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Chapter 1

 





“What’s he doing?” Michael asked his wife as he walked into their bedroom late Saturday night.

	Savannah looked up from her Kindle. “Huh? Who?”

	“Rags. He seems to be watching TV.”

	She glanced toward the cat in time to see him scamper out through the doorway. “Hmmm, what was he watching? Looks like the news.” She frowned. “Oh, that poor cat.”	

“What poor cat?” Michael asked. When he saw the image on the TV screen, he grimaced. “Yeah, I heard about Mazie Mae. She’s been a patient at the clinic. She disappeared from her home and they’ve been searching everywhere for her.”

	“She’s one gorgeous Himalayan,” Savannah said. “Looks a lot like our Buffy. Where does she live? What happened? She isn’t allowed outside, is she?”

	“No, she doesn’t go out. She’s a pampered inside kitty. June doesn’t know how she got out or even if she’s outside. She just disappeared. Either someone took her, a staff member accidently let her out, or she’s trapped somewhere in the house. I suggested that since she isn’t clawing to get back in or meowing from a closet, she may have escaped and climbed into a delivery truck without anyone noticing. What else could have happened? She has just vanished.” 

“Oh no,” Savannah said. “That’s scary.” She tilted her head and looked at Michael. “The cat owner has staff?”

 He nodded. “June lives out along the bluff on a rather magnificent estate with what seems to be a full staff. She’s just heartbroken, poor old gal.” He winced. “Mazie Mae needs daily medication. We diagnosed her with diabetes a few months ago and just started her on a new drug, hoping it will take the place of the insulin injections. She needs to eat on a regular schedule, so it’s critical that they find her.”

“Gosh—even scarier. Can you imagine Buffy lost outside? She’d be terrified.” Just then she noticed their large grey-and-white cat return to the room. “Hi Rags,” Savannah greeted.

Ignoring her, he walked boldly toward the TV. He stopped and stared at it before turning and running out of the room again.”

	“What in the world?” Michael said.

	Savannah stood. “I can’t imagine. But you know him; he’s a surprise a minute.” She headed toward the door, glancing over her shoulder. “Want anything? I’m going to get a drink of water and make sure everything’s closed up.”

	“No, I’m fine,” he said, reaching for the TV remote and turning up the volume. 

	As Savannah entered the kitchen, Rags approached her. “What is it, boy?” she asked, watching him dance around at her feet, meowing loudly. She reached down to pet him. “What’s your problem, buddy?” But it wasn’t affection he wanted, as he promptly raced across the large room and jumped up on the windowsill kitty perch Michael had installed for their curious cats. “What’s got you so upset?” she asked, watching him turn in place on the perch. “Is something out there?” She flipped on the outside light and peered through the window, saying, “I don’t see anything—no coyotes, no raccoons, no loose horses…”

	But Rags wasn’t convinced. He leaped to the floor and began clawing on the door.

	“You want to go out in the dark? What’s the matter with you? Is the door to your litter box closed?” She ran her hand along his back to the tip of his tail and sighed. “I’ll go check.” Having found the kitty powder room in good order, she promptly returned. But Rags still seemed out of sorts. Now he sat on the kitty perch with his nose practically smashed against the window. When Savannah walked toward him, he jumped down and began clawing at the door again. 

“Here, let’s see what’s out there, shall we?” she cooed. More sternly, she added, “Then it’s time for bed.” She picked up the large cat, opened the door, and stepped out onto the wraparound porch. “Nothing. See Rags, there’s nothing out here for you to be concerned about.” When he seemed to settle down, Savannah stepped back into the kitchen. However, before she could close the door, Rags did something he had never done to her before. 

He dug his claws into her skin and began struggling to get down. She tried to hold onto him, but it was no use. He broke loose, jumped out of her arms, and quickly disappeared into the darkness.

	“Darn it!” she said, rubbing the scratches on her arms.

	“What’s wrong?” Michael asked, appearing behind her.

	“Darn cat tricked me into taking him out on the porch, then he clawed me and took off.” She huffed around the kitchen for a moment. “He makes me so mad. Now what? He’s outside—at night—with all sorts of wild animals.”

He’ll probably be back in a minute,” Michael reasoned. “He just needs his curiosity satisfied. He probably saw a rabbit or something.” He filled a glass with water. “He’ll be back. Rags always comes back.”

“Well, what if he doesn’t? Then what? We can’t leave him out all night. We can’t leave the door open.” She stepped out onto the porch. “Raaags!” she called. “Raaags!” 

“Would it help if I went out and looked for him?” Michael asked, letting out a deep sigh.

“Oh yes, would you?” She pointed toward the corral. “I saw him head in that direction. Take Lexie. She might be able to sniff him out or lure him back.”

Michael chuckled while attaching a leash to the dog’s collar. “Maybe Rags just wants to tell your horse goodnight.” When Savannah didn’t respond, he picked up a flashlight and headed out.  

Nearly ten minutes had passed by the time Savannah saw the light beam moving closer to the house. “Did you find him?” she called.

He stepped up onto the porch with their afghan-mix dog, shaking his head. “Savannah, he knows his way home. Let’s go to bed, shall we?”

“I won’t sleep. I can tell you right now, I won’t be able to sleep,” she insisted.

“Well, I will,” he said rather impatiently. When he saw that she was near tears, he put his arms around her and urged, “Awww, honey, let’s go get some rest. We can get up and check for him throughout the night. Come on, now. He’ll be okay. He’s tough. If he doesn’t come home, we’ll go back out when it gets light.” He lifted her chin with his fingers and looked into her eyes. “We’ll find him; I promise.”


	****


Daylight was a long time coming for Savannah. She spent a restless night and, in fact, got up several times and called for Rags, but to no avail. When she saw the glow of dawn through the split in the drapes, she jumped out of bed, threw on her jeans, sweatshirt, sport shoes, and jacket and headed toward the hallway.

	“Where are you going?” Michael asked, still groggy after waking from a deep sleep.

	“To look for Rags, of course.”  

	“He didn’t come back in?”

When she shook her head, he groaned. “Wait, I’ll go with you.”

“I’ll be outside,” she said, continuing to walk through the house and into the kitchen. Gads, I hope he’s waiting to be let in. Please be lounging on a deck chair, Rags, she thought. But when she opened the door and stepped out, he was nowhere to be seen. She scanned the yard with her eyes. That’s when she noticed her mare looking back at her. “I guess you’re hungry, aren’t you, girl?” she crooned, walking toward Peaches.

The mare nickered softly as Savannah ran her hand over her jowls and along her neck. She stepped into the tack room and edged a few flakes of hay off an open bale, tossing it to the horse. “You still have plenty of water,” she said, checking the level in the trough. “I’ll freshen it after a while. Now I have to find brother kitty. Do you happen to know where he went?” Before closing the tack room door, she looked around inside.

“Is he in there?” Michael called, taking his usual long strides in her direction.

She shook her head. “Raaags,” she called. “Rags, where are you?”

Michael stopped and cocked his head. “Did you hear that?” 

“Yes,” she said, excitedly, glancing around the area. “I think it’s Rags. What direction did it come from?” 

He held up a hand to silence her. “I don’t know; listen.”

“Over there,” she said, pointing toward a stack of firewood. “There it is again. We’re getting closer. Rags!” she called, “where are you?”

Meow!

“Here!” Michael shouted. He was silent for a moment, then he said, “Good Lord.”

	“What?” Savannah asked, feeling a sense of dread.

	He ran his hand through his straight, dark-brown hair. “You’re not going to believe this.”

	As she drew closer, she said in a hushed tone, “Oh, my gosh, Michael, is that…?”

	“Yes, it’s Mazie Mae. It looks like Rags was trying to keep her warm.” He quickly approached the cats and began examining the Himalayan. “She’s barely conscious,” he said, worry lines forming on his brow. “We need to get her inside. Hold onto your cat,” he instructed, gently lifting the Himalayan, cradling her in his arms, and moving swiftly with her toward the house.

	Savannah trotted behind him with Rags, who meowed all the way.

	“Savannah, get that IV bag from the fridge and warm it. Where’s the warming blanket?”

“Service porch—I believe on that top shelf. Why do we have an IV bag?” she asked as she heated it under warm water.

“I was supposed to deliver it to the Johnsons yesterday, but they decided it was time to let Sylvester go, so I brought it home. Let’s get her hooked into it!” he said, carrying the cat into the living room and placing her on the warming blanket he’d spread over the ottoman. 

	Once they began administering the IV fluid, the Himalayan started to squirm. “Hi there Mazie Mae,” Michael said when he saw her blink her large blue eyes. “Hold her steady,” he told Savannah.

“I know, Michael,” she said, curtly. “I am a professional, you know.”

He looked at her sheepishly. “Sorry hon; guess I’m just used to barking orders to the assistants. You’re doing fine.”

“Of course, I am,” she said, grinning. She then addressed the cat, “Hi sweetie. You’re okay,” she cooed. She glanced up at Michael. “She’s purring.” 

He continued to monitor the IV bag. “Yeah, I think it’s because of Rags. She sees him looking at her.”

“Hi Rags,” Savannah said, acknowledging his gentle head-butt as he rested his front paws on the ottoman and watched Mazie Mae. “She’s coming around, boy.” She looked at Michael. “Will she be okay? What about her medication? Do you have any in your veterinary truck?”

“I don’t think so. I’ll run over to the clinic and get some,” he said, removing the IV and massaging the point of entry. Gently stroking the cat’s head and ears, he murmured, “You’re going to be okay, girl. You just hang in there.” When he saw her glance at Rags, he choked up a little. “I believe he kept her alive with his body heat.” He shook his head. “Rags, you never cease to amaze us.” Scratching the lanky grey-and-white cat behind one ear, he added quietly, “Ole buddy, you’re something else.”

	“Isn’t that right?” Savannah agreed, keeping one hand on the Himalayan while pulling Rags to her. “Good boy,” she cooed. “You must have seen her outside and sensed she was in trouble.”

	“Yeah, did he recognize her when he saw her on TV?” he asked, while wrapping the heating blanket loosely around Mazie Mae. 

Savannah perched on the overstuffed chair next to their patient and gazed at Rags. “You’re a hero once again, Ragsie.”

Michael grinned impishly. “Do you think he knows June has offered a reward for Mazie’s safe return?”

	 “Really?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

	“Yes, didn’t you see that on the news?”

	“No, I didn’t hear that part. How much?”

	“I don’t know, thousands of dollars, I think.”

	“Gosh Rags, that’ll get you into a four-year college!” Savannah gently stroked one of Mazie Mae’s paws. “I love these big Himalayan paws. They’re so soft and fun to pet. Oh hi, Buffy,” Savannah greeted when she noticed their own little Himalayan-mix amble into the room. “I guess our daughter’s awake, huh?”

Michael chuckled. “It cracks me up the way she always comes to tell us when the baby’s awake. What cat does that?”

“What cat saves lives?” she quipped. When she noticed Buffy sniffing the air, she said, “What do you smell, girl?”

It didn’t take long for Buffy to notice the strange cat partially hidden under the blanket. Resting her front paws on the ottoman, Buffy sniffed Mazie Mae. The two cats touched noses a couple of times and, as if totally unimpressed, Mazie Mae went back to sleep and Buffy wandered off toward the kitchen in search of her breakfast.

“Michael, why don’t you bring the big wire pen in here for Mazie Mae. She’ll be comfy in there and safe from the other critters. I’ll keep an eye on her. I have to go get the princess up. She’s going to need changing and she’ll want to eat.” Before he could leave the room, Savannah added, “And you’d better call your client.”

	He looked at his watch. “This early?” 

“I wouldn’t be sleeping if my kitty was missing.” Savannah laughed. “Well, my kitty was missing and I didn’t sleep. And someone who offers that much reward money certainly loves her cat enough that she wouldn’t mind being awakened to hear the good news. Yeah, I say call her.” 

	Michael thought for a moment. He then left the room, returning with the wire pen. He rearranged the quilt in the bottom of it, then lifted the Himalayan and laid her gently inside. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ll get her number from the files at the office,” he said as Savannah headed down the hall toward the nursery.

	In a few minutes, she returned with the baby in her arms. “Da-Da,” Lily chirped.	

“Hi, punkin’,” Michael said. “And ’bye. ’Bye-bye,” he said, waving.

	“Da-Da,” she called, reaching her arms out to him.

	“Daddy will be right back,” he said, kissing Lily’s little face. He then scooted out through the front door.

	“It’s okay,” Savannah crooned when the child started to fuss. “Daddy has to help the new kitty. See the new kitty? This is Mazie Mae,” she said, squatting down with the baby so she could see the cat inside the cage. 

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing. 

	“Yes, sick kitty,” Savannah said. “Kitty has an owie.” 

	Lily looked at Savannah, then at the cat. She held one finger out to show Savannah and said, “Boo-boo.”

	Savannah laughed. “Yes, honey, you have a boo-boo and the kitty has a boo-boo.” She shook her head. “You sure are one smart cookie.”

	“Cookie?” Lily said, leaning toward the kitchen.

	“Yes, I guess we’d better get you something to eat. Let’s go eat, shall we?” she said, carrying the toddler into the kitchen and putting her in the high chair. 

Savannah had just finished preparing Lily’s breakfast and filling the small animals’ bowls when Michael returned to the kitchen. “June will be here within the hour.” 

	“Good. Did you get Mazie Mae’s medication?”

	“Yes. I just gave it to her. Looks like she’s resting comfortably…Rags, too.”

	“Oh, is he still with her?” Savannah asked. “I wondered why he didn’t come in for breakfast. Guess I’d better serve him out there. What about his girlfriend? Should we give her something to eat?”

	Stepping up to the sink to wash his hands, he said, “I brought her some of that pure turkey baby food we keep on hand at the clinic. She licked a little off my fingers.”

	Savannah handed Michael Lily’s spoon. “Here, finish feeding the punkin’ and I’ll take Rags his breakfast.” When she returned, she reported, “He isn’t taking his eyes off her.” 

Michael nodded, then smiled at Lily. “And I can’t take my eyes off you, little one.” He offered her another spoonful and asked, “What’s Mommy giving you for breakfast this morning, anyway? Mushy-mush?”

“And grape quarters,” Savannah said, placing a few on the baby’s tray.

“Now that’s better,” Michael murmured to the baby. “Grapes. Grapes are yummy to the tummy.”

Lily smiled and offered him one. 

When Michael started to bite into it, however, she pulled back and put it in her own mouth. “You stinker,” he said making a face and making her laugh. He turned to Savannah. “What are the grownups eating this morning? Lily won’t share her food with Daddy.”

“What would you like? I was thinking about a McIvey egg sandwich. I have the bacon baking.”

“On an English muffin?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Sounds good. What can I do to help?”

“Entertain Lily.”

“Perfect—my favorite thing to do on a Sunday morning. Come on, princess, let’s clean you up, then we’ll go play,” he said, lifting her out of the chair and carrying the giggling toddler through the house like an airplane in flight.

“Was that the doorbell?” Savannah asked as she rinsed their breakfast dishes a little while later. When she noticed that Michael was involved in a lively game of hide-and-seek with Lily, she smirked playfully. “I’ll get it.” 

	“Hello,” she said upon opening the front door and seeing two women standing on the porch. “One of you must be June.”

	The older of the two nodded. “I’m June Balcomb. Dr. Mike said…”

“Yes, we’re expecting you. Please come in,” she invited.  

	Just then, Michael walked into the room carrying Lily in his arms. “Hello June.”

 “Oh, Dr. Mike, I don’t know how my Mazie Mae found her way here, but I can’t thank you enough for rescuing her and taking care of her.” She glanced around the room. “Now where is that little scamp?”

	Michael peered toward the big wire pen where the Himalayan lay still on the blanket.  “There she is.” He then turned to the two women and suggested, “Why don’t you sit here on the sofa and I’ll bring your kitty to you.”

	“Yeah, I’d better sit down,” June said, “before I fall down. I’ve pretty near lost my legs, you know. They barely get me around these days. Dang shame, ‘cause the rest of me is still raring to go.” 

	Savannah watched as the well-dressed elderly woman eased onto the sofa, letting out a sigh as her slender frame made contact with the cushions. “Much better,” she said, pushing a strand of her expertly coiffed silver hair away from her face.

	“June, I’d like you to meet my wife and daughter,” Michael said. “This is Savannah and our little girl Lily.”

	“Hello,” the woman said, briefly acknowledging Savannah, then focusing on the baby. “How old is this cherub?”

“Thirteen months,” Savannah said, taking her from Michael.

June smiled. “Precious.” She motioned to the other woman. “This is Megan. She’s my helper. Been with me for a hundred years.”

	“Now, Junie, we’re not that old,” the shorter, slightly plump woman who appeared to be in her fifties said, chuckling. She addressed Michael and Savannah, “You’ve made Junie’s day, you know.”

	“Here she is, all toasty and warm,” Michael said, placing the cat in June’s arms. “She’s been on a heating blanket for a while.”

	“Oh my sweet baby,” June said. She buried her face in Mazie Mae’s silky fur. “You had me so worried. What happened?” she asked, gently positioning her on her lap. Holding the cat’s furry face in her hands and looking into her large round eyes, she asked, “How did you get so far away from home?” She hugged the cat again, peering up at Michael. “If only they could tell you.”

	“So she’s an indoor cat?” Savannah asked, sitting down across the room and placing Lily on the floor.

	June nodded. “Never goes outside. Doesn’t have any experience whatsoever being out of doors.”

	“And you don’t know how she got out?” Michael asked.

	“I’ve thought about it over and over again. There’s simply no way she would go outside, unless…”

	“Unless what?” Savannah asked.

	The woman leaned slightly forward, her piercing dark eyes visible above a pair of red-framed granny glasses. “…unless someone let her out on purpose.” She lifted her chin in defiance. “But they’d have to push her out. She’d never go out on her own. I just know she wouldn’t.” She spoke as if in confidence, “I think she was snatched.”

	“Who would take her, June, and why?” Michael asked, hoping he didn’t sound too patronizing.

	June sat back and took a deep breath. “Because of my recent…rather unpopular decision, I suppose.”	

Michael and Savannah glanced at one another.

	“She looks pretty good for a cat who walked five miles,” Megan muttered, petting Mazie Mae briefly.

	Michael chuckled. “Oh, I don’t think she walked all that way. I doubt she could have walked a mile, let alone five. Oh no, I’ll bet she was brought out here.”

	June gasped. “So my fears are confirmed.”

“Could she have hitched a ride with a delivery driver?” Savannah suggested. “Have you hired any workers at your place, lately?”

	June’s eyes lit up. “Well yes, actually.” She looked at Megan. “What day was Sal and his crew there trimming the roses?” Before Megan could respond, June continued, “I had a new chair delivered Wednesday.” She waved one hand in front of her, saying, “And that big brown truck is always bringing me something.”

	Savannah looked confused. “Big brown truck?” She smiled. “Oh, you mean UPS.”	

“She likes to shop,” Megan said, twisting her dark-blond hair into a bun on top of her head. “There’s always something being delivered…or being picked up. She gives as much away as she buys. People are coming and going all the time.”

	“Well, there you go,” Michael said, sitting back in his chair. “She probably jumped into a box and was loaded into a vehicle or she slipped out when someone was going in or out and climbed unnoticed into a van or a truck. That’s probably what happened.”

	“When did you notice she was missing?” Savannah asked.

	“Day before yesterday.” Suddenly, something caught the woman’s eye. “Oh, look here, will you? Who is this?” June asked, staring at the large grey-and-white cat as he sauntered into the living room.

	“This is Rags. He’s actually the one who found Mazie,” Michael explained.

	“Rags?” June said, as if the word caused a bad taste in her mouth. “Does he have a… more formal title?”

	Savannah smiled. “Well, it’s Ragsdale.” 

	Everyone watched as Rags stopped in the doorway and peered at the guests. He then marched over to June, stood with one paw on her knee, and began sniffing Mazie Mae. He licked the cat’s cheek, then stepped down and sat gazing at June.

	“Aren’t you a handsome boy,” she crooned. “And you found my Mazie Mae?” She turned to Megan. “Do you have my pocketbook?”

	“Yes,” the woman said, handing June a small purse.

	Trying her best not to disturb the Himalayan on her lap, June opened a zipper compartment and pulled out a check. “This is for you,” she said handing it to Michael. “Make sure Ragsdale has everything in life he wants, will you?”

	“Oh June, don’t worry about the bill yet. I’ll send an invoice at the end of the month like I always do.”

	“No, Dr. Mike, this isn’t payment for your services; this is the reward I promised. Now take it!”

	After looking briefly at the check, he handed it back. “No, I can’t accept this.”

	“Well, give it to your wife—Georgia, is it?”

	“Savannah,” she said. “Michael’s right, we can’t accept the reward. We’re just happy that she’s okay.”

	June peered directly into Savannah’s eyes, then glanced at Michael. “Now, I insist. End of story!” 

	“She won’t back down,” Megan said. “When she has her mind made up, that’s it. I know; I’ve been with her for fifteen years. That’s the way she is.”

	Savannah thinned her lips. “Well then, how about if we donate this to the Hammond Cat Alliance. That I would do.” She looked at Michael, who smiled and nodded.

	“Cat alliance? I didn’t know there was such a thing. Tell me about this…cat alliance, Savannah.”

“Well, my aunt Margaret Sheridan started it maybe five years ago for the benefit of all cats, but mostly those who’ve been abandoned or neglected. We have a membership of around forty.”

	A glint of recognition in her eyes, Megan said, “I’ve read in the papers about some of the things you’ve done.” She turned to June. “They rescued a colony of cats living near the old Fisher building last year. Remember, we went out there to a flea market fundraiser thing?” She looked at Savannah. “Didn’t your organization get involved in a crazy catnapping ring a while back?”

	Savannah nodded. 

	“I want to know more,” June said, her eyes bright. She stroked the cat on her lap. “In the meantime, I need to get Mazie Mae home and safe. When do you think she’ll be ready, Dr. Mike?”

	Michael cleared his throat. “I’d like to observe her for the rest of the day. If she remains stable, she should be able to go home tomorrow. You know, June, she was almost unconscious when we found her. She probably would have died if Rags hadn’t escaped and gone to her in the night.”

	“Yes, he gave us a terrible scare, running off like that,” Savannah said. “He’s a total indoor cat, too, only we do take him for walks on a leash fairly often because he loves being outside. I was worried sick all night that a coyote would get him. When we found him this morning, there he was, cozied up to Mazie Mae, keeping her warm.” 

	With tears in her eyes, June reached down and petted Rags. “Thank you, Ragsdale. What a courageous and smart boy you are,” she murmured. She hugged the Himalayan to her one more time, then said, “Okay, Dr. Mike, as much as I want her with me, I’ll leave her until tomorrow. Please let me know if she needs anything.” Once Michael had lifted the cat from June’s lap, she stood with assistance and smiled. “It’s obvious that Mazie Mae has friends here.”

	“Oh yes,” Savannah said, standing with Lily in her arms.

	“Ki-ki boo-boo,” Lily said, pointing at the cat—a worried look on her face.

	Michael chuckled. “Yes, this kitty has a boo-boo, doesn’t she?”

	The two women had almost reached the front door, when June turned and asked, “When is the next cat alliance meeting? …if you don’t mind my attending.”

	“We would welcome you,” Savannah said. “Wednesday at two at my aunt’s home next door. Would you like me to pick you up?”

	June thought for a moment and said, “Yes, that would be nice of you.”

“Good. Let me get your number,” Savannah said, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

After reciting the number, June said, “Yes, do call me and we’ll make arrangements. Thank you. It’ll give us a chance to chat.” She patted her aide’s arm. “…and it would give poor Megan and Andrew a break.”

	“Andrew?” Savannah asked.

	June motioned toward the dark-colored sedan waiting at the bottom of the porch steps. “My driver.”


	****


“How’s Mazie Mae?” Savannah asked the next evening over dinner.

	Michael winced. “She had a blood-sugar spike this morning at the clinic, so she didn’t get to go home as we expected. June was pretty disappointed. She’s eager to have all her cats together again. She does love her menagerie.”

	“How many does she have? I thought she had just the one.”

	“You would think so because they’re each so special to her. But I believe she has eight. She may be feeding some ferals, too. I’ve seen plates of food scattered around the yard when I’ve stopped by there to drop off prescription food, meds, or something.” He looked across the table at his wife. “She’s sure looking forward to the meeting Wednesday. Oh, I almost forgot; she has invited Rags over. She wants to introduce him to her other cats.”

	“What?” Savannah said. “Really? She wants a playdate with Rags?”

	“Yes, she said her driver could pick him up or you can bring him over. She was hoping he could come tomorrow.”

	“Gosh, she doesn’t waste much time, does she?”

	“Not when it comes to her cats. I told her Lily goes to day care tomorrow, so you might be able to take him then.”

	“Well, now it sounds like you two are in cahoots planning my schedule.”

	“Hey, I’m just the messenger here. You can say no if you want to.”

	“Somehow I don’t think so. The woman has power and determination. I’ll bet she’s used to getting her way.” She thought for a moment. “I like her. I’d actually enjoy spending time with her, only…”

“Only what?” Michael asked, furrowing his brow.

“Only I sense there’s something not quite right in her world.”

“What?” Michael asked.

“You heard her yesterday. She suspects someone may have taken Mazie Mae and she thinks it might have something to do with a decision she made. That’s a little scary, if you ask me.” 

Michael shook his head. “Now, we don’t know that’s what happened. As we discussed, it could have been purely an accident.”

“Well, maybe,” Savannah said, obviously not convinced. “I just wonder what’s really going on with that poor woman.”









Chapter 2

 
“Good morning Savannah…Ragsdale,” June greeted when Megan ushered them in. After dismissing her aide, June motioned toward a settee near where she sat in her recliner chair. “Please sit down and tell me, how is Mazie Mae this morning? Did she have a good night?”

	“Yes, it seems so.” Savannah led Rags on his leash to the boldly striped satin sofa. She perched on the edge of it and continued, “We stopped by the clinic to see her on our way over. She was awake and eating her breakfast.” 

	June’s shoulders slumped. “She didn’t spend the night by herself in a cage, did she?” 

	“No,” Savannah quickly assured her. “Michael had someone on staff stay with her. They do that when they’re concerned the animal might have an emergency that can best be handled at the clinic.”

	“Oh good,” June said, relaxing a little.

“Actually the other veterinarian, stayed with her. You probably know Bud, don’t you?”

“The cowboy vet?” June asked. “He’s a nice young man.”

Savannah chuckled. “Yes he is. Is that how he’s known, as the cowboy vet?” She paused, then added, “My sister dates him, so he may become my brother-in-law someday.”

“Your sister? What does she do?” June asked.

“She’s a doctor over in Straley,” Savannah said. 

June’s eyes widened. “How nice.” 

Savannah nodded. “About your Mazie Mae, Michael said he’d like to keep her at least until this evening to make sure she remains stable.” She smiled. “She seemed happy to see Rags.”

	June clasped her hands together. “Thank the heavens she’s going to be okay. She’s only eight, you know—too young to be having such health problems. If we could just ensure her safety; that’s my concern now.” After a brief pause, she smiled at Savannah, then motioned toward a gateleg table in the corner. “I had Megan leave tea and crumpets for us.” She leaned toward her guest. “They’re cookies, actually. I prefer cookies, anyhow, don’t you?” 

Savannah nodded. She glanced around. “What a great room. It’s so bright and cheerful.”

	“It’s the cat room,” June said, smiling, “as you can tell by all the kitty furniture. If you look carefully, you’ll see some of my babies. It’s naptime for most of them.” She leaned over and said into the room, “Listen up, kitties, this is Ragsdale. He’s the cat who saved our precious Mazie Mae. You all be nice to him, now. He’s come to play.” She frowned at Rags. “Savannah, do you want to take that apparatus off him? The others might be frightened by it.”

	“Sure,” Savannah said, unfastening the harness and removing it. “This is where the cats stay?”

	“Most of the time, yes. Of course, they have the run of the place. You’ll see evidence of that throughout the house…paw prints on the counter, sheared drapes in the bedrooms, fur on the divans.” She laughed. “I even have one little girl who creates artwork on the walls.” When Savannah looked confused, she explained, “Tabitha Tabby scratches patches of paint off. While she does mostly abstracts, some of her designs are truly recognizable—a figure of a nun, a banana, an octopus.” She winked playfully. “She’s versatile in her art.”

	“Sounds like it,” Savannah said, wide-eyed.

	“If you’d like, I can take you on a tour of her gallery later.”

	Savannah laughed. “I’d enjoy that. Thanks.”

	June then spoke to Rags. “Ragsdale, dear boy, join in, will you? There’s Shadow Bob curled up in that hammock and Tondra Sue is probably in the cubbyhole on top of the jungle gym there. I see Bentley and Rambler over by that pot of cat grass, and, let’s see…Marmalade must be around somewhere. Oh, there she is with Homer Homeboy on the daybed.” 

	Savannah grinned. “I’ve never met so many cats with two names. Do all of them have a first and second name?”

	June cocked her head slightly as if confused. “Oh, I guess I never thought about it. Yes, actually, all of them have two names—some of the second names have dropped off somehow, as with Bentley and Rambler.” She chuckled. “Those two names stand alone. The little tangerine tabby there is Marmalade Jam. I do leave off the Jam part, sometimes.” She peered over her red-framed granny glasses. “Don’t you think her fur looks like marmalade jam?”

	Savannah nodded, laughing a little. “Great names. I love them.” She stood. “May I pour you some tea, June?”

	“Yes. And I’ll have two of the butter cookies.” She gazed across the room at her cats for a moment, then asked, “So how did Ragsdale get his name?”

	Savannah placed a cup of tea and a plate of cookies on a small table near June, and sat down with refreshments of her own. “They told me at the shelter his mother was a ragdoll cat. He does sort of sprawl out like a limp rag sometimes. So I wanted to call him Rags. He also has a rather regal side—even as a kitten, he’d sit like an Egyptian sphinx. So I decided to fancy up the name and I came up with Ragsdale.”

“Well, it suits him,” June said, running one hand along Rags’s back as he sauntered up to see what she was eating. She leaned back in her chair. “I’m so happy Mazie Mae will be joining the others soon. I worry about her health, and then to have her disappear like that… I thought it was the end of my sweet girl.” She chuckled and looked at Savannah. “Your Dr. Mike does a good job of keeping her healthy and happy. I’m sure she’ll outlive me—as will most of them, except for maybe Homer Homeboy. Now, he’s really showing his age.” She peered at Savannah. “He’s seventeen this year, you know—or thereabouts. It’s not always easy to pinpoint their exact age when they’re rescues.” She smiled. “But most of my kitties are young. They’ll be around for a while. That’s why I’ve made provisions for them.” She frowned. “And I fear that’s why they may be in danger.” She leaned forward and spoke softly. “Savannah, I believe there’s a scallywag about.”

	“A scallywag?” Savannah questioned.

	“Well, yes, a scallywag…you know, a scamp, rascal, scoundrel, who is out to harm my kitties.”

Appearing confused, Savannah asked, “Why would anyone want to harm them?”

“You see, I’m leaving all of my worldly goods to the care of my cats for as long as they live.” She paused, and asked, “Wouldn’t you? I have no children. I’m beholden to no one except my dear fur babies.” She slapped one palm against the arm of her chair. “…and I feel strongly that I must care for them even from the grave.” Then lifting a small, long-haired tabby onto her lap, she murmured, “I’m sorry Tabitha Tabby. Did I startle you?” She kissed the cat on top of the head, then let her go to scamper across the room.

	Both women laughed while watching her skitter to the top of a cat tree and attack a black cat twice her size.

	“They are a laugh a minute, aren’t they? So entertaining. Who needs TV or those other electronic gadgets when you have cats about?” June asked.

	Savannah reached down to entice a silver-shaded Persian, who was curious enough to comply. “He’s a beauty,” she said, petting his rich, full coat. “How do you keep them looking so good?”

“I have full-time groomers, don’t ya know? I love the long-hairs.” She peered at a large black-and-grey short-haired tabby. “There are a few oddballs among them, but most of my kitties have full coats.” She turned to Savannah. “Marco and Ginger are here like clockwork every morning to groom the cats. In fact, they just left. Today it was Tinker Toy’s and Tondra Sue’s turn. Mazie Mae was supposed to be groomed, but we’ll put her back into the system after she’s had a few day’s rest.” Looking in Savannah’s direction, she added, “You need a system when you have this many cats.” 

	Savannah nodded, then laughed when she saw Marmalade chase Rags through one of the several nylon fabric tunnels in the room. Turning to June, she asked, “So you seem to think Mazie Mae’s disappearance was the result of a malicious act?” 

	June frowned. “The more I ponder it, the more I’m convinced it was. Frankly, no one close to me likes my cats…at least not the way I do. I wouldn’t leave them to any one of those vultures. Oh, some of my staff and relatives pretend to like them, but I can tell there’s little actual affection.” She squinted in Savannah’s direction. “The cats show me who cares and who doesn’t. And I can tell you, there’s no one in my life right now whom I can trust to look after my babies. That’s one reason I’m eager to meet with the cat alliance—to find someone who will not only care for them, but who will also love them when I’m gone.” She took a sip of tea and placed the cup in the saucer. “There’s one man on staff I’d trust with the cats. Andrew interacts with them daily. He truly cares about them. But, criminy, Andrew’s pushing retirement age. I must find someone who’ll outlive them—all of them.”

	Savannah shook her head. “How awful to feel as though you can’t trust those around you.”

	“Oh don’t get me wrong. I trust them with my life. Why, my niece, my wonderful attorney, Megan, my stepson, they’re all trustworthy. I know they care about me. But when I told them that my estate will go to the cats’ care, that’s when they started going crackers. My niece wants to have me committed, for heaven’s sake.” She glanced at the doorway and whispered, “Sometimes I think they’re all conspiring behind my back, and it started once I made my deathbed wishes known.”

	Savannah thinned her lips. “Are you sure?”

	June’s eyes flashed. “Yes, I’m sure!” She looked suspiciously at Savannah. “Now you’re not siding with them, are you? Do you think I’m imagining things, too?”

	“No, June. No. I just wondered if you’d considered…” She paused. “Obviously, I’m not in a position to draw any sort of conclusion. I just…”

	“Oh, never you mind.” June studied her guest for a minute. “Just understand this: I know what I’m doing. Believe me on that.”

	“I believe you,” Savannah said, not knowing what else to say. 

	June stared at her guest for a moment, then, softening her voice considerably, she said, “So tell me about yourself, dear. Are you an educated woman like your sister—the doctor?”

	Savannah smiled. “As you know, I’m the mother of a toddler. You met Lily.”

	“Yes, a sweet baby.”

	“I’m also a veterinarian.”

	June’s eyes widened. “Really? How lovely. And your folks? What do they do?”

	“My father’s gone now. He ran Jordan Farm Equipment in Hammond for many years and my mother is retired—she lives in Los Angeles.”

	“I remember your father. My deceased husband played golf with him, as I recall.” She squinted her eyes. “…or was it tennis.” She looked at Savannah. “Maybe they belonged to the same civic organizations.” She then asked, “Your parents, did they love cats, too?”

	Savannah chuckled. “Not really. Not like you and I do.”

	“Yes, unfortunately, there are not enough people like you and me.”

	“But you’ll meet quite a few other avid cat people tomorrow at the Hammond Cat Alliance meeting,” Savannah said.

	Suddenly a faint bell chimed. June sat straight and clasped her hands together. “Guess what time it is, kids. It’s treat time. Come on everyone; let’s have a treat.” As most of the cats complied—stepping out of their cozy beds, jumping down off some of the several cat trees, and moving to the center of the room, she announced, “Remember, we have a guest today. Give Ragsdale room, now. Don’t be pushy.” 

	Savannah scanned the area for Rags. “Where did he go, anyway?” she asked. “I just saw him up on that padded shelf a minute ago.”

	June chuckled. “Yes, do you like my kitty cubbies? That was Andrew’s idea—a wall maze of shelves where the cats can climb and play, perch, or curl up and snooze. I have a picture of almost all the little niches filled with fur bodies. It’s quite a spectacle to see. That’s when I had thirteen cats—all but one of those slots were occupied that day.” She scoured the area and sighed. “There are many places for a cat to hide in this room. Ragsdale!” she called. “Ragsdale, come out, come out, wherever you are. Treat time.” She asked, “Does he get treats at home?”

