all over the ground. I remembered where you put the valve for the outside faucets, and I shut it off. I guess we'd better get a plumber out here this morning." 
 "Let me see what you're talking about. I might be able to fix it," Michael said, heading for the door. "Come on, show me." 
 After checking the water lines, he said, "Yeah, I have a heavy load at the clinic today. Go ahead and call Ralph." He cringed. "If I didn't know better, I'd say someone did that on purpose." 
 "Oh, I believe they did," Savannah said. "Both lines wouldn't burst or break like that. Looks like the job of a hacksaw, right?" 
 He nodded. "'Fraid so." 
 "Mommy!" Lily called moments later. "Mommy, I can't find my pink shoes!" 
 "I'll be right there, honey!" Savannah shouted. "Close the door before…" She winced. "Here he comes. Hi, Ragsie," she said moments later, as he ran toward Peaches's corral. "It's muddy—watch out." 
 The cat continued at a dead run, splashed through the puddle, and leaped up onto the top rail of Peaches's corral. There he stood, shaking one leg and then the other. 
 Michael and Savannah chuckled. 
 When Peaches continued to eat, Rags walked along the railing, across the gate, and onto the top of the feed bin. He reached out toward the horse as if he wanted to climb onto her back, but Savannah stopped him. 
 "She doesn't want to ride you around right now. She's eating. Come on, we're going to have to haul water for the horses, and you need to go back into the house." Before she could get a grip on Rags, he jumped down into the feed bin and began digging in the hay. 
 Peaches stepped back and snorted. She moved closer again and nudged him with her nose. Savannah laughed. "She doesn't want you in there, buddy." She tried to reach for Rags again, but couldn't get her hands on him, so she opened the gate and stepped inside the corral. As she drew closer, she realized that Rags had something in his mouth. She recoiled and speculated, "A rat?" When she got a better look, she said, "Oh, a piece of mail, maybe." She took it from him, opened it, and gasped. "Michael!" she called. 
 "What?" he said from Gypsy's pen. 
 She picked up the cat and walked out of the corral, carefully latching the gate, then trotted to where Michael stood. "Look at this," she insisted. 
 "Good lord!" he exclaimed. He read, "'Your horses stink. They must go and so must you.'" He looked at her. "Where did you get this?" 
 "Peaches's feed bin." 
 He stared at it for a moment and muttered, "I wonder what it means." 
 "I don't know." Savannah tilted her head. "Do you think it's the same person who painted those words on Auntie's and Max's house, and wrote them that crazy note? But I can't imagine anyone around here doing anything like that." She gasped. "You don't suppose Jake's out, do you?" 
 "Why don't you check with Craig?" he suggested. "That would be my best guess. I mean, who else…?" 
 When Rags began to wriggle in her arms, she said, "I'd better put him back in the house and start hauling water for the horses." 
 "I'll help you," he said. 
 She shook her head. "You have a busy schedule at the clinic. I can do it." 
 "It's okay. I'll help you, then I'll go face my busy schedule. First, I need to plug Peaches's trough." 
 "What?" she asked. 
 "The plug in Gypsy's trough was missing. I imagine Peaches's is too. I fixed Gypsy's. Go ahead and give her some water. You should be able to hook a couple of those long hoses together and run water from that spigot near the orchard. Check it, will you?" 
 After Savannah and Michael finished the task, he drove off to work and she returned to the house. 
 "Where are your shoes, Mommy?" Lily asked. "Did you lose your shoes?" 
 "They're all wet and muddy," she explained. 
 "Why?" Lily asked. 
 "Shoes dirty?" Teddy asked, running to the door. "See, Mommy," he begged, trying to reach the doorknob. 
 She laughed, picked him up, and held him at the window. "See Mommy's shoes out there on the porch railing? They're all dirty. Mommy has to wash them." 
 He stared for a few moments, then squirmed to get down. 
 "What happened?" Gladys asked. "I thought you said there was no water. Looks like you found some." 
 Savannah looked down at herself. "Yes, I got a little wet. Peaches wanted to play in the water, and she splashed me. I had to drag hoses across the entire property to fill the troughs. Yeah, there are some days when I wonder why I have horses at all." She shook her head. "I'm going to get into some dry clothes, then I need to talk to Craig." 
 "Is there a problem?" Gladys asked. 
 "I want to make sure Jake's still in jail. This latest prank makes me wonder." She placed the call. "Craig, I know this may seem like a strange question, but you still have my cousin behind bars, don't you?" 
 "Of course, why? I told you I'd let you know if we release him, but that's not going to happen unless…" 
 "Oh no," she whined. "Unless what?" 
 "Well, if he can make bail…" 
 "They've set bail for him?" 
 "Yes," he said reluctantly, "but as I understand it, his family probably isn't in a position to meet it. It's pretty stiff." He coughed and cleared his throat. "Why?" 
 "Well, I don't know if you heard about what happened at my aunt's place yesterday." 
 "No. What?" Craig asked, with heightened interest. 
 "Someone painted up the side of their house and left a note saying they aren't wanted here. It made a remark about the cats. So now Auntie and Max are worried that someone may hurt the shelter cats as well as their own cats." 
 Craig was quiet for a moment, then said, "I guess she didn't report it." 
 "Why would she?" Savannah asked. "It seemed to be a random act of vandalism. What can the sheriff do about it? But today…" 
 "So it happened again?" he asked. 
 "No, but something happened here. Someone cut the water lines at the corrals. The horses were without water." 
 "Savannah, water lines break…" 
 "They left a note, Craig. Rags found a note in Peaches's feed bin." 
 The detective chuckled. "That cat…okay, what did the note say?" 
 "That horses stink…" 
 "Well…" he said, humor in his voice. 
 "It also said they want us out," Savannah reported. 
 "So someone doesn't like animals," Craig cranked. "Do you have any new neighbors out there?" 
 "Not that I know of," she said. "Craig, you know how far we are from any of our neighbors. Auntie and Max aren't close to any neighbors except for us. We have that tract behind us—you know, far enough away you'd think that what we do here wouldn't phase any of them, unless…" 
 "Unless?" he asked. 
 "Well, unless Rags is bothering someone, but he's not, and he doesn't seem to be the target of this hate or whatever is going on. I thought maybe it was Jake messing with us again, but if he's still in jail…" 
 "He is," Craig said. "Why would he care if you have horses or your aunt has cats?" 
 "I don't think he would, but he might still harass us like he seemed to be doing while he was staying here. He has some strange ideas, you know—he seems to be full of jealousy. Oh, and I don't think he cares much for animals." 
 Craig took a deep breath. "Well, honey, I don't know what's going on with you and your aunt, but I doubt it has anything to do with your cousin. You two will have to look elsewhere for that hooligan." 
 "Thanks a lot, Craig," Savannah responded with frustration. She quickly changed the subject. "Hey, did you and Iris hear that Adam will be spending more time with us?" 
 "No," he said. "That will be nice. He seems to enjoy being with you two. You make a beautiful family. You get along with him, don't you?" 
 "Oh yes," she said. "He is my son as far as I'm concerned. I adore that boy. It was actually Marci, his mother, who initiated this idea to share custody, and we're beyond pleased. In fact, he'll be here again this weekend. We're taking him to the county fair. He'll follow Michael around while he works with the junior livestock. Adam thinks he'd like to raise an animal for auction or for show next year." 
 "Well, that's really nice. I'm happy for the boy and for you guys." He chuckled. "Just don't let him run astray like your cat does." 
 "Oh, Craig," Savannah complained. 
 
 **** 
 The following Sunday evening Adam bubbled over with excitement as the family drove home from the county fair in Straley. He leaned forward in his seat. "I can't decide between a steer and a sheep. I want a big animal instead of a rabbit or a chicken. I'd use Rags as my project if they allowed cats, but they don't." 
 "Thank heavens," Michael said. "Can you imagine taking Rags to the fair? No thank you." 
 "You could show Peaches," Savannah suggested. 
 "I thought about that," Adam said. "I talked to some of the kids there and it just sounds more fun to raise a calf or a lamb." He sat back against the seat. "I'm pretty sure I'd like a lamb." He leaned forward again. "What do you think, Dad?" 
 "Whatever you want, Son. It has to be your choice. I agree that your first time out, you might want to start with the smaller animal on your list." 
 "Huh?" he said. "Oh, you mean a sheep might be easier for me to take care of than a cow or a steer?" 
 Michael nodded. "Right. Or you could raise a pig." 
 "Naw," Adam said. "A pig would probably be my last choice. The little pigs are cute, but when they grow up they can be kind of ugly." 
 "Well, let's get you signed up in 4—H or Future Farmers first. Once you learn a little about what's required with each type of animal, we can go shopping for the one you decide on." 
 "I want a bunny," Lily said. 
 Savannah turned in her seat. "The bunnies sure were cute, weren't they? And some of them are really tame and make good pets." 
 "How old do you have to be to have an animal at the fair?" Adam asked. 
 "I'm not sure there's an age limit," Savannah said. "We'll have to find out. Do you think we should let Lily show a rabbit?" 
 "Maybe," Adam said. He asked, "Lily, want to take a rabbit to the fair?" 
 She nodded. 
 "I want a duck," Teddy said. 
 Michael chuckled. "He was interested in the ducks in that pond, wasn't he?" 
 "We could build a pond at your house, Dad…" Adam started. 
 "Our house, Son," Michael said, glancing a couple of times at the boy in the rearview mirror. 
 "Our house," Adam repeated quietly. "I never thought of it like that." 
 Savannah smiled at him. "You are part of this family." 
 Adam was quiet for a moment, then asked, "Can I bring friends over—I mean, when I make friends at my new school?" 
 "Of course," Savannah said. 
 "Can friends go with us on vacation trips sometimes?" 
 "I guess we could arrange that," Michael agreed. 
 "Can I get my own horse?" he asked, excitedly. 
 "Now, wait a darn minute," Michael said. "We have two horses, and you do well on Peaches. What do we need another horse for?" 
 Adam laughed and sat back against his seat. "Yeah. Now I feel like part of the family." He nudged Lily. "Did you hear that? Dad said no to me." He patted Michael on the shoulder from behind. "Thanks, Dad." 
 Savannah and Michael smiled at one another, both of them choking up a little. 
 
 **** 
 The following morning as Adam, Savannah, and Lily fed and watered the horses, Savannah's phone chimed. She looked at the screen and answered, "Hi, Craig." 
 "Hi, what are you doing this morning?" 
 "Feeding horses right now, how about you?" 
 "Nothing that earthy," he said. 
 "Earthy, huh?" 
 "Who's with you?" he asked. "Do I hear Lily?" 
 "Yes," she said, "and Adam. I have helpers today. Good helpers. Lily is filling the water troughs and Adam is tossing the hay. Ooops," she yelped. "Adam just sprayed Lily with hay." 
 "I'm sorry," Adam said, laughing a little. "I'll help her pick it out of her hair. "No!" he yelled, when Lily tried to sprinkle him with water from the hose. 
 Savannah laughed. "Well, it's a circus out here. So what's up?" 
 "I'm still thinking about your cousin's comments regarding the man in the trees. And with those weird things happening around your house and Maggie's, I wonder…" 
 "What, Craig?" 
 "Has anything else happened since the vandalism you told me about?" he asked. 
 "Yeah. Well, we got another note, but we don't know how long it's been here. Adam found it." 
 "It was Rags," Adam said. 
 She corrected herself. "Well, Rags and Adam found it. It said something similar to the first—something about moving—leaving this land. I don't know if Auntie and Max have received anything else. Why?" she asked. 
 "Remember when Rags tried to drag me out behind the grove of trees? Well, I just wonder if you know who lives back in that direction—west of you." 
 "It's a rancher and his wife," she said, "Randy and Loretta Randolph. They attend our church. Michael and Bud take care of their cattle—you know, during calving season and when it's time for inoculations." 
 "As far as you know, do they have any animosity toward you and Michael or your aunt?" 
 "No," Savannah insisted. "I can't imagine that they would, and if they had a problem, they'd surely talk to us about it. Why, Craig?" 
 "Just trying to cover all the bases," he explained. "When did you see the Randolphs last?" 
 "Oh, it's been a while," she admitted. "Michael may have been over there more recently to tend to their animals." 
 "Would you ask him about that?" Craig said. "Find out if he thinks they could be angry about something, or maybe they're losing it. Are they elderly?" 
 "In their sixties, I'd say. Yeah, about Auntie's and Mom's age." She chuckled. "And yours, I'd guess." 
 "So, young," Craig quipped. 
 "If you say so, Craig. Hey, I'll talk to Michael this evening and let you know what I learn, okay? The kids could use my help right now." 
 "Sure," he said. "Thanks." 
 