	“Yes, but not on any sort of…regular schedule.” Just then Savannah noticed Rags peering out from inside a blue nylon cat tunnel. “Treat. Want a treat?” she enticed.

	“Well, that got his attention, didn’t it?” June said, chuckling as the two of them watched Rags climb out of the tunnel and head toward Savannah, his nose in the air.

	Once almost all the cats were accounted for, June reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of treats. As she distributed them, she spoke softly to each cat, calling them by name and speaking words of endearment. “Tinker Toy, you’ve been such a good boy. Here’s your special treat. Tabitha Tabby, you’re my little angel girl. Ragsdale, you are a smart and dear, dear boy. Bentley, my little gentleman kitty…” After all the cats had received their treats, most of them began grooming themselves. “I love watching them take their baths,” June said. “Aren’t they cute?”

Savannah smiled. She then said, “Nine, I counted nine cats—that is, with Mazie Mae. Michael said there were eight.”

“Eight, nine, twelve,” June said impatiently, “what’s the difference? Who keeps a tally? I know who’s here and who isn’t, who needs special attention, who’s being picked on. Why, I know more about the cats that live outside there, than most people know about their own cats.” 

“You have outside cats, too?” Savannah asked.

“Yes, but not by design. You know, people drop them off or move to another neighborhood without taking their pets and the cats find each other. They go wild and try to live off the land. But that doesn’t work. Do you know that, Savannah? They need help.” She began to tear up. “So I embrace them as part of my family, and I expect someone to continue caring for them after I’m gone, as well.” 

“How many are in the colony?” Savannah asked.

“Oh, about a dozen, I’d say.” Her face lit up. “A few of them will come as far as the back door now. Makes it easier to feed them and monitor their health. Andrew puts out food for them near the porch and he also scatters food beyond that stand of trees out there. That’s as close as some of the cats will come.”

“You’re a true friend to the cats,” Savannah said. “We’ll be most pleased to welcome you into the cat alliance.” She looked at her watch. “I’d better go now. It’s almost time to pick up my daughter.”

“She goes to school?”

	“It’s a day care. We decided she needed more socializing with her peers. Being an only child, so far, we thought she ought to have the opportunity to learn about sharing…things like that.”

	“Oh, that’s nice.”

	“Come on Rags,” Savannah coaxed.

	But Rags didn’t want to be bothered. He simply looked at her while lying upside down in a hammock. When she spoke to him again, he closed his eyes and scrunched down into the canvas. “Rags,” she said more sternly, walking closer to where he lay. She reached for him, but he wriggled out of her grasp and ran up one of the seven-foot cat trees. “Darn it, Rags,” she said under her breath, when she saw him looking down at her and swishing his tail back and forth.

	“Here, give him this,” June suggested, opening her hand and revealing one of the kitty treats.

	Savannah winked at the woman. “You believe in bribery, huh?”	

	June grinned. “Certainly. How else can one get compliance from a cat?” A smug look on her face, she said, “Works for me.”

	When Savannah showed Rags the treat, he began sniffing the air. Soon, he was leaning over trying to catch the scent more distinctly and that’s when Savannah placed it on a lower level of the cat tree. Completely captivated by the aroma, the lanky cat leaped down and Savannah slipped the harness on him while he enjoyed the tasty morsel.

 “This has been nice,” Savannah said, as she prepared to leave. 

June smiled widely. “Yes, delightful. Just delightful.”

“So I’ll pick you up at one forty-five tomorrow, if that’s okay,” Savannah said before leaving with the reluctant cat.


	****


The following afternoon, fifteen members of the Hammond Cat Alliance (thirteen women and two men) along with two guests gathered at Margaret and Max Sheridan’s home. President Ida Stone called the meeting to order. “For those of you who don’t know our guests, I’d like to introduce June Balcomb and Violet Hope. Welcome, ladies.”

	After calling for officers’ reports and discussing old business, Ida asked for new business and June spoke. “Is it okay to bring up my concerns now?”

	The president nodded. “Certainly.”

	“Well, first I want to give your organization a donation.” She motioned toward Savannah. “You see, one of my cats escaped—or was taken—and she found her way to the Iveys’ home. I offered Dr. Mike and Savannah a generous reward, but they asked if, instead, I’d donate it to your organization.” She glanced around the room. “After listening to your president and your committee chair-people and hearing about all the good you do for cats, I’m proud to give the Hammond Cat Alliance a sum of $5,000.”

	There were several comments: “Wow!”

	“That’s wonderful.”

	“Thank you, Mrs. Balcomb.”

	“What a generous gesture.”

	June said, “My cats mean the world to me…” Dabbing at her eyes, she continued, “And I’m so thankful to have my precious Mazie Mae back.”

	“Oh, the Himalayan,” Betty Gilbert said. “I read about her in the paper.” She glanced in Savannah’s direction. “The Iveys found her?”

	Edie Minsky chimed in. “I know how frightening it can be to have a sweet kitty missing.” She looked around the room at the others. “Remember when my Sally was lost?” Smiling, she said, “Her story had a happy ending, too.” 

	“What a blessing,” Dora Lipton said. “I’m so glad your kitty’s okay.” 

 “Believe me, so am I,” June said. “…which brings me to my second topic of new business.” She motioned toward Ida Stone. “I’ll have my attorney cut a check for you—formalities, you know.” She then made eye contact with several members around the room. “I’m looking for someone who will take care of my cats when I leave this planet. I prefer that it be a woman—someone much younger than I am. For those of you who can’t guess, I’m ninety this year.”

There was a rumble of comments. “Ninety? You don’t look it.”

“That’s young.”

“Yeah, you’re spry for someone that age.”

June smiled. “Well, thank you all, but it’s true. I’m nearly ninety and I plan to check out sometime before I hit the century mark.” When several members seemed confused, she said defiantly, “I won’t stick around for people to fawn over at some ridiculous hundred-year birthday party where I’m babbling incoherently and slobbering lemon cake down my chin while paparazzi snap pictures for the social page of the newspaper.”

The room filled with chuckles. Once the laughter and comments had subsided, June continued, “I’m seriously looking for someone who loves cats as much as I do and who’s willing to follow my last will and testament instructions to the letter.”

	“How many cats do you have?” Edie asked.

	“Eight.”

	Savannah said. “No June, remember, we counted nine yesterday, plus your outdoor cats.”

	“Yes, that’s right; there are nine at the moment. There may be more or there may be fewer when my time comes.” She glanced around the room. “As Savannah says, there’s a gathering of feral cats I want included, as well.”

	“It would take quite a space to accommodate that many cats,” Margaret pointed out.

	“Oh yes, that’s right; but, whoever takes on this labor of love will also get my home. I do not want the cats to be displaced. She will get a salary because I expect her to care for them full-time without any interference from outside distractions. I’d also like her to learn how to groom them and trim their nails. She must do everything except the veterinary, although, I insist that she be able to administer pills, give subcutaneous fluids if needed—that sort of thing.” She looked around the room at a sea of blank stares, then said, “To be clear, I do not want to hand over this job—or should I say this privilege—to someone who runs a cattery of any sort. No, I want my kitties to be a priority from start to finish—from dawn to dusk, seven days a week.”

	One of Savannah’s best friends, Iris Sledge broke the silence. “Colbi, that sounds right up your alley, hon. When you and my son get married, you would have a fun job, a place to live, and a whole bunch of kitty cats to play with.”

	Colbi smiled. “Well, it’s tempting for sure. But I can’t give up my writing career.”

	“Look at the job security!” Iris said.

	“I guess you don’t understand, Iris. Sure, I love cats, but writing is also my passion. I have to write. There’s no way I can give it up.”

	Iris winked. “Yeah, I get it. That’s how I feel about home decorating.”

	“I’d love to do it,” Edie said, “if I were younger.” 

	Betty nodded. “Me too, but we also have dogs and horses. I don’t think that would work.”

	Suddenly from across the room, a soft voice spoke up. “I’m new to this organization. My name’s Violet and this is my first time here. I’m an artist and I specialize in cats. I thought I might make some contacts among you all.”  She chuckled. “I also have a house full of fur kids. I rescue black cats.”

	“Bless you,” June said.

Ida reached out next. “Nice to meet you, Violet. We’d love to see your work.”

“Thanks. I left some brochures on the table over there.” She glanced down at the teacup in her hand before making eye contact with June. “I may know someone who would be interested in taking care of your cats.”  

June leaned toward Violet. “Yes?” 

“She’s young, loves cats, has a business head, and is between careers and relationships. She’s also sweet and kind.”

	“Oh, I must meet this woman. Where is she? When can I meet her?”

	Violet looked down again. “Well, she won’t be here until sometime next week, I’m afraid. Can you wait to meet her then?”

	“I’ll pay for her flight, if that’s what it takes. Can you call and tell her that? Who is she, by the way, a friend?”

	“She’s my daughter.”

	“Where is she? How can we get her here?”

	“Well…” Violet stalled. She then said, quietly, “She’s in jail right now.” When she saw the expression of disappointment on June’s face, she added, “It’s not what you think. In fact it was because of her passion for cats that she wound up there.” She hesitated. “I’m afraid she can be a bit of an activist and she got involved where maybe she shouldn’t have in order to save a litter of kittens and the mother cat.” Violet tilted her head and continued, “Actually, she did save most of the kittens, and that’s the important thing, especially from her perspective.”

	June looked shocked for a moment, then she relaxed a little and shrugged. “Well, some of our most powerful and virtuous leaders have been imprisoned for doing the honorable thing.” She said quietly, “I’d like to hear the story. Will you tell me the story?”

	Violet glanced around the room and saw that all sixteen of those present sat waiting for her to speak. “We have hoarders in our neighborhood. They have cats everywhere. Some are running loose, but others are kept in cages in deplorable conditions. Some of us have tried to help these people and educate them. We’ve even resorted to reporting them, but nothing seems to come of it. One day my daughter heard what sounded like a cat in distress. She went over there to see what was going on and to find out if she could help. Well, they already hate us and most everyone else in the neighborhood. They resent our interference. So when Mrs. Gillingham finally opened the front door and saw Nola standing there on her porch, she slammed the door in my daughter’s face. Nola shouted through the door, letting her know that one of her cats was in trouble, but the woman didn’t respond. So Nola followed the sound into the backyard.” Violet took a deep breath. “She found a mother cat trying to give birth. When she realized there was a problem, she snatched the cat and rushed her to the nearest vet.”

	“Oh!” Savannah said. “I remember that. She came to our clinic. My husband Michael was involved in that case.”

	Violet’s eyes lit up. “Oh yes, he was wonderful. He saved the little cat and all but one of the kittens.” Her eyes grew dark. “But the woman had her arrested for trespassing and burglary. Dr. Mike spoke up on Nola’s behalf, but despite all the wrong those people are doing on behalf of cats, my daughter is the one who has to do jail time.” She shook her head, then looked up at June. “So you see, she definitely has a heart for cats. She told me when I saw her a few days ago that she’d do it again in a minute if it meant saving a cat and her litter.”

	Wiping a tear from her eye, Dora asked, “Where are the cats now?”

	Violet smiled. “They were adopted. Dr. Mike went out on a limb for them and they’re all in good homes. On another high note, I’ve seen authorities over at the Gillinghams’ place. I think they’ll be closed down soon.”

	Several people responded, “Hear! Hear!”

	“That’s good news.”

	“The sooner the better. Those poor kitties.”

	“And a good project for the Hammond Cat Alliance to get involved in, don’t you think, people?” Ida said.

	Her question was followed by a rumble of affirmative statements.

	“I’ll head up that committee,” Betty Gilbert offered.

	In the meantime, June shook her head slowly. “Damn uneducated people! What’s wrong with them?” She looked at Violet. “Yes! Your daughter sounds like the kind of young woman I’m looking for.” She stood. Using her cane, she walked over to Violet and handed her a card. “Who’s her attorney, anyone I know?”

“Um, it’s Dorothy Matson.”

“Oh yes, I know of her firm. I’d like to speak with her about the case…and maybe visit your daughter. What’s her name?”

“Nola Katherine Hope. I call her Nola, but she also goes by Kat.”

“Of course she does,” June said, smiling. “If I feel a connection with your daughter—Kat—I will see about bailing her out. Have Dotty Matson call me as soon as possible, will you? Time is of the essence.”


	****


Late the next afternoon, Savannah left Lily with Michael, loaded Rags into her SUV, and drove to June Balcomb’s home to deliver Hammond Cat Alliance membership materials. Megan greeted her at the door and ushered her into the cat room just as June arose from the daybed to a sitting position. Four cats jumped down off the small bed and skittered out of sight among the various cubbyholes and climbing apparatus. 

“I was just resting my eyes,” June said. “Come in and sit with me. Have you brought me the membership form?”

“Yes, I’m sorry we weren’t prepared at the meeting yesterday. We kind of got off track with…”

“…my unusual request?” She smiled. “I don’t imagine you’ve had something like that happen before, am I right?”

Savannah nodded.  

“Didn’t you bring Ragsdale?” she asked, looking for him around Savannah’s ankles. 

“Yes, he rode along with me. I wasn’t sure if it was convenient to…” she started.

“Of course it’s convenient. I told you to bring him. I always love seeing him.” June examined the watch pin on her cardigan sweater. “It’s almost afternoon treat time. I want him to be included.”

“They get treats twice a day?” Savannah asked.

June nodded. “Like clockwork. Three meals, two treats, and an hour or two of outdoor time on warm days, except for Rambler and Bentley, the two with Maine coon heritage. They like to go out even when it’s frosty.”

“Outside?”

“Yes. Oh, didn’t I show you their out-of-doors playground? Come, come,” she invited, struggling a little to stand. Using her cane to walk, June led Savannah through the large cat room into an even larger screened enclosure complete with a small pond, kitty grass, huge cat trees, live trees in large pots, and spacious cement tubes for hiding and playing in.

“This is amazing,” Savannah said, looking around. “No wonder Rags loves spending time here.”

“Yes, now go get him, will you?”

When Savannah returned to the room with Rags on a leash, she was taken aback upon seeing an anorexic-looking woman with pale skin and stringy blond hair frantically shouting to June, “Carlo’s gone! We can’t find him anywhere!”

June frowned. “Good God, Jody, how did that happen? Weren’t you watching him? What were you doing?” 

“Yes, I was watching him,” the woman spat. “He was napping on the futon in the playroom and I stepped outside the door to chat with Megan. When I went back in,” she said, becoming more hysterical as she spoke, “he was gone. We’ve looked everywhere.”

“The pool?” June said, frantically.

“Yes, and the koi pond. Clarence and Phillip are checking the gardens and garages. Megan and I looked in all the closets. There’s no sign of him, except…”

“Except what?” June insisted.

She held out a small stuffed bear. “We found his teddy outside. Aunt J, how would he get outside without me seeing him? What if he’s been taken?” she screeched. “Someone could have climbed in through that window and…” 

“Are we talking about a child?” Savannah asked, concern in her tone.

The woman nodded. “He’s just eighteen months old.”

“How long has he been gone?” Savannah asked.

“Hell, I don’t know…maybe half an hour…maybe ten minutes. I put him down for his nap over thirty minutes ago.”

June let out a deep sigh. “Well, he can’t have wandered far. Keep looking. Get the whole staff looking for him inside the house and out,” she demanded.

“I can help,” Savannah said. “Tell me where to go.” 

“Great,” June said. “Jody, this is Savannah and that’s Ragsdale,” she said pointing. “He can help, too.”

“A cat?” Jody sneered.

“Yes,” Savannah answered. “Where do you want us to go?”

“If I knew, I’d look there,” Jody spat. “We’ve looked everywhere,” she said, bursting into tears.  She covered her eyes with one arm and waved the other one. “Ask the men out there.”

Savannah nodded. “May I see the bear for a moment?” 

Jody stopped sniveling and stared at Savannah suspiciously. Reluctantly, she handed the toy to her and Savannah showed it to Rags. “What are you doing?” Jody asked. “Do you think he’s a bloodhound or something?”

Ignoring the questions, Savannah handed the bear back and turned to leave with Rags in tow, quickly assuring June, “Try not to worry. I’m sure someone will find him.” Once outside, she rushed to where she saw two men rustling around among some shrubs. “How can I help?” she asked, approaching them.

	One turned and started to speak. He looked at Savannah and then at the cat, who was pulling on the leash. “We haven’t gone to the east portion of the estate. That’s next, if you’d like to tackle it,” he suggested.

	“Clarence,” the other man said, “I don’t think he’s on the property at all. I’ll bet he was taken. We should be calling the SWAT team.”

	“Well, Phillip, they have a helicopter coming and dogs,” the first man said. “They ought to be here anytime.”

	When Rags continued pulling on the leash, Savannah decided to follow him. She practically ran behind him when he rushed ahead as if he knew exactly where he was going.  I hope he’s not taking me on a snipe hunt, she thought. It seems weird that he’s so focused, but I guess I have to learn to trust him. 

	After four or five minutes, Rags suddenly slowed. He pricked up his ears as if he were listening to something. Suddenly, Savannah heard it, too. It sounds like a child whimpering, she thought. Hesitantly, she edged closer to the sound, when something scampered across her path into the shrubbery. What was that? Looked like a cat. Taking Rags’s lead, she walked slowly behind him, moving through tall grass and large green bushes, when suddenly he stopped. Rags looked up at Savannah, then focused on something in front of him. What does he see? she wondered. As she stepped through the wall of shrubs, she realized they stood on the rim of a narrow ravine. Remaining quiet, she stared into the crevice and suddenly she saw something move. Focusing more closely, she realized she was looking at a cat—a different cat and then another and another.

	There it is again…the whimpering. She looked around, frowning. Is that a cat I hear? “Darn it Rags,” she scolded. “You brought me out here to meet these cats? Is that what you’re doing?” She looked back at the house, which was nearly a city block away. These are probably some of the cats she feeds. They actually look rather well-fed. She cocked her head. There it is again…the whimpering sound. Rags must have heard it, too, for he began pulling on the leash. “Now what, Rags? Where are you taking me? Do you want to visit the cats? I don’t think that’s a good idea. They might not like you.” 

	Suddenly she spotted something. “A little shoe. Oh my gosh,” she said, rushing to pick it up, “is the baby out here? Is that what we hear? Is that why you brought me here?” She began looking more intently down into the ravine. “Wait, what’s that?” she said, moving toward a group of restless cats. It’s a little foot. She quickly slid down the side of the ravine and rushed to find a dusty, dirty toddler. He lay still, fussing softly.  

“Carlo,” she said. “Carlo.” As she approached the boy, she noticed the cats darting off in all directions…all but one small white cat with a very dirty coat. He stepped back a bit and sat down, watching Savannah with interest. “Carlo,” she said again, touching the boy. Suddenly, he opened his dark-blue eyes. Gads, if this is Carlo, he sure doesn’t look like his mother with that dark hair and olive skin—except for maybe his eyes.

	“Are you okay?” she asked the little boy. She gently checked him over for injuries, then held her hands out to him. 

He responded weakly by reaching for her and allowing her to pick him up. Resting his head on her shoulder, he pointed. “Cat! Cat!”

	“Yes, those are cats, all right,” Savannah said, struggling to climb out of the ravine with the boy in her arms and holding the end of Rags’s leash. Once she reached the rim, she dropped the leash, quickly stepping on it. She then pulled her phone out of her pocket and made a call. “June, I have the boy. He seems sleepy, but he’s okay.”

	“Oh my God, Savannah, where was he?”

	“With a colony of cats in a ravine.”

	“With the cats?” June asked, her voice an octave higher than usual. “How’d he end up there, I wonder?”

	“Hard to imagine, unless someone brought him here. I don’t think a little tyke like this could walk that far by himself. We’re heading back to the house now. Tell his mom, will you?”

	“Sure will.”

	“Cat,” the boy said as they headed away from the ravine. “Cat!” he said, pointing behind them and fussing a little.

	“Here’s a cat,” Savannah said. “See the cat?” She held him down near Rags so the boy could touch him and she smiled when he patted Rags’s coat. 

As they continued walking toward the main house, it wasn’t long before Savannah saw a group of people rushing in her direction. Jody was the first to approach, quickly taking the boy and hugging him to her. “Where did you find him?” she asked. She glanced rather anxiously beyond Savannah. “Was he with anyone?”

“I’ll cancel the search crew, Ms. Jody,” Clarence said, walking away holding a cell phone to his ear.

“So where was he?” Jody asked again.

Savannah pointed. “He was with a colony of cats. He sure seems to like cats.” 

 “He does?” she asked, frowning. She looked him all over, hugged him to her, then kissed him and hugged him again. Focusing on Savannah, she asked, “You say he was with those mangy cats in the ravine?” 

	“Yes. They seemed to be comforting him. All he talked about on our way back here were the cats.”

	“Cat!” he said, pointing at Rags.

	“Oh, I thought he was saying hat,” Jody said. “I didn’t know that meant cat. How did you find him?” Jody asked, staring out in the direction Savannah had come from.

	“Rags led me to him.”

	The woman scowled down at the cat on the end of the leash, then peered at Savannah suspiciously. “The cat did?”

	By then, Megan had caught up with the others, pushing June in a wheelchair. The elderly woman, having heard the last part of the conversation, said, “Cats can do a lot of things, Jody. They aren’t useless creatures, you know. In fact, Rags is pretty smart. He’s the one who found my Mazie Mae.” She shook her head. “You shouldn’t discount the value of cats. Carlo knows. Don’t you Carlo?” she purred. “Cats are smart and useful, aren’t they?”

	“Cat!” he said, resting his head on Jody’s shoulder.

	June looked concerned. “He seems tired,” she said, rubbing the boy’s bare foot. 

	“Look how far he walked,” Jody said. “No wonder he’s tired.”

	Savannah gazed at Jody for a moment. She doesn’t really think the boy walked all that way, does she? But rather than say so, she let out a sigh. “Well, I’d better get this cat home. I think he’s had enough excitement for one day. Just let me know when you’ve filled out the paperwork June, and I’ll pick it up.”

	“Yes, and I want to get a check to the alliance for the reward. If you don’t mind coming back and meeting with my attorney on that matter, I’ll set something up.”

	Savannah nodded. “Sure.” Suddenly she spun around, momentarily losing her balance. “What are you doing, Rags? Stop it!” she said gritting her teeth. When he kept tugging on the leash, she looked in the direction he was leaning and laughed. “Well, maybe he wants to use the soft dirt over there for a potty break.” She decided to follow his lead. “Okay, come on.” However, he didn’t stop at the patch of dirt. He pulled Savannah past it and disappeared behind a row of shrubs that were hugging the foundation of a small house on the back of the property.

	“What are you doing?” Savannah asked, sounding frustrated. She took a few steps toward the cat and shrieked, “Oh no!”

	“What is it?” June asked, sounding panicked. 

	Savannah picked up the cat and charged out from behind the bushes. Taking a shallow breath, she stuttered, “…a…oh my gosh…a…body.” 

	“Where?” Clarence asked.

	When Savannah pointed, he and Phillip stepped cautiously in that direction; Megan followed behind them.	

“It’s Drew,” Megan soon reported, now looking almost as pale as Jody.

“I’d better call the police back,” Clarence said with a sigh. Once he ended the call, he approached June and knelt next to her. He lowered his head. “I’m so sorry.”

“Andrew is dead?” June asked, disbelieving. “Are you sure?”

“Sure looks that way, ma’am.”

	“My God,” she said. “How, Clarence? Did he have a heart attack? What was he doing way out here behind the guest quarters? He’s a household domestic, for heaven’s sake.”

	“Maybe he came out to smoke,” Clarence reasoned.

	“Yeah, that’s probably it,” Phillip said, joining them.

	“Drew didn’t smoke,” June said quietly. She looked up at the two men. “Did he?”

	Both of them shrugged.

	“Well, call someone!” June shouted. 

	“We did,” Clarence assured her. “They’re on their way.” 

	Just then Jody, with the toddler still in her arms, picked something up off the ground. “His binkie,” she said quietly.

	“What?” June asked.

	“Carlo’s binkie. What’s it doing out here?” Jody then stared in the direction of the body and began speaking at an accelerated pace. “Do you think Drew took him and then croaked and left my son on his own? Maybe that’s how Carlo found his way to the ravine all by himself? It’s a short walk from here,” she said, calculating the distance with her eyes.

	“Why would he do that?” June asked. “Why would Andrew take Carlo out of his bed?”

	Jody thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe he got up by himself and Drew found him wandering around.”	

	“But I thought you said you were just outside his door,” June said. “You would have seen him.” 

	Jody glanced around nervously. “But Megan and I were talking loud and laughing a lot. Maybe we didn’t hear him come out of his room.”

	“How would he open the door to get outside?” Megan asked. “He can’t even reach the doorknobs yet, can he?”

	“The police are here,” Savannah said, waving them over. She watched as two officers exited their car. “Hi Ben, Jim. This is June Balcomb and her niece Jody.” She glanced at the two men and Megan, who were standing off to the side. She pointed. “The body’s behind those bushes.”

	After the two officers took a quick look, Ben stepped aside to make a call and Jim rejoined the women. He glanced briefly at each of them. “So who is he; do you any of you know?”

	“Yes, I understand it’s one of my employees, Andrew Pritchard,” June said. She pointed. “Ragsdale found him.”

	Jim spun around and looked at the cat. Pressing his lips together, he said, “Not again. Unbelievable.”

	Ben, who had joined the others by then, raised his eyebrows.

	“Was it a heart attack?” June asked. 

	Jim shook his head. “I don’t think so, ma’am. It looks like he was stabbed.”

	“Stabbed? My God!” June said clutching her chest. “Who would want to…” she started.

	“Yeah, especially since he was your pet,” Jody snarked.

	Without speaking, June scowled at Jody. She made an obvious attempt to hold her temper, finally saying, “That was uncalled for.” 

	“Well, he was. He was your chosen one in your will, wasn’t he? Because he liked cats, right?” she said sarcastically.

	“Not now, Jody,” June warned.

	While Deputy Ben seemed interested in the strange family exchange, Savannah could see that Jim was focused on something else. She looked in the same direction, finally asking, “What is it, Jim?”

	“Oh, I guess nothing. I thought I saw a wisp of smoke or steam over near those sheds.” He faced the others, saying, “Must have been my imagination.”

	Savannah nodded. “Yeah, it’s kind of misty this time of day. In fact,” she said, shivering a little, “it’s getting cold. June, let’s get you inside.” She looked at the deputies. “Okay if we take her home? It’s the house right up on that knoll. I’m sure it’s okay if you come knocking with any additional questions.”

	June nodded. “Yes, I would like to get more comfortable and have a spot of tea. Of course, officers, come to the house if you need anything further from me. I’ll be waiting for your report. Let’s go, Megan,” she called, rather impatiently. “Don’t make Savannah push this old lady up that steep hill. She has a cat to manage.”

	Once June was settled in her chair, Megan stepped out of the cat room and Savannah picked up an afghan, wrapping it around June’s shoulders. “Better?” she asked.

	“Oh yes, I was getting chilled.” She glanced up to make sure the two of them were alone then added, “I wasn’t going to let those other women know it, though. It’s not smart to show weakness in front of your enemies.”

	“Enemies?” Savannah asked quietly, creasing her brow.

	“Oh, don’t mind me,” June said. “Sometimes I just babble. Don’t always mean what I say, in particular when I’m tired.” She smiled. “You and Rags go on home now. I’m sure your baby and that wonderful Dr. Mike are missing you. Go on now, and we’ll get together soon.” She swiped her hand across Rags’s fur. “Come back to see me any time.” 


	****


“A missing boy and a dead body? Good Lord, Savannah; what a day you’ve had,” Michael said that evening after dinner. “Do they think the two are related?”

Savannah shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine how they could be—on the other hand, how could they not be?”

 “Thankfully you found the boy safe. How did he get so far away from the house, do they know?” 

	Savannah shook her head. “I hope a sheriff's investigation will answer some of those questions.” She sighed deeply. “That poor woman. She’s so distraught with all the perceived distrust among those close to her. And now this…” She leaned toward Michael. “Only she seems to stand strong in spite of what’s going on. She has a strong constitution, I guess you’d say. You know she’s hurting, but she’s not going to show it if she can help it.”

Michael cocked his head. “You seem to have some deep insight there, hon. You’ve only known June for a few days and you’ve learned that much about her already?”

Savannah pressed her lips together. “Well, she’s interesting.” She thought for a moment. “I mean, it’s like she’s a wise young woman in an old lady’s body. The way she lives her life fascinates me. She’s…” Before Savannah could finish the thought, her cell phone chimed. She looked at the screen and reported to Michael, “It’s the detective.” She answered, “Hi Craig.”

	“Hi.” There was a long silence. “I hear you and—your cat—ran into a hornet’s nest today.”

	“Yes. Sure did,” she said, quietly. “A bit too much excitement, if you ask me. Craig, do you know what happened?”

	“Not exactly. But we know that Andrew Pritchard was probably murdered and it happened sometime between two and four thirty in the afternoon. He was stabbed with an unknown object. How the baby got out in that ravine is still a mystery. Savannah, you have a little one; do you think that boy could have followed the cats to the ravine from where Mr. Pritchard was found?”

	“Hmmm. I guess it’s possible. Carlo’s a little older than Lily.” She hesitated. “It’s hard to imagine her covering that much ground, but I guess she probably travels that far in a day just running around the house.” She thought for a moment and said, “He likes cats. He might have followed them. I don’t think he could have made it all the way from the house, but yes it’s possible he could walk from where we found…” She paused. “When I found Carlo, he was awfully sleepy. I guess that could have been because he walked so far. Craig,” she added, “did you know that his mother found his pacifier near the body?”

 “Yeah, which makes me wonder if Pritchard took him that far then someone caught up to the poor man and killed him.” Craig hesitated. “From the looks of what we saw out there, the boy was on his own at the ravine.”

	“Maybe Carlo hid from the killer. Maybe Mr. Pritchard hid him away—protecting him when the killer appeared,” Savannah suggested. “Craig, maybe the killer had the little boy and Andrew Pritchard tried to fight him off and got himself killed.” She paused, then asked, “Did the child say anything? Did you try to get him to identify the person who took him—if that’s what happened?”

	“Well, I don’t think he says much, yet,” Craig said. “His mother tried to ask him some questions, but she said he didn’t respond with any sort of clarity. The boy’s the only one who knows what happened, and he isn’t talking.” 

	“Well, I know he can say ‘cat.’” She hesitated. “There was one other thing he said several times. I couldn’t figure out what it was and his mother didn’t seem to respond to it.”

	“What was it?” Craig asked.

	“Let’s see…tetah or tahtah…something like that. I actually thought it was significant, because he pointed and said it.”

	“What was he pointing at?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. Kind of off to our left toward those sheds, I guess. I don’t know what he was trying to show me.”

	Craig chuckled. “You deal with baby talk all the time, and you don’t know what that means?”

	“I’m afraid not. It seems that he speaks a different language than Lily does.”

Craig paused, then asked, “I’m curious, Savannah; how did you get involved with these people, anyway?”

	“Well, Rags…”

	“Oh no, don’t tell me.”

	“Yup. Craig, he found June’s cat…the one with a reward on her head. That’s how I met June. She’s been bringing her cats to Michael for a while, so he knew her. She loves Rags and invites him for playdates. She’s joining the Hammond Cat Alliance, as you may know. Iris was at the last meeting. The woman has some issues with her family and maybe some of her staff, and she seems to trust Michael and me and has shared some things with us.”  

	“And there you are in the wrong place at the wrong time, again,” Craig said, chuckling.

	“Or the right place at the right time,” she said. “We did find the cat and the boy.”

	He paused. “I think the woman has some real concerns for her safety or at least the safety of her cats. She doesn’t seem to know who she can trust. Did you get that sense from her?”

	“Sure did,” Savannah said. “Sad isn’t it? She’s out auditioning strangers now to honor her deathbed wishes for her cats. But can she actually get a true-blue and honest caretaker for them when she’s giving so much in return? How can she be sure the person she chooses is passionate about the task and isn’t doing it for the enormous perks?”

	“What do you mean? Does she plan to pay the cat caretaker well?” he asked.

	“From the sounds of it, this person will get almost everything—the whole fortune—at least for as long as these cats are living. After that, I think what’s left is supposed to go to help other cats.”

	“Hmmm—someone sure could take advantage of a deal like that.”

	“Well, I plan to have a talk with June. I think the only way she’s going to find the right person is by dampening down the reward.” She paused. “Craig, she’s considering hiring a young woman who’s in jail. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

	“What?” Craig said. “Who? Do you know her name?”

	“Um, Nora…Nona…no, Nola. Nola Kat Hope. Do you know who she is?”

	“No,” Craig said, “but if I have time, I’ll see what I can find out about her.”

	“Good. I’m sure June would appreciate that.” Savannah hesitated. “Or maybe not. Once she sets her mind about something, it seems like it’s hard to sway her.”

	“So what did Craig say?” Michael asked when Savannah ended the call. 

	“Oh, he wanted to know what I knew, which isn’t a whole lot. And he told me what he knows, which isn’t a whole lot.”

	“I heard you suggest that June should entice someone to care for her cats with something less…enticing. Good idea, hon.”

	“Yeah. In fact, that’s how she got herself into the predicament she’s in now, don’t you think? She suddenly can’t trust any of her formerly trusted staff and relatives because she fears they’re only out to get her money. I mean, none of them has stepped up and offered to take care of the cats, but it doesn’t appear there’s anyone among them she would trust with that job, anyway.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Andrew was apparently the only one she trusted with the cats and someone has killed him.” 

	“Sad, isn’t it? Really sad.”

	Savannah nodded. “Yes it is.” She picked up her phone again and looked at the screen.  “It’s June calling.” Into the phone she said, “Hello?” 

	“Hi, Savannah. Just wanted to tell you, Drew was apparently stabbed with some…something sharp…” there was a long pause.

	“June?”

	“Yes, I’m here. A sharp…oh, what’s it called?” she asked, slurring her words a little.

	“Object?” Savannah said, frowning.

	“Yes, that’s it. It might be a knife or maybe not. There was no…”

	“Weapon?”

	“Yeah, weapon.”

	“June, are you all right? You sound funny. You haven’t been drinking, have you?”

	“Oh no…just had my dinner a…a while ago. I’m sipping tea. I love my…evening tea. Chamo…chamo…”

	“Chamomile?”

	“Yes.”

	“I don’t think I can talk anymore, Savannah.  I’m so very tired. Good night, Savannah. Thank you for…calling me.”

	“June. June, wait,” Savannah said.

	When Michael saw the strained look on his wife’s face, he asked, “What’s wrong?”

	“I don’t know. She didn’t sound right. Hey, I have the number for the house phone. I’m going to call. I think someone should check on June.” 

	After placing the call, Savannah heard: “Balcomb residence, Megan speaking.”

 “Oh, Megan, hi. This is Savannah Ivey. Listen, June just called me on her cell. She sounded odd…like she’d been drinking or something.”

	“Oh no, Junie doesn’t drink…not a lick. In fact, I just took her a cup of tea. She seemed fine. Just fine.”

	“How long ago, Megan?”

	“Let’s see, fifteen minutes, maybe.”

	“Go check on her, would you?”

	“Okayyy. I can do that.”

	“And call me back, please.” She recited her phone number.

	A few minutes later, Megan called. “Hi, Savannah. She’s fine, just a little groggy. It’s been a long day for us all. She’s going to sleep now. Why don’t you call her in the morning to finish your conversation, okay?”

	After hesitating, Savannah let out a sigh. “Okay. Thanks, Megan.”


	****


The next morning, Savannah watched the clock as it ticked away. She was eager to call June and make sure she was okay. I don’t want to call too early, she thought. She probably doesn’t get up until eight thirty or so…maybe even nine. I’d better busy myself in the meantime or I’ll go crazy waiting. She turned to Lily. “Hey baby girl, want to go for a walk? Want to go see Auntie?”

	“Auntie? Auntie?” Lily said brightly, holding her arms up, asking to be lifted from her high chair. 

	“Yes, Auntie,” Savannah cooed as she picked up the baby and wiped her face and hands. Let’s get your bath and we’ll go see Auntie.”

	“Auntie. Ki-ki?” the baby said.

	“Yes, we’ll go see Auntie and the kitties.” Savannah laughed when Lily began clapping her little hands together.

	“Good morning Max,” Savannah said as she rolled the stroller into the former greenhouse. “How’s everything in the cattery this morning?”

	“Good. How’re you two?” He bent down and tickled Lily. “How’s my girl?”

“Ki-ki,” she said pointing.

“Yes, there are ki-kis all over the place, aren’t there?” He reached for her, asking, “Want to see a ki-ki have a bath?”

	“Bath,” she said.

	Savannah unbuckled the baby and Max carried her to where one of the volunteers was bathing a very dirty and unhappy cat. Lily watched the struggle for a moment, then pulled her little hands against herself, a worried look on her face.

	“Hi!” Margaret said, entering the cattery. “What brings you out so early?”

	“I need to call June Balcomb and don’t want to call too early. Just killing time.”

	“What’s going on with June?”

	“A lot. Hasn’t it been in the papers, yet?”

	Margaret lowered her eyebrows. “Haven’t had a chance to read the paper. What happened?”

	Before Savannah could explain, her phone rang. “It’s June,” she said, quickly stepping outside. “Hello. How are you?”

	“A little wobbly, actually.” She chuckled. “More wobbly than usual, but otherwise okay. At my age, I do have my spells.”

	“I was worried about you last night. You sounded so…”

	“It was a rough day, Savannah. You have to admit that.”

	“Sure was. Glad to hear you’re okay.”

	“I’m meeting with my attorney today. I’d like you to be here to accept the check for the cat alliance. Bring Lily, if you like. And, of course, Ragsdale. I think he’s happy here.”

	“That he is,” Savannah said, smiling. “Sure, we can come over. What time?”

	“Eleven. Dotty’s coming around noon to discuss the girl who was wrongfully jailed. If you can stay, I’ll have Gwendolyn fix us lunch.” She paused. “I’d like to have you here, if you don’t mind. I trust your judgment. Frankly, I’m a little uncertain about mine, lately.”

	“Why do you say that?” Savannah asked.

	“Apparently someone I trusted killed one of my employees yesterday and kidnapped my grandnephew.” 

	Savannah hesitated. “Do they know who it was?” 

	“I don’t think so, but who else could it be but someone close to me and my staff?” She was quiet, then said, “I had to let an employee go last week. I caught him bothering one of the cats.”

	“Bothering?”

	“Yes, he was being unkind. Homer was taking his time going from the outdoor enclosure to the room inside that afternoon, and Kenneth started yelling at him impatiently and sort of pushing him along. That is not how I want my cats treated,” she said defiantly. “Well, you know that. I won’t have it. He obviously can’t be around my cats…not acting that way.”	

“Could he be the one who took Mazie Mae?”

	June was silent for a few moments. “It’s possible. I doubt we’ll ever know.”

	“What about Carlo? Would that employee take him?”

	“I sincerely hope not. Savannah, I can’t stand to think that everyone I have ever trusted is out to get me, but it’s starting to look that way. Or am I simply becoming a bitter, paranoid, old woman?”

	“So everything okay?” Margaret asked, when Savannah stepped back into the cathouse. 

	She nodded, still staring down at her phone. “I think so.” She looked up at her aunt, who was holding Lily. “I hope so.” She then focused on her daughter. “Did you see the kitty take a bath?”

	“Bath,” Lily said, wide-eyed.

	“She sure did,” Max said. “I hope the experience didn’t influence her.”

	Savannah frowned. “In what way?”

	“Well that cat didn’t like his bath. He was giving us a terrible time. We got the job done, though.” He took Lily’s hand. “I just hope she doesn’t decide a bath is a scary thing.”	

“Oh, I don’t think that’ll happen. She’s a regular pollywog.”

	“So what happened at June Balcomb’s place?” Margaret asked.

	“One of her staff was killed yesterday and her little grandnephew was missing for a while. We found him with a band of feral cats.”

	“What?” Margaret said, frowning. “Have you started writing fiction, Vannie? It sounds like you’re making up some wild stories there.”

	Savannah chuckled. “Oh no. June just seems to attract a lot of drama. I’m not sure if it’s the people she associates with or the decisions she makes.” She thought for a moment. “Maybe both.” She looked at her aunt. “She called me last night and sounded like she was off in some sort of la-la land—almost incoherent. I thought maybe she’d been drinking.” She sighed. “But she sounds okay today.” She looked at her watch. “Hey, she wants me to meet with her and her attorney at eleven this morning. Better scoot.” As she strapped Lily into the stroller she asked her aunt, “What are you up to today?”

	“Still five foot, five and a half, why?”

	Savannah smirked playfully. “I mean, what are you doing today? Do you have plans?”

	“Oh, I guess the same-old, same-old. Nothing exciting.”

	“What about the new kitties coming this afternoon?” Max said.

	Margaret’s demeanor brightened. “That’s right, we’re getting a litter of nine-month-old part-munchkins.”

	“Munchkins?” Savannah exclaimed. “Where are they coming from? I mean, breeders ask a lot for them.”

	“Like I said, these are only part munchkin. Someone bred outside the breed, which is a no-no and, when the kittens didn’t sell, they decided to dump them. The kittens were dropped off at the humane society shelter, and they wanted to put them down because they have some handicaps. It’s like an experiment gone wrong; but Vannie, the kittens are otherwise healthy. Max and I could see no reason to euthanize them. Jeff, the new director, knows our reputation for placing special-needs cats and kittens, so he agreed to let us take them. Yeah, come by and see them; they’re really adorable—they’ll just need caring people to accommodate their handicaps and help them adapt.”

	“Sounds like an interesting and worthwhile challenge.”

	Margaret nodded, then bent down and kissed Lily on the cheek. “’Bye, sweet thing.”


	****


A couple of hours later, Savannah stepped into June’s spacious home carrying Lily asleep in her car seat, and leading Rags on his leash.

	“Heavens, you have a load there,” June said, walking with them toward the cat room. “Come in. You can put the baby in that first bedroom, if you want.”

	“Oh no. Thanks, but she’ll stay with me. Where will we be meeting the attorney?”

	June thought for a moment and said, “Why don’t we meet in the cat room. Then you can keep an eye on both of your babies.”

	“Perfect,” Savannah said, smiling. “Where’s Megan?” Savannah asked once they were settled. “I’m used to her answering the door.”

	“She took off somewhere with Jody. Those two are great friends, it seems. It’s a puzzle to me. They have nothing in common, unless it is to conspire against me.” She paused and said, “See, I am getting paranoid.”

	“Maybe you have reason to be,” Savannah suggested.

	Just as June was about to speak, the doorbell chimed.

	“I’ll get it, if you want,” Savannah offered.

	“No, I’m okay. You stay put with your babies. I’ll go.”

	As June left the room, using a walker, Savannah focused on some of the cats. She giggled a little when she saw Marmalade leap out from a tunnel and attack Rags’s tail. This is such a pleasant room, she thought, looking around. There’s so much light and the colors are wonderful. She chuckled. There are so many things for the cats to do—all those carpeted climbing trees and tunnels and cubbyholes. Suddenly, Savannah’s sense of peace was shattered by a boisterous voice. 

“What’s going on around here, old woman?”

	“Well, if it isn’t my nemesis,” June said, sounding deflated. “What do you want, Petra?” she asked with a sigh.

	“This was my home, too—in fact, it should still be my home. It belonged to my father. I hear someone was killed here and a child was taken. What’s that all about?”

	“Settle down, Petra. It’s nothing that concerns you.”

	“Yeah, that’s the problem; nothing concerns me.” He raised his voice even louder. “That isn’t the way my father wanted it, you know? He’d be rolling over in his grave if he knew what you plan to do with his money.”

	“His money?” June said. “It was our money, Petra.” She sounded weary when she said, “Why can’t you get that through your head? We had been married for darn near forty years when your father died. We worked together to hold onto the fortune both of our families had amassed, despite so many obstacles in the economy here and abroad. What we have has nothing to do with you. It doesn’t concern you. You received a generous inheritance when your father died and what did you do but go out and blow most of it in a mere eight year’s time? Talk about Princeton rolling over in his grave…”

	Should I make my presence known? Savannah wondered. Or stay out of it? Old June seems to be able to hold her own, but I hate seeing her have to defend herself like that. It’s not fair. It sounds like she’s right—her husband’s son is putting his nose into business that isn’t his. Just as she started to pick up Lily and amble out to where the loud conversation was taking place, another voice joined in.

“Good morning, June. Everything okay?”

“Oh, hello Sterling. Thank you for coming.”

“Petra,” the man said, “haven’t I told you to stay away from here? Unless you’ve come to offer some sort of assistance to your stepmother. Is that it?” he asked. “Have you come to take her to church, fix a leaky faucet, clean a litter box?”

	Savannah chuckled when she heard the front door slam and Sterling say, “Well, I guess he didn’t come to help today, did he?”

	“No. Not today, not ever, unfortunately,” June said. “And to think I used to change his diapers when he’d come to visit. His father certainly wouldn’t do it.”

	Savannah looked up as the couple entered the cat room.

	“Sterling, I’d like you to meet Savannah Ivey. She and her husband own Ivey Veterinary Clinic. That’s their daughter, Lily, sleeping in the corner.” She looked around the room, then pointed. “There’s Ragsdale,” she said reverently. “He’s the cat who found Mazie Mae.”

	“Well, it’s nice to meet all of you,” the medium-height man with thick salt-and-pepper hair and nice features said. “I’m Sterling Goss, Ms. Balcomb’s attorney. I guess we’re going to give you a reward.” He looked at Rags. “…or are we giving it to the cat?”

	“We’ve decided it will go to the Hammond Cat Alliance to help other lost and abandoned cats,” June explained.

	“Okay then, we have just a few formalities to take care of and I can send you off with the check.”

	When Savannah glanced at her hostess, she lowered her brow. “June, are you all right? You look a little…”

	“Well, how would you feel if your only son…well, stepson…treated you like Petra just treated me? Did you hear what he said?”

	“Yes. He’s terribly ungrateful, isn’t he?”	

	June nodded.

	“Can I get you a glass of water or something?” Savannah offered.

	“Oh, good idea,” June said. “Sterling, what would you like?”

	“Water sounds good.”

	“I think I’ll have some of that tea in the pitcher. Megan told me the cooks made a whole batch of it last night and iced what was left after my evening cup of hot tea.”

	“Okay, where’s the kitchen?” Savannah asked.

	June chuckled before saying, “Straight down that hallway, then right. You’ll know it when you get there.”

	Savannah returned promptly with three tall glasses on a tray—two waters and a tea, and she noticed the couple in deep discussion. “Ahem,” she said, to alert them that she was in the room.

	June looked up at her and smiled. “Yes, we were talking behind your back, Savannah. All good,” she said, reaching out and patting her on the arm. “All good.”

	While the two women took long swigs of their drinks, the attorney continued to fill out the paperwork and write the check for the cat alliance. 

“I may be talking out of turn,” Savannah said, putting her glass down, “but I have to make a suggestion.”

	“I welcome your suggestions,” June said. “You are one of the most authentic people, next to my dear husband, whom I’ve crossed paths with in a very long time. What is it, Savannah?”

	“Well, it occurred to me that you might find a more…as you said…authentic person who genuinely cares for your kitties and their welfare if you don’t offer so much value as part of the package. I wonder if you might find someone more trustworthy if you don’t use such a high-roller bribe.”

	There was a long period of silence. June took another large swig of her tea, then said, “Now, that’s an interesting concept, isn’t it Sterling? Have you ever known someone to take on a task such as the one I propose out of the kindness of their heart? Are there people like that these days?”

	The attorney took a sip of his water, then leaned toward June and said, “Yes, I have. As a matter of fact, I’ve told you about some of my clients who left small amounts of money to friends for the care of their pets…and with great success, I might add.” He handed her a paper to sign and continued, “They left something like a thousand dollars or even five hundred for any possible needs the animal might have over the subsequent few years. Someone who will agree to take on the task is more likely to do it for the reasons you desire, if there isn’t a large sum of money involved.” 

	After some contemplation, June quickly signed where Sterling indicated, saying, “I guess you could be right.” She then swallowed more of the tea. Suddenly, she blinked her eyes and leaned over. “Whew! I’m getting that unsteady feeling again. I wonder if it’s my heart.”

	“You’ve been feeling ill?” Sterling asked, putting his hand on her shoulder.

	June took a few breaths and leaned back in her chair. “Just last night…well, I was talking to…” she pointed “to…Georgia…I mean, Savannah…last…last night and got kinda…woozy.”

	“Yes, she did,” Savannah said. “I was worried until I spoke with her this morning.” Addressing the attorney, she said, “She seemed okay this morning.”

	“Yeah, but I was groggy and…fuzzy for a while,” June said as she brought her iced tea glass up to her lips.  

	“No!” Sterling said, grabbing it from her. He put it up to his nose and smelled it. “Did you say this is the same tea you drank last night?”

	She nodded. “I told you…they served it to me…hot last…last night and…” she shook her head. “Today there’s ice in it. Want some?” she offered, squinting and blinking a couple of times.

	“No,” he said sternly, “and I don’t want you drinking any more, either.”

	Savannah looked stunned. “Do you think someone put something in there?”

	He stared at Savannah suspiciously. “You say this is the first time you’ve been in the kitchen?”

	She frowned and nodded.

	“And you weren’t here when the tea was served last night?”

	“What are you saying, Ster…Sterling? My God, you can’t be…accusing Savannah of…of what?” 

	The attorney peered at Savannah, saying, “You can’t be too careful, June.” He took a deep breath and relaxed a little. “I apologize, Savannah. It’s just that...”

	“I understand. I’m insulted, but I do understand. I think we both want the same thing for June…her safety…and I think we both believe it’s a little precarious.”

Suddenly the chimes rang again.

	“Oh dear, that must be that other…lawyer.”

	“You’re working with another attorney?” Sterling asked, obviously stunned.

	“Oh no, I’m…I might be…interested in a young woman who’s in prison for all the wrong reasons,” she said as she started to stand.

	“I’ll get it,” Savannah offered.

	June nodded. “Yes, please do. Thank you.”

	As she left the room, Savannah heard the attorney say, “June, now what are you up to? A criminal? What’s she in for, anyway? Are you thinking about hiring her? What’s the deal here?”

	Seconds later, Savannah ushered a sharply dressed well-coiffed woman into the cat room. 

“Hello, Mrs. Balcomb,” she said, approaching her with her hand out.

June shook her hand. “Good to see you again, Dotty. Thank you for coming.”

The two attorneys made eye contact. “Dorothy,” Sterling muttered.

“Sterling,” she said, nodding.

He took a deep breath, then he picked up June’s tea glass and said, “Savannah, do you think you could find a container for this? I want to take a sample with me.” He turned to June. “I’ll see you soon. Let me know if you need anything, will you?” More firmly, he said, “And don’t drink any more of that tea until I contact you.”

“Yes…okay,” June said. 

When Savannah returned with a small glass storage container, she handed it to Sterling, who poured some tea into it and sealed it. In the meantime, she heard June say to Dorothy Matson, “I want to talk about a client of yours. I’m interested in maybe…hiring Ms. Nola…um… Katherine Hope. Is there any way you can get her out of…jail? If it’s a matter of money, I can pay…you know…” she blinked a couple of times, “…her bail.”

“Oh, it would be wonderful if it were that easy,” Dorothy said. 

Hearing this, Sterling shook his head and marched out of the room toward the front door. He then turned and walked up to Savannah, speaking quietly, “Don’t let her drink any more of the tea until I have it checked out, will you?” He thought for a moment, then added, “In fact, I suggest you pour that whole batch out—just to be on the safe side.”

	She nodded and left the room after the attorney. When she returned from the kitchen, she saw that Dorothy Matson was looking inquisitively at her. Feeling a need to explain herself, she said, “I think I’m here for moral support.” 

“Ma-ma?”

“Your baby’s awake,” June said, pointing.

Savannah lifted Lily from the car seat and held her as the baby looked around at the strange room and unfamiliar people. 

	June leaned forward. “This is a friend, Savannah…Jordan…I mean…Ivey. Savannah Ivey and her child,” she said, still sounding groggy. 

The attorney nodded, then said to June, “Sentence has been set. We may be able to get it revoked, but,” she laughed a little, “since she has just a matter of days left to serve, it would probably take more time than that to get a petition before a judge.”

	“I understand,” June said. “May I see her?”

	Dorothy hesitated. “Does she know you?”

	June shook her head. “No. But I’m eager to make her acquaintance. I met her mother and I think this girl…what’s her name?”

	“Nola,” the attorney said.

	“Yes, Nola Kat,” June said. “I think she is the answer I’ve been looking for and I believe she will be keenly interested in my proposition.” She blinked and shook her head a little. “Don’t you, Savannah?”

	“Yes, possibly,” Savannah said as she hand-fed Lily some cereal puffs she’d brought with her.

	Dorothy glanced from Savannah to June. “Well, let me see if I can arrange a meeting for you. Would tomorrow be too soon?”

	June slammed her hands down on the arms of her chair. “Perfect!” she said. “Yes, let me know where and what time. Savannah, will you show Ms. Matson out, please?” She then said to the attorney, “Thank you for coming.”


	****


 “You seem a little preoccupied,” Michael said over dinner that evening.

	“Oh,” she said, “sorry.”

	“Savannah, why don’t you…”

	Before he could finish his thought, her phone chimed. She pushed herself away from the table, then paused and slumped a little. “I hope it isn’t something to do with June. I’m kinda over her drama for the day.”

	“Don’t answer it,” he suggested. “Eat.”

	She thought about it, then rushed to take the call. “Hello?” she said cautiously.

	“Savannah Ivey?”

	“Yes.”

	“This is Roy Shively from Roy’s Camera Shop.”

	“Oh yes, hello,” she said, visibly relaxing.

	“I’m calling to let you know that your photograph, ‘Horse Running in the Sunset’ won second place in our annual photo competition.”

	“What? Oh yes, I’d almost forgotten that I entered. I won second? Wow!”	

	“I’m sorry that you didn’t win the trip to Hawaii, but you were certainly a great contender. Your prize is a $100 gift card here at the store and we want to display your photos in several local businesses throughout the month.”

	“Well, that’s great. Thank you so much.”

	Mr. Shively cleared his throat. “Would you like to send us three or four additional photos we can mount and hang so your work is more widely represented?”

	“Sure, I guess I could do that,” Savannah said.

	“And a photograph of yourself. What name do you want us to use as the photographer—Savannah Ivey?”

	After brief contemplation, she said, “Since my father was well known in the area, how about if we include my maiden name. Make it Savannah Jordan Ivey.”

	“Certainly. And do you want to put a price on your work?”

“Huh?”

“Some photographers sell their work. If you want to price it, buyers can make the purchase through us and your work will continue to hang until the end of the exhibit. We’ll handle the sales and settle up with you at the end of the month.”

“Oh, uh, well, gosh…what do photographs like mine go for?”

“It’s up to you. That picture of the horse might bring $300.”

“Yeah, I guess I could put prices on them. If they sell fine—if not, that’s all right, too.”

“Okay, the display goes up day after tomorrow. Can you get those additional photos to us tomorrow morning? You can send them via e-mail if you like, and we’ll print and mount them.”

	“Yes, that would be convenient. Sure. I’ll do that this evening.”

	“Thank you, Mrs. Ivey. And again, congratulations.”

	“Wow!” Savannah said as she settled back into her place at the dinner table.

	“Who was it?” Michael asked.

	“Mr. Shively at the camera shop. I came in second in the photo contest. How about that?”

	“That’s great, hon. Good job.”

	“They’re going to hang my work in businesses around town with my name next to it and people might actually buy some of my photos.”

	Michael smiled across the table at his wife. “So you’re going to become a highly paid artist, are you? Wait ’til Peter finds out. Hey, you can open your own gallery in Frisco next to his.”

	“Let’s not get carried away. You know how fickle art can be and how subjective.”

	“Who won the contest, do you know?” Michael asked.

	“No. I forgot to ask. I wonder what photo beat the one of my mare. I’ll have to find out.” She took a bite of her dinner, then said, “Oops there goes my phone again.” She started to push away from the table, but stopped herself. “Oh, I think I’ll let it go to voicemail. I’m not real interested in talking right now.”

	Michael reached over and patted her hand. “Good. You just relax. If it’s important, they’ll call back or leave a message.”

	Later that evening after they’d put Lily to bed, Savannah went into their office to pick out a few photos to send to Roy Shively, while Michael sat nearby reading the evening newspaper. 

“Do you like this one?” she asked, turning her laptop so he could see the screen.

“Yeah, it’s good,” he said after scrutinizing the shot of a hummingbird in flight. “What else are you sending?”

“That one of Rags crashing through the bush after a bee, one of Lily and her little friend Bradley kissing—remember that one? I’m also thinking about that shot of the eagles I took a couple of years ago.”

“Good choices. Yeah, I like this hummingbird picture.” He looked up from his paper again and asked, “Did you check to see who called you earlier?”

“Oh no, I forgot. I was enjoying the quiet.” She picked up her cell phone and listened to the message.

“What’s wrong?” Michael asked, when he noticed her deflated appearance. 

She grimaced. “It was June. She said her attorney got the results back on the tea he had analyzed.” She paused. “It was contaminated with some sort of sedative. Evidently, there wasn’t enough in there to kill her; just enough to make her weak and fuzzy-minded, which is how I saw her yesterday.” She clenched her teeth and shuddered. “Someone is out to harm that poor old woman…someone she trusts enough to make her tea, for crying out loud!”









Chapter 3


“So June, what are you going to do now that you know someone spiked your tea?” Savannah asked Monday morning after being ushered into the cat room where the elderly woman sat watching her cats at play.

	“Well, for one thing, I’ll be drinking prepared tea.” When Savannah looked confused, June held up a bottle saying, “Sterling brought these to me.” She frowned. “He has instructed me not to drink any tea or water unless I break the seal myself. They brought in a small microwave so I can heat it if I want to. Blah,” she spat, “it’s not as good as Gwendolyn’s tea.” Grimacing, she said, “I just don’t know what I’m going to do, Savannah.” She thought for a moment before asking, “Why do you think someone would want to drug me?” 

“Well, June,” Savannah said quietly, “it appears that someone might have plans for your estate other than those you’ve laid out.”

“Whatever do you mean?” June asked, creasing her brow.

“As you said yourself, your decisions regarding your will are unpopular. Someone may be drugging you in hopes of making you seem—or even feel as if you are—incompetent.” She took a deep breath. “I saw a movie once where the servants were being paid by unscrupulous family members to watch every move their wealthy relative made and report anything odd that he did. They weren’t drugging him, but they wanted to gather evidence showing that he wasn’t mentally fit to handle his estate.” 

June stared down at her hands. “I know what you’re saying. You’ve just voiced my own suspicions about my stepson, my niece, or maybe some of my staff.” She faced Savannah. “But no one has come to me on that subject after serving me the tainted tea.” 

“Are you sure, June? No one has asked you to sign anything lately? I mean, that stuff did make you rather confused.”

June shook her head. “No. I’m sure. But you’re right. Why else would they drug me?” She twisted a handkerchief around her fingers. “Maybe it was to be cumulative.” When Savannah appeared to be puzzled, she explained, “They wanted to make me believe I’m losing it—they wanted to get a good dose of the stuff into my system before approaching me.” She grinned slyly at Savannah. “They don’t know this tough old gal very well, do they?”

Savannah grinned, then asked, “So June, have you just recently changed your will to include the cats?”

“No. I’ve always planned to give the bulk of the estate to the care of cats—my cats and any others who might need a shelter or a home. But I did just recently let the cat out of the bag,” she said snickering. “Under pressure, of course, I revealed my intentions to Petra and Jody—my only two living adult relatives.”

“And they weren’t happy about your decision?”

“No, and I can’t understand why—they’re getting a generous portion, but they seem to want it all.” Looking deflated, she said, “I guess greed has no bounds.”

“Have either of them stepped up and offered to care for the cats? That’s what I would expect them to do—so they’d be in line to get their hands on that portion, too.”

June shook her head. “Oh, no. They know better than that. The only person around here who had a heart for the cats, other than the groomers, of course, was Andrew and he’s…dead…rest his soul.” She took a breath and ran her hand over Shadow, who lay next to her. “The others can pretend all they want, but they’ll never convince me to name them as caretaker for these precious beings.”

	June leaned toward Savannah. “By the way, your Detective Sledge stopped by. He said they have a possible suspect in poor Andrew’s murder. There’s evidently a child molester living in one of those metal houses east of here.”

“Mobile home park?” Savannah asked.

“Yes. The detective has reason to believe this pervert…” she spat, “came here and took the sleeping boy…my grandnephew. Andrew may have seen him and tried to stop him. They discovered a bloody spike of some sort that the killer might have found here on the grounds. They’ve taken this person of interest in for questioning. But how he got into the house without anyone knowing it is a puzzle to me. How did he know the boy was here and where to find him, Savannah? Now, that doesn’t make sense and if it doesn’t make sense, it probably didn’t happen.” She thought for a moment. “I still think it was someone close to me—someone who knows the layout of this house. But who…and why?”

	“Maybe someone who has done repairs here,” Savannah suggested.

	June thought for a moment. “Oh, I don’t know. My staff takes care of most of those types of goings-ons.”

	“Has the detective questioned them?”

	“I’m certain that he has…or will.”

	Savannah sat quietly for a few seconds, then asked, “June, who feeds the cats?”

	“Megan and…well, Andrew did. Now it’s Clarence.” She chuckled. “He doesn’t enjoy cleaning the litter boxes. I’ve heard him try to bribe Megan to do them all. Why?”

	“Well, I’m wondering if you should be concerned about what they’re being fed.”

	“Are you saying someone might try to poison my kitties?”	

	“Someone took Mazie Mae, didn’t they?” 

	Stubbornly setting her jaw, June said, “We don’t know that for sure.” When she saw Savannah smirk a little, she glanced at the Himalayan, who was curled up in one of the hammocks. “I guess you’re right. It’s highly unlikely that she’d go anywhere on her own.” Tears of frustration came to her eyes and she asked, “What’s the alternative, Savannah? How can I make sure the cats are safe? Whom can I trust?” she demanded.

	“I don’t know…maybe bring in a whole new staff, at least where food preparation is concerned.”

	“That’s rather drastic, don’t you think? Train a whole new staff? Do you know how long it takes to...”

	Savannah interrupted. “June, you could be in danger and so could all of these lovely cats.” She ran her hand along Tabitha’s tabby fur. “Such a change might just be temporary, until authorities figure out what’s going on.”

	“You’re right of course. But how does one make such a radical change and make the right choices?” She shook her head, taking in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “It’s all rather overwhelming.”

	“Yes, I can imagine. Maybe we should have your food and the cats’ food brought in from outside.”

	“Well, that would be an extravagant waste of money and resources. Let’s conjure up another way to assure our safety, shall we?”

	Savannah let out a sigh. “I don’t know what it would be. Does your attorney have any ideas?”

	“Oh, Savannah, I meant to tell you that I believe I’ve found a caretaker for the cats. I met with the girl in the jailhouse. She’s a domestic.”

	Savannah frowned. “A domestic?”

	“Well, she knows how to cook and clean and care for someone. She’s done it before. And she does love cats. I think she’s the one I can trust to care for them after I’m gone.” June took a sip of tea, shuddering at the taste of it, before saying, “I’ve asked Sterling to come by this morning to discuss terms. He’s my guiding light when it involves hiring and firing.” She set her teacup in the saucer and leaned toward Savannah. “Oh, Sterling said he has something he wants to share with me.” She frowned. “He made it sound rather ominous. He said I should brace myself.” She shook her head slowly. “I can’t imagine what terrible news he’s bringing my way today.”

	Savannah cringed. After a few moments, she asked, “What did you offer Nola Kat, or is that what you’re going to discuss with your attorney?”

	June grinned. “At this point, nothing more than a job. She gets out of the slammer next week and I invited her to help me out with the cats.” She glanced up at Savannah. “She can be in charge of their meals. That’s a good solution right there,” she said excitedly. “Maybe I can have her also handle my meals. Yes, that’ll work. She says she’s a good cook. And she would come here without expectations of getting my fortune. I’ll pay her a good salary.”

	“Did you discuss this with her?”

	“Some of it, yes. I hadn’t thought it all through by the time we met—and that’s what I want to talk over with Sterling.”

	“What will Megan think about this? How will it affect her status here?”

	June looked down at her hands. “Yes, that does present a potential problem, doesn’t it? I either trust her or I don’t. And the way it is, I really can’t trust anyone who’s here now. So I think I’ll have to give Megan her walking papers—with enough money to get her by for a while, of course.”

	“And your niece?”

	“Yes. She can visit, but I can’t have her in the kitchen. She’ll understand. She knows what I’m up against. She’s in the will no matter what, and so is Megan. I must make it clear to them that they will each get a sum. Nothing will change that. If they’re responsible for some of the recent mayhem around here, maybe it will stop once they know this.” She looked at Savannah. “…would sure make the rest of my life easier.” 

	Just then, the women heard a shrill screech. Savannah leaped up from her chair and peered into the hallway. 

“Junie! Junie!” a woman’s voice called. “I think he’s dead!”

	“My God, what now?” June wailed, shrinking into her chair. When Megan appeared in the room, her face blotched with white flour and tears running ridges down her cheeks, June asked, “What happened? Who’s dead?” 

	“Mr. Goss… He walked into the kitchen while I was making a cake and fell to the floor right in front of me. There’s a big knife…” she swallowed hard before saying, “…it’s sticking out of his back.” She covered her face with her hands. “It’s awful. Just awful.”

	Savannah picked up her phone and called 911. “I’d like to report a…possible homicide at 348 Greenbriar Circle.” She then dropped her phone into her pocket, saying, “June, why don’t you stay here. Megan, show me, would you?”

	“I’m not staying here. This is my house and Sterling is my attorney and my friend!” she shouted, struggling to stand.

	“I understand,” Savannah said, helping the woman up and following her down the hall. When the three women stepped into the kitchen, they stood stunned. 

“Where is he?” June asked weakly.

Megan pointed. “He was right there.” She covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes wide and wild. “Oh my God. I swear, he was lying there, on his face…right there,” she said, pointing. She glanced around the room. “I don’t get it.”  

	Savannah rushed to the door leading outside and noticed that it was ajar. She grabbed a dish towel off the counter and used it to pull the door open wider. “Don’t touch anything,” she instructed, as she stepped outside and looked around. “It appears that something was dragged out through the door…” she pointed, “…in that direction.” Skirting the telltale drag marks, she walked farther out into the yard and saw a car heading down the driveway. “Who drives a…” she strained to see into the distance, “…dark-colored sedan?” 

	“It’s one of my cars, I imagine,” June said. “The estate has four of them.”

	“Who has access to them?” Savannah asked.

	“Well, Clarence has permission to drive them. He’s my driver now.”

	“Does anyone else you know have a car like that?”

	“Dark-colored sedan?” June asked. “Yeah, Petra has one and so does Sterling, why?”

	“Well, I guess nothing,” she said, disappointment in her voice. “Oh wait.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and made a call. Shortly, she said into the phone, “I’m calling back from 348 Greenbriar Circle regarding the dead-body report.” She paused. “The body is gone and we think it’s in a black or dark-grey sedan…” Her eyes followed the car until she saw which way it turned, then she added, “He’s heading east on Highway 55.” When Savannah ended the call, she saw both June and Megan staring at her.

	“They probably don’t get many calls like that, do you suppose?” June said, laughing a little nervously.

	“I imagine not,” Savannah said. Suddenly her phone rang. She glanced up at the other two women before saying into the phone, “Hi Craig.” 

	“What in the hell’s going on there?” he asked.

	“Oh, so you got the message, huh? Well, there was a body in the kitchen here at June Balcomb’s estate, but it appears that it either walked or scooted away or someone took it. We don’t know if the corpse just drove away in a dark-colored sedan or if it is the corpse thief.”

	All Savannah heard on the other end of the phone was a deep sigh. Craig then cleared his throat. “Can you give me a description of the…corpse?”

	“A staff member, Megan, is the one who saw the body. She said it was Mrs. Balcomb’s attorney, Sterling Goss. Listen, Craig, I want to get Mrs. Balcomb back inside. I’m going to let you talk to the witness.” Handing Megan her phone, she said, “It’s Detective Craig Sledge.” She then took June’s arm and ushered her toward the house. That’s when they noticed Rags walking around outside.

	“Good God, Megan, what have I told you about leaving doors open around here?” June shouted. “Where is your head these days?”

	“Come here Rags,” Savannah coaxed as she and June walked toward the door. “Gads, do you see any of the other cats out here?”

	June shook her head. “No. They never try to escape. They have no reason to go beyond their playroom or the outdoor screened-in area. They know nothing else. Ragsdale does.”

	“Unfortunately, he does,” Savannah lamented. Once she’d made sure June was comfortable in her chair, she rushed down the hallway back toward the kitchen. As she drew near, she heard a woman’s voice saying, “Yeah, he’s dead. Okay, let me know what you want me to do.” 

	Savannah stopped, hoping to hear more, but everything went quiet. She moved slowly toward the kitchen door. Stepping inside, she found Megan standing next to the counter with a phone in her hand. “Who were you talking to?” Savannah asked.

	“Me? The detective, of course. Remember, you handed me the phone and asked me to talk to him.”

	“No, just now. You were talking to someone else.”

	“No,” she said innocently, “I wasn’t.” 

“I heard you, Megan,” Savannah said sternly.

The woman’s eyes darted around the room. She then pointed to a small TV on the countertop. “I had the TV on. Just turned it off. That’s probably what you heard.”

	Savannah stared at the woman for a moment, took her phone from her, and headed outside through the kitchen door. “Rags!” she called. “Rags, where are you, darn it?”

	Just then she heard sirens screaming along the highway toward the estate.  I’d better find that cat, she thought, before the sirens scare him into the brush. She chuckled to herself. Heck, I might just let him go. Maybe he’ll set up housekeeping with the cats in the ravine. Shaking her head, she called out again. “Rags! Raaaags!” That’s when she spotted him peering from behind a large potted plant on one of the several patio areas. “Come here, boy,” she said. “All cats inside.”

	When he darted out of sight behind the pot, she clenched her teeth and walked in his direction. “Oh no,” she said once she’d rounded the corner. There on the ground in front of her was Rags, sitting like a statue and staring down at Sterling Goss’s body. “Oh my gosh,” she said, turning and heading toward the driveway. Before going too far, she doubled back and picked up the cat. 

“Hey, over here!” she called when Deputy Jim stepped out of the patrol car. With a lump in her throat, she waved frantically with one arm while trying to hold onto Rags with the other. Tiring of the struggle, she wrapped both arms around the cat and walked swiftly toward the kitchen door, opened it with her sweater sleeve pulled over her hand, and shoved Rags inside. Once she’d closed the door, she rushed toward the deputies. “The body’s back,” she said. When Deputy Ben cocked his head and lowered his brow, she said, “I know, it’s strange as all heck, but the body Megan told us about is right there on that patio. Rags…”

	“The cat?” Jim asked, smirking.

	She nodded. “Yes, he found it there,” she pointed, as she led the officers to the private patio area.

	“Where?” Ben asked.

	Savannah turned and looked. She gasped, brought her hand up to her mouth, and muttered, “He’s gone. Oh my gosh, I don’t believe this. He was here just a second ago, I swear.” She looked around. “Right there. I’m sure of it.”

	“What was that?” Ben asked, peering out past the patio area. “I thought I saw movement.”

	“How big is this body that keeps disappearing, anyway?” Jim asked.

	Savannah looked at the two men and pointed at Ben. “About your size. It looked like someone had dragged him out of the kitchen earlier. There are drag marks outside the door. Are there any out here?”

	“Savannah, why don’t you go on inside with Mrs. Balcomb and the cat. We’ll come in and question you all and let you know what we found after we look around.”

	“Okay,” she said, walking toward the kitchen door. Just inside, Rags seemed to be waiting for her. She scooped him up and carried him into the cat room.

	“So did the officers arrive?” June asked when she saw Savannah appear with the cat in her arms.

	Megan, who sat nearby, seemed equally eager for information.

	Savannah looked at both of them and quietly said, “Rags found the body, but it disappeared again.” 

	“What?” June said, spilling a little of her tea. She reached for a napkin and began dabbing at the spot on her dress.

	“It’s gone. It’s been moved. Or the man isn’t dead at all and he walked or crawled away.” She shook her head. “What is going on? This is all crazy.”

	“Crazy is my middle name,” June said. “I’m always finding myself in odd situations, but nothing like this.”

	Savannah sat down near June and asked, “Who knew that you had an appointment with your attorney today?” 