 **** 
 "So what did you ask me?" Michael asked later that night after dinner. "Something about the Randolph property?" 
 She nodded. "Craig called again today. He's been thinking about what happened when he walked through the grove looking for that man Jake told him about. Remember, he said Rags was leading him away from the grove once they got to the other side of it. I wonder if he was trying to take Craig over to the Randolph ranch. It's their property that butts up to ours, right?" 
 He nodded. "Yes. In fact, we share that grove. According to the maps I've seen, our property line runs through the grove and butts up to the Randolph ranch. But how would Rags know anything about the Randolphs? He's never been over there." 
 "That we know of," Savannah said. "He's been out many times over the years when we had no idea where he went." 
 "That's true, but I don't imagine Rags was actually trying to take Craig to the Randolph ranch. He was probably just stalling because he wasn't ready to go home." Michael picked up his paper, then lowered it moments later. "As a matter of fact, I haven't heard from Randy this year." 
 "Oh?" Savannah prompted. 
 "He always calls us out this time of year to pregnancy—check his cows and administer vaccines. That's peculiar. I wonder if he's okay." 
 Where does he run his cattle?" Savannah asked. "Does he have many? I never hear them or smell them. He must have a large spread over there." 
 "He does," Michael confirmed. "The cattle run on the other side of his house and barn, in the foothills." He chuckled. "You probably see and smell them when you ride out that way. The trail you take runs along the edge of his property. He generally keeps around thirty head." 
 She raised her eyebrows. "Interesting." 
 "What?" he asked. 
 "That we could live so close to them and not be aware of any cattle." 
 Michael grinned. "They probably aren't aware that we have horses and cats." He grimaced. "Unless Rags has been over there visiting." He stared at her for a moment, then said, "Maybe I'd better call Randy tomorrow and check on things. Surely he hasn't found himself another veterinarian." 
 
 **** 
 "Good morning, Iris," Savannah said into the phone the next morning. "How's your workload this week?" 
 "Huh?" Iris muttered. "Why? Are you going to invite me to lunch or something?" 
 "Sure, we could have lunch. Actually, I'm looking for a riding partner—one who likes to go exploring." 
 "Uh—oh," Iris said. "Sounds like trouble brewing." Excitedly, she asked, "When?" 
 "Oh goodie, you're on board." 
 "Of course," Iris said. "When?" 
 "Well, the kids will be in school this morning, and Adam's going over to help Auntie with the kittens. What do you think?" 
 "Oh, Adam's there this week?" 
 "Yes, until tomorrow." 
 "Cool," Iris said. "Okay, say nine? Where are we going?" 
 "There's something I want to check out near here," Savannah said. "Can you make it nine fifteen? I drop the kids off at nine." 
 Overhearing this, Gladys waved a hand at Savannah, saying, "I'll take the kids to school. Go on and do your ride." 
 Savannah smiled and nodded. She said into the phone, "Mom's taking the kids to school; come on over at nine." 
 
 **** 
 "So where are we going?" Iris asked from atop Peaches. She watched Savannah mount Gypsy. 
 "Through that grove of trees, then I'm not sure. We may run into fences, so we might have to go in from another direction." 
 "Go in where?" Iris asked. "What's over there?" 
 "A ranch," Savannah said. She tilted her head. "You probably know Loretta and Randy Randolph, don't you?" 
 Iris thought for a moment and said, "They're ranchers?" 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "I may have met them. I'm pretty sure I know people who know them. They live next to you?" Iris asked. 
 "Their property butts up to ours. I think their house and barn are a ways from ours." 
 "Do you know them?" Iris asked. 
 Savannah nodded. "On sight. I've talked to them a few times at church, and once when we ran into them at the diner. Oh, and they were at that meeting when everyone was worried about wolves in the area. Remember that?" 
 "Vaguely," Iris said. "I wasn't involved, not having livestock." She nudged Peaches ahead and said to Savannah, "Lead the way." 
 "This is an interesting piece of property," Savannah said a while later. "I don't know how many times I've driven past and never really noticed the terrain." 
 "You wouldn't see all of it from the highway. Look at that dense foresty area in that—what do you call it—crevice?" 
 "Draw," Savannah said. She pointed. "There's the main ranch house. It's nice, isn't it?" 
 Iris agreed. "And secluded. No wonder I didn't know this place was back here. You can't actually see anything but the flatland from the road. Look, there are corrals and a barn. This is nice back in here." 
 Suddenly Savannah shouted, "Cat!" 
 "Cat?" Iris repeated. Fearfully, she asked, "Mountain lion? Cougar?" 
 Savannah laughed. "No, a kitty—cat. See it over there?" 
 "Oh yes," Iris said. She looked around. "Gosh, I wonder where it came from." 
 "Probably belongs to the Randolphs. Most ranchers have barn cats." To the cat she said, "Are you a barn cat? You're pretty cute, there, with your white bib and ear tufts." 
 Iris pointed. "She has friends." 
 "What?" Savannah asked. 
 "There are more cats. Three of them." 
 "Yeah," Savannah said, "probably all barn cats." 
 Just then something else caught the riders' attention. A man appeared and he shouted, 
 "Hey! What do you want here?" 
 "Oh, hello," Savannah said, riding closer to the man. "I didn't see you." 
 "Obviously," he said sounding annoyed. "I thought you were going to walk right over me with those horses." 
 Savannah looked puzzled. "Where were you?" 
 "Never mind," he growled. He stared at Savannah, then Iris. "What are you doing here? What's your business?" 
 "I'm Savannah Ivey. I live in the old Forster home." 
 "The what?" he asked brusquely. 
 "Forster. Next door there," she said, motioning with one arm. 
 "Oh," he said, "Ivey. Now I know who you are." 
 She squinted toward the man. "Are Mr. or Mrs. Randolph home?" 
 The man cleared his throat. "I'm Mr. Randolph." 
 She studied him for a moment and said, "I'm looking for Randy Randolph. Is he or his wife here?" 
 "Um, well, yeah, I guess you didn't hear. My brother wanted out of the ranching business. He was getting too old, and he picked up and left. I'm the owner now." 
 "Oh!" Savannah said surprised. "You're Mr. Randolph's brother?" 
 He nodded. "Yes, Reggie." 
 "Nice to meet you." She said, glancing around the property. "I have a question. Do you have people working for you? Ranch hands, maybe?" 
 "Um…no, not on a fulltime basis nor nothing. I haven't been here all that long, but I do have people come in and help when I need it." 
 Savannah stared down at him from her mare. "How long have you been here, Mr. Randolph?" 
 "Going on three weeks now." He added, "I lived with my brother before that, and he left me in charge of the place now that he's retired. I'm the younger brother, you see, and I have more energy than he does, and some ideas about what to do with the property." 
 "It doesn't look like you're doing anything with the property," Iris noticed. 
 Reggie huffed, fidgeted with his large Western hat, and said, "Well, I have plans." 
 "Where are the cattle?" Savannah asked, looking around. 
 "My brother sold them before he left. What was I going to do with all that livestock? I sure don't want to take care of animals." 
 "Why did you take over a ranch if you don't want animals?" Savannah asked. 
 "Say, you ladies are starting to get on my nerves," Mr. Randolph said. "You're asking too many questions that are none of your business." He turned to walk away, saying, "I'd like you to get off my land now." 
 Savannah continued to stare down at the man, then she backed Gypsy away from him and reigned her in the direction they'd come from. 
 "By the way," Reggie called. "I'm in the market for more property when—I mean—if you ever get of a mind to sell." 
 "Why?" Iris asked. She made a sweeping motion with one arm. "You have all this acreage here that you're not doing anything with. Why would you want more land?" 
 Reggie let out a sigh and said through gritted teeth, "It's a secret." He looked from side to side and said quietly, "I'm sworn to secrecy, but I need to get your property and that land to the north, then we'll have everything we need to…" 
 "To what?" Iris asked, frowning. 
 Instead of responding, Reggie leaned toward Savannah and asked, "Say, that house at the end of your driveway. closer to the highway, is that part of your property?" 
 Savannah shook her head. "No. It belongs to my aunt and uncle, and I can tell you that it is not for sale, and neither is our property." 
 He grinned. "Well, we'll just see about that, won't we?" 



Chapter Seven
  
 "Michael, I met one of the Randolph brothers today," Savannah said over supper. 
 "A brother?" he asked, frowning. 
 "Yes, Iris and I rode over there." 
 "Why?" he asked. 
 "Craig thinks there may be something to what Jake's saying about him talking to someone in the trees. When Rags kept trying to pull Craig out the other side of the grove, Craig got it in his head that Rags knows something." 
 Michael chuckled. "Yeah, he knows how to bamboozle people like Craig." 
 Gladys snickered. 
 Michael grinned at her, then looked to Savannah for more information. 
 "Craig can't get it out of his mind that there may be something or someone he needs to check out beyond the trees, so Iris and I rode over there to see what we could find out." 
 "And you found a brother?" Michael shook his head. "I swear I never heard of Randy having a brother, but then I don't know much about his personal life." 
 "Michael, I think something has happened to Mr. Randolph. His brother, or supposed brother, said Randy retired, sold all of his cattle and other animals, and moved away." 
 "What?" Michael exclaimed. When he realized the children were alarmed, he said, "Sorry guys. Daddy was surprised, that's all." 
 "What's so surprising?" Gladys asked. "People retire and change their lifestyle all the time." 
 "Well, Randy just doesn't seem the type to do that," Michael explained. "The ranch is his world—the ranch and the cattle, and…" He asked, "Did he take his dapple, Darla?" 
 "I don't know. His brother didn't mention him taking any animals. Oh, and Iris and I saw quite a few cats. I guess they're barn cats." 
 "Cats?" Michael asked, puzzled. "I sure don't remember seeing any cats at the Randolph place." He shook his head. "What you're telling me is just odd. Cats on the property, no cattle, and Randy moving off the ranch. It just doesn't make any sense." 
 "Kids," Gladys said, "things change in people's lives—priorities change. Maybe his wife got a terrible diagnosis and they've moved closer to a big medical center. It happens, I tell you." 
 Michael thought about it, then said, "I guess you're right, Gladys, but I think I'll pay the brother a visit just to see for myself what the situation is." He shook his head. "This just isn't making any sense to me." 
 "Well, I doubt you'll get much cooperation over there," Savannah said. "That brother isn't what you'd call cordial. He doesn't seem to like people coming around. At least he was kind of rude to Iris and me." 
 "Yeah, well, I can be rude too," Michael said. He glanced at the clock. "I think I'll just wander over that way after supper." 
 "You're walking?" Savannah asked. When he hesitated, she grinned. "Yeah, it's a long walk. Want to take Peaches?" 
 He smirked playfully at her. I'll drive, thank you." 
 "We need a golf cart," Adam said. 
 "We do?" Michael asked. "Why? Do you think we're going to build a golf course here?" 
 "No, for driving around to visit neighbors and things. Ranches have golf carts. My friend Caleb has a ranch or a farm—they have orchards and chickens and horses and goats. They have a golf cart for when they want to go out and pick fruit or check on the horses in the pasture." 
 Michael chuckled. "Well, I think we can just walk out to pick fruit and check on the horses, don't you? By the time you could start a golf cart and turn it in the right direction, I could be there already on foot." 
 "Those golf carts go pretty fast," Adam said. 
 Michael gave his son a stern look. 
 "That's two ideas I've had that you turned down," Adam complained. "I thought this was my house, too." 
 "Get over it," Savannah said, jokingly. "He turns down my ideas, too. That's what he does." 
 Adam looked at her, then at Michael. He asked, "Want me to go with you to see the brother who might not be a real brother?" 
 "Sure," Michael said. He finished his iced tea and asked, "Ready? 
 "Okay," Adam said, carrying his plate to the counter. "Can Lexie go?" 
 "I guess so," Michael said. "Grab her leash in case we need it." 
 "You weren't gone long," Savannah said, minutes later. 
 "No. We didn't find anyone at home. We snooped around a bit, though, and you're right, no cattle, Darla's gone, the chickens are gone. It's like a ghost ranch." 
 "Ghost ranch?" Adam said. "You mean you think there are ghosts there? I didn't see any." 
 Michael nudged his son. "Of course, you didn't. Ghosts are invisible, remember?" 
 "Oh yeah," Adam said. 
 "Did you see the cats?" Savannah asked. 
 Michael shook his head. "Probably because we had Lexie with us. I looked through some of the windows and saw that the furniture's still inside. It doesn't look like anything's been disturbed. The porch furniture is still there and Randy's favorite rocker. He loves sitting in that rocker and looking across his acreage." He faced Savannah. "And he does it with such satisfaction. He loves that place. I don't know how he could leave it for any reason." He clenched his jaw. "I'd sure like to meet his brother and get the story from him. I think I'll take a detour over there on my way to work in the morning." He looked at Adam. "Your mom's coming to get you tomorrow, right?" 
 "Yeah," he said. "So this is our last time to play the beanbag game." 
 "That's right," Michael said. "It's my last chance to avenge myself." 
 "I'll go get the game," Adam said, excitedly. 
 "Wait," Michael called. "Let's leave it in the closet until the little ones go to bed, shall we?" 
 "Ohhh," Adam said. "Good idea. Last time we had long waits between throws because Teddy kept running away with our beanbags." 
 "Yes," Michael said. "If it isn't Rags, it's Teddy." 
 Adam laughed. "Yeah, let's put Rags to bed with Teddy this time." When Michael laughed, Adam began to giggle and the two of them were soon bent over holding their stomachs, laughing. 
 