	“Uh, I don’t think anyone did,” she said. “No, no one but you, Savannah.” 

	Thinking out loud, Savannah said, “I wonder what he had on his mind.”

“What are you suggesting, Savannah?” June asked.

“Who would he incriminate when he shared that mysterious piece of information with you? Perhaps that person was trying to keep him from divulging it.”

Before June could respond, Savannah’s phone rang and she answered it. “Hi, Craig.”

“Savannah, does Mrs. Balcomb know a man named Clarence Norton?”

Holding the phone away from her ear, she asked, “June, do you know someone named Clarence Norton?”

	“Oh my, is he dead, too?” June asked.

	“He works for you, right?” Savannah asked her.

	“Yes, he’s a trusted staff member. He drives for me and helps Megan with various tasks. Why?”

	Savannah said into the phone, “He works here, why?” 

“He was driving the car you saw leaving the estate.”

She repeated, “June, he was in the car we saw leaving the estate.”

	“Well, sure he was. I sent him to get cat food this morning. Is he all right?” the elderly woman asked.

	“June says she sent him for cat food. Is he okay?”

	Craig cleared his throat. “He’s okay. He was on his way to the pet food store when we stopped him and we found no body in the car.”

	“Yeah, Craig, the body’s still here. Or was. It disappeared again before Deputy Jim got here.”

	“What? Savannah, what are you ladies drinking this morning? Bloody Marys?”

	She chuckled nervously. “No. Jim and Ben are out looking for the body now. Rags found it on the patio, but....”

	“Are you sure the guy’s dead?” Craig asked impatiently.

	“Actually, no,” she said. “We haven’t spent enough time with…the body…to find out. Oh, here come the deputies. I’ll call you back, Craig.”

	“Yes, do that.”

	“Come in, Jim, Ben,” Savannah invited after ending the call. “I think you’ve met June Balcomb and her assistant Megan. Megan is the one who found the body…the first time…in the kitchen. Did you find it?”	

	Jim cringed a little and said, “Yeah, we found…it. The paramedics are working on him now.”

	“He’s alive?” Megan shouted, disbelieving. “But he had a knife sticking out of his back.” She gasped. “Did he say who stabbed him?” 

	“Not yet,” Ben said. “He’s in pretty bad shape.”

	“Thank the Lord he’s alive,” June said, tearing up. “I don’t know what I’d do without Sterling.”

	Jim and Ben exchanged glances. Then Ben turned to Megan. “Now what do you know about what happened to Mr. Goss?”

	“Nothing. I didn’t see anything or anyone. He just walked into the kitchen like he was going to say something to me and fell on his face. That’s all.”

	Ben made a note on a pad, then asked, “Where did he come from?”

	When Megan looked confused, he said, “Did he walk in from the hallway into the kitchen?”

	“Oh no,” Megan said. “He came through the outside kitchen door—and then I guess he crawled back out.”

	“Why would a man who thinks he might be dying try to crawl back out into the yard?” June asked. “Now that doesn’t seem logical to me. Does it to you people?”

	“You’re right. Unless he was strong enough to stand, he wouldn’t even be able to open the door,” Savannah added. 

	“Oh, he was dragged,” Ben said. “I don’t think he opened the door or crawled anywhere. Whoever tried to kill him might have dragged him out, thinking he was dead, and when they saw he wasn’t, they panicked and tried to hide him—or take him someplace to kill him.”

	“He didn’t have to open the door,” Megan said quietly.

	“What?” Ben asked. “What do you mean, he didn’t have to open the door?”

	“It was still open when I came in here to tell Junie what had happened.”

	Ben looked at Megan and wrote on his pad. “So he could have crawled out through the open door?”

	“I suppose,” Megan said, “…since he was still alive.”

	“Did he say anything to you?” Jim asked.

	“No. I was mixing some cake batter. When I turned around, he just stood there, then he fell over onto the floor. That’s when I saw the big knife sticking out of his back.”

	“What did the big knife look like?”

	“Didn’t you see it?” she asked. “It was protruding pretty far. I don’t know how you could miss it.”

	“No, it wasn’t there. There was no knife, just a wound. Can you describe the knife?”

	“It was….” she hesitated, “…a kitchen knife. I see Gwen use one like it all the time.”

	Jim stared at Megan. “Are there any knives missing from the kitchen that you know of?”

	“Hell, I don’t know. Ask one of the cooks.”

	He addressed June. “Can we get one of the cooks in here? I’d like to ask them a few questions.”

	June nodded and picked up her phone. “Gwendolyn…” she hesitated “…we’ve had an accident here. Are you on the premises? Could you meet with an officer in the kitchen right away?” After ending the call, June said, “She’ll be right there.”	

	As Jim left to meet with the cook, Ben continued his questioning. “Do any of you know who would want to harm Mr. Goss?”

	The three women glanced at one another, then June spoke, “I’d sure like to know that myself, officer. I sure would. It might bring peace again to my life.”

	Before long, Jim returned, looking grim. He peered at Megan. “The chef’s knife is missing from the block.” He glanced around at the others. “I had Ms. Harris look for it and she couldn’t find it. She seemed alarmed because it is a knife they use regularly and she’s never known it to go missing before. She said she’d let us know if it turns up.”

	Jim took one quick look at the women and said, “Well, let’s get over to the hospital, shall we? I’d like to speak with Mr. Goss. We may have more questions for you ladies, too.” 


	****


“I saw some of your photos on exhibit at the diner today,” Michael told Savannah later that evening. He pulled a piece of newspaper from his pocket. “This is a list of participants.”

	“The photographers or where their work is being exhibited?” she asked.

	“Both,” he said, handing it to her.

	She glanced at the list and let out a sigh. “I didn’t make it downtown today.”

	“I guess you didn’t, with all that you had going on at the estate. Rags sure dragged you into a mess when he found June’s cat, didn’t he?”

	“Yeah,” she said rolling her eyes. She smiled. “So how did the pictures look?” 

	“Professional. Quite professional.” He squeezed her hand. “Good job, hon. Oh, I saw people looking at them, too, and I told them, “Those are my wife’s photos.”

	“Cool.” 

	He peered into her eyes. “I’m proud of you. Really proud of you.”

	Before Savannah could respond, the house phone rang. “Probably a telemarketer,” she said as she reluctantly picked it up.

	“Savannah Ivey?” the male voice on the other end said.

	“Yes, who’s this?”

	After a pause, he responded, “An admirer.”

“Oh?” 

“I saw your picture in town today. You look really good. But I think you’re hotter in person.” 

“Is this Peter?” she asked suspiciously. “Always joking, aren’t you, Peter, and always flattering the women.” 

“Uh, who’s Peter? Does he think you’re beautiful, too?”

Savannah hesitated, then asked again, “Who is this?”

“I told you, an admirer. Have coffee with me and you’ll find out.”

Still thinking it might be a friend playing a prank, she said, “Um, I don’t think so. My husband wouldn’t like it. I am married, you know.”

 “Yeah, I know…to that weasel Michael Ivey. I’d sure like to take his place.”

With that, Savannah scowled and quickly hung up the phone.

 “Who was it?” Michael asked, his brow creased in concern. “Did I hear you say Peter’s name?”

	“Yeah, I thought it might be him joking around. But I don’t think so. I don’t know who it was. Someone who saw a picture of me—hanging with my photographs, I guess.”

	“Yes, there was a picture of you.”

Well, darn. I guess some random guy liked the way I look, found the phone number for that damn landline, and made a lewd call.”

	“Lewd?”

	She shrugged. “Well, not exactly, but I think it was going in that direction before I cut him off. Michael, let’s not answer that phone anymore. Let’s let the machine take messages, okay?”

	“Okay with me.”

	She frowned. “Actually, I guess it’s someone I’ve seen before—or he’s seen me. He mentioned something about seeing me in person.” She giggled nervously. “He said you’re a…” 

	“A what?” he asked, frowning.

	“A weasel.”

	“A weasel?” Michael said, as if insulted. “Well, that…”

	Savannah wrapped her arms around Michael’s neck. “I don’t think you’re a weasel and I don’t take this flirt thing seriously, so you shouldn’t either.”

	“I don’t like other men coming on to my wife. I hope you nipped it in the bud, Savannah.”

	She laughed. “Of course I did. I don’t think he’ll be bothering me again. In fact, he probably called all the photographers and he’ll go with the first one who agrees to a coffee date.”

	Michael laughed. “Even old grumpy Mr. Phipps? He got an honorable mention, you know.”

	Savannah smirked playfully at her husband.


	****


“I think June’s trying to reach you on your cell,” Michael said, as he caught up with Savannah in the kitchen the following morning. He handed her the phone. “It was ringing when I came out of the shower.”

	Savannah looked at the screen. “Oh, yes, that’s her number. She’s up early.” She placed a few cereal puffs and cut-up fruit on Lily’s high chair tray and returned the call. “Hi, June. How are you this morning?” 

	“Hello, dear. I wonder if you could drive me to see poor Sterling.”

	“Oh, how’s he doing? Have you heard?”

	“Not well. Not well at all. I spoke with his wife this morning and she said he’s in a coma, but the doctors think he could wake up at any time. She says he’s certainly not out of the woods.” 

“Well, June, if he’s in a coma, is there any point in visiting him? Will they even let you in?”

After hesitating, June said, “I don’t know, Savannah. I just feel this need to see him, even if I can’t speak with him yet. I can’t explain it, I…” She became silent for a moment, then asked, “So can you take me to Sterling this morning? I’m ready now. But I know you have a family, so you let me know when it’s convenient for you.”

	Savannah thought for a moment before saying, “Our housekeeper will be here in a little while and she’s planning to watch Lily this morning. So I can pick you up in about forty-five minutes. Is that okay?”

	“Oh yes, that would be fine. Thank you.”

	When Savannah told Michael of June’s request he frowned. “Why you, do you think? I mean she has a whole staff of people over there at the estate—drivers, caretakers… Why did she ask you to drive her?”

	“Well, she’s a little gun-shy about her staff these days. I think she’d rather not involve them in personal business.” She shrugged. “At least that would be my guess.”


	****


It was nearly eight when Savannah pulled into the driveway at the estate. She was surprised to see Megan rushing down the front steps, frantically waving a dishtowel. “I’m so glad you’re here, Mrs. Ivey! Come quickly, there’s been an accident!”

	Savannah leaped out of the car, her heart in her throat. “Is June okay?” she asked, running after the woman. 

	“No. I don’t think so. Not after what happened. Hurry!” she insisted.

	As soon as she stepped through the front door, Savannah heard someone sobbing. She quickly followed Megan toward the sound and found June in the cat room sitting in her chair with her long-haired tabby, Tabitha, lying limp on her lap. 

	“Oh no, what happened?” Savannah asked. “Is she…?”

	“I think so,” Megan said. “There’s a note.”

	“A note?” Savannah asked frowning. She knelt next to June and gently put her hands on the cat. “Let me take a look. She’s breathing—it’s labored and faint, but she’s breathing.” She turned to Megan. “What did the note say? Did it give a clue as to what happened to her?”

	Megan shook her head. “It said, ‘eight more to go.’”

	Savannah clenched her jaw. “Damn!” She then turned to June. “Okay, let’s get her to the clinic immediately. Michael should be arriving about now. I’ll call and tell him we’re coming. If she’s been poisoned, there may be time. Megan, would you help June to the car. I’ll take Tabitha.”

	“It’s too late,” June said, wiping tears from her face. “I just know it’s too late.”

	“Come on, we have to try to save her,” Savannah insisted, gently lifting Tabitha off the distraught woman’s lap. She rushed to the car with the cat cradled in her arms, handing her to June as soon as she was seated in the passenger seat. Savannah started to climb into the driver’s side when she stopped and asked Megan, “What time did they eat this morning?”

	“Just now.”

	“Where’s her food dish? I want to take a sample with us.” She headed back toward the house with Megan, who handed her Tabitha’s plate. “Take away any food that’s left, will you?” she called after the aide.

	“The other cats’ food?” Megan asked.

	Savannah shouted as she rushed toward the front door, “Yes, all of it!”

	Once they arrived at the clinic, Savannah eased Tabitha off June’s lap, rushed into the clinic, and handed her to Scarlett, their long-time receptionist. “This is Tabitha,” she said. “Dr. Mike’s expecting her—it’s an emergency.” She then went back to help June, who had slipped out of the car and was making her way slowly toward the clinic. 

“Will she be all right, Dr. Mike?” June pleaded, when Savannah ushered her into the exam room. 

“Sit here,” Savannah suggested. “I’ll go get the food sample.” When she returned, she said, “The food doesn’t smell right, Michael. It has a sweet smell that’s familiar to me.” She sniffed at it again. “I’ve smelled it before.” 

“Antifreeze,” Bud said as he entered the room. 

Michael glanced up at him and nodded.  

“Oh no,” Savannah moaned, touching the barely conscious cat affectionately. She looked at Michael. “Are you going to pump her stomach? Make her vomit?”

“When did she eat?” he asked. “The food looks fresh.”

“Probably ten or fifteen minutes ago,” June said, choking up.

	“Yes, I’ll try to get her to vomit. She seems to be awake and aware enough.” As he reached into a cabinet for hydrogen peroxide, he asked, “What about the other cats? Are any of them showing signs of illness? Did they all eat the same thing?”

	“Tabitha’s on that special diet we’re feeding Mazie Mae, remember?” June said. “Oh no, my Mazie Mae. What if she’s sick, too?”

Michael peered at the woman. “Can you call someone and ask them to take a look at her?”

“Yes,” June said, fumbling to pull her phone out of her small purse. Once she had the phone in her hand, she tapped on the screen. “Hello, Megan. How’s Mazie Mae? Is she showing any signs of being sick?” She hesitated, then said, “Yes, Megan, now. I want you to go look at her now and tell me if she’s okay. Hurry!”

After a few moments, June’s demeanor relaxed some. “Good,” she said into the phone. “Thank you, Megan.” She looked at Michael. “Megan said she’s acting normal. No one else seems to be ill. Oh, Dr. Mike, you just have to save my Tabitha.”

Michael looked at June, then at his wife. “Savannah, why don’t you both wait in the reception area? June, you’ll be more comfortable in there.” When she protested, he said, “Please, we’ll take good care of Tabitha.” He then called, “Susan, can you assist me?” as he picked up the limp tabby and headed into the lab area.

	It was several minutes later when Michael reappeared. He knelt next to June. “I think she’s going to be okay. We’ll know more after an hour or so.” He took her hand. “June, it appears she was poisoned—although it doesn’t look like she ate much this morning.”

	“No, no she didn’t. She left a lot on her plate.”

	“She must have sensed something was wrong with her food, although most cats like the taste of antifreeze.”

	June chuckled a little through her tears. “Not Tabitha. She’s a finicky eater.” 

“So Mazie Mae’s okay?” he asked, looking from June to Savannah.

Savannah nodded. “According to Megan, she’s just fine. They don’t feed them together.” She managed a slight smile. “June says sweet Mazie Mae can be a little aggressive at mealtime.” 

“Dr. Mike, what am I going to do? My cats are in danger and I don’t know who’s trying to harm them.”

	“I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head.

	Savannah faced the woman. “June, the idea about cleaning house—letting your staff take some time off—might be a good one. How about if I get a group together to help you out for a while?”

	The elderly woman stared at Savannah, her eyes wide. “Who?”

	Savannah glanced at Michael. “We have friends—most of them adore cats. Several of them love to cook. In fact, you met some of them at the cat-alliance meeting. I’m sure they’d enjoy a vacation at your home taking care of you and your cats until we can clean up this mess.”

“Well, let’s go see Sterling. Maybe he’ll be awake and I can run the idea by him.” June looked at Savannah, then Michael before asking weakly, “Can I see her before we go?”

	“Sure. Come on back,” Michael said, helping the woman up and steadying her.

	“Oh, my darling Tabitha,” June said, dabbing at her eyes, “you look so pitiful.” She put her hand against the wire cage. “You are so loved, sweet girl. I’ll be back to get you soon. Please be well.”

	Savannah choked back tears as she walked with June out of the recovery area, through the reception room and out the door toward the car. Once they were buckled into the SUV, Savannah headed to the hospital an hour away in Straley.

	“We’d like to see Sterling Goss,” Savannah said to the receptionist.

	“Are you relatives of Mr. Goss?” she asked.

	Savannah shook her head and glanced at June.

	“He’s a dear friend of mine,” June explained. 

	“They’re only allowing family to visit at this time,” the pert brunette said.

	Just then they heard a new voice. “Oh, hello, Ms. Balcomb.”

	“Mrs. Goss,” June said, greeting her, warmly.

	“Elizabeth,” the woman corrected. “Have you come to see Sterling?”

	“Yes, yes, but they say he can’t have visitors.”

	With that, Elizabeth Goss turned to the receptionist. “I’ll vouch for this woman. She’s like family to my husband. I’ll take her up and let her see him.”

	The receptionist nodded. 

	“I’ll wait here for you, June,” Savannah said.

	When the two women returned to the lobby several minutes later, June looked as if she’d been crying. “Thank you Mrs. Goss…um, Elizabeth,” she said. “I appreciate being able to see him. So they believe he’ll wake up, do they?”

	Elizabeth nodded. “Yes. It may take a few days—but the doctor says he’s healing and improving in his deep sleep state and we should not worry too much.” She smiled weakly at June and then Savannah, saying, “I’m going to sit with him for a while.” Resting her hands on June’s arm, she said, “It was nice seeing you, Ms. Balcomb.”

	“Yes, and thank you ever so much for letting me see Sterling. You take care,” she said, patting the woman’s hands. “I will pray for him. I’m sure you’ll have your husband home in no time.” 

	After watching Elizabeth Goss enter the elevator, June lowered herself into a chair. “I’d like to sit here for a moment, if you don’t mind, Savannah. I need to rest before the walk to your car.”

“That’s fine. I’ll bring the car around to the front.” As she turned to leave, Savannah nearly bumped into Craig Sledge, who was on his way into the lobby.

“Well, what are you two ladies doing over here this morning?” he asked.

“Craig, hi.”

“Good morning, Detective,” June greeted.

Craig frowned. “Are you here to see Mr. Goss?”

The two women nodded.

Craig looked sideways at them. “They didn’t let you in, did they?”

“Mrs. Goss took me up to see him,” June explained. “Detective, it’s just so sad to see him like that. He must wake up—he just has to.”

Craig thinned his lips and glanced from one to the other of the women.

“Oh, Craig,” Savannah said. “There was another attack at the estate.”

“What?”

“Someone tried to poison one of June’s cats this morning.” When she saw the concern on his face, she said, “We just came from the clinic. We think she’ll be okay, don’t we, June?”

	The woman nodded weakly. “Savannah,” she said, “can you get your crew together? I think I’ll take you up on your offer.”

	“Crew?” Craig questioned.

	Savannah said, “Well, she’s having so much trouble at her place—pets and people close to her are being harmed and harassed, I just thought…”

	“Oh no, what did you think, Detective Savannah?” he asked, smirking playfully.

	“I thought we ought to clean house at the estate—ask everyone to leave and bring in people we know we can trust to take over with June and the cats until…”

	June chimed in, “Until you catch whoever’s doing the bad stuff, Detective.” 

Craig rubbed his chin and looked at June. “You,” he said. 

	“Yes?” June asked impatiently waiting for him to complete his thought.

	“It’s you. You’re the common denominator in all this.”

	June cringed and slumped a little in the chair.

	He stared at her for a moment, then said, “Savannah’s idea sounds like a good one. Let’s get everyone close to you out of there, including your relatives.” When June started to protest, Craig said, “Just until we sort out what’s going on. We’ll be questioning them all. We should have a bead on the perp soon enough.” He locked eyes with June again. “It seems to all boil down to your money, doesn’t it?”

	Grimacing, she finally forced herself to say, “I suppose so. But I believe things will settle down around me soon, don’t you? Once everyone knows that I’m not leaving a large sum of money to any one person, no matter how many cats there are? Naturally I want them well-cared-for, but Savannah has helped me realize that someone who would do it for the money may not be doing it for the right reasons.”

	Craig nodded and smiled at the woman. “But they’d still be handling a lot of money, isn’t that right? This person would be making financial decisions related to the cats.”

	June agreed. “Yes, with Sterling’s guidance. I have my wishes spelled out.”

	Savannah glanced at Craig, then said quietly to June, “I think what the detective is saying is this person would still have access to nearly the entire estate.”

	“Yes,” Craig said, “and many a greedy heir has been known to manipulate a bequest to his or her advantage. Unfortunately, it’s done all the time.”

	June sighed deeply. “I suppose you’re right. There are no guarantees, even in a deathbed wish.” Slapping her hands against the arms of the chair, she struggled to stand, saying, “Well, let’s get this show on the road, Savannah, shall we?”

	“Where to now?” Savannah asked, as they drove out of the parking lot.

	“Where’s your baby? Don’t you need to go home to your baby?”

	Savannah smiled. “She’s in good hands. Let’s take care of you today.”

	“You’re a good girl,” June said, peering at Savannah. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all you’ve done.” She then sucked in a breath and sat up straighter. “Okay, let’s check on Tabitha, then I want to go to the law firm and see who’s going to manage my account until Sterling is back to work. I must make sure everything’s in order. And then let’s send my staff away on a nice vacation and put a halt to visits from my family. We’ll hire security guards to keep them away.” She turned to Savannah. “So who will be coming into my home to care for the kitties? Can we meet them today?”

	Savannah raised her eyebrows. Grinning, she said, “You are one in-charge lady, aren’t you? You know how to get things done.”

	“You got that right. Now let’s do it, shall we?”

	“Okay, I’ll make some phone calls while you chat with the folks at the law firm.” She glanced at her passenger. “I’ll ask the detective to be there when you make the announcement to your staff. We want things to run smoothly.” When June looked puzzled, she said, “You never know how people are going to react to a surprise like this.”

	







Chapter 4


By one thirty that afternoon, Savannah and June were back at the estate. Lily was asleep in a portable crib and Tabitha was lying comfortably in a plush kitty bed next to June’s chair. Security guards were in place around the property and Megan, Clarence, Marco, Ginger, Phillip, the housekeepers Martha and Addie, and the alternating cooks Bev and Gwendolyn had all assembled in the cat room. June’s interim attorney, Virginia Watson stood by as June addressed her staff, and Craig watched their reactions. “We’re making some temporary changes here at the estate. I’m happy to announce that you’re all going on a two-week vacation to the destination of your choice.”

There was a burst of comments. “What?”

“A vacation?

“I can’t afford no vacation. Do we hafta leave?” 

“Yeah, I have a new car payment.”

“Settle down people,” June said. “I’m paying for your trip. My attorney will hand each of you a check in the amount of $5,000. Now be on your way and have a good time. I don’t want to see you around here until at least two weeks from today. I will call each of you and let you know when to return.”

As the men and women continued to complain about June’s bombshell, Craig spoke up. “And if we see you anywhere near this property after today, you’ll be escorted off the premises and possibly arrested for trespassing.”

“What?”

“Why?”

“Can we get our things? I live here, ya know.” 

“Where am I going to live for two weeks?”

June raised her voice to be heard. “Those of you who reside here at the estate—that’s Megan, Addie, Clarence, and Gwendolyn—you’ll find extra cash in your envelope for a hotel. Detective Sledge and his team will accompany you four to your quarters to help you gather your things. The rest of you are released immediately.”

“Me?” Megan shouted. “You’re kicking me out, too?”

June grimaced and nodded.

“But I was in the middle of preparing this evening’s meal,” Gwendolyn said quietly.

“We’ll take over,” June assured her. “Just go have yourself a wonderful vacation, will you?” June watched as everyone filed out of the room, then she turned to Savannah. “Well, that was tough.” 

	Savannah patted her hand. “You did a marvelous job.”

	“Yes you did,” the attorney agreed.

	June looked at Virginia, then Savannah. “Well, I couldn’t have done it without you…and Detective Sledge. Thank you all so much.” She reached down and touched Tabitha. “Oh Ragsdale, are you keeping her company?” she said, smiling.

	Savannah, too, noticed Rags lying in his Egyptian-cat pose next to Tabitha’s bed. “He sure seems sensitive to a cat who’s ill or hurt,” she said. 

	June ran her hand along Rags’s back. “What a comfort he must be to you and Dr. Mike.”

	“Oh, June, you just don’t know. He can be a handful. He’s always into some kind of mischief.”

	June shook her head slowly. “I don’t believe it. He’s never been anything but a gentleman around me and my kitties.” She let out a deep sigh. “Well, the worst is yet to come, isn’t it? I must face Jody and Petra. What time is it, anyway?”

	“One fifty-five,” Virginia said. “Do you need me to stick around for your meeting with them?”

	June looked at Savannah. “I don’t think so, do you?” She faced the attorney. “Probably not, if you have business elsewhere. We sure appreciate you coming out this afternoon.”

	“Certainly. Just call if you need anything.” The attorney approached June and took her hand. “I know that you and Sterling have been good friends for many years. It must be hard for you to see him in that condition.” 

	“Yes. But I trust that he will awaken.”

Virginia thinned her lips and stared into June’s face for a moment before saying, “Sure. I’ll see you later.”

The attorney had been gone for only seconds when they heard someone call out, “Mrs. Balcomb?”

Savannah jumped up and headed for the hallway. “Yes?” she said, upon seeing a security guard peering in through the front door.

“Someone’s here with groceries; says her name’s Iris Sledge.” He narrowed his eyes. “Is that Detective Sledge’s wife?”

Savannah smiled. “Yes. Would you please help her in with the groceries?” She motioned, “Have her drive around to the right and park outside the kitchen door.”

 “Groceries?” June questioned, when Savannah returned to the cat room.

“Yes, we’re tossing out everything and starting fresh. Detective Sledge didn’t want to take the chance of anything in your kitchen being contaminated.”

June grimaced. “Sad, isn’t it? Just plain sad. I feel awful about turning my staff away. Most of them are trusted and trustworthy. I will miss them.”

Savannah nodded. “It’s hard to make such serious changes in your life.” She smiled. “But June, I think you’re going to like your new temporary staff.” She glanced at her sleeping child, then slipped out of the room to join Iris in the kitchen.

Fifteen minutes later, the two of them returned. “June, you met Iris at the cat-alliance meeting. She’s going to be your new chief cook…”

“…and bottle washer,” Iris quipped, reaching out for the elderly woman’s hand. “Nice to see you again.” 

“Hello,” June greeted. 

“She’s also the detective’s wife.”

June’s face lit up. “Oh!” She then noted, “My you have a nice crop of red curly hair. Is it natural?” She chuckled, adding, “I mean the curls; most young people today have some sort of artificial color on their hair—even the boys, for heaven’s sake.” She shook her head. “I meant is your hair naturally curly like that?”

“Sure is,” Iris said, tucking a ringlet behind one ear. She sat down next to June. “Now, I brought in the basic kitchen ingredients. Do you have any food allergies, sensitivities, or special likes and dislikes I should know about?”

June gazed into Iris’s expertly made-up eyes. “Well, let’s see…I enjoy my tea—hot and iced—chamomile, if you please.” She frowned. “And not that artificial stuff that comes in a bottle.” Her expression brightened when she said, “I love my sweets, especially lemony treats and chocolate. I’m particularly fond of mushed up food.”

“Mushed up?” Iris asked.

“Creamy casseroles, enchiladas, things like that.” She put her hand on Iris’s, “…only nothing spicy. I can’t handle spicy food these days. Oh, and no bell peppers. They give me gas. I like grainy breads—full of good seeds, wheat berries, and such.” She glanced at Savannah. “I think I’m fairly easy to please in the cuisine department.”

Savannah nodded. “I’ve seen her eat a variety of food—sandwiches, salads, soups.”

“Oh yes. I appreciate my salads. And peaches are my favorite fruit. Savannah brought some of her home-canned peaches for my enjoyment.” She rolled her eyes. “Delightful, just delightful.”

“Okay then,” Iris said. “It sounds like cooking for you will be fun. How about if I create a menu and run it by you before we finish the shopping? Sound good, Ms. June?” Iris asked.

She nodded, smiling. “Sounds wonderful, Iris. Thank you.” 

Iris stood to leave, but turned and asked, “Is tomato bisque and a fresh veggie pasta okay for supper? I can also serve a wedgie…er…um…I mean, a lettuce wedge salad with blue cheese and beets. Sound good?”

June smiled. “Wonderful, yes.” She leaned toward Iris. “Could I have a few shrimp swimming in my soup? I love shrimp.”

“Great idea,” Iris said. “Never thought of that. Okay then, I’m off to the grand kitchen. Dinner will be served in about…” she looked at her watch, “…four hours.” As she turned to leave, her husband entered the room. “Hi, babe,” she said, walking past him and out through the door.

Craig smiled after her, then addressed June. “They’ve all left the premises.” He smirked. “…grumbling the whole way.”

June frowned before saying, “I can’t be responsible for how they choose to feel about this. If they’re as trustworthy as I hope they are, they’ll be brought back. It’s as simple as that.” She glanced at Tabitha and Rags. “But I can’t allow my cats to be in jeopardy.”

“You’ve done the right thing,” Craig said. Suddenly he jumped a little. “What’s that I hear?”

Savannah smiled as she stood and headed for the portable crib. “It’s Miss Lily waking up from her nap.”

“Oh,” he said, looking at the baby. He continued, “Mrs. Balcomb, things will be back to normal as soon as we figure out who’s causing you grief and your staff will be refreshed after their nice vacation.” He took on a more serious stance. “Now, we found a few things among staff belongings.”

“Oh?” June said, eager to hear more, yet obviously apprehensive.

“We confiscated this slip of paper with your attorney’s name and contact information from your driver’s room; what’s his name—Clarence?”

“Yes?” June said, questioningly. 

“Does this seem odd to you in light of the fact the Sterling Goss was attacked?”

“Not really. Clarence asked me for this information a couple of weeks ago. Said his uncle was looking for a good estate attorney.”

Craig stared at June before saying, “Oh.” He then continued, “We also found this.”

“What is that?” June asked, looking at the object he held in his hand.

“A scale.”

“Yes?” 

“Well, it’s designed to weigh minute amounts, as in a sedative powder someone wants to add to a glass of iced tea, for example,” he said, obviously trying to make a point.

“Where did you find that?” she asked, dreading to hear the answer.

“Among your aide’s things—Megan Vale.” When June seemed to withdraw, Craig asked, “Do you know if she does drugs? Sometimes these are used to measure units of cocaine and other drugs.”

“Oh my!” June exclaimed. “I don’t know.” She fidgeted in her chair. “I guess some of my staff have secrets, don’t they?” She looked at Craig. “Anything else?”

“Only this,” he said, revealing a package of surgical gloves. “These were found in the cook’s quarters.”

“Well yes, those are required for when the cooks are mixing a meatloaf, making meatballs, cutting up a chicken...”

Craig stared at the package. “Oh, I see.”

June chuckled. “Well, good try, Detective, but I don’t think you’ve discovered any real clues there.” She frowned. “I’m not pleased to hear Megan might be on drugs, though. That’s not good news. We’ll have to work on that when she returns.” As an afterthought, she added, “…if she returns.”

Just then, they heard the doorbell chime. 

“Uh-oh, did that startle the baby?” June asked, when she saw Lily look up from where she sat playing near her mother.

“Oh no, she’s fine,” Savannah said just as Iris entered the room. Iris offered, “How about if I take Lily with me to the kitchen? She can help me put the rest of the groceries away. She’ll probably be bored with your guests, anyway.”

Savannah chuckled. “Yeah, probably. Although she does like watching the kitties in this room.” She kissed Lily’s little face before Iris walked away with the baby, then Savannah left to answer the front door.

At the same time, Craig excused himself. “I’ll be back. Want to get a cup of coffee.”

Savannah was surprised when she opened the front door to see a rather fit and good-looking dark-complexioned man of about fifty standing in front of her. He stared at her for a moment, then smiled widely. Holding his hand out and bowing slightly, he said, “I’m Petra Salvo. Who are you, lovely lady?”

“Savannah Ivey,” she said, immediately wishing she hadn’t offered her hand. She pulled back when it appeared he wasn’t going to let it go anytime soon. “Salvo?” Savannah questioned.

“Yes, my father was Princeton Salvo. This is his home…well, it would be if he were still living.”

When Savannah seemed confused, he said, “Oh, his wife never took his name. She kept her family name. I think she hyphenates for some occasions.” When Savannah continued to stare at him, he asked, “May I come in? I have a meeting with my…stepmother.”

“Of course,” she said standing back and allowing him to step inside the foyer. “She’s in the cat room.”

He smirked, then asked, “So who are you, may I ask—I mean to my stepmother?”

Savannah hesitated. “A friend.”

As they reached the cat room, Petra motioned dramatically for Savannah to enter first. “Hello old woman,” he said, bursting boldly through the doorway after Savannah.

“Hello Petra. You’re looking well.”

“Forgive me for saying so, but you don’t.”

June started to respond, but instead simply said, “Won’t you sit down? We’re waiting for Jody. I have something to say to both of you.”

“Oh? Is this some sort of sting operation?” he joked, half-heartedly.

Neither Savannah nor June laughed.

Wow, he sure seems nervous, like he’s had too much coffee or something. Maybe he’s one of those type-A personalities. 

 “Sounds like she’s here,” June said when they heard a woman’s voice call out.

“Can I get a glass of water?” Petra asked, starting to head toward the kitchen.

Savannah and June glanced at each other briefly, then June motioned toward a tray with a pitcher of ice water and four clean glasses. “Help yourself, Petra.”

“Thanks,” he said, unenthusiastically walking slowly toward the tray and pouring himself half a glass of water.

“Oh,” Jody said upon seeing Petra when she entered the room with her son in her arms. “Hello,” she greeted rather flatly. She approached June with an air kiss, then placed Carlo on the floor and handed him a couple of toys she’d pulled from a tote bag.  

“Hi,” Petra said. “Water?” he offered, holding his glass in the air toward her.

“No thanks,” Jody said, avoiding eye contact. “What’s this about, Aunt J? Why did you want to see me?” She flashed a quick look at Petra, appearing confused.

“Sit down, both of you,” June invited.

“I’ll stand, thank you,” Petra said in a snarky manner.

June stared at him for a moment before saying, “Suit yourself.” She took a breath and announced, “Things are changing around here as of today. As you know, we’ve been visited by some alarming episodes, lately.”

Petra grimaced. “Alarming episodes? What are you talking about, old woman?”

June peered at him for a moment. “I think you know what I’m talking about. Andrew was murdered, Sterling was attacked, and someone has been trying to harm the cats.”

“What’s all that stuff have to do with me?” Petra asked.

“Or me?” Jody practically shouted. 

June cleared her throat and spoke more quietly. “I’m going to have to ask you both to stay away from here for a while. If you want to talk, call me. But please do not come here to the estate until we’ve cleared up these matters.”

Petra looked at Savannah and demanded, “Her, too?”

June stiffened. “Savannah is staying.”

“She’s not even family,” he spat. “What’s wrong with you? Have you lost your mind?”

“Yeah,” Jody said, “you’re trusting someone from outside the family? I think something’s wrong with you. Petra, can we have her committed or get power of attorney or something?”

“Maybe so,” he said. “With that snake, Goss, out of the way…” 

Before Petra could complete his sentence, Craig stepped into the room. “Everything okay, Mrs. Balcomb?” he asked, maybe too cheerfully.

“Yes, Detective,” she said confidently. “I have explained the new rules to my niece and my stepson and they were just leaving.” She looked at one and then the other and spoke clearly. “They know they can reach me by phone and that this decision has nothing to do with how I feel about them. They are still family. But in light of what’s been happening here, they also understand that they must follow the same rules as staff and take a little vacation away from the estate, just while we try to make sense of it all.”

Petra glanced at Craig, then turned toward the door. In the meantime, Jody picked up her toddler, when June added, “Before you two leave, I’d like to give you something in case you want to take a little trip someplace.”

They both spun around and looked at her. Jody smiled weakly. “Oh thanks, Aunt J,” she said, grabbing the envelope out of June’s hand and promptly tearing into it. Once she saw the figure written on the check, she said, “Nice,” as she rushed into the hallway with her son. 

Petra stood staring down at the envelope June still held in her hand. “Is this what is due me, or simply another meaningless stipend to make me behave the way you want me to?” he asked. He started to leave, then turned back, snatched the envelope from his stepmother, and marched out the door.

Craig followed Petra and Jody out and watched them each drive away. 