 **** 
 "So what did you find out about Mr. Randolph this morning?" Savannah asked the following evening when Michael got home from work. "I meant to text you and ask, but I got so busy with Marci here to pick up Adam. He couldn't find one of his shirts that he really, really wanted to wear someplace when he got to his other house." 
 Michael laughed. "He'll need two wardrobes now, won't he?" 
 She nodded. "Especially of his favorite things." 
 "Did he find the shirt?" 
 "Yes, at his other house. Marci texted me later. By then, I was involved with Lily's play date." 
 "Lily had a play date?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Well, Lily and Teddy. He loves Rosemary as much as Lily does. They're so darn cute together." 
 "Got pictures?" he asked. 
 "Sure did," she said, picking up her phone and tapping on the screen. She handed it to him. "Scroll down. There are a few." 
 "Lily, punkin," he said, "it looks like you had such a good time." 
 "Let me see," Lily said. 
 "Me, see," Teddy said. 
 Savannah chuckled. "You kids have looked at those picture eight times already today." 
 "Uh—uh," Lily disagreed. She grinned. "Only three." 
 "We'll look at them some more after supper when your hands aren't sticky. Now eat your chicken and rice." She asked Michael, "So did you talk to the brother?" 
 "If he's a brother, I'm the governor of Massachusetts," he griped. 
 "Massachusetts?" Savannah repeated crinkling her nose. 
 "He's an imposter, Savannah. I don't know where he came from or where Randy and his wife are, but I believe something's wrong, which is why I called Craig." 
 "Really?" she said wide—eyed. "What did you tell him?" 
 "That I suspect foul play, and that I think that so—called brother is an imposter. Plus, he's crude and rude and stupid." 
 "Wow, you really did have an encounter of the not—so—good kind," Gladys said. "What do you think is going on?" 
 "I sure hope Craig can get to the bottom of it." Michael said. "For all I know, he's a friend of your nephew, Jake. I mean, he could have been the one he was talking to in the trees, if that was even true. But who is he, where did he come from, and what are his intentions? I sure don't know." He looked at Savannah. "I saw the cats you were talking about, though. They look feral to me. I wonder where they're coming from." 
 "So you don't think they're barn cats?" 
 He shook his head. "There are too many of them." Michael glanced at the clock. "Craig's coming by this evening. He says he has something to tell us." 
 
 **** 
 "Hi, Craig," Michael greeted. "Come in. We're eager to hear what you know—a bit apprehensive, but eager. Sit down. Can we get you something to drink?" 
 "Sure, I'd like a strong shot of something." He chuckled. "But I think I'll refrain from heavy drinking until I get home." He glanced at Michael and Savannah. "You two might want a stiff drink, though." 
 Savannah eased down into the overstuffed chair and moaned. 
 Michael perched on the ottoman and Craig sat nearby in a straight—back chair. Craig acknowledged Gladys, who sat on the sofa with Teddy, then said, "He's the man Jake was talking to, all right. I showed Jake that picture you took of the alleged Randolph family imposter." 
 Savannah looked surprised. "Michael, you took his picture even though he was being so rude?" 
 "I took it because he was being so rude," Michael asserted. 
 Craig chuckled, then said, "Jake swears that guy told him to do all that stuff, and I found out why Jake did it, too." 
 "Why?" Gladys asked. 
 "Jake overheard a conversation." Craig glanced at the couple. "I guess he spent quite a bit of time in the tree grove over the weekend, maybe smoking dope. He's not as socially inclined as the rest of the Brannon clan seems to be." 
 "No, he's not," Gladys agreed. 
 Savannah nodded. 
 "What did he overhear?" Michael asked. 
 "I don't know. I haven't squeezed that out of him yet, but Jake said Reggie—or whatever his name is—threatened to kill him if Jake didn't do what he told him to do." 
 Savannah put her hand up to her mouth. "Michael," she said, "remember that first night they were here and Jake came out of the grove with blood on his face?" 
 Michael nodded. "Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. Do you suppose…?" he started. 
 Gladys interrupted. "He said he fell in a sticker bush." 
 "Yes," Savannah agreed, "but that might have been one of his fibs. If Reggie threatened Jake, he probably also slapped him around." She thought for a minute. "But why would that guy want to hurt any of us? What does he have against us?" 
 "I still don't know that, and I'm not sure Jake is telling the whole truth," Craig said. 
 "Did he tell you what he overheard?" Michael asked. "Maybe that would give you a clue." 
 "Probably, but no. He's keeping that secret for now. I think he believes he'll get out of that cell sometime soon, and he's afraid for his life if he squeals." 
 "Seems as if he's squealed enough to cause that Reggie guy trouble already," Savannah said. "I mean, Jake told you that the man threatened him." 
 Craig nodded. 
 Michael muttered, "I wonder if Jake knows what happened to Randy and his wife." 
 "I wondered that too," Craig said. "Obviously, Jake isn't comfortable talking about it yet. I'm pretty sure that the longer we keep him and the more pressure we put on him, the more likely he is to talk. I think we have time on our side, and that's what I wanted to tell you tonight, Michael." 
 "Not if that imposter has done something with the Randolphs," Michael said. "Can't you use some sort of force or threat to get Jake to talk? It seems he's our only hope right now—or should I say the Randolphs' only hope—if they're still alive." 
 Craig squinted. "Michael, what makes you so sure Reggie has done anything to them? The couple might have legitimately sold him the property and moved on. People do it all the time." 
 "That's what I told them," Gladys asserted. 
 Meanwhile, Michael shook his head slowly. "It's just so out of character for Randy to do something like that." He sat up straighter. "Hey, Bud's parents, Gunther and Edith, are pretty good friends of the Randolphs. I think we should check with them to see what they know." 
 "You haven't mentioned any of this to Bud?" Savannah asked. 
 "No," he said. "We've been so busy at work catching up since Bud returned from his honeymoon that I didn't have the chance. I'll give him a call and ask him to talk to his parents." 
 
 **** 
 The following morning Savannah entered the kitchen with her phone. "Mom, it's for you." When Gladys seemed surprised, she said, "It's Craig. He wants to talk to you." 
 "Good morning, Craig," Gladys said into the phone. 
 "Morning. I hope I didn't wake anyone," Craig said. 
 "No. We're up." 
 "Gladys, I wonder if you and Maggie could help me out with something today." 
 She raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Sure, I suppose. What is it, Craig?" 
 "Well, I've been thinking that you two might be able to move your nephew off dead center and somehow shame him or sweet—talk him into spilling what he knows. I'm afraid that without Jake's honest statement about what went on between him and the…" he cleared his throat. "…the man in the trees, someone is liable to get hurt." 
 "And you think that Maggie and I can help in some way?" Gladys asked. 
 "I'm betting that you two have enough influence to convince Jake to do the right thing. Gladys, I don't know what's keeping him from talking. Is it fear, or is he just exerting his independence—you know, making a statement of some sort? He doesn't seem to have a good relationship with his parents. I thought maybe you two could convince him to talk to us. You see, Gladys, I believe Jake knows something about the scare tactics your family and the Sheridans have experienced lately, and if we don't find out what's going on, it just might be disastrous for all of you." 
 "What makes you think so, Craig?" Gladys asked. 
 "Call it a hunch after years in this business," he said. "Then there's the cat." 
 Gladys looked down at Rags as he wandered past her, and let out a deep sigh. "Sure, Craig. Whatever I can do to help, certainly I'll do it. I believe Maggie feels the same way. Do you want us to come down to the station?" 
 "Yes, as soon as you can," Craig said. 
 "Sounds urgent." 
 "I believe it is, yes," he confirmed. 
 "Well, let me call Maggie. Shall we try to be there around nine thirty this morning?" she asked. 
 "That would be great. Thank you, Gladys. I'll see you ladies then." 
 "Yes," Gladys said. "Good—bye." When she saw Savannah's quizzical look, she disclosed, "Well, that was Craig, as you know. He wants Maggie and me to have a talk with Jake." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "Why?" 
 "He seems to think Jake knows something about the threats and vandalism we've experienced around here, and so far he won't talk. Craig believes he'll talk to Maggie and me." She looked at the clock. "Oh, my, I'd better check the biscuits and get the children's breakfast. I'll need to shower and…" 
 Savannah put her hand on Gladys's arm. "Mom, it's okay. I took the biscuits out. They're cooling. The children are eating their eggs and fruit. I made your tea. You sit down and enjoy your breakfast, now. There's no need for you to rush." 
 "Okay, just let me call your aunt. I hope she can go with me. She's better at this sort of thing than I am." 
 Savannah chuckled. "It depends on what tactic you'll need this morning to get Jake's attention. Mom, you can be pretty darn persuasive when you want to get to the truth out of someone." When Gladys faced her with an inquisitive look, she explained, "You always know the right thing to say to get a confession." She laughed. "I heard you do it with Teddy just yesterday." 
 "What?" Gladys questioned, grinning slyly. 
 "Well, you couldn't find the remote, and you thought Teddy had done something with it. So you asked him and he flat—out ignored you. Using your familiar patience, you quietly confronted poor Teddy. I knew the kid didn't have a chance when I saw you go into action." 
 "What action?" Gladys asked, amused 
 "You know," Savannah said. "You took Teddy by the little arm, looked deep into his eyes and said in your most authoritative tone, 'Young man, where is the TV remote? What did you do with it?' When he didn't respond, you said, 'Teddy, do you want a time—out with no toys, no cookies, no playing?' He shook his little head, then you said, 'Find Grammy's remote.'" Savannah laughed. "He thought for a moment, then ran into the living room, returning with the remote in his hand, and said, 'Glori took it, Grammy.'" 
 Both women laughed, and Gladys said, "Sometimes all you need is their undivided attention." 
 "Well, that you'll have with Jake in the jail, I suppose," Savannah said, "unless…" 
 "Unless what?" 
 "Well, he just doesn't seem able to concentrate, although that might have been because of drugs. Do you think he was doing drugs?" 
 Gladys shrugged, then excused herself to go get cleaned up for her visit to the jail. 
 
 **** 
 "Good morning, Jake," Craig said when an officer brought the prisoner to a conference room later that morning. 
 Jake ignored the greeting. When he saw his two aunts in the room, he stopped and asked suspiciously, "What are they doing here?" 
 "Sit down," Jake," Craig invited. "You're allowed to have visitors. They've come to see you. Sit here. I'll move out of your way, so you can visit with your aunts. Just let me know if you need anything." 
 "Yeah," Jake said, "I'll have a beer with a shot." 
 "Water it is," Craig said. He asked the women. "Anything for you ladies?" 
 They both declined. 
 After a lull, Margaret leaned toward her nephew and asked, "So Jake, how are you doing?" 
 "How am I doing?" he spat. "How do you think I'm doing? I'm in jail. They won't let me out, and I don't know why this is happening." 
 The two women glanced at each other and Gladys said, "You know why you're here, right, Jake?" 
 He stared at her. "I suppose I do." Defensively he added, "But I only did what he told me." 
 "Who?" Margaret asked. 
 Jake sat back and folded his arms across his chest. 
 "Now there's the problem, don't you think so, Jake?" Gladys asked. "You're in here for trying to hurt people. If you have a good reason or excuse, you need to tell the detective." 
 "No, I don't," he said smugly. 
 Gladys frowned. "Then you must suffer the consequences." 
 "There's that word," Jake said, suddenly becoming agitated. 
 "What word?" Margaret asked. 
 "Consequences," he repeated. He mimicked, "There are consequences to your actions, Jake; you have to suffer the consequences, Jake…" He scowled. "Like hell." 
 "Jake," Craig admonished, to get him to settle down and focus. 
 Jake looked at him and took a deep breath. "What if you don't like the consequences, so you decide not to do something so you won't get those consequences?" 
 "What are you talking about?" Margaret asked impatiently. "You are suffering the consequences of your actions right now. You tried to hurt us and now you're in jail, right, Jake?" 
 He nodded. "Yes, I am, but I'm not dead." 
 "Dead?" Gladys repeated. "Why did you say that? What does that mean?" 
 "It means that if I don't talk, I stay alive, so I'm not talking, see?" 
 Margaret and Gladys made eye contact with Craig. He remained silent, so Margaret asked, "Jake, has someone threatened you? Why would they do that?" 
 When he simply sat silently looking down at his bottle of water, Gladys said, "Jake, it's us. You can talk to Maggie and me. We've been friends since you and Jimmy were just little tykes. Remember all the fun we used to have together? You were a clever and smart kid, and you enjoyed life." She leaned forward, a pained look on her face. "What happened, Jake?" 
 He continued to look down at the bottle, then he said quietly, "Is that how you remember me, Aunt Gladys? You really thought I was smart and clever?" 
 Gladys nodded. 
 He smiled. "I guess I was. I remember having fun with the other kids, my brother, Vannie and Bri, the twins. We had some fun times." He tilted his head. "I was a happy kid. No problems. Life was swell." He frowned. "I screwed it all up, didn't I? I just started having one problem after another until my life was one big problem. I was a problem to my parents." He looked up at Gladys and Margaret. "They hate me, you know. Jimmy and Belinda aren't what you'd call friendly to me. I'm an outcast, like that story you read to me once, Aunt Gladys." He stared at her. "I still remember that book. The boy couldn't make friends. No one liked him. He was always getting into trouble. My life has become that story." He looked her in the eyes. "Is that because I believed that story? Is that why my life became like that story?" 
 "Jake," Gladys said gently, "don't you remember how the story ends? The boy in the story turned things around, and you can too." 
 "I don't think so," Jake said. He seemed to be fighting against his emotions. His voice was muffled when he added, "I'm stuck where I am. There's no going back, and I'm not even sure I can go forward. I'm a lonely fool with no future." 
 "Now, Jake…" Margaret started. 
 He put up his hands. "No preaching. I don't want to hear anyone's preaching. I know more about what's going on inside my head than anyone else in the world, including you two." 
 "So you don't want help?" Gladys asked. 
 He stared at her. "There is no help for me. It's gone too far," he insisted. He choked up again. "And just when I have a reason…." He stopped talking and stared down at his hands in his lap. 
 "A reason?" Margaret asked. 
 He took a ragged breath and blurted, "I'm going to be a father." 
 The women looked at each other, then at Jake. "What?" Margaret asked. 
 He nodded. "I just found out last week. Marla's going to have a baby. She says I'm the father and I believe her. But how can I be? I mean how can I be a real father to it—the kind of father I've always wanted and that I want to be? How?" he asked, slapping the tabletop. When he saw Craig flinch, he took a deep breath. "I've known for a long time that something's wrong with me. It wasn't Marla or my other wife or my friends or family. It was me all the time. I know it, but I hate it and it's really hard for me to even say it." 
 Gladys put a hand on his. He lowered his head and said, "I watched Michael with his children this weekend and Jimmy. It hurt me to the core knowing that I probably can't ever match up to either of them. It's too big of a leap. I want my child to have that kind of father, and I don't think that's me. I can't do it." He looked up. "I have made one decision for my future, though, in case I ever get out of here. I will accept therapy or counseling or some sort of help in order to maybe become someone who should be in my child's life. Know what I mean?" 
 Both Gladys and Margaret nodded. 
 "Wow!" Margaret said. "That's huge, Jake." 
 Jake grinned. "What's huge, that I want to change, or that I'm going to be a father?" 
 "Both," Margaret said. She asked, "Jake, are drugs part of your problem?" 
 He blew out a breath through pursed lips. "Wow! Jumping right into the cesspool, are you, Auntie?" He chuckled. "You always were the one to go for the jugular. You still don't mince words, do you?" When he saw her staring at him, he squirmed a little and said, "Maybe partly, but I don't think that's the whole story. Just like the kid in that book—it wasn't just the fact that he was shy that caused his trouble in life. He had numerous issues and basically, as I recall, they mostly had to do with what was going on inside his head—he was using the wrong kind of vocabulary when he talked to himself." He looked at the others. "And believe me, we do talk to ourselves all the time. That much I know for sure." 
 Craig looked at his watch. "Jake, they'll be coming to get you soon. I think it's time to address the elephant in the room, don't you?" When Jake looked confused, Craig said, "Your current situation. The reason you're here and why you did the things you did. Don't you think your aunts would like to hear that story?" 
 "I don't know why they would," he said. Jake looked at Craig. "Why would they? That's my business." 
 Gladys frowned. "It sounds like you're carrying something around, Jake, that's causing you some pain. That's not a good way to start a new life and a new outlook. Is there something you need to deal with? Do you know what the detective is speaking of?" 
 Jake started to weep. Through his tears, he said, "I'm scared for you, Aunt Gladys, and for you, Aunt Maggie, and Savannah and Michael and those cute kids. I'm afraid for all of you, but also for myself." 
 Margaret took a deep breath. "Are we in danger, Jake? Is that what you're trying to tell us?" 
 Jake nodded. "All of us. Me mostly, because I saw…" 
 "You saw what?" Gladys asked. 
 Jake suddenly looked up at the women and stared for several moments, finally muttering, "You're in danger if I do nothing. I'm in danger if I do something. But if I do something, you're all free of danger." He grimaced. "I have to do the right thing. Truth is the correct answer, right, Aunt Gladys?" 
 "Generally, yes," she agreed. 
 Craig moved closer and looked into Jake's eyes. "You are absolutely right. The truth will set all of you free." When Jake looked at him suspiciously, Craig continued, "Your family will be safe, the others will be punished, and you will have a clear conscience along with a greater consideration for your part in the crimes." 
 "I didn't do any crimes," Jake asserted. 
 Craig sat back and looked at Jake, who squirmed in his seat. "Well, then why are you in jail?" Craig asked. 
 Margaret said, "Yeah, Jake, if you're the one who did all that stuff that caused fear and even pain the weekend of Bri's wedding, you have definitely committed crimes." She glanced at Craig, then explained to Jake, "It sounds to me like how much responsibility you'll be required to take depends on your choices from now on out." 
 "My choices?" he asked. 
 Craig nodded. "You say someone else was involved in the things you were doing to hurt or maybe scare people at Savannah's and Michael's house. You need to tell us about it. Now is the time. It's what any good father would do to set an example for his children and to clear his own burden of…" 
 "Guilt?" Jake said. He sneered. "Self—hate?" 
 Craig shrugged. 
 Jake sat back in his chair and looked at Craig. He then leaned forward. "Okay. I guess I really have to do this." He blurted, "The man in the trees wants you, Aunt Maggie, and you, Aunt Gladys, and Vannie's family to leave. He has hurt that older man. I heard the fight and I got close enough to see the man in the trees and another man yelling at the older man and pushing him around. The last time they pushed him, he didn't get up. I don't know if he was dead or just hurt real bad. That's when Reggie heard me in the trees." Jake began talking faster, his breath coming in small bursts. "He saw me and threatened to hurt me and all of you if I told and if I didn't do what he said." 
 Craig grimaced. "Great," he said angrily. "Blackmail someone else into doing what they'd planned to do all along. Their hands are clean." He looked at Jake. "What do they want?" 
 "The land," Jake said. 
 "Why?" Margaret asked, frowning. 
 Jake shrugged. "I don't know. They didn't tell me that." He looked at Craig. "So now that I've done my civic duty, do you think you can protect me from those cockroaches?" 
 "Yes, I think you've given us enough to get a search warrant. Maggie, do you have the note you found at your place?' 
 "Maybe. I'm not sure. Max might have kept it. Why?" 
 "Evidence. We need as much evidence as we can get before any judge will issue a warrant. I want to be able to search the entire premises." He put his hand on Jake's shoulder. "Thank you, guy. I believe you've saved your family a lot of heartache and harm. If we can get the goods on Reggie and his friend…" Craig started. Then he asked, "By the way, Jake, do you know who his friend is?" 
 "Reggie called him Sauce or Suess or something like that." 
 "Ring a bell?" Craig asked the women. 
 "I don't think so," Margaret said. 
 Gladys shook her head. 
 What do these guys look like?" Craig asked. 
 "Oh," Jake said, "well, Reggie's round. You know, too fat to be doing any ranching or anything. But he can sure pack a wallop." 
 "He hit you?" Margaret asked. 
 Jake lowered his head. "A couple of times, when all I did was talk back to him." 
 "So you talked to these guys more than once?" Craig asked. 
 "Yes, I had to meet them in the trees. Oh," he said, "and when I told them the cat kept interfering with my jobs, that other guy said he wanted me to kill the cat." 
 Gladys gasped. 
 "I thought about it," Jake said, "but I couldn't figure out how to do it and get away with it. One night I took the cat out there to the trees, but he escaped and ran back to the house. Another time I tried to feed him something I thought might kill him, but he wouldn't eat it. Finally, I just told that fat guy that the cat was dead. I never mentioned him again after that." 
 Craig stared at Jake. "What did the second guy look like?" 
 "Oh, he wore a suit and tie and drove a big, expensive SUV." 
 Craig made some notes, then he stood up. "Well, thank you again, Jake. I think we can take it from here, and I believe you can relax." He squeezed Jake's shoulder. "You've been a little anxious lately?" 
 Jake rubbed his stomach. "Yes, I'm sick a lot. I can't eat. It's awful." 
 "And how do you think it would have been for Savannah and her innocent family if you'd hurt the cat and allowed her family to be harmed?" 
 "I know. I know. I hope to be punished for that. Please tell her…" He reconsidered and said, "Never mind. I don't know if I can ever face her again. What I did was wrong. I was just thinking of my own skin." 
 Gladys put her hand on Jake's arm. "But you've righted all of that wrong. Craig will get those guys before they're able to hurt anyone. You've done a good thing, Jake, just remember that." 
 The women and Craig watched as an officer escorted Jake out of the room, then Craig took a deep breath. "Thank you, ladies. You've managed to do what the whole sheriff's unit and I were unable to do. Now we can start working on our advance against those scumbags before they seriously hurt someone." 
 Gladys nodded. "Maybe he will be a good father after all." 
 "Maybe," Craig said. He stood up. "If you ladies will excuse me." 
 "Certainly," Margaret said, also standing up. She picked up her purse. "Thank you for inviting us down here, Craig. I think we may have made some headway." 
 Craig nodded. "I'm sure of it. You both deserve a giant pat on the back." 
 
 **** 
 "Hi, Mom," Savannah said when Gladys walked into the house a while later. "How'd it go with Jake?" 
 Gladys placed her purse on a side table and collapsed onto the sofa. "Exhausting. I'm not cut out to be a therapist or counselor for someone in jail, or someone who's lost his way and needs a hand back to reality." 
 "Oh?" Savannah quizzed, sitting down nearby. "Sounds like it was brutal. I'm sorry, Mom." 
 "Yes, it was, but it was also successful, I think." Gladys sat up straighter. "Did you know he's going to be a father?" 
 "What?" Savannah cried. "Who?" 
 "Your cousin, that's who. Marla's pregnant. Jake wants to be a good father, like Michael." 
 "Wait, Mom," Savannah pleaded. "My head's spinning. Give it to me more slowly." 
 "Well, after Jake and Marla split up, she discovered that she's pregnant. She told him about it just recently and he's actually been thinking about things. He wants to become a better man and raise his child." 
 "Jake?" Savannah squealed. 
 Gladys nodded. "Yes, and we got him to tell us why he did all that stuff to us." 
 "Why?" Savannah insisted. 
 "In order to save his own skin." 
 "Now, that sounds more like Jake. So why did hurting us help him? That's a pretty big leap, don't you think so?" 
 "Yes, until you get the whole picture," Gladys said. "You see, there really was a man in the trees—actually two men. Jake saw them hurting someone. When they discovered they'd been seen, they roughed Jake up and blackmailed him into causing problems for us here at the house. Those men evidently want to scare you and Maggie and Max out of your homes. That was the goal. They told Jake that if he did what he was told, they wouldn't hurt him, so he did it. They also swore him to secrecy. He actually believed they would kill him if he talked. He got to thinking about that and decided that keeping quiet was the wrong thing to do. Oh, and he's quite certain that the original Mr. Randolph has met with foul play at the hands of those people. The sheriff will be applying for a warrant to thoroughly search the Randolphs' ranch." 



Chapter Eight
  
 "Have you had any more trouble out there?" Craig asked when he called Savannah later that afternoon. 
 "No, but I'm holding my breath. It's unnerving to know that someone has targeted you and that they could come out of the woodwork at just about any moment from any direction. It's frightening." 
 "Of course it is, which is why we have someone out there watching your place and Maggie's." He paused for a moment and said, "We're going in early tomorrow. Just thought I should let you know in case you hear anything. I want you to lock yourself inside your house. I mean it! Lock all the doors and windows and watch for any unusual activity in your yard. Can you do that?" 
 "Sure." She hesitated, then asked, "How early? Maybe Michael can stay home from work." 
 "Great," Craig said, "but you probably won't need to stay holed up for long. I imagine we'll have the mess cleaned up shortly after breakfast." 
 Savannah shuddered. "I hope that's the case. So all we need to do is lock the doors and windows and stay inside?" 
 "Yes," Craig said, "unless you want to leave for a while and stay gone until we've finished our work. That would be okay, too." 
 "We'll think about it," Savannah said, "but Michael will probably want to stay with our property. Anyway, thanks for the heads up. Do you have any idea what to expect? Will you go in with guns? Do they have guns?" 
 "They probably do, but we like to plan these things with the idea of a peaceful takeover." 
 "Let's hope so," she said. "Okay, good luck with that. I hope you can find Mr. and Mrs. Randolph." 
 After ending the call, Savannah decided to call Michael. "Hi," she said, when he answered, "are you having another busy day?" 
 "Yes, actually. What's up?" 
 "Well, Craig called and he said they're going to raid or maybe just visit the Randolph place tomorrow morning. He has a warrant and he wants us to either go someplace or lock the house up and stay inside. I wondered if you could maybe go in to work a little late tomorrow morning. He thinks they'll be finished over there fairly early." 
 "Heck yes," Michael said. "Thanks for letting me know. We have a few hospital patients here. I'll have Bud tend to them tomorrow. What time are they going over there to the Randolph Ranch?" 
 "All Craig said was early." 
 "So probably sun—up," Michael muttered. "I'll be ready." 
 "For what?" Savannah asked. "He didn't invite you to the raid." 
 "I'll be ready to defend our property if it comes to that." 
 "With what? You don't have any weapons," Savannah said. 
 "Yes, I do," he said. "A baseball bat, a shovel, an axe…" 
 "Oh, Michael that sounds gruesome." 
 "War is gruesome, hon." 
 