“Thanks Detective,” June said when he returned. “They’re certainly ungrateful children.”

“Yeah, undeserving, for sure,” he said. “Mrs. Balcomb, I hope you don’t mind, I’ve put a tail on both of them.”

“You have?” she asked, obviously surprised. “Well, I guess you know what you’re doing, Detective. It’s your investigation.” She let out a sigh. “I’d sure like to see them cleared. I hope you discover that they’re just spoiled brats and not criminals.”

Craig grimaced and shook his head before turning to leave the room. 

June called after him, “Do keep me informed, will you Detective?”

“Sure will,” he promised.


	****


 “How did it go at the estate today?” Michael asked as he and Savannah prepared for bed that night. “It should be quieter around the place now, right?”

	She nodded. “Should be.”

	He watched her for a moment before saying, “Savannah, I’m sure glad you and Craig got her to remove everyone from the premises. I was worried about you being there so much with all that’s been going on.”

	“Yeah, I was a little worried myself. I mean, even Rags could have been in danger.” She let out a sigh. “If June hadn’t agreed to this, I might have suggested she move in with us for a while or…”

	“With all those cats? Come on, Savannah.”

	“Well, it didn’t come to that. I think we’re all safe now.”

	“So who’s over there since June cleaned house?”

	“Iris, Colbi, Edie, and Dora. Max is preparing meals part-time and driving.” Savannah chuckled. “He says he’s driving Miss Daisy. Auntie said he even plans to wear a chauffer’s cap.”

	“Funny,” Michael said. “How’s Rick, my part-time assistant, working out?”

	“I haven’t met him yet, but I hear he’s going to come for a few hours every day to groom the cats and administer any medication, right? And Colbi will work with him.”

	“Yes, Rick has finished veterinary school, so he’s qualified to take care of what ails June’s cats.”

	“He’s the only one getting paid, I think,” Savannah said. “The others wanted to donate their time since they also get to help with the cats. Colbi’s in charge of preparing their meals. I think Dora and Edie take over at noon on the days when Colbi works. They also help Iris with meals for June and the staff. I visited their quarters before I left today and it’s kind of like a college dorm. I think they’re having fun.”

	“So did they change the locks?”

	“Oh yes, all the locks were changed. Do you know how many doors there are in that home? Not counting the garages and storage sheds, there are eight.”

	Michael was quiet for a moment before asking, “Did you check your messages on the landline?” 

	Savannah shook her head. “Why? Have we been getting messages?”

	“Well, your lover boy called a few more times.”

	“What?”

	“You know, that guy who called me a weasel.”

	“Oh no!”

	“Savannah, I’m a little concerned that he might be dangerous.”

	“Really? What did he say?”

	“He’s starting to sound a little creepy. Since he’s doing this anonymously, I have to think he has an ulterior motive that isn’t all that…pure.”

	She stared at him for a moment before asking, “Has he made any threats?”

	“No, but he did say he can’t wait to see you at your exhibition.”

	“Am I doing an exhibition?”

	He nodded. “Mr. Shively called the landline today, too. He said they’re having a showing of the winning photos and he wants all of those who placed in the contest to make an appearance.”

	“When?”

	“Tomorrow night.”

	She went limp. “Oh, I don’t know if I can bear another commitment. I’m so tired.”

“Well, let’s get some sleep; you’ll feel better in the morning.” Then he added, “Savannah, I want you to ask Craig to be there, will you? I’m concerned about what this man might do.” When Michael saw Savannah’s eyes fill with tears, he pulled her to him and held her until she fell asleep. 


	****


“Feeling better?” Michael asked Savannah as they sat at the breakfast table with their daughter the next morning.

	She nodded. “Yes, I hope to take it a little easy today. I am kind of excited about doing my first photo show this evening.”

	“It’ll be fun. Would you like to go out to dinner before the event?”

	“Yes, that would be nice. I’ll be at June’s this morning to make sure everything’s okay. Then I want to come home and nap with Lily. I feel like I need to catch up on lost sleep.”

	He stood and picked up his jacket. “Sounds like a good idea. I’ll see you sometime this afternoon, then.” 

	“Yes, you will,” she said kissing him. She then coached Lily, “Tell Da-Da ’bye-bye.”

	“’Bye,” Lily said, waving one little hand in the air.

	“’Bye-bye, punkin’,” he said, blowing raspberries on the baby’s neck.

	Before Savannah could lift Lily out of her chair and get her ready for her bath, Michael returned. “Hi, hon,” she said. “Forget something?” When he didn’t respond, she looked at him, asking, “What’s wrong?”

	“Come look for yourself.”

	Picking up the baby, she followed Michael and gasped when she stepped out onto the wraparound porch. “Flowers,” she said glancing out over their small lawn and into the large circular driveway. She creased her brow. “Where did they come from? There must be a dozen bouquets.” She smiled. “Michael, did you do this in celebration of my exhibit tonight? How thoughtful.” 

	“No. I didn’t do this. They’re from your secret admirer,” he said, handing her a note. “I found this on the windshield.”

Cautiously taking the slip of paper, she read:


roses are red, vilets are blu, 

all the flours together
not as pretty as u. 


	“What?” she nearly shouted. She glanced around the yard again. “That’s weird. Who is doing this?” She put one hand on Michael’s arm. “I wonder if it has anything to do with what’s going on at June’s estate.” She lowered her voice. “I met her stepson yesterday and he seems to consider himself some suave Casanova.”

	“Oh really? Do you think he’s the one who’s been calling you?”

	She grimaced. “Probably not—like I said, I just met him yesterday—only…”

	“Only what?” 

	“I don’t know. Maybe he’s been lurking around watching June and me without us knowing it. It just creeps me out. I’d rather someone approach me with their come-on routine than do it anonymously.”

“Come-on routine?” Michael said, chuckling.

Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “Michael, I have an idea. How would you like to move in over at June’s estate for a day or two until we figure out what’s going on here? We can come back and forth and feed the animals. Or maybe my aunt will do it.”

	Michael let out a sigh. “Probably a good idea. Is it okay with June?”

	“I’ll check with her.”

	“Okay, gotta go.” He kissed her, then Lily, saying, “Lock the door. Check the other doors, too. I’ll take care of the flowers. See you at June’s later, unless I hear something different from you, okay?”

	As Savannah stepped back into the house, her phone chimed. “Excuse me, sweetie,” she said to the baby, pulling her cell out of her pocket. “Hi Craig.”

	“Hi. What do you know about the niece and the stepson?”

	“Huh? Oh you mean June’s? Not much, except they seem to be gold diggers.”

	“Are you going to June’s today?”

	“Yeah. In fact, if it’s okay with her, I think we’ll stay over tonight.”

	“Why?” he asked. “Isn’t she wearing you out enough without living there twenty-four-seven?”

	Savannah chuckled. “Yeah, it’s an exhausting lifestyle she leads, that’s for sure. But no, I’m kind of hiding out.”

	“You’re hiding out? Why? Who from?”

	“Well, someone’s expressing a little too much interest in me, and Michael and I decided it might be a good idea to join the others at the estate until he gives up on me.”

	“Someone’s after you? What’s the deal?” Craig asked, obviously concerned.

	“Yeah, I guess so, but not for my money,” she said laughing.

	“Oh.” 

	“Oh, what?” 

	“Well, I’m guessing this someone is…shall we say…attracted to you.”

	She grimaced. “Craig, he left a bunch of flowers all over the front yard this morning.”

	“Does he know you’re married?”

	“Yes.” She giggled. “He says Michael’s a weasel.”

	Craig chuckled, then asked more soberly, “Are you afraid of him?”

	“I haven’t decided what to feel. I sure don’t like having someone invading my privacy and sneaking around my home, I can tell you that!”

	“Well, good.”

	“Good?”

	“Yes, good that you’re going to stay at June’s for a few days.” He was quiet for a moment, then asked, “Didn’t I see that the photography show is tonight? You’re involved in that, aren’t you? Iris said you won a prize.”

	“Yes. Second place,” she said, proudly.

	“And you’ll be there tonight, will you?”

	“Yes, we’re planning to attend. I want to support the other photographers and I’d love to hear what people have to say about my work.” She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

	“I’m just wondering if this…admirer…is one of your photographer friends.”

	“Michael and I thought maybe it’s someone who saw a picture of me—they’ve posted pictures of all the photographers.” She thought for a moment before adding, “But he indicated he has seen me in person, too.”

	Craig was silent again. “What time is it tonight?”

	“Seven. Want to go?”

	“Sure do.”

	“We’re going to dinner first. I’ll ask Colbi if she’ll stay with Lily. Can you and Iris join us? We haven’t done a double date in a while.”

	“Sounds fun. Let me make sure everything’s quiet at the estate and that Iris can get away from the kitchen.”

“Super. Hey, did you say there was a tail on Jody and Petra?”

“Yes.”

“What did you find out?”

He paused. “I’m coming by the estate around noon to talk to Mrs. Balcomb. Both she and Iris are expecting me.”

“Both June and Iris?”

“Yes, Iris is going to make me a sandwich. It’ll be lunchtime, you know.” He cleared his throat. “And I have something rather shocking to tell Mrs. Balcomb. I thought you might want to be there.”









Chapter 5


Detective Craig Sledge ate his chicken-salad sandwich in the kitchen with Iris before walking down the hall to the cat room, where Savannah and June had just finished their lunch.

	“Your wife is an excellent cook,” June said when he sat down in a chair across from her. 

“Yes, she is,” he agreed.

Her eyes twinkled when she said, “I just might entice her to stay on here once all this is over. Do you think she would consent?”

“Oh, I don’t know. You’d have to talk to her about that.” He laughed when he saw Lily pushing her doll buggy around the room. “Uh-oh, don’t run over the cat,” he cautioned.

Rags, who had been lounging with the other cats, suddenly stepped up to the toddler and rubbed against her, almost knocking her over. Lily laughed when Rags’s tail tickled her face. “Ki-ki,” she said, giggling. “Ki-ki, meow.”

He chuckled at the toddler, then asked Savannah, “You’re staying here, huh?” 

June quickly responded, “Yes, she and Dr. Mike and their little ones are my most honored guests.”

“Little ones?” he asked, emphasizing the fact that it was plural.

 “Lily and Ragsdale, of course.”

Savannah smiled at June, then addressed Craig. “So, what did you find out about Jody and Petra?” 

“First, let me ask you, Mrs. Balcomb, what can you tell me about your niece and your assistant—Megan Vale?” When June hesitated, he asked, “What’s their marital status? Who do they live with…hang out with?”

June studied Craig for a moment. “Well, Jody lives across the river with her husband and child. Ernesto is some sort of director at an investment company. Jody inherited a fortune when her father—my younger brother—passed away ten years ago, and she’s spent most of it on luxury vacations, jewelry, and cars.” She thought for a moment before saying, “You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but she’s one sophisticated gal—she’s accustomed to rubbing elbows with the elite. Her father taught her well. She seems to prefer dressing down, though. She wears those torn jeans and off-shoulder tops most of the time. People meeting her casually would never guess she lives in a multi-million-dollar home with staff.”

“She’s married?” he asked.

“Yes, but I’m not sure how happily. She complains about Ernesto being away from home so much. He travels, you see, wining and dining clients.”

He peered at June for a moment, then asked, “And what about Miss Vale? What’s her situation?”

“Megan comes from sturdy stock.”

Grinning, Craig asked, “What does that mean?”

“Well, there’s no money there, but they’ve worked hard for what they have. They’re not educated people. I believe her parents still reside in a modest home in a housing tract somewhere across town. She’s single—never married. As far as I know, she isn’t dating anyone, although she’s told me about a couple of men in her life over the years. She seems to be picky and never stays with anyone for long.”

“Where does she live?”

“Well, here, of course. I suppose she’s staying in a hotel for the next few weeks—hopefully, someplace exotic where she can get out and meet people. She leads a rather dull life.” She thought for a moment. “But I know she has dreams. She talks to me sometimes about breaking out on her own—away from her parents and this place.” June smiled. “She’d like to start her own bakery. She’s a wonderful baker—loves playing in my kitchen. Gwendolyn and Bev aren’t much for baking. They excel when it comes to preparing gourmet meals, but Megan makes sure my sweet tooth is satisfied. She also bakes a lot of the bread for us here. I’ve offered to finance a bakery business for her, but she never liked the terms. She seems to look at me as a mother figure, if you know what I mean. She wants things handed to her without strings—or interest.” She leaned toward Craig. “I believe her way of thinking sabotages her dreams. She could be the owner of her own bakery by now, but she just doesn’t want it badly enough. Why is this important, Detective?”

“Well,” he said, grimacing. “I can tell you that none of those three used the money you gave them to take a vacation. After leaving here, your niece and your stepson met and drove over to Haley for the day. From the reports I got, they behaved like a married couple—or maybe a dating couple.”

“What?” June said, leaning forward and running her hand along Tabitha’s fur as the cat walked past. “Where was that Brazilian husband of hers?” 

Craig shrugged. “I don’t know. All I can tell you is those two were together, walking hand in hand, playing on the swings with the little boy, sharing an ice cream cone.”

“Well that’s peculiar, isn’t it? I mean, I didn’t think they even liked one another. They hardly speak when they’re here at the same time.”

Craig cleared his throat and looked at June. “Later, your stepson entertained Megan Vale.”

“What?” she shrieked. “No. You must be mistaken. They dislike each other even more than he and Jody do.”

“I don’t think so. She showed up at his place late last evening all dolled up, and didn’t leave there until late this morning.”

“All dolled up?” June said. “I’ve never seen Megan all dolled up. Do you mean in an evening gown?”

“Yeah, sorta, I guess. Here,” he said, tapping on his phone screen. “This is Miss Vale, isn’t it—wearing a rather provocative dress? And is that Petra Salvo’s mansion in the background?”

“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle. What is this all about?” she said, looking as if the wind had been knocked out of her. “I don’t understand it. I had no idea he was fraternizing with my niece and my assistant.” She shook her head. “What is he thinking? Both of them?” She scowled and said through her teeth, “Wait ‘til I get my hands on him.”

“Not kosher, huh, Mrs. Balcomb?” Craig asked.

“No. Not at all.” 

“But they are all adults,” he said.

“Adults who are conniving to get my money. Now that I know they’re teaming up—even to the point of being romantic—no, that’s certainly not kosher.” She shook her head slowly, then said to Craig, “Thank you, Detective for bringing me this…most disturbing news.”

“There’s more,” Craig said, clearing his throat again.

“My God, what else could there be? Is he dating Martha and Addie, too?”

Craig chuckled. “I don’t know about that, but did you know that Megan Vale and your niece are friends?”

“Yes, they’re always jabbering over coffee and Megan’s baked goods.” She looked serious for a moment. “Do you think they know?”

“Who knows what?” Craig asked.

“Do you think Megan and Jody know that the other one is…you know…consorting with Petra?”

Craig shook his head. “If they do, then things get even more convoluted.”

“How is that possible?” Savannah asked as she sat on the floor playing with Lily.

He glanced at June. “I don’t think Mrs. Balcomb wants all three of them ganging up on her.”

June smirked. “Those vultures don’t frighten me.”

“You should be frightened,” Craig said. “Just look at what they’ve done and attempted to do already, presumably all in the name of money. Your money!”

“But do we know it was them or even one of them? What do we actually know? Isn’t that why we dismissed my entire staff, because we don’t know for sure who’s causing the trouble?”

Craig nodded. “What I’m looking at here, Mrs. Balcomb, is probability and opportunity. Who would stand to gain the most if, for example, the cats were out of the picture and you were drugged to the point of being convinced to change your will?”

“Oh,” June said, her eyes darting in contemplation. “Detective, that could be anyone. Anyone could break in here, drug me, and force me to sign my name. Why, it could even be a stranger off the street.”

“I suppose so,” Craig said, sounding a little frustrated. “But, if you don’t mind, I think we’ll focus on the people closest to you for now, instead of pulling strangers off the street to interrogate.”

“Touché,” June said, grinning sheepishly at the detective. “Obviously, you know your job and I vow to let you do it…” she lowered her voice to a near whisper, “…even if your findings break my heart.”

“I think you should be prepared for anything,” Craig said, quietly. He hesitated before adding, “I have a hunch your stepson thinks he’s playing the women, but it could be the other way around.” 

 “Really?” June said. She sat back and thought for a moment, then she began to laugh. “Well, I’ll be. Now isn’t that humorous? The player being played by the victims.” Her laughter became contagious and Savannah and Craig joined in. “That’s classic, it really is. I suppose they each think the others might fall into some of my money, so they’re all three playing their cards close in hopes of having the winning hand. That’s rather amusing, actually.” When the laughing ceased, June looked down at the cat in her lap and said, “Well, Tondra Sue, what do you think I should do?” She petted the cat’s rich coat for a few moments, then looked up. “Detective, does your intuition tell you whether my cats are still in danger? Do you think anyone has reason to come after my babies?”

As Craig contemplated the question, Savannah asked, “June, have you told anyone that you’ve changed your will?” 

She looked at Savannah inquisitively. “I don’t think so. We meant to tell those who will benefit most, but I don’t think we ever got around to it.” She faced Craig. “I guess I’ve been keeping it to myself to avoid being besieged by those three…or anyone else.”

“So they still think the control of the estate goes to whoever you choose to care for the cats?”

“Yes, I guess they do.”

“And you’ve changed your mind about that?” Craig asked.

“I made a minor change, yes. My desire is for the estate to finance the proper care of my cats for as long as they live. The remainder will be earmarked for organizations and shelters that cater to forgotten and suffering cats. Sterling and I worked hard to clarify my wishes so there are no questions or loopholes. I just hope Sterling will survive to see that they’re followed.”

Craig stood, took a deep breath and let it out. “Well, I’d better make sure the cat pen and this room are well secured. Excuse me, will you?”

When he returned, Savannah asked, “So, you think that even after those three know about the changes, the cats are still in danger? Aren’t they smart enough to understand that the bulk of June’s estate is going to the care of cats—if not these cats, then other cats? Why would they still focus on harming June’s cats? I don’t get it.”

He stared at her for a moment. “No, I don’t think they understand that. They are—or at least one of them is—blinded to the fact that they aren’t getting what they believe they’re due.” He rubbed his chin in contemplation. “Maybe they believe that if the cats are gone, June will change her mind and her will to their benefit…give up on the idea of leaving it all to cats. They’ll take advantage of how distraught she is about losing the cats, catch her at a weak moment, and worm their way into the will.” He looked from Savannah to June. “Believe me, ladies, I’ve seen some ugly, manipulative behavior perpetrated on stronger women than June.”

Craig glanced around the room at a couple of cats in hammocks, one playing with a toy, one sound asleep on his back inside a tunnel, and the Persian now lying next to June in her chair. “What’s wrong with Rags? He seems kinda worried about something. The others are calm, but he’s not.” 

“Probably Tabitha,” Savannah said.

“Huh?”

“He’s probably worried about Tabitha.” Savannah grinned. “He does have a sensitive side, you know.”

Craig stared at the cat for a moment and said, “I guess you’re right. Everything seems okay. I have a few things to take care of this afternoon. I’ll see you all this evening.” He looked at June. “What’s my wife fixing you for dinner?”

“I heard it’s stew and biscuits.”

“Mmm, my favorite,” he said. He turned to Savannah. “Where are we going for dinner?”

“I don’t know. Haven’t thought about it. Any suggestions?”

Craig rubbed his chin. “We could just stay here and have some of Iris’s stew and biscuits.”

“As wonderful as that sounds, I was really looking forward to an evening out with adults,” she said in a rather whiney tone. “And I’m pretty sure Iris is ready to have someone else cook for her,” she added, smiling coyly.


	****


Late that afternoon, Savannah returned to the cat room with Lily to find Craig and June chatting. 

	“Hi, Savannah. What time are we leaving?” he asked.

	She looked at her watch. “Oh about twenty minutes.”

	“Where were you this afternoon?” June asked, smiling. “Did you go on a little outing?”

	“I took Lily for a jog—felt like I needed to work out a little. Then we had a nap. I wanted to check on you before I jump into the shower and get ready for my big photo debut.”

	“Wish I could be there to cheer you on,” June said.

	“I’ll take pictures,” Savannah promised.

	Craig stood. “Well, I’d better get ready for our date. Everything appears to be secure.” He turned to June. “I’ll be back by nine, don’t you think, Savannah?”

She nodded. “Oh, I need to find Colbi. She’s going to take care of Lily this evening. She’s already fed the kitties, hasn’t she?”

June nodded. “Yup, like clockwork. They seem to like her.”

“Yeah, she brings food,” Craig quipped. “And here comes your dinner,” he said when he saw Iris appear in the hallway with a tray. He moved aside allowing her to enter. 

While arranging June’s meal on a sturdy tray in front of her, Iris said, “Edie and Dora are taking over from here. They’ll come get your tray and bring your evening tea. Let them know when you’re ready to go to your room and one of them will walk with you, okay, Ms. June?”

The woman nodded. “Thank you. This looks delicious.” She peered suspiciously at Iris. “Are you conspiring to put some weight on me?”

“Yes, that can be a hazard of eating Iris’s cooking,” Craig said chuckling and patting his stomach as he left the room.


	****


“Your pictures look so professional up on the wall like that,” Iris said. Her face lit up. “Look at this one, Craig. Isn’t that adorable of our little Lily?”

	Craig stepped closer and examined the photos. “They’re very nice, Savannah.” He squeezed her to him by her shoulders. “Good job, there.”

	“Thank you,” she said, smiling broadly. She glanced around the room. “Gosh, it’s a great turnout, isn’t it? Hey, there’s Shelly.” She waved, calling, “Hi girlfriend!” 

	“Hi there, photographer of the year,” Shelly quipped, rushing up and hugging Savannah warmly. She nodded toward Michael, then focused on the photo display. “Beautiful, just beautiful.” She peered at Savannah. “If I’d known you were going to beat me out, I wouldn’t have encouraged you to enter.”

	Savannah looked sheepish for a moment, then said, “You placed, didn’t you?” She put her hand on Shelly’s arm. “In fact, I never did find out who won the contest. Do you know?”

	Shelly grinned and pointed.

	When Savannah saw a large photo with a blue ribbon hanging next to it, she moved closer, Shelly at her side. “It’s yours!” she exclaimed before even looking at the name next to the picture. “You won?” she asked excitedly. 

	Shelly nodded, a wide smile on her face.

	Savannah tilted her head. “But you said…”

	“Yeah, my other entry only got an honorable mention.”

	Savannah focused on the winning photo again. “Well, congratulations, girl. I’m so proud of you. And to think you won with the shot we took together that day we rode out near the river with our cameras. I didn’t even consider entering mine.” She added, “But I don’t think my picture turned out as nice as this one. It’s gorgeous.”

	Shelly leaned toward Savannah in confidence. “Photoshop.”

	“Ohhh,” Savannah said. She raised her eyebrows. “When are you going to Hawaii?”

	“I guess next month.” Shelly grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Want to go?”

	“Well…I…” she glanced at Michael. 

	“All you have to do is pay your way,” Shelly explained. “They get a group rate. Deadline’s coming up. I’ll get some information to you.”

	“Okay, do that. I’ll think about it.”

	Just then Craig walked up to Savannah and put his arm loosely around her shoulders. “Don’t look now, but I want you to check out that dude standing against the wall directly to your right.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Be nonchalant.” Then facing her, he said, “Okay, look now.”

	Savannah turned and peered in the direction Craig indicated. “Who, where?” she asked.

	He moved closer to her, saying quietly, “The guy in the green t-shirt, wearing shades and drinking punch. Do you know him?”

	Savannah studied the man for a moment, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Who is he?”

	“Well, he appeared to be staring at you.”

	Savannah looked across the room again. “No, he doesn’t look familiar.” 

Just then, the pair watched as Shelly walked up to the man and kissed him. Savannah turned to Craig. “Are you sure he was looking at me? I think he was probably watching Shelly. Looks like she knows him pretty well.”

	“Uh, well…” Craig stammered. “I guess you’re right.” He chuckled. “False alarm. As you were,” he said, grinning sheepishly.

	She lowered her brow. “As I was?”

	“Oh, that’s military talk,” he said thinning his lips. “Come on, I’ll buy you a cup of punch.”

	“Where are Iris and Michael?” she asked, looking around.

	“Arguing over some of the judges’ choices.”

	Savannah faked a frown. “Really? They don’t think I deserved to win second?”

	“No, they think you should have won first and second with your two great photos.”

	“Oh, how sweet.”

	“Hello, Savannah.”

	Savannah turned in the direction of the voice and saw a man standing about an inch taller than her five feet nine and a half height and wearing a heavy dark beard. She cocked her head, then creased her brow in uncertainty. “Travis?” 

	“Yeah, it’s me,” he said, quickly scanning her up and down with one glance. “How are you?”

	“Great,” she said. She looked around. “What are you doing here?”

	“Just passing through. Saw your name on one of those photographs earlier today, heard about the party, and decided to stop in and say hi. You won something, didn’t you?”

	Craig cleared his throat and Savannah quickly said, “Oh Travis, this is Craig Sledge. Craig, this is an old…friend of mine.”

	The two men nodded toward one another, Travis peering inquisitively at the detective. “Your husband?” he asked.

	Savannah grinned. “No, a friend. My husband’s over there,” she pointed, “…with Craig’s wife.”

	Just then a petite woman walked up to Travis. He reached around her waist, hugging her to him. “This is Millie. She’s a model.” He looked at Savannah. “Maybe she could model for you.” He turned to the willowy blond. “This is Savannah, the photographer, and her friend…”

	“Craig,” he said, reaching his hand out to the woman.

	Savannah nodded, then said, “Well, I’d better get back to my husband. Nice seeing you, Travis, and to meet you, Millie. Take care.” Before walking away, she turned and asked, “How long will you be staying?” 

	“We’re leaving tonight,” Travis said. “Just wanted to say hi and see how you’re doing.”

	“Yeah,” Millie said, “we’re heading for Seattle. I have a modeling job there.”

	Savannah smiled. “Cool. Well, good luck to you both.”


	****


An hour later, the Sledges and the Iveys were on their way to the estate in Craig’s car, discussing some of the photographs they’d seen at the exhibit and some of the people they’d met, when Savannah’s cell phone rang. “Hello?” she said.

“Hi, beautiful. I sure enjoyed seeing you in person tonight. Can’t wait to get to know you better.” 

“Darn,” Savannah said, ending the call and dropping her phone in her lap.

“What is it, hon?” Michael asked.

“It was him,” she said. “Michael, he was there tonight and now he has my cell phone number. How did he get it? What’s going on?”

“You didn’t see anything suspicious?” Michael asked. “Do you think it was that old boyfriend of yours? What’s his name…Trevor?”

“Travis,” she said. “I don’t think so…I mean, he has a girlfriend with him and all.” She tapped Craig on the shoulder. “You spoke with Travis. Did you get any weird vibes from him?”

He grimaced. “You never know, Savannah, but no, I didn’t think there was anything suspicious or odd about his behavior.” He paused. “I’d like to check the register. Did you notice they had a guest book? There was a place to make a comment. Maybe your ‘admirer’ is obsessed enough to leave his name and a comment. Who was in charge of that shindig anyway, Savannah? I’ll contact them and get that book.” All of a sudden, Craig ceased talking. He stared into the rearview mirror for a few moments before saying, “I think someone’s tailing us. I wonder if it’s lover boy.”

Savannah turned in the backseat to peer out the window. “Are you sure?”

“Well, there’s one way to find out,” Craig said, quickly veering right into a cul-de-sac. “If he follows, either he lives here, he’s lost, or he’s tailing us.”

Everyone held their breath as Craig pulled out of the cul-de-sac onto the main road. 

“Well, I guess he lives there,” Michael said when he noticed the other car didn’t follow them out. He relaxed against the back of the seat. 

 “Don’t be too sure,” Craig said, slowing down a little and watching in his rearview mirror. “Here he comes.” As Craig sped up in compliance with the speed limit, he asked his passengers, “Okay, shall we let him catch us so we can see who it is, or shall we lose him?” 

“I want to see who it is,” Iris said wide-eyed.

Michael scowled. “I’d like to face off with him.” 

“Savannah,” Craig asked, “want to meet your admirer?”

“Not really,” she said, under her breath. “Let’s lose him and get back to the estate.”

Craig nodded, then made a call. “Sheriff dispatch, this is Detective Sledge. Would you have someone get the license number on a silver Nissan sedan? It’s right behind me going east on River Road just past Fifth. I can’t get the license number from my vantage point. Thanks.” He turned to Savannah and Michael. “We’ll let him tail us until a deputy shows up, then we’ll lose him and head home.”

When Savannah let out a sigh, Michael reached over and squeezed her hand, giving her a strained smile.

	“Okay, there’s the black-and-white,” Craig said. Into his phone he asked, “Did you get the number? Good. I’m going to lose him; why don’t you keep an eye on him. See where he goes. Let me know if you get an ID on the driver, okay?” Once he’d had it confirmed, he said to his passengers, “Hold on,” as he turned a sharp right, then a quick left and headed down an alley. When he got toward the end of it, he shut off his lights. “There they go,” he said, noticing the silver Nissan and the sheriff’s car both driving past, heading south. As he eased out onto the roadway driving north, he said, “Let’s go back and check on things at the estate.”

	 “Lights are still on,” Savannah noticed as they pulled up in front of the house.

	“It’s only nine,” Iris said quietly, stepping through the front door. “She’s been staying up until nine thirty or so. The kitties get active toward evening and she likes to watch them play for a while.”

	However, when they entered the cat room they saw June lying peacefully on the daybed. “Brrr, it’s chilly in here,” Savannah said. “And she doesn’t have a blanket.”

	“Here it is at the end of the bed,” Iris said, lifting a corner of it. “Excuse me, Tondra Sue, or are you Bentley?”

	In the meantime, Savannah touched the woman’s shoulder to rouse her. “June?” She frowned in Iris’s direction. “Gads, she’s cold. Give me that blanket.” Pulling it up over the woman, she called, “June? June?”

	When there was no response, Craig rushed to her side. He leaned down and then announced, “She’s just sleeping soundly. She probably doesn’t have her hearing aids in. “Mrs. Balcomb,” he called more loudly as he shook her shoulder in an attempt to awaken her.

	“Oh, Detective,” June said, opening her eyes and glancing around. “You’re all back from your night out, I see.” She raised into a sitting position. “Did you have a nice time?” She locked eyes with Savannah. “Were there lots of admirers for your photography?”

	Savannah leaned over the woman and draped the blanket over her shoulders. “Oh yes, it was a marvelous evening. Aren’t you cold?” she asked her. “You feel cold.”

	June frowned, then shivered. “Yes, I guess I am a little. Thank you,” she said, pulling the blanket more tightly around her. 

	“Oh, you guys are back,” Colbi said, stepping into the room. “I was just coming to get Ms. June and accompany her to bed.” She smiled at the elderly woman. “Are you ready?”

	“Where’s Lily?” Savannah asked.

	“Oh, she’s sleeping away in your room. Damon’s with her.” She giggled. “I caught him making a little too much noise in there a while ago. I swear he was trying to wake her up so he could play with her.”

	Everyone laughed.

	“So are you ready, Ms. June? I can take you up now,” Colbi offered.

	“Yeah, I guess I am,” she said, standing with Craig’s help. She glanced around the room. “I was snoozing here with the kitties. Night babies,” she cooed. She then scanned the area again. “Where’s Rags?”

	“We didn’t see him when we came in,” Savannah said. “I don’t see Tabitha, either. Surely, they’re together.”

	“Yes, I’m certain of it,” June said, turning to look around at the cats. “She likes to hunker down in that big blue tunnel. They might be in there.”

	“I’ll look,” Colbi offered. “Yup, that’s where they are. She’s all curled up in there and Rags is sitting at attention…” she laughed. “…like a sentry at the other end of it.” She peered into the tunnel again and said, “He seems to be looking at something. What is it, Rags? Do you see something?” She moved to where she had a better view. “I think he hears something. His ears are going crazy.”

	“Going crazy?” Michael repeated, chuckling. 

	“Yeah, you know, like antennae.” 

	“Let me see,” Craig said, moving toward where Colbi knelt. “Hey Rags, what’s going on?” he asked, as if he expected a response. But all he got was a quick glance then Rags continued his staring vigil. Craig stood, brushed some of the cat hair off his knees, and headed for the door. “I’d better go have a look.”

	“Oh no, is someone trying to get to the kitties?” June asked.

	“I don’t think so,” Savannah assured her, “but we can wait here while Craig checks things out, okay?” She urged June to sit down again on the edge of the daybed.

	Several minutes had passed by the time Craig returned. He shook his head. “Well, two things,” he reported.

	“What?” Savannah asked, while the others stared in anticipation.

	“I got a call back from the sheriff’s office.” He grimaced. “The guy who was tailing us was driving a stolen car.”

	“Oh, that’s a bummer,” Michael said. “Did they see who he was?”

	“No, he gave them the slip.” He hesitated before saying, “He abandoned the car at a strip mall. He went into a convenience store, but he never came out—must have seen the cops and escaped through a back door. He left the car unlocked and they found something interesting inside.”

	“Oh?” Savannah said, shuddering, not sure she wanted to hear the rest.

	Craig gazed at Savannah. “A slip of paper with your cell phone number on it.”

	“Yeah, well, we know he got my number from somewhere—but where? There are no registries for cell numbers, are there? Do you think he got it from someone who was there tonight? Who would that be? Shelly and you guys are the only ones who have this number.”

	“Does Travis have it?” Craig asked.

	She cringed. “He sure could. I have the same number I had when I dated him. So are we back to suspecting Travis?”

	“Not necessarily. The officer said the number was written on a tell-tale slip of paper.”

	“Tell-tale?” Michael questioned.

	“Yeah, it had the Ivey Veterinary Clinic logo on it.” 

	“What?” Savannah said. “Someone who works at the clinic?” She looked to Michael for comfort or comment.

After digesting the information, Michael said, “Well, it could be anyone who’s been there, picked up a prescription or instructions. Heck, we give away those little pads with our logo all the time.” He let out a sigh. “That doesn’t narrow it down much, does it?”

“So what’s the other thing, Craig? Are we all set to go to bed and be safe?” Iris asked, pleadingly.

He grimaced, then said, “Yes, because I’ll be spending the night in here with the cats.”

“Why?” June asked.

“Because if Rags seems to think there’s something awry, I’m going to follow his lead. I’ll stay inside and I have the guards paying particular attention to the cat pens from outside.”

“But everything’s locked up. The cats can’t go out there until we open the doors in the morning,” June said.

Craig nodded. “And we want it to stay that way.” He said to his wife, “Iris, I’ll walk you home and get my things so I can move in here with the cats.”

“Okay,” she said, looping her arm in his.

“Let’s get you to bed,” Colbi said, helping June to stand again and supporting her as she walked into the hall and toward the elevator. 

“Good night all,” June called, waving her hand rather dramatically over her head.

“Night, June,” Savannah said.

Michael started to follow them out the door, when Savannah stopped him.

“Michael, would you get Rags?”

“Why? Craig will be with him. He’s fine.”

“I want him to know where we are. Let’s take him to the room with us, then he can come back here if he wants to.” When Michael looked at her sideways, she said, “Humor me, hon. It’s a mommy thing. I don’t want him feeling abandoned. He might need us in the night.”

“Oh, Savannah,” Michael said, sounding exasperated. He shook his head, then went in search of the cat. Once he found him, it was a bit of a trick getting into position to pick him up, but he managed and Savannah smiled as the couple and the cat walked down a long hallway to their guest room. The third door on the left opened into a large bedroom decorated in a deep-plum-and-cream floral pattern. 

“Hi Damon,” Savannah said, hugging him as they entered the room. She peeked in at their sleeping daughter. “Good job,” she said. “She looks contented. Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure,” he said, “only…”

“Only what?” she asked frowning.

“Well, I got here too late to play blocks or even peek-a-boo with her.”

Savannah chuckled. “Come by around six in the morning. She’s always ready to play then.”

“I don’t know about that,” Damon said, feigning a frown. “It appears that the kid and I are on different schedules.” 

“Thanks, guy,” Michael said, shaking hands with Damon.

Damon pointed. “Uh-oh, your cat just escaped.”

“Yeah, we didn’t expect him to stay. He’s off to be with his kind,” Michael said.

“His kind?”

“Yeah,” Savannah said. “Haven’t you visited the cat room yet?”