 **** 
 "Someone's at the door, Michael," Savannah said Friday morning when she was fixing breakfast. 
 Michael broke away from a game of darts with Teddy and trotted into the kitchen. "It's Craig," he said, unlocking and opening the door to let him in. "How's it going?" he asked. 
 Craig chuckled. "What are you, a target?" 
 Michael looked down to see two of Teddy's sponge darts stuck to his pajama shirt. "Sure am. Teddy's been getting the best of me this morning. So is it over?" he asked. 
 "Not quite," Craig said. "We have two men in custody. I'm pretty sure they're the two who were communicating with Savannah's cousin, but we haven't found the Randolphs. My sense is that they're on the property someplace." He looked around. "I came to get your cat." 
 "Oh!" Savannah yelped. "Okay, I guess." She winced. "He's been a little whacky this morning; maybe I should go with you—that is, if you believe the danger is over." 
 "Yeah, the rats' nest is cleaned out. We just need to make sure we don't leave someone on the premises. In fact," he paused and looked out the window, "we might take the horses, if you don't mind. That's a big piece of property to cover on foot." 
 "Sure. Let me get dressed," she said, leaving the room. 
 "Michael," Craig said, once Savannah had walked away, "you've been on that property. Savannah said you tended to the Randolphs' cattle." 
 Michael nodded. 
 "Are you aware of any place in particular we might check out—you know, where someone could be hidden away?" 
 "Not offhand," Michael said. "If I remember something, I'll text you. I'll put my thinking cap on." 
 "Great." Craig moved toward the door. "Hey, I'll wait for her and the cat outside. I have a few calls to make. See you later, Michael." 
 
 **** 
 "What's this?" Craig asked, when Savannah handed him a box about twenty minutes later. 
 "I thought you might be hungry. That's Mom's version of an egg, sausage, cheese, biscuit sandwich and there's a hot cup of coffee in there." 
 "Thank you!" he said, eagerly opening the box. He nodded toward the corrals. "I think Michael got the horses saddled. He said they ate half of their breakfast. They can finish when we get back. Shouldn't take us too long." When he saw the cat walking around Savannah's ankles, he greeted him. "Hi, partner. Ready for some action?" 
 They both chuckled when Rags looked up at him and meowed. 
 "Well, let's get going," Savannah said, leading the way to the corrals. 
 The riders arrived at the Randolph ranch house a short time later. They tied the horses to a hitching post, and Savannah followed along behind Craig with Rags on his leash. 
 "Bring him inside here," Craig invited, taking the steps up to the porch. "Tell him we're looking for people." 
 "If there are people being held captive here in the house, he'll know it," Savannah said. 
 "I think you're right," Craig agreed. "Let's see what he does." 
 "A cat?" a deputy questioned. 
 Craig said, "You must be new. Meet Deputy Rags." He chuckled. "Savannah, we really should get him a uniform so he's more recognizable when he's on duty." 
 Savannah grinned at Craig. When Rags pulled her toward a long hallway, she asked, "Should I follow him?" 
 "Yes," Craig said. "Go with him. See where he takes you." 
 "Outside," she said when they reached a door at the back of the house. "He wants to go back outside." 
 Craig pushed the door open. "Let's go." Moments later he said, "Looks like he's leading us to—what—a washhouse? He pulled the door open for Savannah and Rags. The cat bypassed the door, and walked alongside the small building, sniffing the air. "What's he doing?" Craig asked when Rags stopped near a ground—level vent. 
 "Taking a break, I guess," Savannah said. Just then, Rags trotted past the washhouse toward a small shed with a tractor inside. "Now he smells something," Savannah said excitedly. "Look, he seems to be interested in something around those cabinets." 
 Craig opened the lower cabinets, then those above. "Nothing," he said. When Rags pushed his way into one of the cabinets and began pawing at the shelf, Craig asked, "What is it, Rags?" 
 "Hey Sledge," a deputy called from outside the shed. "You might want to see this." 
 "What is it?" Craig asked, making his way around the open shed. He saw two officers brushing dirt from a piece of plywood leaning up against the back of the shed. 
 "Not sure," one deputy said. He and his partner lifted the piece of wood, moved it to the side, then stood staring down at a set of cement steps that appeared to go nowhere. 
 Craig walked closer and scratched his head. "Hmmm," he muttered. "That cabinet the cat was interested in is just on the other side of this wall, isn't it? I wonder where those steps lead to or used to lead to." He tapped on the wall of the shed. "Does it look to you fellas like this wall has been reinforced for some reason?" When they nodded, he suggested, "Let's see if we can find something to remove the siding. I want to see where those stairs might take us." He laughed. "So does the cat." 
 "I'll get the crowbar from my cruiser," one officer said. 
 It wasn't long before Craig announced, "Well, the cat did it again." 
 "What?" Savannah asked. "What did he do?" 
 "He found what we may have been looking for, that's what?" Craig said. He laughed. "There he goes." When Rags suddenly pulled and knocked Savannah off balance, Craig grabbed the leash. "I'll go with him. Anyone got a light?" 
 "Here you go," one of the officers said, handing Craig a flashlight. "What do you see down there?" he called. 
 "I think it was used as a wine cellar at one time, but why it's blocked off like this I don't know." Craig asked Rags, "What do you think, partner? Do you get a scent?" Promptly, he stepped out with the cat in his arms, coughing. "I don't think that's been open for decades." 
 "Is there any wine down there?" one officer asked. 
 Craig shook his head. "Just cobwebs, spiders, and I imagine rodents, which is probably why the cat wanted to go down there. Another dead end," he complained, "although it would have been the perfect place to hide bodies." He laughed. "Those jerks probably didn't even know it was here. Come on, Rags," he said, "we're still looking for two people who may need our help." When Rags took off in another direction, he asked, "Now, where's he taking us?" 
 "Probably to the barn," Savannah said, skipping to keep up with the cat. 
 Once they'd explored the barn, another outshed, chicken coops, and several animal pens, Craig looked out over the terrain. "How about we jump back on the horses and check out the pasture." 
 Savannah groaned. "Now you're looking for graves, right?" 
 Craig didn't respond. 
 The couple and the cat had been riding along cow trails, over brush—covered knolls, and through thickets and groves of trees for about an hour when Craig said, "Well?" 
 "Well, what?" Savannah asked. 
 "What does the cat say?" 
 She chuckled. "He wonders where we're going and where the action is." 
 "I imagine he does. This is kind of dull for him, just clippity—clopping along going nowhere in particular." He took a second look at Rags. "Hey, does he see something? Look at him." He snickered. "Or does he just want to take a potty break?" 
 "Probably," Savannah said. She tried to look into Rags's eyes. "Want to find a pile of soft dirt, boy?" When Rags continued to appear antsy, she climbed down off Peaches, handed Craig her reins, and lifted Rags from the saddle, where he'd been riding across a thick blanket. She held tightly to his leash and watched to see where he wanted to go. "That way," she pointed, laughing as she tried to keep up with him. "Where are we going?" she asked, continuing to follow him through brush and into an area thick with tall trees. 
 Suddenly Rags stopped and stared ahead. Savannah followed his stare. "Oh, hi kitty," she said when she saw a black cat a distance away looking at them with large round eyes. "There he goes," she said watching the cat skitter away and disappear. Once the black cat was out of sight, Rags put his nose to the ground and began sniffing and pawing around in the carpet of pine needles and leaves. 
 "Looking for a private place to go, are you?" Savannah said. She sighed. "I hope there are no snakes out here under all these leaves." After he'd been clawing for a while, she let out an impatient sigh. "Let me help you, Rags." She looked around and found a dry branch, which she used to scrape away more of the natural debris. "There," she said, "how's that? Come on, Rags, would you just go so we can get out of here? Go potty, now." When he squatted, she laughed. "So you really did have to go, didn't you? But you don't have to cover it," she said impatiently. "Come on, let's get out of this spooky forest." 
 Rags wasn't ready to go anywhere. She knew that he had his own way of doing things and his own time schedule, so she heaved a sigh and stood by watching him move some of the leaves back over the hole. While she waited for him, Savannah saw something amidst the ground covering. Rags noticed it at about the same time and began sniffing it. He pawed it a couple of times, then picked it up in his mouth and ran back toward the horses and Craig. Savannah shook her head. "Only you can find a treasure out in the boonies like this." She chuckled, "At least it's not a dead animal or something gross like that." 
 "Who are you talking to?" Craig asked when they returned. "And what took you so long? Did you take the scenic route back?" 
 "He's a very persnickety cat when it comes to his bathroom etiquette," she explained, "much more fastidious than Glori or Buffy. They're in and out of the litter box in a flash, but he has to make a production out of it." She laughed. "And look—he came up with a treasure for all of his efforts." 
 "What is that?" 
 "I don't know." When Rags dropped it at Craig's feet, she said, "I guess it's a gift for you." 
 "What do you have there, boy?" Craig crooned, bending down and taking a look. He turned it over with one foot, then picked it up and studied it. "It's a fishing license," he said. His voice accelerated, he added, "It belongs to Bryce W. Randolph, and it was issued this year." He looked in the direction Savannah and Rags had come from and asked, "Where'd he get this?" 
 "Oh, gosh, I don't know exactly—under one of those trees." 
 Craig huffed, "Well, that doesn't tell me much; there are dozens of trees out there. Can you show me?" He looked down at Rags. "Or maybe he can. Here, let me have him and you watch the horses. Let's see if he'll take me there." 
 "To his private toilet?" Savannah asked. "I kind of doubt it." 
 "Well, tie those horses up or walk them in with us. I want to see where he got this from." 
 Savannah looked around and found a section of fencing where she could tie the horses. She took Rags's leash. "Come on, Rags, let's backtrack." She pointed. "Look, you can kind of see where we walked. Let's follow our trail. Finally, she said, "There—that's where he found it. See the big pile of stuff he used to cover where he…" 
 "Yeah, never mind that. Where was the license?" he asked. 
 She pointed. "Right here—buried under some of those leaves and needles." 
 Craig pushed the debris aside, then stood up and said, "I think we need to get people out here behind some shovels. Rags may be showing us Mr. Randolph's grave." 
 
 **** 
 "So your trek to the Randolph place was fruitless, was it?" Michael asked when he returned home from work later that day. 
 "Yes. Rags found Mr. Randolph's fishing license. It must have slipped out of his pocket when he pulled out his kerchief or something while trying to round up a stray." She looked at Michael. "Was he still riding the range the last time you saw him?" 
 "Oh, yes, on Darla. Randy loved that mare. He and Darla were quite the team. He was a trick rider at one time," Michael said, "and he sure has a way with horses. If we had time when I was at his ranch, he'd show me some of her tricks." He frowned. "I wonder where he is." 
 "Craig is talking to the Randolphs' friends and family now. I'm sure he'll be calling you and Bud. So be thinking about anyone who might know. Hey," she chirped, "did you find out what Bud's parents know?" 
 Michael nodded. "Not much, I'm afraid. They were not aware that the Randolphs had any plans to retire. Edith spoke to other mutual friends, and they all say pretty much the same thing." 
 Savannah shook her head, then asked, "Did you ever meet any family members?" 
 He thought for a few moments. "Randy spoke of a daughter, who, he said, was not interested in the ranch. This didn't sit well with Randy. He'd hoped she would take it over, but she went away to college and became a professor at a university in Washington, I think. She evidently still has horses for pleasure, but she didn't want the responsibility of a ranch." 
 "What does she teach?" 
 "Chemistry, as I recall—one of the sciences." He bit his lower lip. "Let's see, her name was Libby—Liberty, because she was born on the fourth of July." 
 "Is she married, or does she still have the same name?" Savannah asked. 
 "That I don't know. I never heard of any grandchildren, so maybe not. Then there were his ranch hands—let's see, there was Nash, Dylan, Cory, and Meryl." He shook his head. "I don't know where they were from or anything about them, but they seemed to all have a fairly long history with Randy. They lived right there on the ranch." 
 "They did?" Savannah asked. "In the house?" 
 "No," he said. "I doubt Mrs. Randolph would invite those guys into her fancy home, even for a drink of water. Did you see the inside of the place?" 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, I did. It's lovely. She has some beautiful antique furniture. Yeah," she said chuckling, "I can't imagine rowdy ranch hands living in that home." She frowned. "But where, I wonder? We didn't see a bunkhouse." 
 "Really?" he said. "It's right out beyond that large stand of trees. I was out there once on a golf cart with Meryl. We were trying to bring in a few strays that had gotten away." 
 "Oh?" she said. "I think I know the trees. That's where we turned around. I'll have to tell Craig about the bunkhouse. We saw the barn and the washhouse, but no bunkhouse. I did see a golf cart, though. It's still there." 
 Michael shook his head. "I can't imagine that man leaving of his own free will. I wonder what happened." He looked at her. "Yes, have Craig poke around out at the bunkhouse." 
 
 **** 
 "Did you check out the bunkhouse at the ranch?" Savannah asked the following day when Craig called. 
 "Yes. That was a great lead. Kudos to Michael. How we missed it when we were on horseback and so close to it, I'll never know," he grumbled. 
 "Yeah, I guess we got too focused on that fishing license and Rags's bathroom habits." She asked, "So did you find anything useful?" 
 "Sure did. It looks like the guys left the bunkhouse in about as much of a hurry as the Randolphs' left the main house. All they took was their personal stuff." 
 "So no addresses or phone numbers? What about last names?" she asked. 
 "Not yet, but my team doesn't have what we have." 
 "What's that?" Savannah asked. "Oh, wait. You're talking about Rags, aren't you?" 
 "Of course," he said, chuckling. 
 "Sure, I wouldn't mind taking him out there again. It's a peaceful place. Maybe Michael and I should buy it and run cattle and horses." 
 "You could do that, but let's close this case first, shall we?" 
 "By the way, Craig, why were those guys trying to buy us out or chase us out? Mom indicated that Jake doesn't seem to know, and I've been wondering." 
 "From what I understand, they heard some scuttlebutt that there are a bunch of housing tracts going in, and they're convinced that Hammond will need a large shopping complex. They want to be in on the ground floor of that, but in order to do so, they needed to own the right pieces of land." 
 Savannah frowned. "So rather than go about it legitimately, those bozos were trying to steal the Randolphs' land and use scare tactics to get additional property at reduced prices?" 
 "Yes," Craig said. "I think that's the scam. Then they hoped to sell the land to a developer at a ridiculously inflated price." 
 "Heck, if I thought a shopping mall was going in on the Randolphs' property, I'd probably sell out," she said. "That would be awful." 
 "Well, I don't think it's going to happen. Those guys may be detained for a long time, depending on how and if we find the Randolphs. Oh, I spoke with someone who can put me in touch with the daughter. I hope to talk to her later today. Libby Randolph is traveling, but her housemate said she expected a call from her—she calls and checks on her cats every afternoon. I guess one of them is sick. So what time can you get away today?" he asked. 
 "Let me check with Mom and I'll call you back." 
 
 **** 
 Savannah and Craig arrived at the bunkhouse by golf cart with Rags later that afternoon. 
 "Did you hear from the daughter?" she asked. 
 Craig shook his head. "Could be anytime. She was expected to call her housemate around noon, and she had a presentation at one." He looked at his watch. "It's two now, so I expect a call just about any time." He took Rags's leash and led him toward the spacious bunkhouse. 
 "This is nice," Savannah said. "They even had a little garden out here, veggies and flowers." 
 "Yes, it seems to have a woman's touch. I wonder if Mrs. Randolph did the planting," Craig said. 
 "One of the men might have a green thumb," Savannah suggested. She followed Craig and Rags inside. "Gosh, it's roomy and kind of eerie. Look, someone left their clothes on the bed and that bed's unmade." 
 "Well, those guys we arrested might have been staying out here, or they had workers who did, so we can't be sure that what we find actually belongs to the ranch hands." 
 Savannah shrugged. "So what are you looking for, Craig?" 
 "Whatever we can find," he said. 
 "If you give me an idea of what you'd like to find, I'll put it in my mind and see if Rags picks up on it." 
 He grinned and quipped, "I forget sometimes that you use super powers with him. Sure, well, anything that might identify the ranch hands or help us to find them, and, of course, any hint about what has happened to the Randolphs." 
 "Okay, give him his head and let's see what he uncovers," she suggested. When Rags simply sat looking around, she asked, "Want me to take him?" 
 He handed her the leash. 
 She leaned over and said to the cat, "Find Mr. Randolph, boy, or his ranch hands. We want to find Mr. Randolph." When the cat darted out the back door of the building, she quickly followed. "Oh, Craig, he's pulling toward that well. See that old well out there?" 
 "Sure do," he said, with a sigh. "I just hope…" 
 "I know," she said. "That's not where we want to find anyone." 
 Showing no interest in the well, Rags trotted off in a different direction, leading Savannah and Craig back toward the bunkhouse. He walked up to a vent under the structure, and Savannah winced for Craig's benefit. 
 He stared at Rags. "What do you think he's trying to say there?" 
 She shrugged. "Better check it out with your flashlight, I guess." 
 "Yeah, I'd better," he said, getting down on his knees next to the cat. "They really built this thing high off the ground. Do you get flooding out this way?" he asked. "Look at that, you could crawl around under this building quite easily." More quietly, he said, "And even discard bodies under here." He glanced around. "But there's no smell." He crawled closer. "Lye." 
 "What?" she asked. 
 "They may have used lye or lime to kill the—you know, aroma." 
 "Yuk," she said, shuddering. When Craig removed the vent cover and shined his light under the bunkhouse, she stepped back, but Rags was on high alert, pulling on the leash toward the detective. "What do you see?" she asked. 
 "Not much," he reported. "Nothing that looks suspicious." He continued to shine the light under the building, then said, "Bring the cat over here. Let's see what he wants to show us." 
 "Don't let go of him," Savannah instructed. 
 When she handed Rags off to Craig, the cat ducked into the crawl space, glanced around, then walked back out and began sniffing the air. She laughed. "I guess that's an all—clear as far as the bunkhouse is concerned." 
 "Yeah, what's he interested in now, a rabbit or a squirrel?" 
 "Could be," she said, taking the leash and waiting for Rags to make another move. 
 Just then Craig removed his phone from his pocket and looked at the screen. "I think it's the daughter." Awkwardly he stood up and dusted off his pants knees. "Hello, Detective Craig Sledge here." 
 "Hello, this is Libby Randolph. Has something happened to my parents, Detective?" 
 "Well, we're not sure, Miss Randolph. That's why I'm calling you to see if you know where they are?" 
 "Where they are?" she repeated. "I would guess they're where they've been for the last forty years, on the family ranch in Hammond, California. Why are you looking for them? Did Dad miss another payment on his feed bill? He does get forgetful." She chuckled. "Or is he getting a refund for overpayment? That's happened, too." She paused. "But everyone has his address. It's been the same for well over forty years, actually. That's where he grew up. My grandfather ran the ranch in the fifties." 
 "Miss Randolph, I'm here at the ranch right now and, well, it seems your parents are no longer ranching. They evidently sold the place to investors and retired. At least that's the story we got." 
 "What?" she shouted. "No. You must be talking about someone else. My dad runs the Circle B Ranch in Hammond, California." 
 "That's where we are," Craig said gently. "Mr. and Mrs. Randolph are nowhere to be found. We've been told they retired and moved away. When is the last time you heard from them?" 
 "I talked to Mom on Mother's Day, then again on her birthday in late May. I've been traveling. I tried calling Dad on Father's Day, but he didn't return my call, which I didn't think odd since Dad hates talking on the phone. Generally, we don't talk but once every few weeks or so. Mom keeps pretty busy with her church and a painting group. She's an artist." She paused. "So you're at the ranch and my parents aren't there? Did you talk to the ranch hands?" 
 "I'm afraid they're gone too. We arrested a couple of men who claimed to have purchased the ranch. The cattle are gone. There's no livestock here at all." 
 "Darla?" Libby asked weakly. 
 "Gone," Craig said. 
 "I don't believe this," she said. "Dad would never part with her and they'd never move without telling me. Something is wrong. Something is definitely wrong." 
 Miss. Randolph, where would your folks go if they did decide to leave? Do you have any idea at all where that would be?" 
 "Let me think. Maybe near where her sister and nieces and nephews live. I never gave them grandchildren, so they've become close to my three cousins' children." 
 "Where is your aunt located?" Craig asked. 
 "Just outside San Francisco. Let me give you a phone number. Mom is in contact with Aunt Stella often. Hopefully that's where they are. But why they wouldn't tell me, and why they would sell everything off like that and so quickly, I don't understand." Libby Randolph was silent, then said, "Tell me why you're there. What do you think has happened?" 
 "Your parents are considered to be missing persons at this point. That's why we called you for help in finding them." 
 Just then Savannah said, "Craig, Craig! I think Rags has found something." 
 "Ms. Randolph, thank you for speaking with me. Let me give you my number in case you learn anything or remember anything at all that might help us to locate your parents. Meanwhile, we're working with a cat and he seems to have found something." 
 "A cat?" Libby questioned. 
 "Yes, I know, it's highly irregular, but this cat has helped us with some pretty sticky cases, and…" 
 "A cat in Hammond? Is it Rags? He lives near my parents, doesn't he? Dad has told me about him and he sent me articles from the newspaper. You see, I rescue cats. I have a slew of them, but none have ever behaved like Dad describes Rags. I guess Rags has been over to visit in the past. Dad has even sent me pictures. He's grey and white, right?" 
 Craig smiled. "Yes, let me send you a picture of what he's doing at this moment. He has his teeth into a piece of carpet or something and he's tugging at it like crazy. I'd better go and see what he's come up with." 
 "Let me know, will you?" Libby said. 
 "Yes, I'll be in touch." Craig turned his attention to Rags. "What does he have there?" 
 "I don't know, but it's yucky," Savannah griped. 
 Craig approached the cat and began pulling on what Rags was pulling on. 
 "Look out!" Savannah shouted just as the thing came loose. 
 Craig fell back and was sprayed with dirt. Rags ran out of the way. 
 "What just hit me?" Craig asked, sitting up and holding his head. 
 Savannah couldn't speak for laughing. Finally, she managed to say, "A buggy. A doll buggy. Oh, Craig, that thing really threw you." 
 He stood up and dusted himself off. "A doll buggy?" he grumbled. "Rags, what were you doing digging up a doll buggy?" 
 Savannah looked it over more closely. "An old one, too," she said. "It was probably the daughter's when she was little." 
 "Yeah, she grew up here, I guess," Craig said. 
 "So what did she say?" Savannah asked. "Was that her on the phone?" 
 "Yes, she doesn't have a clue where her parents are. As far as she knew they had no plans to move or sell out. She did give me the name and number of a sister." When he saw Savannah pull out her phone and prepare to snap a photo, he looked in the direction she was focusing and saw Rags sitting in the dirty, broken—down doll buggy. He shook his head. "If the guys at the station could see you now, Rags." He couldn't resist taking a few photos of his own, saying, "This one's going up on the bulletin board at the station." 
 "Along with this one?" Savannah asked, showing Craig the photo she'd taken of him on the ground with the buggy on top of him. 
 Craig frowned. "No, let's not." He looked around. "What now?" he asked, not expecting an answer. "Rags, how about showing us something that helps us? Let's stop playing around, shall we?" 
 "He may not be playing around," Savannah said. "You know, maybe they do have flooding around this area. How else would that buggy get buried like that? Doesn't this dirt look like silt? That little creek over there just might spill over when we get a good rain—you know, like we had last month." 
 Craig removed his baseball cap and scratched his head. "I think you're right. So the buggy may have been washed downstream years ago." He looked back toward the house. "Or maybe not so many years ago. From the looks of the furniture and things in the house, Mrs. Randolph is into antiques. This might have been on display in the house. Maybe it wasn't Libby Randolph's toy." 
 "Yeah, and what would that tell us, Craig?" 
 "Well, I'm just wondering what else is buried out here. What else might have gotten caught up in a flood? Like you said, Savannah, we had a pretty good week of rain about a month ago. So do you think this creek runs deep at times?" 
 She walked closer to it and said, "Yeah, I guess it does." When she saw Craig staring out at the creek bed, she asked, "What are you thinking?" 
 He looked at her. 
 She cringed. "Do you think they could have drowned?" 
 He took a deep breath. "I guess it's possible." Craig chuckled. "Now what's he doing?" He walked closer to Rags, bent over, and picked something up. 
 "What is it?" she asked. 
 "A receipt, it looks like." He scuffed up the dirt with his foot and pulled something else from the silt, announcing, "A check register." 
 Savannah moved closer. She picked up a birthday card. "From Stella," she said. 
 He nodded. "That's Mrs. Randolph's sister." 
 "What's that you've got there, Rags?" Craig asked. When the cat dropped it, he picked it up. "An earring. Is it real?" 
 Savannah cringed. "Oh my gosh. She walked closer and looked at it. "Heck, I'm not good with jewelry. Ask your wife; she'll know." She folded her arms across her chest. "Now I'm getting the heebie—jeebies." She looked around. "Craig, you don't think she was wearing that when…" 
 "It's entirely possible," Craig said. "Rags, old boy, I think you may have found a meaningful clue there, unless…" 
 "Unless what?" she asked. 
 "Well, she might have simply thrown this out because she lost the mate or she was cleaning out her jewelry box before she left on her trip or moved or whatever. What we're finding could be trash that got washed away when the creek rose." 
 "I sure hope so," Savannah said. "I'd hate to think that those innocent people, who apparently loved this place, ended up dying here at the hands of those crooked creeps." 