He shook his head. “Just got here a little while ago. I’ll have to take the tour tomorrow. I have the day off.” He chuckled. “I think I get to drive Miss Daisy someplace. Max is going to let me use his chauffeur’s cap.”

“I think you guys are having way too much fun,” Savannah said, laughing.

Damon winked. “Gotta have fun in life.”


	****


Savannah and Michael had been asleep for a couple of hours when their slumber was interrupted. Meow! Meoooowwww!

	“Oh no, what now?” Michael mumbled.

	“Rags, what’s wrong?” Savannah asked, sitting straight up in the bed.

	“Shhhh, you’ll wake the baby.”

	Savannah picked up her phone. When she turned the flashlight app on, she could see Rags frantically running back and forth between their bed and the door, which was slightly ajar. She slipped out of bed and into her robe, whispering, “Show me, Rags. Show me.”

	In the meantime, Michael lifted himself up on one elbow and exhaled slowly. “Wait,” he hissed, as he climbed out of bed and pulled on a pair of jeans. Savannah stepped back into the room and grabbed the baby monitor, then the two of them followed the cat using the glow from her cell phone. 

“The cat room,” Michael said under his breath.

	When they stepped inside, they saw that the daybed was empty. The blankets were tossed to one side, and Craig was gone. 

	“So where did he go?” Michael asked, searching the floor for the cat.

	“There he is.” Savannah pointed toward the outdoor pen. 

	She leaned down and petted Marmalade, who rubbed against her ankles. When she saw Tabitha peering at her from inside the blue tunnel, she took a close look at her and determined that she was okay. In fact, Savannah noticed that Rags didn’t seem to be concerned about any of his cat friends. His energy was focused toward the darkened outside cat pen. 

	“I don’t hear anything,” Savannah whispered. “The rest of the cats seem unconcerned.” She continued watching Rags trot back and forth in front of the secured kitty door.

	Suddenly, they heard the sound of metal against metal.

	“What was that?” Savannah whispered.

	“I don’t know,” Michael said. He turned to Savannah. “You go back to the room and stay with Lily.”

	“But Michael,” she protested.

	“Go,” he ordered, as he moved toward Rags and tried to peer into the pen.

	“What’s going on?” Damon asked, entering the room cautiously.

	“Don’t know,” Savannah whispered. “Sounds like someone’s out there. Craig might be out there, too—he’s not in the bed.” 

	Suddenly, Colbi appeared behind Damon. “What’re you guys doing?”

	“Rags woke us up and then we heard a crash,” Savannah explained. She turned to leave the room. “I need to get back to the baby.”

	“I’ll go,” Colbi said, waving one hand in the air. “I don’t want any part of this. She shivered and headed back down the hallway.

	When Michael reappeared, he said, “Savannah, I told you to…”

	“I know, Colbi’s with her. What’s going on, Michael?” she hissed.

	“I can’t see anything, I’m going out. Craig might need help.”

	“I’ll go with you,” Damon said.

	“Stay with your cat, Savannah,” Michael scolded.

	Several minutes passed before the three men returned to the cat room from the hallway. “What is it?” she asked, wide-eyed. “Was something out there?”

	“Sure was?” Craig said. “How’d you know?”

	“Rags…” she started.

	“Oh, he came to tell you about it, did he?”

	She nodded. “What was it, a wild animal?”

	He shook his head and took a deep breath. “Someone brought the cats a treat, probably hoping it was their last supper.”

	“Huh?” Savannah said, looking confused.

	“We think it was poisoned meat,” Michael explained. 

	“Fish,” Craig corrected.

	“Oh no,” Savannah said, dropping into a chair. “How’d they get past…?”	

	“Oh, whoever it was didn’t get past security. They spotted someone and alerted me. We waited outside, thinking he was probably headed for the cat pen. We let him get close enough to break in. Once he began to use the bolt cutters, we grabbed him. There was a scuffle and dang if he didn’t get away. He left the tool and the package behind, though, so we may get fingerprints.”

	“Where’d he go—how did he get away?”

	“It was as if he could see in the dark. It may have been someone who’s familiar with the area and the terrain, because he headed for the ravine. We figured we had him once we saw him disappear in there. But no—he somehow got out on the other side and just kept going.” He shook his head. “Man, he was fast.”

	“Did he arrive in a car? Maybe it’s parked outside the gate.”

	“We think he may have had someone pick him up. Or he had some sort of small vehicle stashed somewhere. He was one slippery dude. But he didn’t accomplish his goal, and that’s the good news.”

	Savannah wasn’t convinced. “But what’s to stop him from coming back?” she asked. “Aren’t the cats still in danger?”

	Craig cringed and nodded. “Unless we can find a lead. We’re desperate for a lead and that’s what we’ll focus on as soon as it gets light. In the meantime, let’s get some shut-eye. The guards just changed shifts, so they’re fresh.” He looked around at the others. “Night.”

	“Night, Craig,” Savannah said. She walked over to where Rags sat staring into the room at them and petted him. “He seems to have settled down. Maybe he’ll get some sleep, too.”

	“Yeah,” Craig said, “he woke me up from a nice dream. He must have sensed trouble.”

	Savannah and Michael made eye contact, then walked out into the hall toward their guest room.


	****


“Savannah dear, did you hear what happened last night?” June asked when she saw her guest enter the cat room with Lily the next morning.

	“Yes,” Savannah said. She acknowledged Craig, who sat holding a coffee mug. “Everyone’s okay, aren’t they? No one escaped or was harmed? All are accounted for?”

	June smiled. “Yes, thanks to Ragsdale and the detective, everyone is safe.”

	“Mrs. Balcomb, why don’t you have the outdoor cat pen wired to the alarm system?” Craig asked.

	“Well, there is no entrance from outside. The cats are never in there at night. And I saw no reason to wire it.”

	“But this guy was going to cut into the wire fencing in order to deposit the poisoned fish. An alarm system would have alerted us.”

	“We evidently don’t need an alarm system with Ragsdale,” she reasoned. “So do you know who it was, Detective?” 

	He thinned his lips. “Not yet. We’re waiting for lab results. We may have gotten a fingerprint or two.”

	Everyone sat quietly for a moment, then Craig turned to Michael, who had just walked into the room. “Have you given any thought to who could have used one of your notepads to write Savannah’s cell number down?”

	Savannah and Michael both shook their head.

	“Heck, it could have been a client, a delivery person, the mailman, or a vagrant who rifled through our trash, for heaven’s sake,” Michael said.

	“Or someone who has visited or who works for a client who had a piece of that note paper,” Savannah said, “or…”

	Craig put his hand up to stop them. “I get it. You don’t have a clue.”

	“An even more daunting question is how did he get my cell number?”

	“What’s going on?” June asked, looking from Craig to Savannah. “Certainly these people aren’t after you, too.”

	“I don’t think so,” Savannah said.

	Michael smiled at his wife. “She seems to have a secret admirer.”

	“A stalker is more like it,” Savannah said, shuddering.

	June frowned. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

	“Yeah, we had to outrun him in the car last night,” Iris said, as she entered the room carrying a breakfast tray for June. “The rest of you can come into the dining room for your breakfast,” she added.

	“Won’t you join us, June?” Savannah invited.

	“Oh no, I don’t think so.” She then looked up at Savannah, glanced at Craig and Iris and said, “Yes. Yes, I’d like that very much.” She motioned for Iris to take her tray, and Craig helped her to stand. “Let’s dine like a civilized family, shall we?” She looked back at the cats, most of whom were eating the breakfast Colbi had prepared for them. “My babies won’t miss me and I do enjoy your company.” 

	“Well, good,” Savannah said. She caught up with Iris. “Hey, Aunt Riss-Riss, what are we having?” 

	“Veggie scramble and French toast with fruit,” she said. I made some vanilla coffee for those who want something different.”

	“Awww…” Craig started to say. 

	She stopped him. “…and plain coffee for you, honey bun.” 

	Just then Craig’s phone chimed. He answered, “Hello?” After a brief silence, he said, “Be right there.” He looked toward Iris.

	“I know, I know. Keep yours warm. Will do.”

	When Craig returned, most plates were nearly cleaned and all eyes were on him. 

	“Well?” Savannah said.

	“Well, we didn’t find any fingerprints. The dude must have worn gloves during last night’s escapade.” When nearly everyone complained, he said, “But…”

	“But what?” Savannah asked.

“But we hope to get a lead from wherever they bought the fish.” 

“So you have a busy day ahead huh, Craig?”

	He nodded. As he picked up his fork and began to eat his breakfast, he glanced around. “What are the rest of you doing today?”

	“I want to go home and pick up a few things—maybe do a load of laundry and make sure the other animals are okay,” Savannah said.

	“Heavens, Savannah,” June said, “pack them up and bring them over here—there’s always room for more. And a dog on the premises might not be a bad idea.” She squinted in Savannah’s and Michael’s direction. “You did tell me you have a dog among your menagerie, didn’t you?”

	Savannah nodded, then said, “Oh, I don’t know, June.” 

	“Yeah, I think we’ve imposed enough of our family on you,” Michael said. “They’re just fine where they are. Savannah’s aunt is caring for them.”

	“Whatever you decide,” June said.

	“What about you, hon?” Savannah asked. “What do you have going today?”

	“Maybe I’ll challenge Damon to a game of tennis,” he said, grinning across the table at Iris’s oldest son.

	“And maybe I’ll take that challenge,” Damon said. He winked at June. “Only I have a date later this morning—right Miss Daisy…I mean, Miss June?”

	She gave him a scolding look, then smiled sweetly. “Right. We’re visiting my dear husband’s grave. It would have been his eightieth birthday today.”

	“My, my, Ms. June,” Colbi said impishly, “you robbed the cradle, did you?”	

	June simply smiled demurely.

Iris broke the silence that followed. “Well, I’m making lasagna today and a peach pie.”

	“Peach pie, this time of year?” Colbi asked.

	“Yes, thanks to Savannah’s canned peaches fresh from their orchard.”

	June’s eyes lit up. “Oh goodie. I hope it will be ready in time for my noontime meal.”	Iris smiled and nodded.	

“Colbi, what are your plans for the day?” Savannah asked. “Want to hang out with Lily and me?”

	“I’d love it,” she said. “We haven’t done a girl thing in a while. But I need to be here when Rick comes to groom the kitties. I help with their nails and I get to comb some of them. Last time he was here, we got enough fur out of those cats to knit a sweater,” she quipped. She then said, “He’s coming at ten.”

	“Perfect,” Savannah said. “I’ll put Lily down around ten, so we’ll be ready to go by noon. We can stop and get something to eat.”

	“Oh no,” Colbi said, “not if that peach pie’s ready by then.” She turned to Iris. “You’re making more than one, aren’t you?”

	Iris looked at Dora and Edie, who both nodded. 

	“Iris, I thought you were making them,” Savannah said.

	“Not without help. Dora’s the pie-crust whiz—she won first place at the county fair. Edie is the baking expert.”

	“What do you do, Mom,” Damon asked, laughing, “turn on the oven?”

	“Pretty much,” she said.

	Edie spoke up. “Oh no, she’s making the filling.”

	As the others chatted about their plans, Craig stood, placed his napkin on his empty plate, and announced, “Well, I’m off. See you all later.” Before leaving the room, he asked. “What time will the pie be ready?”

	Iris responded. “By noon.” 

	“I’ll be back then,” he said, disappearing through the kitchen door.

Just then a cell phone rang. “It’s mine,” June said. She picked it up and looked at the screen. “I don’t recognize the number.” After glancing around at the others, she took the call. “Hello?” She hesitated, then said excitedly, “Oh Sterling, how are you?” She listened for a moment before saying, “Yes.” Again she sat listening. “Yes. I think I can do that. I’ll let you know,” she said before ending the call and dropping the phone into her lap. “That was Sterling. He’s awake and he wants to see me. Savannah, he suggested you bring me to the hospital.” She paused. “He—and I—trust you.”

“So does he know who stabbed him?” Savannah asked, her eyes wide.


	“I’m not sure that he does. He said he’d tell me all about it when I see him.” She spoke more softly, “You know, Savannah, he had come here to tell me something the day he was stabbed. I still don’t know what that was. He didn’t want to say anything over the phone. But I absolutely must know. His message could be the answer to all of our questions about the goings-ons around here.  So can you take me there?”

	Savannah looked at Lily and then at Michael.

	“I can hang out with her,” Michael said. “I was going to work for a while this morning, but I’m sure Bud and Rick can handle things. You go and let June visit with her attorney.”


	****


“Looks like they have an emergency this morning,” Savannah observed as she pulled her SUV into the parking lot at the hospital ninety minutes later.

	“Yes, there certainly is a lot of activity.”

	Once they’d left the car and approached the entrance, an officer stopped them. “Sorry ladies, no one can go in.”

	“What?” June asked. “Why not?” She gasped. “Is it a bomb scare?”

	“It’s a crime scene. We may be clear of here in an hour or so, then you can come back. Are you here to visit a friend?” He looked at June with concern and asked, “You aren’t being admitted, are you?”

	She shook her head. “I need to see my attorney. He’s a patient and he’s expecting us.”

	Just then they heard another voice. “Savannah, Mrs. Balcomb, what are you doing here?”

	“Oh Craig, hi. What’s going on?” When he didn’t respond, Savannah said, “June has a meeting with her lawyer. Did you know he came out of the coma?” 

	He looked at June and Savannah, sighing deeply. “Yes.” He then cleared his throat and looked down at the ground.

“What’s wrong, Craig?”

“I’m afraid he’s…been killed.”

	“What?” June said, her knees buckling a little.

	Craig grabbed her arm. “Here, let me help you back to your car. Where are you parked?”	

	“Right there,” Savannah pointed, supporting June from the other side.

	Once the elderly woman was seated in the car, Craig asked, “Are you all right, Mrs. Balcomb?”

	“Well no, actually, I’m not. First someone brings poison to my cats and now…” she caught her breath. “Sterling is gone? Murdered, you say?”

	“Yes, it looks like someone smothered him. We’ve got the place on lockdown and we’re questioning staff, visitors…everyone.” 

	“Dear God,” June said. “What will I do now?”

	Craig spoke more softly. “Go on back to the estate, Mrs. Balcomb. I’ll catch up with you there later and fill you in on what we’ve found.”









Chapter 6


It was eleven fifty-five by the time Savannah and June returned to the estate. “I thought I’d find you here,” Savannah said when she saw Michael sitting at the small kitchen table eating a piece of peach pie. Lily sat in her highchair next to him finishing off a small bowl of cooked carrots and peas. She also had charge of a self-feeding pouch full of pureed fruit.

	“Hi there, sweet thing,” Savannah said, kissing the baby. “Having lunch?”

	“I’m ready for that pie,” Colbi said, appearing in the kitchen behind Savannah. “Where’s the pie?” she asked, glancing around the kitchen.

	“On the windowsill, where else?” Dora said.

	Colbi looked confused. “Windowsill? People really do cool pies on the windowsill? I thought that was just something they did in old movies.” She looked at the wide sill above the sink counter. “Aren’t you afraid of thieves?”

	“You mean like horses, camels, or raccoons?” Savannah suggested, laughing.

	“Maybe a bear,” Colbi said, “or a bandit.” She moved closer to the sill. “Are they still there?” 

	“They’re still there,” Iris said, picking up one of them. “Is Ms. June back?”

	Savannah nodded. “Yes. I think she’s ready for a bite to eat, then she and Damon are going out.” 

	“How’d things go at the hospital?” Michael asked between bites. “You weren’t gone very long.”

	“No, we weren’t,” she said, easing into a chair.

	He stared across the table at her. “Why? What happened?” he asked.

	“The hospital was on lockdown. No one could go in or come out.”

	“What?” he asked.

	The others turned and stared at Savannah, waiting for more information.

	“Someone evidently killed him.”

	“Killed who?” Iris asked.

	“June’s attorney, Sterling Goss.”

	“Again?” Colbi asked. She added, “I mean, someone really wanted him dead, didn’t they?”

	Savannah nodded. “I guess so. Craig was there. He sent us home. June is pretty discouraged and sad.” She stood. “Oh, I came in here to get her a cup of tea. She might want a cup of that soup. I’ll take it to her.” 

	Before she could pour the tea, Damon stepped into the kitchen. “She’d like the pie with her tea. I’ll get it.”

	“Hi, babe,” Colbi said, hugging Damon around the neck. 

	He kissed her. “Are you going with Savannah this afternoon?” he asked.

	She nodded. “I think so. Are you still driving Miss Daisy?”

	“Yeah. Even after the blow she had this morning, she wants to visit her husband’s grave. That’s where we’re going.” He got Michael’s attention. “I’ll be back in time for that tennis match.”

	“Sounds good,” Michael said, standing. “I have an emergency at the clinic. Should be back in a couple of hours.”

	“Ready?” Colbi asked Savannah after they’d each enjoyed a piece of the pie.

	Savannah stood and lifted Lily from the high chair. “Sure am.” She wiped the baby’s hands and face. “Let’s go ’bye-bye, shall we?”

“’Bye-bye,” Lily chirped, waving at those still in the kitchen.

Once the two women and the baby were strapped into the car, Savannah said, “I think I’ll stop at Auntie’s before going home, if you don’t mind, Colbi.” 

	“Not at all. I always enjoy seeing Maggie and Max.”

	“Hi,” Savannah called, seeing her aunt step out onto the porch of their home. “Everything okay at our house?” she asked as she unbuckled Lily and lifted her out of the car seat.

	“Auntie,” the baby called when she saw Margaret.

	“Hi, sweet pea,” Margaret said, reaching for her. “Yeah, everything seems to be in good order. Buffy is still Buffy-like, Walter is still…”

	“Let me guess, Walter-like…?” Savannah said, laughing. She looked more serious. “So there’s nothing out of the ordinary going on, huh?”

	Margaret shook her head, then said, “Well, except for…”

	“What?” Savannah asked, suspiciously.

	“Your phone. You seem to be getting a lot of messages. It’s ringing almost every time I’m over there.”

	“Really?” Savannah said, disgustedly. “I’d better take the tape to Craig.”

	“Why?” Margaret asked, looking confused.

	Savannah pressed her lips together, ran her hand down the baby’s back, and glanced at Colbi. “I’m getting…crank calls,” she confessed.

	“She has an unwanted admirer,” Colbi explained.

	“Oh no,” Margaret said. “Scary stuff or tame?”

	Savannah cringed a little. “It’s all scary when you don’t know who it is or what their intentions are, right?”

	Margaret and Colbi nodded. 

	“Want me to go with you to hear the messages?” Margaret asked. “Maybe I’ll recognize the voice.”

	“Why, do you know someone who likes me?” Savannah asked.

	Margaret shrugged and shook her head. “No, not that I know of, I just thought…”

	Savannah motioned toward the car. “Yeah, jump in. Let’s go see what sweet nothings he’s spewing today.” She then said, “Blahhh. I hate this.”

	“Why does it bother you so much?” Colbi asked. “Has he made any threats?”

	“No, not really.” She scowled at Colbi. “Haven’t you ever been stalked before…a gorgeous girl like you?”

	“Uh, well, yeah, once. But I was pretty sure who it was and…” she smiled. “I was kinda flattered.”

	“When was this?” Savannah asked.

	“Fourth grade,” she said with a straight face.

	Savannah smirked. “Not the same, kiddo. Not the same at all.”

	As the women stepped into the kitchen of the Iveys’ home with Lily, Savannah looked around. She said, “You two stay here with the baby. Lexie, you come with me. Come on, girl.” When the afghan-mix dog balked, Savannah said, “Will a treat make a difference? Lexie, want a treat?”

	“Uh-oh,” Margaret said, “Buffy wants one, too.”

	Savannah watched the mostly Himalayan cat step out of her pink canopy bed, look around, then yawn and stretch. “Yeah, I’m delighted to see you too, girl,” Savannah said, laughing. She scratched Buffy behind one ear, then petted Lexie. Reaching into a drawer, she pulled out two treat packets and distributed some to both Lexie and Buffy before going in search of Walter, who was, as usual, playing camouflage on his favorite plum-colored chair.

	“Cookie,” Lily said, pointing at the packages.

	“You want a cookie?” Savannah asked. “Auntie, I think there are some of her teething biscuits in the pantry.” She then said to the dog, “Okay, Lexie, let’s go exploring.” 

	“Do you see anything out of order?” Colbi asked as the two women and the dog moved through the house, in and out of rooms, up and down the staircase.

	“No. Everything looks normal.” Savannah peered at Colbi and said, hesitantly, “Well, let’s go check the messages, shall we?” She took one look at the phone and gasped. “Gads, eleven messages. All from him, do you suppose?” She asked her aunt, then Colbi, “Do I want to hear these?”

	“It’s up to you,” Margaret said, following Lily as she toddled into the living room.

	“Guess I should know what I’m up against. Maybe he left a clue that will help us catch him.” She raised her finger and rather dramatically pushed the “play” button.

	After listening to the messages—six from the stalker, three telemarketers, and two hang-ups—Savannah let out a sigh. “Well, he’s relentless.”

	“He’s obsessed,” Colbi said.

	Margaret laughed. “Oh, Vannie, you sure can attract them, can’t you?”

	“Not on purpose,” she said defiantly. 

	“Well, it sounds like you were awfully nice to this guy somewhere along the line—nice enough that he can’t get you out of his mind.”

	“He sounds young,” Colbi said, “and kinda immature, if you ask me.”

	“Well, he’s in luuuv,” Margaret exaggerated. “Hey, what did he say about wanting to treat you like the real woman that you are?”

	“Oh stop it,” Savannah said, sternly. “Gives me the creeps. Who does he think he is?”

	“Casanova? Romeo?” Colbi suggested. 

	“How does he know me? I can’t even imagine. His voice isn’t one bit familiar.”

	“But he sure seems to know you,” Margaret said. “Think about some of the men you’ve met in passing recently.”

Colbi jumped in, “Yeah, but you might not know him at all—he might have just seen you someplace.”

	“That’s right; where have you been lately?” Margaret asked.

	“The mall, June’s estate, the clinic, the grocery store…”

	Colbi challenged, “Hey, what stores in the mall?”

	“Oh you know, the usual: camera shop, bookstore, baby shop…”

	“Smoothie stand,” Margaret added. She looked at Colbi. “We like to get a smoothie after our mall walk.”

	“Can you think of anyone who acted a little too friendly at any of those places?” Colbi asked.

	Savannah shook her head, her mind reeling. She then said, “When I saw Travis the other night, I thought for sure it was him. But the voice is different. Anyway, he seemed happy with the girl he was with.”

	Just then the phone rang. The women stood looking at it and then at each other. Savannah thought about it and finally decided to answer it. “Hello?”

	There was a long silence. “Hello?” she said again.

	“Who is this?” the voice asked.

	“Savannah Ivey, who’s this?”

	“I think you know who it is,” he said. “I’ve been calling; why don’t you return my calls? You blocked my calls on your cell. That wasn’t nice. I just want to talk to you.”

	“About what?” she asked, glancing at Colbi and Margaret.

	“Uh…about us, that’s what.”

	“Listen, there is no us,” she said sternly.

	He paused, then said, “That’s what you think. Uh…there’s something you should know about me. I always get what I want and I want you.”

	“That’s crazy,” she said. She paused before adding, “Do I know you?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do I know your name?”

	After some hesitation, the voice said, “Probably not.”

	“Where do I know you from? Can you tell me that?” When he didn’t respond, she said, “The bar down on Second Street?”

	She heard him laugh. “No.”

	“The mall?”

	“Uh…maybe.”

	“Look, if we’re going to get together, you’ll have to tell me who you are.”

	“Yeah, I guess that’s right.” There was a pause, then he said almost breathlessly, “Okay, meet me in the parking lot at Mason’s Mini-Mart in forty-five minutes. Park on the far edge of the lot under that row of trees. I’ll be there waiting for you.”

	“All right. I’ll see you then.”

	“Savannah?” he said.

	“Yes?”

	“I really am crazy about you.”

	The line went dead.

	“You’re going to meet him?” Colbi asked disbelieving.

	“Well, maybe,” she said. “But I’m hoping Craig will meet him. I’m calling him now. She took the tape out of the answering machine and put it in her purse, then made the call to Craig using her cell phone. “Hello Craig—oh darn…” She turned toward Margaret and Colbi. “It’s his answering service.” Into the phone, she said, “Hello, Craig, this is Savannah. I’m meeting the creep who’s been stalking me in…” She looked at the clock on the wall. “…in forty minutes in the parking lot at Mason’s Mini-Mart. Can you be there? He wants me to meet him on the east side where the trees are.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Unless I hear from you, Colbi, my aunt, and I are going to see who in the heck it is, once and for all.”

	Thirty-five minutes later, Margaret pulled into the street directly behind the mini-mart parking lot with Savannah, Colbi, and baby Lily in her Jeep Liberty.

	“Good idea, using your car, Auntie,” Savannah said. “Maybe we can find out who it is without being seen.”

	“Yeah, but if he parks on the other side of those trees,” Colbi said, “we might not be able to see him.”

	“Dang, you’re right. Our view’s obstructed.” She looked at her phone. “I wish Craig would call and tell us what to do.”

	“Or what not to do,” Margaret said, cringing a little. 

	Savannah thought for a moment. “Okay, I’m turning off my ringer and going over to that stand of trees.” She glanced at the other two women. “Colbi, why don’t you come with me?”

	“Me? Why me?” she complained. 

“Come on,” she urged, “we just want to get a look at him, then we’re outta here, okay?”

	Colbi thinned her lips. “Okay, I guess.”

	“I’ll stay with Lily,” Margaret said.

	“Come on, it’s almost time,” Savannah urged. “We should be able to see him from those bushes right over there.” Once they’d reached the spot Savannah indicated, she said, “Now crouch down out of sight.”

	“I feel silly,” Colbi whispered, giggling. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve felt this silly?”

	Savannah smirked playfully. “You mean you haven’t hidden in the bushes and spied on anyone, lately?” She laughed quietly. “You live a dull life.” Several minutes later, Savannah whispered, “Where is he?” 

	“I think you’ve been stood up, girlfriend,” Colbi said, chuckling.

	“Well, if that isn’t insulting.”

	Colbi snickered. “Maybe he saw us pull up and didn’t want to be confronted by a whole herd of women.” 

	“Could be, I guess. Let’s get back to the estate, shall we?”

	“So he was a no-show, huh?” Margaret said, grinning, once the other two women returned to the car. 

	“Yes,” Colbi said, “and Savannah’s insulted.”

	“No, I’m not,” she said defending herself.

	“You said you were.”

	“I wasn’t serious. Oh Craig’s calling back. Hi Craig,” she said into her phone.

	“So did you meet your stalker?” he asked, chuckling.

	“No.” She paused. “I can’t believe you’re not angry with me for coming over here.”

	“Well, Savannah, I don’t think you’re in any danger.”

	“Really? Why do you say that?”

	“Well, I know who your admirer is and I just don’t think he’s a threat.”

	“What?” she said, her voice accelerated. “He stalks, steals cars, and you don’t think he’s a threat?”

	“No. The car he stole was his folks’. They didn’t know he took it and when they found out it was him, they didn’t press charges.”

	“His parents?”

	“Yes, and you might know who his parents are, actually. They take their pets to your clinic and we believe he wrote the note on a piece of paper his mother brought home from the clinic after her last visit. Your receptionist had given her the name of a dog groomer.”

	“Oh? So how old is my stalker, anyway?” she asked rather hesitantly.

	Craig chuckled. “Seventeen last week.”

	“What?” she said. “Seventeen?  Oh my gosh, then we did see him. Craig, is he a tall, skinny blond? Does he work at the mini-mart?”

	“Sounds like him,” he said. “So you saw him?”

	“Yes, he came out the back door of the place and stared in our direction for several seconds before disappearing back into the store. In fact, he waits on me sometimes when I stop in for a loaf of bread or something. Oh gawd, Craig—a teenager? That’s sick.”

	“Yeah, his mother said his cell phone’s full of pictures of you he’s taken while you’re pumping gas and looking around in the store. She was as upset as you are about all this. Of course, she deleted the pictures in his phone.”

	“What about the flowers? How could he afford them?” she asked.

	“There was a death in the family,” he explained. “He took some of the flowers from the funeral and scattered them over your property.”

	“So can you make him stop?” she demanded. “Or should I go over to the store and have a little talk with him?”

	“Yeah, maybe you could give him a spanking,” Craig said, laughing.

	“Not funny, Craig. Kids can be scary and dangerous.”

	“Yeah, I know. But I think his parents are on top of the situation. I doubt you’ll hear from him again. If you do,” he chuckled, “…just call his mother.”

	“He’s seventeen?” Margaret said doubling over laughing.

	“So he’s the kid who came out and was looking around while we waited for your prince charming, huh?” Colbi said, also laughing.

	Savannah sighed. “Yeah, that was him.” She faced the others. “I don’t really see why you think this is so darned funny.”

	“You don’t?” Margaret asked. “Well, you don’t have much of a sense of humor, do you?”

	Colbi joined her in laughter.

	“Okay you two, just wait. I’ll get back at you one way or another. And believe me, paybacks can be…”

	“What?” Margaret asked.

	“Sweet,” Savannah said, trying not to smile. “For me, anyway.”

	Margaret giggled. “Wait ‘til Michael finds out who his competition is.” 

	“Will you just stop!” Savannah said, her lips starting to curl into a slight smile. 

	Once Margaret had dropped the others off at the Ivey home, Savannah rushed in and grabbed the things she’d set out to take with her. Before stepping out the door, she said, “Actually, we were staying with June because of those darned phone calls. I guess there’s no reason to stay there any longer.”

	“But it’s more fun when you’re there,” Colbi protested. “Ms. June seems to like having you to rely on. I vote you stay.”

	“Well, I’ll see what Michael says,” she giggled, “after I tell him who had the nerve to call him a weasel.”


	****


“Nola will be here around three,” June announced the following afternoon when Savannah joined her in the cat room. “I want you to be here.”

	“Sure, I’d like to meet her,” Savannah said. She checked her watch. “It’s nearly three now. Is there anything you need in the meantime?”

	“Nothing I can think of. I had a wonderful lunch, then took a nap with sweet Mazie Mae, Tabitha Tabby, and I think Tondra Sue joined us for a while.” She leaned forward. “Oh, while you and Lily were out strolling around the grounds, Detective Sledge stopped in. He said the fish someone left for the cats was poisoned and there are no fingerprints or any other identifying marks left around here. Neither could they get a description of the person who bought the fish because it was pre-packaged, so there are no suspects at this time.” She took a breath. “He said they did find some very small footprints out in the yard. But they could be sweet Colbi’s—what’s she, a size four or five shoe? Anyway, he’s going to talk to the suspicious three. Who else could it be, but Petra, Jody, or Megan? As he says, there’s no one else who believes they would benefit from the cats’ demise. Sad as it is, I have to agree.”

	Savannah grimaced. “I’m so sorry. It must be awful to think that someone you care for might be willing to hurt you in this way.”

	“Yes, it is awful.” 

	Within seconds, the doorbell chimed and Savannah stepped out of the room. By the time she had ushered Nola Katherine Hope into the cat room, June was standing with a smile on her face and her hands out in greeting. “So nice of you to come,” she said, taking the young woman’s hands in hers.

	“Thank you,” Nola said, smiling.

“Please sit down,” June invited. “Can we get you a refreshment?”

Before responding, Nola spun around the room, taking it all in through bright hazel eyes. “This is a gorgeous house.” When she spotted a cat walking toward her, she knelt and reached out to Tinker saying, “Oh, what a pretty kitty.” She looked up at June, her wispy, chin-length hair floating into place. “And he’s so healthy. Oh, there’s another one.” When she walked toward the wall where several large cat trees stood, she looked around, spotting cat after cat. “Each one is yummier than the last,” she said excitedly. “And look at this guy. Isn’t he majestic?”

	June chuckled. “That’s Ragsdale. He’s a special guest here this week.” In an almost reverent tone, she explained, “He’s the one who saved my Mazie Mae, you know.” When Nola peered questioningly at June, she added, “Oh yes, when she escaped—or was catnapped—he discovered her and kept her warm all night until someone found them and rescued her.”

	“Wow!” the young woman said, petting Rags. “You are special, aren’t you? And which one is Mazie Mae?” she asked, glancing around.

	Savannah pointed. “The Himalayan in the hammock to your right.”

	“Awww, what a beauty. Do you groom them often?” she asked. “Her fur is perfect.” She then said, “…purrrfect.”

	“Yes, we have a staff of groomers who keep them all in tip-top condition. Please sit down, will you, Nola?”

	“Thank you,” she said, sitting on the daybed next to the sleeping Shadow and Homer. “He’s old, isn’t he?” she asked, petting Homer gently.

	“Yes, seventeen.” June coughed a little, then said, “Nola?”

	“Yes?” the young woman responded as she continued to pet Homer.

	“Can you tell me a little about yourself? Your goals in life and all?”

	“Oh, um, well, as you know, I just spent some jail time for all of the wrong reasons. I took kittens out of harm’s way.” She shook her head. “I do love cats—in fact all animals—maybe too much, sometimes,” she said, grinning. “I’d love to get a job working with animals—especially cats.” She smiled. “Silly me; that’s a dream most kids have, don’t you think? And I’ve had the dream since I was a kid. But I’m an adult now—I’m twenty-five—and I just can’t get enough of cats. I’m so passionate about them that I help out at three different facilities; I work for a breeder and volunteer at a couple of shelters.”  

	“So how do you support yourself, I mean with pay from just one part-time job?”

	“Well, I live with my mom, so that helps.”

	“Do you have your own cat?” June asked.

	“Yes, Mom and I have a pair of matching bookends. They’re black-and-white sisters. Their markings are almost identical.” Pulling out her phone, she said, “Here’s a picture of Fiona and Phoebe. They look alike, but they sure have different personalities.”

	“Lovely,” June said—and one’s fluffy and one’s not.” She gazed at the young woman for a few moments. “I have a proposition for you—a job, if you want it. What do you know about grooming cats?”

	“A little, actually. My employer breeds Persians and boy, do they need constant grooming. I’ve also taken a few veterinary courses. A shelter I heard of down South offered a sort of first-aid workshop for pets. I jumped on that one. Not only do I want to know more, I figured it would look good on my resume.” She reached for her large purse and began to chuckle. “Well, hello there,” she said, noticing Tondra Sue and Rags investigating the bag. “Aren’t you two curious creatures?”

When Rags reached into the purse and pulled something out, everyone but Savannah began to laugh. “Oh no you don’t,” she said, rushing toward the cat. “Rags, come back here with that.”

“It’s okay,” Nola said laughing out loud. “It’s just a little coin purse. I doubt there’s more than a dollar in there.” She watched as Rags disappeared into a tunnel, then climbed to the top of a cat tree. Obviously amused at his antics, she said, “So he’s a klepto, is he?”

“He sure is,” Savannah said. “And he’s been on his good behavior since we’ve been here. This is his first heist, isn’t it June?”

Still trying to contain her laughter, June nodded. “Yes, as far as I know. I’ll send a bill if I discover anything missing from around here, Savannah.”

“Oh, that was priceless,” Nola said, still chuckling. She then pulled a file folder out of her purse. “Here’s my resume. There are names and numbers for my references.”

	June took a quick look at the resume, then said, “Yes, it certainly does look good.” She asked, “Would you be satisfied having only a handful of cats to care for or would you need to step beyond the parameters and continue to volunteer?”

	“Oh, that’s a hard one. I would never ignore or neglect a cat if it was in need, if that’s what you mean.”

	“Well, I want to hire someone to take over the complete care of my eight cats.”

	“Nine,” Savannah said, smiling.

	“Oh yes, nine. I guess I’m in denial,” June said, chuckling. “I want a full-time caretaker for now and especially for when I’m gone.”

“Are you taking a trip?” Nola asked, innocently.

June laughed. “No, I mean, when I leave this earthly plane. I want to hire someone who will reside here, on the premises, and care for my cats for as long as they live. This someone will get a salary and, when the last kitty’s gone, there will be a bonus enough to buy a home, start your own shelter, or whatever you choose to do.”

	“Oh that sounds wonderful. Gosh, I’d love to be considered for that job. My very own pack of kitties in such a lovely setting. That would be a dream come true,” she said. “I suppose I could even use my business background to manage things related to the kitties.”

	June looked at Savannah, raised her eyebrows, and smiled.

	“June,” Savannah said, “have you ever considered turning the estate into a ranch for cats? I mean, you have a whole ravine full of feral cats out there.”

	“You do?” Nola asked. “Oh my gosh, that would be so awesome. Yes, I would apply for a job like that in a hot minute.” She grinned. “Where do I sign up?”

	“Hmmm, a kitty ranch,” June said. She smiled at Nola. “Yes, awesome, indeed. Let me think about it for a day or so and you think about it, too.” She studied Nola for a moment, then turned to Savannah. “Do we have any spare rooms left?”

	Savannah nodded. “Yes, two or three, actually.”

	“Good. Nola, would you like to bring your things here and stay? That way we could get to know one another and you could become more familiar with the kitties. I’d like to have you start helping with the feeding and grooming, if you don’t mind. Of course, I’ll pay you for your time. Would you consider that?”

	“Absolutely,” Nola said, her eyes wide. “I need to take my mom’s car back to her and get my things together. I could have her drive me back in an hour or so. Is that okay?”

	“Yes. Savannah, would you show Nola Kat a suitable room and introduce her to Colbi? Let her know they’ll be working together. I’m sure Colbi will appreciate having the help.”


	****


“Hi, Rags,” Savannah said, when she saw the big cat enter their guest room later that night. “Come to kiss us goodnight, boy?” she murmured. She ran her hand along his back as she lay propped up in her bed, checking e-mail on her phone.

	“What’s he doing there?” Michael asked when he came out of the bathroom. 

	“What?” Savannah sat upright to look in Rags’s direction.

	“Well, he’s clawing at something under that shelf.”

	“Crazy cat,” Savannah said, scratching his tummy. “Ever notice that he spends just about as much time upside down as he does right side up?”

	“Yeah, he does expose himself a lot, doesn’t he?” Michael said, chuckling.

	Just then Rags jumped to his feet and peered suspiciously under the shelf.

	“What is that?” Michael asked, reaching down and picking up a small plastic bag. “It’s a powder of some sort.” 

Rags, in the meantime, sat at his feet looking up at the package.

	“Michael,” Savannah said, “that looks suspicious, don’t you think? I mean, there’s tape on it.” She climbed out of the bed and felt around under the nightstand. “I’ll bet it was taped to the bottom of this thing. I’m going to call Craig. It might be a clue in what’s been going on here with June.” 

“Or, it’s someone’s drug stash,” Michael reasoned.

“Either way, I’m going to tell Craig,” Savannah insisted. Into the phone, she said, “Hi, Craig, we just found a suspicious package in the room where we’re staying at the estate. It has a powder inside and it was taped to the bottom of a nightstand.”

	“How’d you find it?” he asked, chuckling. “What were you and Michael doing, anyway?”

	“Craig,” she scolded, “it was Rags. He was on his back, rolling around, and he evidently spotted it. Want us to save it for you? Where are you, anyway?”

“Outside the cat room—where’s your room?”

“Left hallway, third door to the left.”

“Are you decent?”

 “Yes, come on down.” When he stepped inside the room, Savannah said, “I didn’t know you were on the premises.”

	“Just got back from a little meeting with Petra Salvo when I got your call. He claims he’s innocent of everything. He knows nothing about nothing. I think he’ll change his tune when the gal he jilted shows up.”

	“Gal? What gal?” she asked.

	“The orderly he manipulated into smothering the life out of Sterling Goss.”

	“Wow. He sure must have a way with the ladies. So where is this gal? Do you have her in custody?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Not yet, but I think we’re closing in. She’s on an island, for Pete’s sake; where’s she going to hide?”

“An island?” Savannah asked. “How did you find out about her, anyway?” 

He grimaced. “I don’t think Lorrie was very well thought of among her co-workers. They seemed all too eager to breach her confidence when it came to her torrid relationship with a good-looking, wealthy playboy. One of them even saw the airline tickets he gave her and remembered the destination—an island in the Bahamas.”

 “Did you arrest Petra Salvo?”

	“Not yet.” He looked at the cat. “So where’s the powder?”

	“Here,” Michael said, handing the small packet to him.

	Craig opened it and smelled the contents. “Hmmm, seems suspicious, doesn’t it? I’ll ask Jim to have it analyzed. We should have a response sometime tomorrow.”


	****


It was quite early the following morning when Craig called Savannah on her cell phone. “Can you tell me who stayed in that room before you and Michael came to the estate?”

	“No,” she said. She then asked, “Craig, you should know; you went with the staff when they gathered their stuff on move-out day, didn’t you?”

“Sure, I went with one of them and the security guards were assigned to the others. I didn’t go to that room.”

“Oh, well, let me ask. June’s right here.” Savannah pulled the phone from her ear. “June, we’re staying in the third room to the left in that hallway on the west wing. Can you tell me whose room that was before we moved in?”

	“Gwendolyn; my main chef. That’s where she stayed.”

	When Savannah relayed the message to Craig, he asked, “Does she know how I can reach Gwendolyn?” 

	“He wants to know where Gwendolyn is now,” Savannah said. 

“She probably took a room with her sister out past the fire station. I can get that address for you if you give me a moment.”

	Two hours later, Craig appeared in the cat room where Savannah, Colbi, Nola, and June were playing with the cats. “You ladies have a tough life,” he said, laughing. 

Savannah huffed. “What do you mean? This is work. We’re working here,” she said, while wriggling a feather toy in Shadow’s direction. 

“Working?” he asked, looking suspiciously at them.

“Yeah,” Colbi said in all seriousness, “Nola and I are their personal trainers. It’s important they get their daily exercise.”

When Craig looked at June, she grinned. “That’s right. It’s their workout time.” She then gazed at him. “Did you find Gwendolyn? Why did you want to see her, anyway?”

He rubbed his chin and cleared his throat. “Um, well, something was found in her room and I wanted to know where it came from. Gwendolyn Harris said she moved out of that room two weeks before you sent them away. She said Megan Vale wanted to trade rooms with her.”

“Heavens, why?” June asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Craig explained. “Ms. Harris told me that Ms. Vale decided it was too noisy in her room and she wanted one farther away from the kitchen.” 

	June raised her eyebrows. “Well, I didn’t know about that arrangement. But then I’m the last to know about a lot of things that go on around here.”

	“This may be enough evidence to get a search warrant for Ms. Vale’s home or car, or wherever she’s living or storing her things,” Craig said.

	“Detective, I believe she’s using one of our sheds here on the grounds for storage. Most of the staff who live here do.”

	“Oh really? Do you have a key, Mrs. Balcomb?”

	“Yeah, there should be keys to all the storage units hanging in the laundry room.”

	Craig thought for a moment. “I’ll need a warrant, though, or whatever I find might not be accepted as evidence. I’ll see if I can get that process started this afternoon.” He turned to Savannah. “Would you tell Iris I might be late tonight? We expect the orderly in this evening and we want to question her as soon as possible.”

	“Sure, I’ll tell her.”

	Just then his phone buzzed. “Excuse me,” he said, walking out of the room. When he returned a few minutes later, he said, “…the best laid plans…”

	“What do you mean, Craig?” Savannah asked. “Will you be home early after all?”

	“I doubt it, not with another homicide in our midst.”

	“What?” she said.

	June’s jaw dropped.

	Craig thinned his lips, then sat down near June and looked into her eyes. “Mrs. Balcomb, your cook, Gwendolyn was found dead a little while ago outside her sister’s home.”

	“Oh no,” June said, aghast. “That poor woman. What happened? You say it was a homicide? Are you sure it wasn’t a heart attack? She wasn’t in very good health. I’ve been worried about her, lately.”

	Craig shook his head. “Looks like she was attacked, all right, but not from the inside—from the outside. Blunt-force trauma.”

	“But why?” she asked.

	He looked at June. “Why did Sterling Goss die? Why did your driver die?”

June reached out for Savannah’s hand. “I must make it known that I’ve changed my will—that what they each get is a lump sum and that’s it. How can I get that word to them before they kill each other off?”

	“Mrs. Balcomb, I advise you to stay out of it. Let your attorney handle it. Have you already made the changes?” Craig asked. When June nodded, he said, “Have your attorney summon the three of them into her office for the announcement. We don’t want any of them anywhere near here until this mess is cleared up. Understood?” 

	“Yes sir,” June said, unsmiling. “Thank you for all that you have done and you, too Savannah. You’ve all made a horrendous situation tolerable and almost enjoyable at times. If only I didn’t have this heavy load on my shoulders. I’m too far along in my life to be carrying such a burden.” She looked up into the ceiling. “Why oh why didn’t this challenge come along when I was more able to handle it?”

	Savannah cringed. “June, you know God doesn’t give us more than we can carry. You’re handling yourself and this awful mess with grace. I’m sure He’s smiling down on you.”

	“Well maybe so, but He sure must be disappointed in the others—those who are trying to harm His beautiful creatures,” she said, petting Mazie Mae and Tinker while tears rolled down her cheeks.

	Nola grimaced and rose to comfort June. Kneeling next to her, she said, “Your kitties are all just fine, Ms. June. Please try not to worry. You have a lot of people protecting them—a lot of people who care.”


	****


“Good morning, all,” Craig said the following day as he entered the dining room for breakfast.

	Upon seeing him, Savannah and June both set their utensils down. Savannah asked, “Craig, what happened last night? What did you find out?”

	The two women waited for his response.

	“Well, it looks like Gwendolyn Harris fell. Her sister said she thinks she’s been having small strokes and it’s possible that she simply fell hard and hit her head on the edge of a cement step.”

	June let out a sigh. “Well, as sad as I am about Gwendolyn’s death, it’s certainly a relief to know she wasn’t brutalized. I must call her family and offer my condolences.” Her eyes met Craig’s. “What about Petra and Megan…and Jody?”

	He chuckled. “Well, Ms. Vale was furious when she found out your stepson had been in the sack with Lorrie Cowgill.”

	“Who’s Lorrie Cowgill?” June asked. 

	“Yeah, we need a program,” Iris said, spreading jelly on her toast.

	“Lorrie’s the orderly who was seduced by Petra Salvo. She was reluctant at first to talk to us. She still thought Petra would meet her on that romantic island and they’d live happily ever after. When we caught up with her, it didn’t take her long to realize she was never going to see that smooth-talking stepson of yours again, except maybe in court. Then she thought it might be to her advantage to tell what happened, since she figured he would get the blame, not her. Not a very bright gal…” Craig observed.

	“So, what did you find out?” Savannah asked.

	“Lorrie smothered Sterling Goss and claims that Petra blackmailed her into doing it.”

	“Blackmail?”

	“Yeah, he romanced her, but he also dug up some dirt on her and threatened to use it if she crossed him. It would have meant her job and probably some jail time. Hospital administrators don’t like it when employees help themselves to the drugs.”

	“Wow! He picked a good one to go in cahoots with, didn’t he?” Savannah said.

	“Yes, he seems to do his homework. He’s been stringing her along for a while. I suspect he’s into abusing prescription drugs himself.”

	June sat stunned. “My, my,” she murmured, “just when you think you know someone… Detective,” she said, “do you know who killed Andrew?”

	“Not conclusively, but we’re still pretty sure he died because he was trying to protect the little boy. We believe he saw someone running off with the child and tried to stop him or her.”

	“Her?” June said, surprised.

	Craig winced. “I can’t say anything more. Don’t want to taint that investigation.”

	“What a tangled web we weave,” June muttered.

	Just then Dora stepped into the doorway. “Your attorney’s here, Ms. June.”

	“Oh, thank you. Would you take her to the cat room? I’ll meet you in there. And have someone bring tea, would you, please?”

	“Certainly,” Dora said, hurrying out of the room.

	“Where’s Nola?” June asked, lifting herself out of the chair. “Good heavens, has anyone seen her today? Nothing has happened to that sweet girl, has it?”

	“No, June,” Savannah said, putting her hand on the elderly woman’s arm. “I’m sure she’s fine. I saw her just a little while ago with Colbi. They were grooming some of the cats.”

	“Oh thank heavens,” June said with a sigh. “Well, I want her in the meeting this morning. I guess we’ll find her in the cat room.”

	“Mrs. Balcomb,” Craig said, as she started to walk away, “have you done a background check on this girl?”

	“Who, Nola? Well no, Detective. I haven’t had a chance, yet…why?”

	“Don’t you think it would be a good idea?”	

	She thought for a moment, then shook her head. “I know she’s the one. She has a genuine passion for animals. She will take care of my cats the way I want them cared for. I have no qualms about this girl, and that’s that.”

	“Well, Mrs. Balcomb,” Craig said, “I hope you don’t mind, but I took it upon myself to do a little checking.”

	“How dare you!” June shouted. “My business dealings are none of your concern. Don’t you know that if I thought there was a problem, I have the resources to get any information I want or need? I saw no reason to check on Nola Kat. None whatsoever.” She started to walk away, then turned and narrowed her eyes, asking more quietly, “So what did you learn?”

	He smiled broadly. “Nothing. She has a clean record. Was a good student. Her employers and those who she volunteered for love her. Looks like you’ve made a good choice there, Mrs. Balcomb.”

	June smiled and nodded her head. “You don’t live to be ninety and not develop some good instincts.”

“Too bad you can’t choose your relatives,” Craig said, as she reached the doorway. 

She smiled weakly and walked slowly down the hall toward the cat room.


	****


Later that afternoon, Savannah, who had done a grocery-run, returned to the estate in time to see Craig and a couple of sheriff’s officers poring through a variety of items laid out on the ground in front of a storage shed. Once the kitchen crew had unloaded her car, she trudged out with Lily to see what progress the men were making.

“Here’s the original sedative bottle,” Craig said, disgustedly. Using gloves, he held it up for Savannah to see. “From Straley Community Hospital—probably courtesy of the orderly Lorrie Cowgill.”

“So it is a sedative. It wasn’t designed to harm June, right?”

He looked at Savannah over the rim of his reading glasses. “There’s always a danger when inexperienced people administer any sort of medication.”  He looked at the container, then set it down out of the way. “Yeah, these people had a plan—a fairly elaborate plan, actually. But the queen bee will prevail.”

“Queen Bee? You mean, June?”

He nodded. “Yes, as we pull their plan apart little by little and reveal who these people really are, I hope Mrs. Balcomb can stand tall through it all. I’m afraid I don’t have a pretty picture to show her.”

“Sounds like you’ve uncovered more than just the origin of the sedative.”

Craig pressed his lips together. “You got that right, kid. And it’s all coming together. I may have a bombshell to share over dinner tonight.”









Chapter 7


“Morning, Craig,” Savannah greeted when she saw him enter the dining room the following morning. “We missed you at dinner last night.”

	“Yeah, I kinda got sidetracked. Didn’t make it back until darn near midnight.”

	“So what is it?” she whispered as he lowered himself into an empty chair next to her.

	“What?” he asked.

	“The bombshell. We waited to hear about it last night.”

	“All in good time, Savannah,” he said quietly. “All in good time.” He glanced around at the others and noticed they were involved in lively chatter, sharing stories of their experiences as domestics and caretakers for the cats. 

“Mazie Mae took a swipe at Tabitha yesterday,” Colbi announced. “I think she’s miffed because Rags is spending more time with the tabby than with her.”

	Michael chuckled. “A woman scorned, huh?”

	“Yeah, and Rags seems to be loving it, that scoundrel.” She continued, “He’s not discouraging attention from either one of his ‘ladies.’”

	Savannah sighed. “How are we ever going to get him to come home?”

	“You aren’t thinking of leaving me, are you?” June asked.

	Savannah smiled. “Well yes, June. At some point Michael and I must take our children home.” When she saw the look of disappointment on the woman’s face, she said, “But we won’t leave you until things are settled here. Promise.”

	“Speaking of settling things here…” Craig started. When he saw that all eyes were on him, he continued, “I think we’ve made some progress in our investigation.”

	“Oh good,” June said. “Who have you convicted?”

	He grimaced. “Well, no one, yet. But we’re close to understanding what’s been going on and why.”

	“Detective,” June said, “I think we all know who’s involved and why. Some of those close to me want my money.”

	“Yeah,” Craig chuckled, “that seems to be the main motivation. But we can’t make arrests based on what we think is in someone’s head. We need evidence and, hopefully, we can get some confessions. We always try to go after a confession.”

	“What kind of torture do you use these days?” Damon asked, tongue in cheek.

	Craig grinned. “Some perps believe our tactics border on torture, when they get caught with their pants down…” he glanced around the table, “…figuratively speaking, of course, ladies.” Addressing June, he said more quietly, “We arrested your stepson last night.”

	June stared at Craig. “Can’t say that I’m not disappointed.” She sat straight. “But if that’s where he belongs, that’s where he belongs. What did he do, actually, Detective?”

	“May I speak here?” he asked, motioning around the table. “Or would you rather we talk in private?”

	June glanced at the others. “Speak freely, Detective. These are my friends. It’ll all come out in the papers, anyway.” She shook her head in disbelief, clasping her hands under her chin. “Princeton would be so upset with that boy, rest his soul.” She looked at Craig. “So tell me—what is his part in all this?”

	“He’s been arrested on suspicion of hiring an orderly to smother your attorney in his hospital bed and to steal that sedative they were giving you in your tea.”

	“He’s responsible for killing Sterling?” she asked, her voice weak and her eyes filling with tears.

Craig grimaced, nodding slightly.

“Was he trying to kill me?” she asked, her voice cracking.

	Craig shook his head. “I don’t think so. I believe he wanted power of attorney and he thought if he proved you incompetent—if you were too confused to act on your own behalf—he could get it and then use his ‘charisma’ with you, Megan, and Jody to manipulate your estate to his benefit.”

	She cringed. “Sounds like him. Oh Petra, Petra,” she said, shaking her head slowly. She looked around the room. “He had such promise. He could have done marvelous things in this world. He has a wonderful mind, but somehow it became infected by greed.” She looked at Craig. “What about Megan? Was she involved with giving me the sedative? You said you found the evidence in her room.”

	“Yes, and we found the bottle in her storage unit. But I’m not sure she actually administered it—at least not to her knowledge. We’re still working on that question. It could be a plant.” He leaned forward. “Did you know that your cook Gwendolyn Harris kept a journal? She logged everything she did in a day.”

“Oh my,” June said. “I knew she was a dedicated employee, but…I had no idea…” 

“It appears that she began the practice after something that happened in her last job. Did you know, Mrs. Balcomb, that she was involved in a nasty investigation involving extortion and attempted murder at another place where she worked?”

	June gasped. “My God, no!”

	“It doesn’t appear that she did anything wrong, but that experience taught her to keep track of everything in case she ever needed to defend herself again.” He paused before saying, “We believe she’s the one who was spiking your tea, but not through any maliciousness on her part.”

	“Good Lord,” Michael said, “what did she think she was putting in there, vitamins?”

	“That’s a good question…a detail that has not been revealed, yet.” Craig softened his voice and spoke to June. “I think someone may have convinced her it would help with your memory. It appears that she was tricked into believing she was helping you in some way.”

	June placed her teacup in the saucer. “Makes sense. Gwendolyn would step forward on my behalf. But she could be a tad naïve. Tell me, Detective, why did she feel it necessary to hide the powder in such a way?” 

	Craig cleared his throat. “Well, it seems that Petra, probably in an attempt to keep someone from discovering the sedative, told your cook that it is highly attractive and dangerous to cats, and she needed to put it where the cats wouldn’t find it. Gwendolyn even talked to her sister about this. She joked about how difficult it was to find a place to hide the powder from the cats. Some of them, she said, could open drawers and climb up onto the bookshelves. Her solution was to tape the powder to the bottom shelf of her nightstand.” He chuckled. “…and then it was a cat who found it.”

	“Leave it to Rags,” Michael said, laughing.

	“Always on the job,” Damon added.

	“And that’s where I’d better go—on the job,” Craig quipped, as he scooted his chair from the table. “See ya’ll later.” Within a few minutes, he returned and approached Savannah. “Um, would you like to go with me to talk to Jody Santos?”

	“Oh, uh, well,” she stammered. “When?” She pulled back and looked into Craig’s eyes. “Why me?”

	“Around ten thirty this morning.” He peered at her. “Why? Well, female suspects interview better when there’s a woman present—in particular, one out of uniform.”

	When Savannah hesitated, Iris, who had overheard the conversation, said, “Lily can hang out with me.”

	“Oh, Iris, she’s a handful and you have kitchen duties,” Savannah protested.

	“Edie’s making her three-squash soup for lunch today and Dora’s baking bread.” She smiled brightly, “I get a day off and I’d love to spend it with Lily.”

	“Okay, then.” Savannah turned to Craig. “Yes, I can go with you.”

	“I’ll pick you up around ten fifteen.”


	****


“Wow, she lives in luxury too, doesn’t she?” Savannah said when Craig pulled his unmarked official car up in front of Jody Santos’s house. 

	By the time the pair exited the car and walked most of the distance toward the house, Jody had opened the oversized door slowly and looked out. “Hello, Detective. Just a minute,” she said, closing the door. A moment later, she opened it, holding her toddler in her arms. Before she could speak, a young Mexican woman rushed into the foyer and took the boy from her. “Gracias,” Jody said, watching them leave the room. She turned to Craig and Savannah. “Let’s go into the living room, shall we?”

	She seems somewhat more poised this morning, Savannah thought as she followed the younger woman into a spacious living room. And she’s certainly dressed more tastefully, she observed. She doesn’t look so anorexic and anemic when she dresses well. Savannah chuckled to herself. I’ll have to remember that. I have more color to my skin than she does, but I don’t have much more meat on my bones.

	“Thank you,” Craig said, easing into a wingback chair across from Jody. He motioned for Savannah to sit to his left. Clearing his throat, he said, “Mrs. Santos. I appreciate you seeing me today.”

	“Well, it was either cooperate or find myself in an interrogation room downtown, right, Detective?”

	He nodded. “Pretty much, I’m afraid. Now, the reasons I’m here are twofold. One, I need you to talk to me about Petra Salvo and…”

	Before Craig could continue, Savannah noticed Jody stiffen. She’s not as relaxed about all this as she pretends. 

	“And what?” Jody asked.

	“And, I want to know how you fit into his…little scheme.”

	Savannah watched as the woman’s eyes darted around the room. Looks like she’s searching for a way out, she observed silently. Maybe she hopes she’ll just disintegrate into fairy dust. Savannah smirked inwardly. Settle down and pay attention, she told herself.

	“First, Mrs. Santos,” Craig said, “what do you know about the sedative that was being given to your aunt?”

	“Nothing,” she said, maybe too quickly. When Craig remained silent and simply sat staring at her, she looked down at her hands and wiped them on her slacks. She picked up a coffee mug and took a sip of the beverage.

	She looks like a deer in headlights, Savannah observed, or a rabbit caught in the cabbage patch. This ought to be interesting, she thought, looking from Jody to Craig. Jody nearly dropped her coffee cup when she heard his next question.

	“Mrs. Santos, who took your child from the room where he was sleeping at the estate back on…” he looked at his notes, “…January tenth?”

	“What?” Jody asked, her eyes as big as dinner plates. 

	“Did Petra Salvo take him or did you hire someone?”

	“Wait!” the woman shouted. “What are you suggesting? Are you out of your mind? Why would Petra take Carlo? Why would I hire someone to take my son?”

	Craig spoke more calmly. “Are you telling me that you don’t know who took the boy? Do you want me to believe that you were not involved in the ransom scheme?” When Jody seemed as if she might begin to hyperventilate, Craig changed his tone. “It must have been hard for you to agree to such a horrendous conspiracy—letting your little boy go like that.” He rubbed his chin and peered at the woman. “Although, it wasn’t as if Carlo was with a stranger, was it? The boy knew the kidnapper and so did you…but did you know he could kill? Once you found that out, did it ever occur to you that he might even kill your son if he was pushed into a corner?”

	Jody’s eyes filled with tears and Craig sat quietly as she wept, her carefully applied mascara darkening the area around her eyes. 

	Savannah glanced at Craig, who motioned for her to comfort Jody. She grabbed a box of tissues sitting nearby and eased next to Jody on the settee, offering her one. He continued, “It must hurt to find out that someone you trusted isn’t trustworthy, Mrs. Santos. I’m sorry about that.” Craig then raised his voice. “How do you think your aunt feels to learn that everyone she thought she could trust is out to sabotage all that she’s worked for and harm all that she cares anything about?”

	Jody began to sob. “I didn’t want to hurt Aunt J. It was all…” she started. She took a deep breath and blotted the area around her eyes with a tissue. “I’d never harm Aunt J. She’s the only family I have in this world—well, except for my husband and son.” She sighed deeply. “I thought Petra was family, too.”

	Craig grinned. “He’s a sweet-talker, isn’t he?”

	She nodded. 

	“He knows how to find your vulnerable spot and work with it to get his way.” He spoke more softly. “He makes a friend feel valued and a woman feel…well, you know, don’t you, Mrs. Santos? And once he has you where he wants you, he starts using things against you. Is that the way it is, Jody? Do you mind if I call you, Jody?”

	She took a ragged breath and shook her head. 

	“What did he have on you Jody?” When she didn’t answer, he asked, “What secret did he hold against you to make you do the things you did…or did you do them on your own? Was it your idea to fake the kidnapping of your son for ransom, Jody?” 

	“Oh no. It wasn’t my idea. I only went along with…” Suddenly, she stopped talking and glanced at the detective.

	Craig took advantage of the moment. “Why, Jody? Why did you go along with it? What was Petra holding over your head?” When he saw her struggling, he asked, “Did he have you convinced that it wasn’t really kidnapping if the boy’s father had him?”

At that, Savannah gulped and stared at Craig. She became aware that Jody had stopped weeping, but the woman’s whole body seemed to tremble now. 

Craig used the opportunity to add tension to the moment by not speaking. Finally, he said, “Your husband doesn’t know Petra is Carlo’s father, does he?”

What? Savannah thought. Wait a minute. What’s going on here? Things are moving too fast for me. Petra is Carlo’s father?

	“No,” Jody said quietly, “Ernesto doesn’t know and I want to keep it that way.” She blew into a tissue then looked at Craig and spoke haltingly. “Yes, Petra was…blackmailing me. If I…didn’t go along with his plans to get more…money from my aunt, he was going to tell Ernesto and my aunt everything—how I had too much to drink…at my wedding and snuck out to meet Petra after Ernesto went to sleep. Oh yes, Petra would have been more than happy to tell Ernesto what’s been going on under his nose for the past two years.” She sobbed. “And I couldn’t stop it. He wouldn’t leave me alone. When he started harassing my aunt, I tried to end it with him, but he became ugly and more demanding.”

	“Jody,” Craig said quietly, “did Petra kill Andrew Pritchard?”

	She looked down at her hands as they twisted the tissue. Suddenly, she raised her eyes to meet his and nodded. “He didn’t mean to, the old man got in his face—tried to take Carlo away from him. Petra told him to mind his own business, that everything was under control, but Drew saw it differently. He must have thought Carlo was in danger and he fought to get him away from Petra. Petra pushed him and he must have fallen on a spade he’d been using in the garden. It was an accident, don’t you see? Petra didn’t mean for Drew to die.”

	“And while Mr. Pritchard was struggling with Petra, the boy escaped and ran to where the cats live in the ravine,” Craig suggested. When Jody didn’t respond, he continued, “Or did Petra Salvo put the boy in the ravine and leave him there to die?”

	“What?” Jody shouted. “What are you talking about?”

	“Did you know that your son had been drugged?”

	Jody quickly stood. “No!!! That’s not true!” She glanced around the room frantically before saying, “Sure, he was quiet for a while after Savannah brought him to me, but he’d been through a lot. He’d walked a long distance. He was tired.”

	“We found a rag with chloroform on it near where Savannah discovered the boy and when we had the rag analyzed, we also found a telltale smattering of a drug. If given enough of it, a child Carlo’s size could die. You are fortunate, indeed, that he most likely ingested only a small amount of it.”

	Jody began shaking her head slowly. “Petra wouldn’t harm Carlo. He wouldn’t. I know he wouldn’t.”

	“And you thought he wouldn’t harm his stepmother, didn’t you?” 

	Suddenly Savannah said, “Tetah. Tetah.”

	Craig furrowed his brow. “What?”

	“That’s what the boy was saying—Tetah. Petra. That’s what he was trying to say: Petra. He was telling us who took him.”  

	Craig looked at Jody. “Is that right? Is that how your son refers to Petra?” When Jody remained quiet, he asked more sternly, “Jody, was Carlo saying Petra’s name when Savannah found him that day?”

She took a deep breath. “I don’t know…maybe, I guess.”

Craig made a note on his pad, then asked, “Jody, did he take the cat and poison the other one? Was that Petra?”

	She tightened her lips. “I didn’t want to believe he’d do it. And maybe he didn’t. I don’t really know.”

	“What about Megan Vale?”

	“What about her?” Jody asked, defensively.

	“What’s her role in harassing June Balcomb?” 

	“I don’t know,” Jody said, sniffling and blotting at her eyes. 

“Did she know about the kidnap attempt?”

	“Oh, no. I haven’t discussed any of that with her. She doesn’t know anything. I don’t think she’s involved in any of it—just Petra.”

	Craig paused. He stared at Jody. “Did you know she’s seeing your boyfriend?”

	“My boyfriend?” she said, frowning.

	“Yes, Petra Salvo. Megan Vale is sleeping with him. Did you know that?”

	Suddenly, Jody’s demeanor shifted. She jumped to her feet. “That’s a lie. Why would you say that? It’s a bald-faced lie—you liar!” she shouted.

	Savannah stood and tried to console the distraught woman. “Jody, would you like to take a walk outside? I’ll go with you, if you want.” She looked at Craig, who nodded.

	“I have a call to make,” he said. “You two go get some fresh air.”

	Once outside, Savannah began making small talk. “Your backyard is lovely. You must spend a lot of time out here.”

	Jody sniffled. “We had it specially designed for Carlo. He loves riding his little cars around on the paths. Ernesto designed it. He’s into figures and investments, but he’s also good at landscape design.”

	“I really like the—what are they called—little separate outdoor rooms?”

	Jody blew her nose, then nodded. “Yes, they’re great for entertaining. We have the large area for the main activities and these cubbyholes where people can have more intimate conversations. Did you see the pool?” she asked, still wiping at her nose. She took an uneven breath. “We had it built away from the house and the entertainment area. As you can see, there’s a fence around it to protect our children.”

	“Your children?” Savannah questioned.

	“Well, Ernesto has two children from a previous relationship and we plan to have more. In fact, I may be pregnant, as we speak. Only…” she began to cry.

	“Only, you don’t know whether it’s your husband’s or Petra’s?” Savannah asked.

	She nodded. “He’s so persuasive…” she wailed. “But now that I know what he’s capable of…the manipulation and even…murder…” She shook her head. “It just makes me sick.” She moved toward a freestanding porch swing and sat down. “I mean, I’m physically sick. Having morning sickness doesn’t help.”

	“Well, let’s just sit here for a minute, then, shall we?” Savannah suggested.

	 The two women were quiet for a moment, when Savannah looked up and saw the detective walking toward them. 

	“Feeling better?” he asked.

	Jody nodded.

	“Well, I have some news,” he said, tightening his lips for a moment.

	Both women looked up at him. 

	Easing onto the edge of a nearby bench, he continued, “Petra has thrown you and Megan under the bus.”

	“What?” Jody said.

	“He blames everything on the two of you. He says you and Megan have been leading him on and tricking him into getting involved in your devious plot to extort money from your aunt.”

	“Well, that’s…” she started, her voice accelerated in anger. She then said more quietly, “…par for the course, I guess. He’s never taken responsibility for anything in his life. His daddy always got him out of any jam he found himself in. Petra even has a way of making his hotshot attorney believe his wild stories.” She snickered. “Well, Detective, it’s time for me to stand strong against him. If you can promise he’ll stay in jail and won’t be out bothering me anymore, I think I can come up with the evidence you need to sentence him to many years behind bars.”

	“Oh?” Craig said. “Evidence?”

	“I may look frail, but this isn’t my first rodeo,” Jody said grinning. “I’ve been taken for a ride before, so this time I tried to cover my bases. I’ve taken pictures, saved receipts, and recorded dates and conversations in case I ever needed proof of my whereabouts or intentions.”

	“Really?” Craig said, grinning.

	“My dream was to become an attorney,” she said. “And I still can—all I need is to take the bar. I learned in my studies and in my life experiences how important it is to document things—keep a paper trail—as long as it doesn’t incriminate you,” she said, chuckling. She turned to Craig. “Okay, what do I need to do in order to find out who’s been bothering Aunt J’s cats? Is that the last key to your case?”

	He nodded. “Pretty much.”

	“Okay, let me get my stuff together and we’ll meet again. Is that okay with you, Detective?”

He stared at her, then said, “Do you have a phone number for Megan Vale? I can’t reach her using the one Mrs. Balcomb gave me.”

	“Yes, let me look it up for you.” She laughed. “She lost her cell phone, you know—she thinks it’s somewhere around the estate.” Tapping on her phone screen, she said, “Here’s her new number.”









Chapter 8


“What does your cat have planned for this afternoon?” Craig asked Savannah on their way back to the estate.

	“Huh? Rags? Well, I guess he’ll probably continue living the life of luxury in the cat room with his harem,” she said, chuckling. “Why?”

	“I have a job for him, if he can tear himself away from the harem.”

	“Oh?”

	“Yes, I want to find that woman’s cell phone. If it’s on the property like she seems to think it is, Rags might be able to find it. What do you think?”

	Savannah shrugged. “I’m always up for a walk. Sure, I can take him around the property and see what we can find.”

	Half an hour later, Savannah slipped Lily into her pink jacket and put her in the stroller. She strapped Rags’s harness on him and stepped outside with the two of them. “Rags, find the cell phone,” she said, realizing how stupid she sounded. Heck, cats can read your thoughts, I’m sure of it. I’ll just picture a cell phone in my mind and see if he gets the message. First, I think I’ll snoop around where that poor man died. Then maybe walk out to the ravine. I wonder if Megan ever went out there.

	Savannah and her entourage were returning from the ravine and trekking through a patch of tall grass, when it occurred to her that maybe the phone was lost in her room when they were moving Megan out, or it was in the storage space. She might have been in such a hurry to hide the powder in the shed that she walked out without her phone, she thought.

	She walked toward the shed and noticed that the lock was still disengaged. Thanks, Craig, she thought. Opening the door, she looked inside. Where to start? she wondered. “What do you think, Rags?” That’s when she noticed him walking away from the shed, taking up the slack in his leash. When he’d reached the end of it, she backed out of the shed and followed him, pushing the stroller behind him. “Glad it’s not snake season,” she said as the cat pulled her alongside the shed into calf-high weeds. Suddenly, he stopped. He backed up a step and sniffed the weeds.

	“What is it, boy?” she asked, moving toward him. As she approached, he promptly leaped over a weed clump and started pawing at some loose dirt outside a gopher hole. “We’re not hunting prey, Rags,” she said. “Come on, stay on task. Let’s find the phone.”

	A few minutes later, she led the cat back to the shed and snooped around in there for a few minutes. If it’s here, it’s probably buried deep in a box someplace after the authorities pulled everything out and examined it the other day. “Rags, let’s go check our room, shall we? If it’s not there, we’ll come back out when the sun’s shining brighter,” she said, shivering. But Rags seemed to have other ideas. When Savannah turned to step outside, Rags began pulling in the other direction. 

“What do you see?” she asked, when she noticed him pawing at something between two boxes. He stepped back and looked up at her, then peered into the narrow space again. “What is it, boy?” she asked, stepping closer. Using the flashlight app on her phone, she lighted the gap and saw a tubular item wedged inside. “What is that?” she asked, pushing one box aside so they could see the item more clearly. She kicked it out into the open with her foot. “Vape cigar—disposable,” she read on the side of it. Interesting. I wonder if Craig saw this. “Well, let’s leave it, Rags. We’ll tell Craig about it in case he wants to check it out.” After closing the door to the shed, she adjusted Lily’s hood to make sure it was still covering her ears, and they headed for the house.

	“Now see if you can find the phone,” Savannah said, turning Rags loose in their guest room. In the meantime, the baby walked around the room examining interesting things at her level—a colorful knob on a dresser drawer, the fringe on a throw pillow, a doll stuck between the slats in her portable crib, and a bowl of water. Each room had a bowl of water and a small bowl of kibbles in case one of the cats got hungry or thirsty on one of their adventures around the spacious home. “No-no,” Savannah said, quickly picking up the water bowl and placing it out of the toddler’s reach. She then returned to her search. When she pulled a small daybed out from the wall, she heard something. Rags heard it too. Savannah lay down across the bed and Rags promptly joined her. She laughed when she realized Rags was also peering into the crevice between the wall and the daybed, his cheek against hers.