Chapter Nine
  
 "Well, I'm certainly sorry to hear about what you found out at Randy's place today," Michael said that evening after they'd put the children to bed. 
 "Does Craig think those poor people drowned?" Gladys asked. 
 "Or that they were killed and thrown into the creek," Savannah said. Before Michael or Gladys could respond, she continued, "We're hoping that what we found was simply refuse that got washed away and that the Randolphs are okay somewhere." 
 "Doesn't sound good for them," Michael said. 
 Savannah jumped when her phone chimed. "It's Craig," she announced. "Hi, Craig." 
 "Hi, do you have a minute?" 
 "Yes, I've been eager to hear from you. Do you have news?" 
 He cleared his throat. "Yes, I have news, but it's not what we'd hoped for." 
 "Oh no. What happened?" 
 "Well, Mrs. Randolph's sister hasn't heard from them, either. She said she's tried her sister's phone several times with no response. She was planning to check in with a friend of Mrs. Randolph's—someone she knows through the church. Stella, the sister, stayed here for some weeks last year helping Mrs. Randolph recover from hip surgery. She says Mrs. Randolph healed up beautifully and was back doing her charity work, and there was never any talk of them retiring or moving away. Only…" 
 "Only what?" Savannah asked. 
 "The Randolphs' mail has been redirected to a post office box in Straley." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "So are you thinking they moved to Straley? Or could those crooks have done that in order to steal the Randolphs' identity?" 
 "I thought about that. I checked, and the mail is being picked up. I've put someone at the post office to find out who it is." 
 "Someone else from the crook gang, probably," Savannah said. 
 "Could be. And if that's the case, we sure want to catch him or her in the act." 
 Savannah thought about what he'd just told her, then asked, "So you didn't find anything buried on the property?" 
 "Yeah, we found stuff," he said. "You know where Rags was digging out there today. I got some men behind shovels, and we uncovered more of what appears to be the Randolph's belongings. By the way, that earring the cat found is real. It's worth several hundred dollars, so it's not something anyone would toss into the trash. We found Mrs. Randolph's pocketbook, as well." 
 "Oh no," Savannah said. 
 "And it was filled with all the things women carry these days, including medication, pictures, wallet, money, credit cards." 
 "But you didn't find any bodies?" Savannah asked. 
 "Not yet. All of those things were buried fairly shallow. We'll have heavy equipment there tomorrow at daylight in hopes of bringing this nightmare to a close." 
 "So you believe they were killed?" she asked quietly. 
 "I'm pretty sure of it," he said, "but there are a few things niggling at me that I don't yet understand. Maybe whatever they find tomorrow will clear that up for us." 
 "Well, good luck. Keep me posted." 
 "Um, Savannah…" Craig said. 
 "No," she whined. "You don't want to take Rags out there again, do you?" 
 He chuckled, then said, "Not at the moment, but I thought you might be able to help me with something." 
 "What?" 
 "Well, I have a hunch," he revealed. 
 "Yes?" she prodded. 
 "Give me a little time to think on it. There are a few things I want to check out. But if I decide I need you, do you have some free time tomorrow?" 
 "I never have free time, Craig. Not with two small children, all these animals, and a spread like ours." 
 "A spread, huh? Is it too much for you, Savannah? Maybe you should move into an apartment." 
 "Funny," she said. "So what do you have in mind? How much of my valuable time might you need?" 
 "Maybe as many as three hours tomorrow afternoon, and you may as well plan to bring the cat." 
 She let out a sigh. "Okay, Craig, if you think it'll help you close the case. I must say I've become attached to the Randolphs, even though I don't know them all that well. I sure hope you find them safe and sound." 
 Craig heaved a sigh. "That's mighty optimistic of you, based on what we've found so far." 
 "Well, that's what I want, and I think you do, too." 
 "Right," he said. "I'll check in with you tomorrow." 
 "Okay," she agreed. "Good night." 
 
 **** 
 "Was that Craig who just called?" Michael asked the next afternoon. 
 Savannah nodded. "Yes, he said a woman picked up the Randolphs' mail in Straley. A sheriff's officer followed her to a home outside the city. He wants me to help him find out who she is and why she's picking up the mail." 
 "Aren't there any women in the sheriff's department that he could work with?" he asked. 
 Savannah grinned. "Apparently none with a cat." 
 "So Rags is going with you?" 
 "Yes. Come on, Ragsie, let's get you ready. Uncle Craig is coming by any minute. Oh, here he is." Savannah snapped the harness onto Rags, picked him up, and walked to the door. "See you in a while," she called. "Oh, hon, don't forget we promised Lily she could watch that video if she takes a good nap. And try to spend time outside with the kids, since it's a nice day. Get them to toss a ball or something." 
 "Okay," he agreed. 
 "Mom should be home around four. I heard from her a while ago; she and Auntie are enjoying a gay old shopping spree." 
 Michael smiled. "Good for them." 
 Savannah kissed him, then walked toward the door, calling over her shoulder, "See you soon." 
 "What's the deal?" Savannah asked, once she'd buckled her seatbelt in Craig's car. 
 "As I told you, a woman, clearly not Mrs. Randolph, picked up the mail and the officer followed her to a house in a rural area outside the city. We want to find out who she is and why she's collecting the Randolphs' mail." 
 Savannah chuckled. "So am I going to just knock on the door and ask, 'Why did you take that mail?'" 
 Craig smirked. "No, you're going to knock on the door looking for a lost cat." 
 She grinned at him, then frowned and said, "Wait. Are you saying you want me to…" 
 "Sure, he'll come back—you know he won't go far. Yes, I think we should turn him loose, then you knock on the door. Let's hope she opens the door and he runs inside like he normally would do, right?" 
 "He probably would, but…" 
 "But what?" Craig asked. 
 "How about if I say I found a lost cat and when she opens the door I allow him to go inside? That sounds like a more certain way for us to get in." She faced him. "Why do you want me inside?" 
 "I don't," he said. "I want Rags inside. I figured you could arrange that better than I can." 
 "Why?" she asked. "What do you want him to do?" 
 "I don't know. We won't know until we get inside." 
 "You're going with me?" she asked. 
 He shook his head. "Probably not." 
 "Craig, what if she's a criminal? She might have a gun." 
 "I thought about that, which is why I'm going to wire you." 
 "Do what?" 
 "Put a wire on you." Craig explained, "Savannah, I don't know what we're up against with this gal, but I believe—it's a hunch, now—that we're dealing with an organized group of criminals. They often operate just under or above the radar. They're connected in ways you can't imagine, but there's always a weak link, and that's what I'm hoping to find today—the weak link." 
 "The weak link?" she asked. 
 He nodded. "Yes, in my experience, he or she is usually on the innocent side—you know, not privy to the inner workings of the crime in progress. And they're dispensable. If they learn too much about what's going on, they're dispensed with. The lucky ones are simply tossed aside and left to go on with their miserable life." 
 "So if this gal is small potatoes, why are you pursuing her?" Savannah asked. 
 "Because, Savannah, sometimes they're given a big—potatoes job to do, and they're generally so naïve that they can be made to talk about it. Know what I mean?" 
 "I guess so." She shook her head. "Your work can certainly be complex, can't it?" 
 "Well, yes. What did you expect, that I sit around all day drinking coffee and eating donuts?" 
 She grinned at him. Both of them sat with their own thoughts until she asked, "So which idea do you like best? Can I pretend that I found the cat? I really do think that's an easier way into the house—that is, if she'll open the door." 
 "Okay, we'll do it your way," he agreed. "Yes. I can see that working." 
 After a while, Craig drove into the parking lot of the Straley police station. He motioned for Savannah to go inside with him, but on the way to the door, Rags pulled away from Savannah and jumped into a large cement planter. 
 "Now what's he doing?" Craig groused. When he saw officers at a window, he said, "Sheesh, Savannah, is he going to take a dump? Does he have to do that here in front of my colleagues? Come on, Rags, that's embarrassing." 
 Savannah couldn't stop laughing. "Craig," she said between chortles, "it's a natural feline response to Mother Nature. They won't let him use their bathroom inside, and he has to go. What else is he going to do?" 
 "Okay, you just stand there in front of him. Try to block him from view. I'm going in. I don't want to be seen with a cat that's so…well, unrefined." 
 Savannah was still laughing when Rags finished his job. She picked him up and carried him into the station, where Craig was taking a lot of razzing. 
 One officer said, "So this is the cat you brag so much about? Can't you control his behavior, Sledge?" 
 "Yeah," another officer said, "we could arrest him for public urination." 
 "Or exposing himself in front of police officers, for heaven's sake," someone else said. 
 Craig put up his hand. "Okay, okay, have your fun. A cat's gotta do what a cat's gotta do." He pointed at one of the officers. "Parrish, I'll bet your canine partner has been known to take a leak out in the field." 
 "Sure," he said laughing, "out in the field, not in our flower garden in front of all of his team members." He shuttered the laughter and asked, "So what's up, Sledge? You're chasing down someone who's operating over here?" 
 "Yes, I'd like to borrow a wire and maybe a couple of guys or gals, just in case we need backup. We're targeting a home out on Briar Road." 
 "Sure," Officer Parrish said. "Things are slow here, and I'd like to see the cat in action." He laughed again. "I mean, police action, not relieving himself in our flowers." 
 Craig glared at Savannah, who smiled sheepishly. 
 Once they'd fitted Savannah with a mic, Officers Wallace and Parrish followed her and Craig in their cruiser to a spot about two blocks from the house on Briar Street. Craig walked with Savannah as close as they could get to the house and still remain concealed, which was easy because the house was surrounded by thick shrubs. Savannah removed Rags's harness, picked him up, and walked to the front door of the small house. 
 A tall woman who appeared to be about thirty—five opened the door. She had short—cropped curly dark hair and was wearing capris and a t—shirt. 
 "Hello," Savannah said. "I'm wondering if you know who this cat belongs to. I found him just wandering…" 
 "No," the woman said, "I see cats around here, but I don't think I've seen that one." 
 "So you don't have cats?" Savannah asked. 
 "No, not anymore," the woman said. 
 "Do you know anyone around here who does?" Savannah pushed. 
 "Um…I'm not sure," the woman said. "I haven't been here long. I don't know too many…" 
 Savannah surprised even herself when she pulled the screen door open and said, "Here, maybe you can see him more clearly without the screen in the way." She pretended to clumsily drop Rags in the doorway, and he did what she'd hoped he'd do—he darted into the house. "Oh no," she said, walking in after him. 
 This took the woman by surprise. She stepped aside and said, "No, no, you can't come in here. Please, I'm not allowed. Here, let me help you catch the cat, then you have to leave." But, when the woman reached for Rags, he ran into the kitchen. The woman trotted after him, only to have him race past her into the hallway. "No!" she shouted. 
 That was Savannah's cue to see what she could learn. She walked into the hallway after Rags, calling, "Here kitty—kitty. Come here, cat!" When Rags stopped and sniffed, then began pawing at a closed door, Savannah asked, "What are you doing?" She laughed giddily. "I don't know what he thinks he's doing. What's in there that he might be interested in, anyway?" 
 "Nothing," the woman was quick to say. She picked up Rags and handed him to Savannah. "Here, take the cat and leave, will you? I'm not supposed to…please, you have to go." 
 Savannah pretended to struggle with Rags again and allowed him to drop to the floor. As she expected, he ran back to the door. "What are you after, cat?" she said. "Did you see a mouse go in there? Are you after that mouse?" She took a deep breath and boldly pushed the door open, then stopped at the threshold and stared into the room. "Hello," she said to a woman who was propped up in a twin bed. The woman simply stared at her through dull eyes. Savannah could see someone else covered up and possibly sleeping in another small bed. 
 "Please leave," the younger woman begged. "You're not supposed to be in here. My grandparents…um…they aren't feeling well. They could be contagious." She picked up Rags and handed him to Savannah. 
 Savannah backed out of the room with the cat, continuing to stare at the couple, saying, I'm so sorry. Apologize to your grandparents, will you? I'll try that house I saw back there a ways to see if the cat belongs to those people." All the while she continued swiftly toward the front door. She walked out and hastened her pace back down the road to where Craig waited, and almost collapsed into his arms. 
 "What happened in there?" he asked. 
 She took Rags's harness from Craig and strapped it onto the cat, then said, "I saw a woman who could have been Mrs. Randolph. She looked in a bad way—probably drugged. Someone else was in the room with her, apparently asleep in another bed. The woman who answered the door said they were her grandparents and that they are ill with something contagious." 
 His interest level accelerated, he asked, "Where are they in the house, Savannah?" 
 "The back of the house in a room on the right side—I guess that would be east." 
 "And no one else is around?" Craig asked. 
 She shook her head. "Not that I saw." 
 They returned to the car, then shared Savannah's story with the officers. Officer Wallace asked, "Do you mean the cat led you to the couple you've been looking for? How long have they been missing?" 
 "At least a few weeks," Craig said, "maybe more. It appears that an investment—scamming team dragged them out of their home, got rid of all their livestock, and, now we know—or we're pretty sure—that they're being kept alive in that house." He scratched his head. "Why, I wonder." 
 "Why are they being kept alive?" Wallace asked. "If the mailbox is involved, it could be they're waiting for a big check—maybe an escrow check—and they want the property owner to sign it off to them before they do away with the couple." 
 Craig nodded. "That's what I'm thinking." He petted Rags. "Cat, you did it again, didn't you?" 
 Parrish shook his head. "Well, I'm impressed. I sure never thought a cat would…: 
 "What?" Craig said. "Do you think your dog's smarter than our cat?" 
 "Yeah, I'm beginning to wonder," Parrish said. 
 Wallace grinned at his partner, then asked, "What's the plan? Want to go in and get those people while the coast seems to be clear?" 
 "Let me think about it for a minute," Craig said. "You know, I can't believe that girl is the only one involved at this point. What's your gut feeling, Savannah?" 
 She shrugged. "Maybe she doesn't know her buddies are in jail. Maybe she's waiting for them to get back, or to call her and tell her what to do next." 
 "Could be," Craig said. "But it would be unusual for a scheme of this size to be perpetrated by only two guys and that woman." 
 "It's sizable, huh?" Parrish asked. 
 "Yeah, the ranch is about thirty acres and they're talking about building a shopping mall," Craig said. "So a lot of money could be involved." 
 "Hey," Savannah said, "maybe you should find out what escrow company they're using and stop the sale. Can you do that?" 
 "Interesting question," Craig said, rubbing his chin. "But the bigger question now is do we leave the couple where they are and use them as bait to catch the rest of the gang, or…?" 
 "I'd say no," Savannah said. When the officers looked at her, she explained, "I realize I have no authority, but I saw the couple, and I don't know how much longer they can live like that—you know, drugged or whatever has been done to them. I'd like to see them rescued as soon as possible. Oops!" she said. Rags circled her, then pulled her off balance, and she lost her grip on the leash. "Oh nooo," she wailed. "Rags! Rags!" 
 "Well, I guess he has called our hand," Craig said. "Dang cat." 
 Parrish chuckled. "Now if that were my dog, all I would have to do is call him and he'd come right back." 
 Craig sneered facetiously and said, "Come on guys, it looks like we're going to rescue those people today." 
 "I can't believe I'm following the lead of a cat on a kidnapping and extortion case," Parrish said. "Wait until I tell Blue." 
 "Blue?" Craig asked, slightly out of breath from running. 
 "That's my canine partner," he said. 
 Once they were close to the house, Craig motioned for everyone to stand back behind a trellis of morning glory. 
 "But Rags," Savannah whined, watching the cat approach the front door of the house. 
 "Let him go," Craig said. "That's all we can do." 
 She heaved a sigh. "Well, at least she doesn't appear to be a thug with a gun. Please, please, be safe, Ragsie." She asked Craig, "So what are you going to do? I hope you do it fast. I want my cat back." 
 When Craig heard a chuckle from behind him, he hissed, "See what I have to put up with—not only is the cat unruly and unpredictable, but I have his handler whining in my ear all the time." He winked at Savannah. "How about you go after him. If she opens the door, try to get her to come out. We'll take it from there." When she hesitated, he said, "Go on. We're right here watching your back." 
 Savannah took a deep breath and walked toward the house. "Here, kitty—kitty," she called. "Come here, kitty. That isn't where you live, you know. Come on. Let's find your mom, shall we?" 
 The front door opened and the younger woman stepped out, demanding, "What are you doing?" 
 Savannah pointed. "It's that cat. I found a harness for him and he got away from me when I was trying to take him around the neighborhood." She tilted her head. "He ran right back here. I don't know why he would do that. Are you sure he isn't your cat?" 
 "Yes, I'm sure," the woman said firmly. "He's not my cat. I don't have a cat or a dog." She took another step out onto the porch and looked at Rags, saying, "Just go." 
 Before Savannah could grab the leash, Rags slipped past the woman and into the house. 
 "Not again," Savannah complained. "Hey, kitty—cat. Come out of there, will you? Come on, now. Let's go find out where you live." 
 "I'll get him," the woman said, walking back into the house. 
 "Yes, would you please? I'd appreciate it. Thank you." Once the woman was out of sight, Savannah looked back at the men and saw them rushing toward her. She stepped out of the way and held her breath. 
 Just as the men reached the door, the woman appeared with Rags in her arms. She started to close the door when Wallace pushed his way inside, shouting, "Where are the Randolphs?" 
 "Who?" the woman asked, losing her hold on Rags. "I don't know what you're talking about!" 
 Craig responded, "We're looking for Bryce Randy Randolph and his wife. Now step aside, ma'am so we can do our job." 
 "No!" she screeched, attempting to block their path into the hallway. "You can't come barging in here like this." When they walked on past her, she shouted, "They're sick! Leave them alone!" 
 Craig saw Rags pawing at one of the doors. "So they're in there?" he muttered. "Good job, Rags." Taking a breath, he opened the door, and stepped inside. "Mr. Randolph?" he asked. 
 At the same time, Rags leaped up onto the man's bed. Startled, he opened his eyes and pushed himself up a little on one elbow. "Rags," he said with effort. "Rags, is that you? Look, Loretta, it's Rags, Michael Ivey's cat." 
 "How?" the woman asked, sounding bewildered. "Randy, are we back home?" she asked, her words slurred. She squinted and looked around the room. "This doesn't look like home." 
 "Mr. Randolph?" Craig asked more quietly. "Are you Bryce Randolph?" 
 The man looked at him and blinked a couple of times. "Who are you? What do you want? Why have you barged into our home?" He took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. 
 Craig continued, "I'm Detective Craig Sledge. We've come to take you home—back to your ranch." 
 "My ranch?" he repeated, tears welling up in his eyes. "Loretta," he said, his voice thick with emotion, "we're going home." 
 When Mrs. Randolph started to get out of the bed, Craig said, "No, no, Mrs. Randolph. Just stay where you are. We have people coming to help you." He turned toward the door where Wallace and Savannah stood. "You called for an ambulance, didn't you?" 
 Wallace nodded. 
 "Can you tell us your name, sir?" Craig asked again. 
 "Bryce W. Randolph," he said with effort. He rolled over toward the other bed and said slowly, "This is my wife, Loretta." 
 Craig looked at her and she began to cry. "Do you know why we're here?" She gasped when she saw the younger woman being led into the room by Officer Parrish. "No!" she shouted. "No more drugs. I can't think with those things on my brain." 
 "There will be no more drugs," Craig said tenderly. He asked, "Mrs. Randolph, is this woman your granddaughter?" 
 "Heavens no," Loretta said. "Zoey's nice enough, but she does what those men tell her to do and that's wrong." She glared at the woman. "You know it's wrong, Zoey, and you do it anyway. I hope you get help." She let out a breath and fell back against her pillow. 
 "They don't know what they're saying," Zoey said. "They are my grandparents, and they have dementia." She forced a laugh. "They actually believe they own a large cattle ranch in Hammond. Can you imagine these two running a ranch?" 
 "Sure I can," Craig said. "They've been doing it for forty years, and once the drugs you've been giving them wear off, I'm sure they can resume their work, while you and your partners rot in jail, by the way." 
 "Sounds like the paramedics are here," Officer Parrish said. "Let's make way." He said to the Randolphs, "Just take it easy now. We've arranged for a police escort on your way to the hospital and while you're there." 
 Craig moved closer to Loretta and she said, "Thank you, young man." 
 Craig chuckled. "Lost your glasses did you?" 
 She nodded and whispered, "How do you know that?" 
 "Because you referred to me as a young man." He squeezed her hand. "But thank you, anyway." 
 "Tell me, Detective," Mr. Randolph said, obviously experiencing a moment of clarity, "how did you find us? I thought we were goners. Once those escrow papers come in and we sign them…" he snarled, "that is, if they could torture us into doing it, we were to be assassinated. I'm sure of it." 
 "How did we find you?" Craig repeated. He grinned. "You can thank the cat." 
 "Rags?" Mr. Randolph asked. "Rags found us?" 
 "He's been working on the case for several days now, and yes, he found you today." 
 "Well, thank you, Rags," the man said, petting the cat and snuggling with him. 
 "Randy," Loretta said, "your allergies." 
 Mr. Randolph spoke slowly, in a near whisper. "I'll never be allergic to Rags." He started to say something else, but had to stop and sneeze. Two more sneezes followed. 
 
 **** 
 Three hours later Craig pulled his unmarked car into the Iveys' driveway, delivering Savannah and Rags home. "Thanks," he said. "You two are rock stars." 
 "Wow, that's quite a compliment coming from you, you old grouch," she quipped. 
 "You think I'm an old grouch?" he asked, grinning. 
 "You have to admit, you can be grouchy." 
 "No, I don't have to admit it." He winked at her as she got out of the car with Rags. "Hey, I'd love to make it up to you—you know, what you did today. How about dinner out with Iris and me? Can you and Michael make it? My treat. We can go to that new bistro. I hear the food's great. They have soft music and a wonderful outdoor area all decorated up with flowers, just as you gals like it." 
 "It sounds wonderful," Savannah said. "Let me check with Michael. Want to wait? Or how about this—I'll say yes, and if he can't make it for some reason, I'll text you. Want us to meet you there at what, six?" 
 "Sounds good. See you then." 
 
 **** 
 "Craig, I'm still amazed that you found Randy and Loretta," Michael said at dinner that night. "Good job." 
 "It wasn't me," Craig said, "it was your cat." 
 "Good team effort," Iris said. She asked, "Do you know the Randolphs, Michael?" 
 He nodded. "Yes, and I'm sure glad to know they'll be able to return to their home." He winced. "Although I wonder if Randy will ever go back into the cattle business. Do you know, Craig?" 
 He shook his head. "Hard to tell. I did hear that he'll get his horse back, and some of his chickens and rabbits. The girl, Zoey, actually knew more than I thought she would, and she spilled some of the beans." 
 "Really?" Savannah said. "About what?" 
 "Well, she knew where the animals were, for one thing, and…" 
 "Did you find out about the others who were involved in that corrupt mess?" Savannah asked. 
 "Yes, Zoey was helpful there, too. Evidently it wasn't the big corporate takeover that I had thought. It was a more homegrown outfit. The brains is one of those we took to jail. He's no stranger to the incarcerated life, as it turns out. In fact, that's where he got the brainy idea to prey on some rancher's success. He really did have someone believing that there would be need of a large shopping center, and that person was evidently eager to purchase the land. Only they wanted the extra seven or so acres you and your aunt have. Did they ever come to you with an offer?" Craig asked. 
 Michael shook his head. "No. They never did approach us. My thinking is that they spent all of their energy tormenting and terrorizing us so that when they came to us with some skimpy offer we'd be ready to sell out—you know, cheap." 
 "Yeah, it was a loose—strung, misfit kind of a plan, wasn't it?" Craig said. He smiled and raised his wine glass, saying, "Well, here's to closed cases and good friends." 
 "Amen," Iris said. "Now can we stop talking shop and have a friendly conversation?" "I'll drink to that," Michael said. 
 Craig winked at his wife. "So what do you want to talk about, my dear?" 
 "Oh," she stalled, "how about the latest fashions or this year's trends in summer gardening?" 
 Savannah smiled at Iris, then said, "One more question, Craig. What did you find out about the cats?" 
 "Cats?" he asked. He nodded. "Oh, you're referring to the cats that seem to be taking over the Randolphs' place. Nothing." 
 "Nothing?" she said. "Are the Randolphs aware of them?" 
 He shrugged. "I'm not sure." He chuckled. "I suppose they'll be attending the cat alliance meetings asking for your expert help, once they get settled back into their place. They're going to need it. Savannah," he said, facing her. "You should have seen the platoon of cats running helter—skelter all over their property when I was there checking something early this morning." 
 "A platoon of cats?" Michael repeated. "That's thirty or fifty, isn't it?" 
 "Sure looks like that many," Craig said. 
 "And they don't know where these rows of marching cats are coming from?" Michael asked, chuckling. 
 "Maybe that's the wrong terminology," Craig said. "The cats are definitely not marching around in neat rows. No, they're skitter—scattering in every direction." 
 "The cat alliance should be able to help the Randolphs with the problem," Savannah said, "if it is a problem for them. Other than the fact that Mr. Randolph has a cat allergy, maybe they aren't—a problem, that is." 
 "Speaking of problems," Michael said, "what's the status for Jake, now that the crazy conspiracy has been thwarted and his story has panned out? How will he be charged?" 
 Craig cleared his throat. "Well, he did break the law, and the charges will stand. The level of his punishment will depend on the psych evaluation." Craig pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to Savannah. "I almost forgot this. It's from your cousin." 
 She frowned, "Which cousin?" 
 "The incarcerated one, of course," he blurted. 
 "Jake sent me a letter?" she asked. "Why?" 
 "Open it and see," Michael urged. "Well?" he questioned, after she'd finished reading it. 
 She stared down at the letter for a moment and said, "Maybe he really is turning over a new leaf. He apologizes for everything that happened at our house that weekend. He knows he did wrong and he wants us—" she put her hand on Michael's arm, "—you and me, to forgive him. He said that his goal is to become a father who is at least half as good as you are, Michael." 
 "How nice," Iris said. She frowned. "Do you think he's sincere, or is he just giving this situation lip service?" 
 Savannah folded the letter and returned it to the envelope, saying, "Time will tell, Iris. I sure hope he can get it together, especially since there's a child involved." 
 Craig raised his glass again, saying, "Here's to Jake and his recovery—may it be the success he dreams of, and to you gals and your new project." 
 Savannah tilted her head. "New project?" 
 "The platoon of cats," Michael said, laughing. 
 "Oh, that's right," Savannah said. "Yes, it sounds like that could be a really worthwhile project. Poor cats. I wonder where they're coming from." 
 "Isn't that what you'll find out when you start rounding them up or whatever it is that you do with them?" Craig asked. 
 "Hopefully," Savannah said. "Hopefully." 
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