	Suddenly, the cat turned and leaped off the bed, slipping underneath it. “Hi Rags,” Savannah said, when she saw him look up at her from the gap between the bed and the wall. She pulled the wad of bedding up so she could get a clear view of the floor, then she spotted it. “Ah-ha,” she said out loud. “I’ll bet this belongs to Ms. Megan. Good job, Rags. High five and paw bump,” she said, laughing.

	“Is this what you’re looking for?” Savannah asked Craig when she found him in the kitchen eating a bowl of soup and a sandwich.

	“What?” he asked, looking up at her and Lily.

	“Megan’s phone.”

	“My God, Savannah, you found it?” he asked, obviously astonished.

	She furrowed her brow. “Well, didn’t you want me to?” 

	“Yeah, but…I sure didn’t think…” he started.

	“You sent Rags and me out on a ruse, is that it, Craig?” she insisted. 

	Looking sheepish, he said, “Well, I sure hoped we’d find it, but…wow, this is great. This should answer some of our remaining questions.” He smiled at Savannah. “Thanks. Good job.” He stood and motioned toward the small table. “Can I buy you lunch? Sit down, I’ll be right back—need to see about a warrant to examine that phone.”

	“Sure,” she said, lifting Lily into her high chair. She moved toward the counter and plugged the phone into her charger. After washing her hands, she served herself a bowl of the soup she found sitting on the stove, scooping out a few vegetables and pieces of chicken to cool for Lily. 

	“She’s not using her spoon,” Craig said upon returning to the room.

Savannah peered at her daughter. “Yeah. She knows she can get more with her fingers. But when she’s had enough, she starts working with the spoon. Sometimes she actually gets a morsel on it. These things take time, Craig.” Savannah had just finished eating when Edie walked into the kitchen. “Did June have lunch?” Savannah asked. “Want me to take her a bowl of soup?”

“Yes, she did. I imagine she’s ready for dessert. I made brownies. Will you take her one? She’d probably like a refill on her tea, too.”

“Sure,” Savannah said. She glanced at the baby. “I’ll take this to June and come back for Lily.”

“I’ll bring her,” Craig offered, while rinsing his soup bowl in the sink.

“So how did your visit go with my niece?” June asked when the pair entered the cat room with the baby.

Craig glanced at Savannah, then said, “As expected, Mrs. Balcomb. As expected.” When it was obvious that she was waiting to hear the details, he grimaced and added, “We’ll talk about it later, after the rest of the ducks line up.” He pointed. “Well, now there’s an acrobatic cat. Look at how he runs up that climbing thing and does a somersault.” He chuckled. “An acrocat, if I’ve ever seen one.” After several minutes of small talk with the two women, Craig slipped out of the room, returning with Megan’s phone. 

“Did you get permission?” Savannah asked, when she noticed him studying the screen.

“Yeah, things move fast when you have enough on one of the suspects to arrest him.” 

“So what do you see?”

	Craig glanced up briefly. “Some pretty interesting stuff, actually—for the gossip columns.”

 	Savannah’s eyes lit up. “Oh, really? Like what?”

	He stared across the room at Savannah before saying, “Evidence. Can’t reveal evidence before we work with it.” When he realized June was watching him with interest, he said, “It’s Megan Vale’s phone—she lost it and I guess Rags found it. I suspect it will help us with the remaining questions pertaining to this case.” 

	“Can’t you give us a hint?” Savannah asked, smiling coyly.

	He shook his head. “I want to see what I can get out of Megan before this information goes into evidence. If she cooperates, we may not need it. In the meantime, I can’t, in good conscience, show it to anyone else.”

	“Oh, I get it,” Savannah said, rushing to grab Lily before she pulled Shadow’s tail. “You want to get the truth from the horse’s mouth.”

	He looked up at her apprehensively. “I guess you could put it that way.” He then asked her, “Got someone to watch the princess this afternoon?”

	“You want me to ride shotgun again?”

	“You’re an asset, Detective Savannah.”


	****

	
An hour and a half later, Savannah and Craig left in the car. 

“Megan doesn’t know I have her phone, so mum’s the word, okay?” he said.

	Savannah nodded, then she remembered something. “Craig, I…I mean, Rags found something in Megan’s storage shed this morning. I don’t know if it’s important to the case or not. I think it’s one of those vape cigarette things—although it looks more like a cigar.”

	“Yeah?” 

	“Well, as I said, I wondered if it’s important to the case. I doubt that Megan smokes vape cigars…”

	“Oh, you’d be surprised, Savannah. Women do a lot of things these days—just look at all the tattooing that goes on among females. Why they’d want to cover up their beautiful skin with all of that ink is beyond me.”

	Savannah was quiet for a moment, then she turned toward Craig and said, “Wait! I remember something.” When Craig remained silent, she said, “I’m pretty sure that Carlo was pointing in the direction of that shed when he was saying Petra’s name—or what we think was Petra’s name. I wonder if Petra hid in there after killing Mr. Pritchard. He might have been in the shed the whole time we were all out there near Andrew’s body that day.”

	Craig rubbed his chin. “Could Carlo see the shed from the ravine?”

	“No.” She thought for a moment and added, “From the ravine in general, yes—but not from where I found him, I don’t think.”

	“So maybe the kid did walk to the ravine on his own or…Petra took him there then doubled back to kill Andrew.” He thought for a moment. “What if the whole process took longer than he expected? Maybe Jody began her dramatic role in the little pageant too soon and Petra was caught off guard, so he ducked into the shed and that’s how the boy ended up on his own. Oh, he had plans for Carlo, that’s for sure—but we don’t know what they were.”

	“I just thought of something else, Craig,” Savannah said, using a rather mysterious tone. “Jim said he saw a wisp of smoke or steam or something near those storage sheds the day Mr. Pritchard was killed. No one else saw it, so we just sloughed it off as a figment of his imagination. Maybe Petra was inside there smoking that e-cigar.”

	“Hmmm,” Craig said. 

Within a few minutes, Craig pulled into valet parking at a swank hotel on the outskirts of town. 

“Well, she is sure spending her stipend, isn’t she?” Savannah said. “This place must cost a thousand dollars a day.”

	“And what did Mrs. Balcomb give them,” Craig asked, “five thousand? That’ll only last her five days, if she doesn’t buy food.”

	“Oh, I think those who lived at the estate got more money. But still, yeah, mighty extravagant.”

	“Let’s go take a look at her room, shall we?” Craig suggested, getting out of the car.

Once they reached the eighth floor, they found room 805 and knocked on the door. “Just a minute,” came the response.

	“That’s a man’s voice,” Savannah whispered, frowning.

	Craig raised his eyebrows and nodded.

	“Hello, Detective,” Megan said upon opening the door a few seconds later.

	Before Craig could speak, a tall black man edged past him and left the room, saying, “Excuse me. I’m in a hurry.”

	“I guess you are,” Craig said, taken aback. He looked at Megan, who smirked rather impishly. 

	“I suppose you won’t believe it if I tell you he’s my brother,” she said, giggling a little.

	Neither Craig nor Savannah commented.

	“Well, come in, Detective…Mrs. Ivey,” she said. “I hear you have questions.” She looked from one to the other of her guests.

	“Yes, we do,” Craig said, stepping into the room after Savannah.

	“Let’s sit here, shall we?” Megan invited, motioning toward a lovely sitting room. 

Again, Craig positioned himself across from his interviewee and suggested Savannah sit to his left. “Ms. Vale, I guess you know some of what’s been going on with regard to the Balcomb estate.”

She responded rather solemnly. “I heard that Petra was arrested. He called me and asked for help getting out.” She peered directly at Craig. “You’re not going to let him out, are you?”

“Was that a rhetorical question, Ms. Vale, or are you serious?”

“Uh, well…I…” she stammered.

“He’s been accused of murder. If it sticks, he won’t be released.”

Savannah was sure she saw a hint of relief in Megan’s demeanor. She wanted to ask her why, but was pretty sure Craig had a plan of his own, and he was definitely in charge. She still wasn’t sure why Craig had invited her to join him.

“Ms. Vale, we’re just trying to tie up some loose ends here. We know who was behind the attempt to harass and maybe harm Mrs. Balcomb, but we still have some unanswered questions I hope you can help with. Now, can you tell me who took the boy, Carlo, from the room where he slept on January tenth?”

“Um, wasn’t it some child-porn pervert from the trailer park?”

Craig stared at the woman. When she broke eye contact and began glancing around the room, he said, “Now Megan…may I call you Megan?” When she nodded, he continued, “I think you know there was no stranger involved. It was someone the boy knew, wasn’t it? Someone little Carlo trusted, right?” Before she could speak, he raised his hand. “Don’t forget, Megan, we’ve already spoken with several others. We’ve already been told the truth as they know it. It would behoove you, Megan, to be truthful with us, as well. Otherwise, you could find yourself in …well…in more hot water than would be comfortable.” He picked up a man’s shoe from the floor. “It appears that you have something going for you, Megan.” When he saw her smile, he continued, “You seem happy; what does he do—real estate investor, importer/exporter, banker? He doesn’t live in town, does he? You have an exciting long-distance relationship, do you?”

Megan smiled demurely. “How astute of you, Detective.” 

“And since you don’t want to disturb that sweet deal, I’m pretty sure you’ll be willing to keep it honest—was it someone the boy knew?”

“Yes,” she said. “It was a set-up, you know. I didn’t find it out until it was all over that they planned it in order to extort money from Junie.” She shook her head. “As if they don’t have enough.”

“Who, Megan?”

She stared at Craig for a moment, watching as he reached down and stroked the expensive shoe. Finally, she said, “Petra and Jody.”

“And were they the ones messing with the cats—poisoning one of them and taking the other one?”

Megan sat wide-eyed, stunned, seemingly unable to speak.

“Or was it you?” Craig asked point blank. When he noticed her indecisiveness, he played his trump card. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone, balancing it in the palm of his hand for Megan to see.

“Oh!” she yelped, reaching for the phone. “You found it. Thank you.”

“Not so fast,” Craig said, pulling it back. “Truth first.”

Megan wilted against the back of the loveseat. “Okay. I put a little antifreeze in the cat’s food and I drove Mazie Mae out to the rural area east of here, but I had to,” she said, bursting into tears. “I love Junie and I’ve even come to love her cats.” She shrugged. “Well, some of them.”

“So why’d you do it?” Craig asked. “Why would you want to hurt her and the poor cats? For her money? Did you think that with the cats out of the picture you’d get more money, is that it?”

“No,” she insisted, shaking her head vigorously, “that’s not it. I was promised that the cats wouldn’t be harmed. Petra told me he wanted to be the hero in front of Junie. He was supposed to bring Mazie Mae back. I told him where I dropped her off. He was going to rescue her and bring her back—he wanted to be the big hero.”

“When did you figure out he didn’t have the cats’ best interest at heart? After what’s her name—Mazie—nearly died?”

“Oh no,” Megan said, confidently. “When he found out she was being taken care of by the veterinarian…” she glanced at Savannah, “…your husband, he knew everything was okay. If you hadn’t found her, he would have picked her up and returned her. He wasn’t going to hurt the cat. He just wanted to scare Junie and show her the possibilities of what could happen if she didn’t change her will. Know what I mean?”

Craig looked squarely at Megan, a scowl on his face. “Are you naïve or just…”

“Craig,” Savannah said, a warning frown on her face.

He cleared his throat and rubbed his chin. “Megan, were you taken advantage of by Petra?”

“Huh? What do you mean?” She hesitated, then grinned sheepishly. “He can be charming.”

“Yeah, so I hear,” he said, rather deadpan. He then asked, “Were you having an affair with him?”

“No. What do you mean? Me? No.”

Craig let out a sigh. “Megan, we have video of you all dolled up walking into his home on the evening of January fifteenth, and you didn’t leave until late the next morning.”

At that, she stood. “Don’t you cops have anything better to do than snoop on people and harass them all damn day and night?”

He smirked. “No, it’s our job.”

“Well, I think you’d better leave. We’re done here.”

“Settle down, Megan. You said it yourself; he can be charming. Was he bribing you, too?” 

She dropped back into the loveseat and Craig continued, “Megan, it appears that your part in the crimes against June Balcomb is minimal, with no malice intended. I’m fairly certain you can get off with a slap on the wrist. But it’s important that you level with us. We’re going to need the whole truth. What do you know about the murder of Andrew Pritchard?”

“Nothing, I…”

“Think about it, Megan. Can we count on you to be a witness against Petra Salvo? Remember, he’s in jail. If we can get a conviction, he’ll stay there for a very long time and he won’t be able to manipulate you…ever again.”

Megan stared down at her hands, finally raising her tear-filled eyes and saying, “He’s like an addiction, you know. I couldn’t stay away from him. He knew I’d carry his secret to the grave as long as I was getting what I wanted.” She spoke through sobs. “What I wanted was him.” Containing herself a bit, she continued, “When the reality of what he had done started to sink in, I wanted out.” She set her jaw. “But with Petra there’s no way out except suicide.” More quietly, she said, “I even considered that.” She took a deep breath. “Yes, he killed Drew. He didn’t plan to. It just happened when Drew tried to play an action-hero figure. Petra didn’t mean to.”

“And he was remorseful, right, Megan? Generally, when someone harms someone accidentally, there’s sincere remorse.”

She suddenly froze. Frown lines began to form on her forehead. Her eyes turned dark. “No,” she said, as if just realizing it. She shook her head slowly. “No, there was no remorse. According to Petra, it was all Drew’s fault. I…I don’t think he has it in him to be remorseful.”

“Megan, did he stab Sterling Goss?” When she hesitated, Craig picked up her phone and started tapping on the screen. “Or was it you, Megan? You were in the kitchen with him—where the knives are kept.”

“No, it wasn’t me. I didn’t do it. Petra might have stabbed him. I’m not sure.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “I really didn’t want to know.” She began to cry. “I put it out of my mind. How could I sleep with a cold-blooded killer? No, I couldn’t believe that he’d do it.”

When Savannah noticed Megan struggling to regain her composure, she handed her a tissue. Savannah glanced at Craig and said softly to the distraught woman, “You let your mind play tricks on you, didn’t you, Megan? As women, sometimes we’re taken in. It happens to many women.” She hesitated, then said, “It happened to me once. I got all mixed up in my head.”

Megan stopped crying for a moment and sat quietly as Savannah continued, “Yes, I was taken in. I couldn’t get him out of my system. I didn’t want to believe he was a drug addict and a thief. He lied to me—even stole from me, and I let it happen. I made excuses for him. It’s how we women sometimes handle our emotions, isn’t it, Megan? We go into denial.”

Megan blew her nose and looked up at Savannah. “Yes, denial—I’m the queen of denial.”

“Well, it’s over, Megan.” Savannah looked around the room. “It looks like you have something going for you. It’s time to unlock those memories you’ve hidden away. It’s important now for you and for June that you remember. It’s time, Megan. Do it for June. Do it for yourself and your future.”

Megan took a deep breath and looked at the detective. “I saw him take the knife and walk outside with it. He was really mad about something the attorney had said to him or accused him of. I had told Petra when the attorney would be at the estate and he waited for him.” She began to cry.

Craig thinned his lips, then asked, “Megan, who had access to your storage unit other than yourself?”

She looked at him. “I guess anyone who went into the laundry room. The master keys to each unit hang in there.” Suddenly, her eyes darted from corner to corner in the room and she said, “Petra had a key. He said he needed a place to store things and I had room in there, so I gave him my key and I used the master key. I didn’t open that thing very often.”

“So Petra had access to your storage unit, did he?”

“Yes, why?”

“Megan, when’s the last time you were in there?”

She furrowed her brow in thought. “Oh, maybe a month or more, I guess. I didn’t have much reason to go in there.”

“Interesting,” Craig said, shaking his head and smirking. “Let’s hope a jury believes you.”

“What?” 

Craig leaned forward. “We found that chef’s knife in your storage unit, Megan.”

Suddenly, her face twisted into a scowl. “Well, that…” she started. 

“Yes, Megan, he claims that you stabbed Goss in the back and told him you hid the knife in your storage unit. We found it right where he said you told him it was.”

Megan sat still, staring in disbelief. She then panicked. “You don’t believe him, do you? He had a key, I tell you. He must have put the knife in there…or someone else did. Everyone at the estate had access to my storage shed because the master keys were in plain sight.”

“Yeah, we found the key in his possession.”

“Oh, thank heavens,” she said, relief washing over her briefly before she sat rigid again. “But it’s still my word against his, isn’t it?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Tell me, Megan, does Petra have any habits—say a tobacco habit or a sweet tooth?”

She laughed. “Well, he does take prescription drugs. He claimed an injury years ago and got hooked. He has many sources.” She sneered, saying, “That little orderly was just one of them.” She paused before saying, “He vapes.”

“He what?” Craig asked.

“He smokes those fake vaper cigars.”

 Craig nodded. “Yeah, we found one of those in your storage unit, too. It appears he may have spent some time in there recently, as if he was…hiding, perhaps.”

Megan looked surprised. “Yeah, I guess he could have used it to hide in—while he was waiting for Mr. Goss that day.”

“Yeah, and after killing Andrew Pritchard,” Craig said, as if thinking out loud. He suddenly stood.  “Perfect!” he said, grinning. He turned to Megan. “Thank you. I think you’ve helped to clear up a lot of things. Thank you for telling us what happened.”

She took a deep breath. “I actually feel lighter. Wow! I didn’t know I was carrying such a burden.” When Craig turned to leave, she asked, “Now can I have my phone back?” 

“Nope,” Craig said. “Not quite yet.”

“Hey, there’s personal stuff on there,” she protested.

“Yeah, I know,” Craig said smiling. “It’s going into evidence and I’m going to give a nice old lady some news—good news and bad news. The good part being that she can stop fearing for her life and that of her cats.” He looked Megan in the eyes. “And if I hear of any…I mean any—attempts to harm June Balcomb or a hair on any of those cats, I will come looking for you.” Craig started to turn again, then spun back and peered at Megan. “I have one more question.”

	“What?” she asked, dread evident in her eyes.

	“Who took the poisoned fish to the estate?” He squinted in her direction. “That wasn’t you, was it?”

	“No,” she responded, looking confused. “Why?”

	“Who was it? I’m curious.”

	She chuckled. “I heard about that, actually. Petra hired some hotshot gymnast from the college.”

	“Ahhh,” Craig said. “Man, he was one fast, slippery dude.” He then said more seriously, “The college, huh?”

	“Yes, I understand he was Asian, here on a gymnastics scholarship. Petra bragged about finding him at his vape store.”

	“Thanks, Megan,” he said as he turned to leave. 

	Craig and Savannah were silent as they rode the elevator down to the lobby of the swank hotel, until Craig said, “I didn’t know that about you.”

	“What?” she asked, looking puzzled.

	“That you got tangled up with a druggie.”

	She laughed, waving one hand in front of her face. “Oh, I made that up. No, it didn’t really happen. I was just trying to establish a little affinity with Megan. You know—a woman-to-woman moment, so she’d spill her beans.” 

	“Oh,” he said, his eyes wide. “So that’s how it works, huh? Well, good job.”


	****


A few evenings later, June stood with a little help from Nola. “I’ve called you together for one last time in the capacity of my staff.” She glanced around the room, making eye contact with each person. Her voice cracked. “But I sincerely hope to see each of you again in friendship. Please know that you are all welcome here anytime. I can’t thank you enough for helping out an old lady and for…” she paused while gaining her composure “…protecting my precious kitties. I will miss you all.”

	“Do we have to leave?” Edie asked.

	“Yeah, we’ll miss you, too, Ms. June,” Dora said quietly, dabbing at her eyes with her apron.

	“Hear! Hear!” Iris said, walking up to the woman and hugging her. “I’m so glad you’re safe. It’s been a pure pleasure being here with you.”

	“You, too, dear Iris. I will miss your culinary creations.” She leaned closer. “Especially that peach pie.”

When June saw Max and Margaret moving toward her, she reached out to them. “Max, thank you…” she peered into the group, saying, “…and Damon for driving Miss Daisy. You make mighty dapper chauffeurs,” she said as Max hugged her.

	“It was my pleasure entirely,” he said. He pulled back and winked at her. “You are a delightful passenger.”

	“Margaret,” June said, reaching out her hand, “I appreciated you and Max helping with the ferals. Nola and I learned a lot from you. Thank you for cluing us in about the best way to help them.”

	“Yes,” Nola said, “I think we know what sort of safety enclosure to provide for them now. Your knowledge has been priceless.”

	“You’ll do just fine,” Margaret said. “Your heart’s in the right place and you’re eager to learn.” She leaned in so both women could hear. “Just try not to spread yourself too thin. Take on only what you can handle successfully. Otherwise, some might suffer.”

	“Got it,” Nola said. “Makes sense. Rather than trying to be a hero to all, we must give our all to those cats who rely on us.”

	“Perfect,” Margaret said, smiling at June and Nola. 

	Max nodded and winked.

	“Dora and Edie, you two have been marvelous,” June said as the two women walked toward her. “I don’t know how I’m going to get along without your amazing desserts, Dora, and your wonderful gourmet meals, Edie.”

	Colbi approached her next. “Colbi dear, I wonder who will miss you most—me or the kitties. You sure have a sweet way with them. I don’t recall them ever being so eager for their grooming routine.”

	“Yes, what is your secret?” Nola asked sweetly. 

	Colbi shrugged. “Love, I guess.” She choked up. “They’re wonderful…each and every one of them. It’s been such a delight.”

	“Please visit often, will you?” June said.

	Colbi nodded.

	“Now all of you go get some bubbly and enjoy the evening,” June invited.

	“Can I bring you something, Ms. June?” Colbi asked.

	June put her hand up. “Not right now. Thank you.”

	“Here, let’s sit down, shall we?” Nola said, leading the elderly woman to the settee.

	“June, you’re the most popular gal at the party,” Savannah said as she sat next to her with Lily on her lap. She reached across June for Nola’s hand, squeezed it, and smiled. She then looked June in the eyes and started to speak.

	“Never mind,” June said, waving her hand in Savannah’s direction. “You’ll just make me weep.” She then took a deep breath. “Savannah, you’ve been a lifesaver in so many ways. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for…your friendship. You’ve done…well, you’ve brought peace to my world and I just can’t thank you enough.” June smiled at the baby. “And I’ve so enjoyed having this cherub in my home. There will be a bit of sunshine missing when you leave here.” She turned to Nola. “But I have a new ray of sunshine to brighten my days, don’t I?”

	Savannah smiled at Nola. “You sure do, June. And you have a wonderful project to look forward to. When will the construction begin?”

	“Immediately,” June said. She signaled across the room. “Oh Dr. Mike!” she called.

Michael excused himself from a conversation with Damon and took his usual long strides toward the hostess. “Dr. Mike, I’d like you to look at the initial sketch our architect has rendered. Would you do that?” She turned to Nola. “Not only is Dr. Mike an excellent veterinarian who knows about cats and their habits, but he knows construction. I’ve asked him to review any plans we commission for the cat complex before we give a final okay.” She glanced across at the others and said, “Max will also be a consultant.”

	Nola smiled up at Michael and nodded.

	“Sure. I’ll be happy to. How about if I come by after work tomorrow and we’ll go over the plans?” Michael then offered, “June, can I get you a glass of bubbly and a plate of hors d’ oeuvres?”

	She thought for a moment and said, “Yes. Now is fine.”

	“I’ll help you,” Nola said, standing and walking away with Michael.

	Just then, Craig walked over and sat down next to June. He took her hand. “You look wonderful this evening.”

	She smiled widely. “All because of you, Detective…you and your wonderful, wonderful friends.”

	“They’re your friends, too, June,” Savannah said.

	“Oh yes, they are, indeed.” She turned to Craig. “So what’s next, Detective?”

	“Well, Mrs. Balcomb, you’ll most likely have to testify in court.” When she slumped a little, he added, “Maybe we can get away with a deposition from you—a sworn statement, so you won’t have to appear. In fact, with the charge of murder—maybe two charges—they might not even go into the extortion issue and catnapping. So your presence may not be required.”

	“Jody—my niece—will she go to jail?”

	“I doubt it.”

June glanced around to make sure she wouldn’t be heard, then lowered her voice. “Detective, did you know that my niece and my stepson were…romantic? Oh, you brought me the information about their hand-holding episode, but it seems they were actually…” she whispered, “…intimate.”

“She told you?” he asked, obviously surprised.

“Yes, I suppose she thought someone else would, so she wanted to give me her version, along with all of the excuses.” She grimaced and leaned closer to Craig. “Have they determined…” she started.

 He grinned and nodded. “Yes. Good news. Your grandnephew is not Petra’s son. Ernesto is his father, and he’s the father of the baby she’s carrying.”

“She’s pregnant?” June asked, her eyes wide.

Craig looked sheepish. “Oh, I guess that was for your niece to tell you. And I’m sure she will.”

	“Well, I’m glad to hear that my late husband’s son has not spawned any children to carry on his…” she snickered “…legacy of destruction.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe all the anguish and chaos he has brought to this household.” She took a deep breath before asking, “And Megan…whatever will become of Megan?”

	“I think she plans to leave the country with her latest beau,” Craig said. “His home base is Asia and I believe she’s going with him. So your regular staff will be back on duty tomorrow?” he asked.

	“Yes, with a few changes. Poor Gwendolyn has been replaced. Nola, and I believe the new chef, will work out just fine.” Her eyes brightened. “He’s bringing his two Savannahs to live here at the cat ranch.”

	“Savannahs?” Craig asked, looking confused.

	“They’re beautiful cats…a cross between a domestic cat and a serval…a mid-sized wild African cat.”

	“Exotic,” Craig said. “Who will take Megan’s place?”

	“Nola, of course. She will be my right and left hand.”


	****


Two months later, the same group gathered again to celebrate the opening of Hammond’s new cat ranch. They were joined by most members of the Hammond Cat Alliance, representatives from the local humane society, government dignitaries, and other interested parties.

	“Isn’t it a puzzle, Savannah,” June said that day, “how something so evil can bring about something so beautiful? Here we are celebrating a magnificent new space for the indoor kitties as well as the outdoor ferals, with room and staff to help another several dozen cats.” She glanced around at the facility, catching Nola’s eye and smiling across the yard at her. “It’s a dream come true, Savannah. A dream come true.” She then motioned to a man who promptly took the mic and announced, “Please, may we have everyone’s attention? It’s time for the unveiling. Please, all gather around.” 

	June took Savannah’s hand and smiled up at her, as Nola made her way to the small temporary stage. After thanking their supporters on behalf of June Balcomb, Nola said, “It is with a great deal of thought and discussion that June has decided on a name and a logo for the ranch. She wanted you all to be here for the unveiling.”

	June squeezed Savannah’s hand as she watched Nola pull the ropes that raised the screen to reveal the new sign. Nola continued. “It reads: ‘Ragsdale Ranch for All Cats.’” She glanced out over the group, adding, “The plaque below says, ‘In honor of Rags, one very special cat.’”

	



						 

	








Other books in the Klepto Cat Mystery series




Catnapped (Book 1)

When Savannah Jordan agrees to help her aunt while she recovers from a broken foot, she doesn’t expect to walk into a mystery, become part of a not-quite-legal surveillance team, be kidnapped by a deranged stranger and meet a steaming hot veterinarian. 

Beloved neighborhood cats are missing—the community can only guess at their fate—and Aunt Margaret’s life is being threatened. Is it because she has a clue to the missing cats or is it something more sinister? Of course, as in all of the Klepto Cat Mysteries, Rags, an ordinary cat with a most unusual habit, has a paw in saving the day.

If you like light mysteries with only a little terror, if you’re infatuated by interesting cats and if you love a love story, you must read this book.


Available at Amazon.





Cat-Eye Witness (Book 2)

Savannah and Aunt Margaret open the old Forster home to the Hammond Cat Alliance for a fundraiser to help rehabilitate the abused horses rescued months earlier from the catnappers.

Before the afternoon is over, the collected funds go missing and someone is murdered in an upstairs bedroom. 	

Suspicion surrounds Iris, a local waitress and Savannah’s new best friend. The only witness to the murder is Rags, Savannah’s cat. With the assistance of a cat psychic and Rags’s good friend, Charlotte (the young girl with Downs), the cat helps to “paw” the killer… but not before an attempt is made on Rags’s life. The case is solved only after Rags comes face-to-face with the killer for the second time. 

Detective Craig Sledge is new to this book, as is Damon, Iris’s errant son. Sledge finds this to be one of the muddiest cases he has ever worked, with inconsistent clues and no apparent motive. He’s constantly surprised, perplexed and impressed by the cat’s uncanny ability to come up with clues he has missed. His fascination with the attractive Iris Clampton also mystifies the detective. 

In this story, one of the rescued horses goes into labor and there’s a night of high drama at the ole corral as veterinarians Savannah and Michael work to save the foal. This experience renews Savannah’s deep interest in horses and riding, which ultimately serves to help her bond with a very important surprise character who finds his way into her life and Michael’s just as they prepare to say their wedding vows. 	

While Rags is the animal star, he isn’t the only animal featured in this story. Layla is back in all of her tangerine feline beauty. And Rags makes friends with Buffy, a perky almost Himalayan cat and the inseparable duo, Walter, an all black cat and his sidekick, Lexie, a charming Afghan mix dog. Savannah’s new ride, Peaches, also debuts in this story. An incident with this mare adds another dimension to Savannah’s and Michael’s relationship. Can he hold her with open arms? 

Some say this is a love story with a mystery in the background. And it’s a story of family and friendship as newlyweds Margaret and Max continue to be a meaningful part of Savannah’s and Michael’s world.

Available at Amazon.







Sleight of Paw (Book 3)

In this story, Michael Ivey, the local veterinarian (Savannah’s new husband) is attacked by an enraged client and then later accused of this man’s murder. The evidence quickly stacks up against Michael, until Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat, starts digging up clues implicating the unlikely suspect. 

Coinciding with the details of this challenge is the discovery that the old house, which the couple purchased from Savannah’s aunt, is cursed. Is this why the couple has not been blessed with a child? 

Savannah’s sister Brianna comes for a visit. She teams up with the Iveys’ vet tech, Bud, to discover how to break the gypsy spell and they fall hard for each other. Will their courtship be strengthened or weakened by a frightening carjacking incident? 

Detective Craig Sledge is prominent in this story as the lead investigator in the murder case. As usual, he engages in some creative tactics to get the information and the confessions he’s after. He has also become embedded in Savannah’s friend, Iris’s family. He’s dating Iris and helping with her son, Damon’s rehabilitation in prison. If you read the 2nd in the series, you know that Rags (the cat) helped to put Damon in jail.


Available at Amazom.






Undercover Cat (Book 4)

A popular local journalist goes missing just before she has the opportunity to turn in her story exposing unscrupulous cat hoarders. Not only is Colbi a friend of Savannah’s and Michael’s, Damon (now out of prison and employed by the local newspaper) has a strong personal interest in her. In fact, Damon breaks some rules and some trusts in his search for Colbi.

	Is this a love connection? It’s doubtful because Colbi is a strong advocate for the feral cat population and Damon hates cats—or so he believes. 

	Colbi’s rescue is almost too late. She needs time to heal both physically and emotionally. So the Iveys invite her to recuperate in their home. Just when Colbi begins to feel safe, a body is discovered in the Iveys’ orchard and Rags (their kleptomaniac cat) goes missing. Can someone in a nearby homeless camp shed some light on the evolving mystery? 


Available at Amazon.




The Colony Cat Caper (Book 5)

Savannah Ivey, a veterinarian out on maternity leave; her aunt Margaret, the founder of the Hammond Cat Alliance; and Colbi Stanton, a reporter for the local newspaper take on a cat colony at an old, abandoned building. Odd activity around the place makes them wonder if it actually is vacant; some believe it’s occupied by something other-worldly. 


When a stranger comes to town and suggests the Alliance open the old building to a fund-raiser, everyone gets involved, including Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat. He finds something that day that stirs a lot of people—both law-abiding and crooks—into action. Are the feral cats and their caretakers in serious danger? What (or who) lurks inside the old building? What secrets does it hide? And who has the key that unlocks the mystery?  

Available at Amazon. 




The Celebrity Cat Caper (Book 6)

Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, opens up a whole new bag of tricks, when he becomes a therapy cat in a children's reading program. A documentary film crew arrives to capture the cat in action and they get more than they bargained for. Find out how Rags handles his sudden celebrity status.


In this story, Savannah and Michael Ivey invite strangers into their home during a torrential rainstorm and learn that one of them has a sinister past. Someone is murdered, Savannah is stalked, Michael's life is threatened, and Rags helps to uncover an old mystery that, until now, has everyone baffled.


The Iveys' baby Lily is three-and-a-half-months old and, along with nine-year-old Adam, provides some sweet and warm moments throughout this fast-moving story with many twists and turns.


Avalable at Amazon




The Corral Cat Caper (Book 7) 

The Corral Cat Caper    features a lot of horse energy. It's rich in adventure of the feline as well as equine sort. In one scene, Rags attempt to save their sweet kitty, Buffy,     from a catnapper and Savannah helplessly watches this drama unfold via a surveillance camera app on her phone.



    This story is full of sweet and evil surprises, unexpected twists and turns, and plenty of action and adventure.

Available at Amazon





The Gallery Cat Caper (Book 8) 

An old friend of Michael’s, who has become a successful artist, invites the entire Ivey family to his beach house. But their vacation is not all fun-and-games. It appears that someone is out to get the artist; and the Iveys and their friends keep stumbling upon clues to the tangled mystery.


Rags is up to his old klepto tricks, and it’s a good thing because, not only do his uncat-like antics prove to be amusing, he manages to save two lives.



Join the hilarity and suspense as this mystery unfolds. Enjoy some of your favorite human and animal characters as well as a few new ones, all of them giving this story a light and rich quality.

Available at Amazon




Mansion of Meows (Book 9)

Rags's documentary is scheduled to debut. The showing will take place at the investor's San Francisco mansion, where the Ivey family and film crew will stay. Of course, the mansion holds secrets and Rags is instrumental in letting the cats out of the bag.


Savannah and Aunt Margaret share another daring adventure and, of course, find themselves in deeper than they expected.


This mystery may be the most eerie in the Klepto Cat Mystery series.

Available at Amazon




PAWtners in Crime (Book 10)

When Michael and Savannah invite young burn victim and heir Arthur Spence into their home, they don’t expect danger to follow. The sensationalism around his family’s dark secrets have the paparazzi in a photo-snapping frenzy and the young man isn’t yet equipped to deal with their shenanigans. Are they issuing the unnerving threats to Arthur’s life, or is it a beloved family member? Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, has a new PAWtner in fighting crime and what a team they make. They delight in sticking their noses and digging their claws into the facts of the frightening matter. Hold onto your seats—there are some harrowing moments in this story, and some startling surprises.

Available at Amazon



PAWSitively Sinister (Book 11)

The Ivey family travel to San Francisco to help Arthur and his long-time friend, Suzette, clean out the mansion. News of the massive estate sale lures a variety of people, including former residents and long-ago visitors, each carrying stories of bizarre activities occurring there in the past.
When the klepto cat, Rags and his pawtner Koko make some ghastly and ghostly discoveries, everyone goes into research mode and they’re stunned by what they uncover - evidence of people gone missing, a treasure-trove of loot, and spirits unable to rest. This is by far the most PAWSitively Sinister story in the series.

Available at Amazon.





The Purrfect Lie (Book 12)

When the Iveys and the Sheridans find a deathbed confession letter, Savannah and her Aunt Margaret spring into action. Is Savannah’s imagination playing tricks on her or has she stumbled upon the unaware kidnap victim mentioned in the letter? In the meantime, there’s trouble at the Sheridans’ cat shelter and Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, leaps right into the middle of the tangled mess. Only the cat knows who is putting his feline friends in danger. Meet some interesting new characters in this story and be prepared to laugh and to cry. The feel-good ending is worth the admission price of this book.



Available at Amazon.






A Picture-Purrfect Christmas (Book 13)


A spellbinding story of love, hope, and a child's innocent Christmas dreams. When Savannah Ivey agrees to teach photography to a group of at-risk children, she doesn't expect a sweet-spirited little crippled girl to steal her heart and become an important part of her family. Even Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, is captivated by the child named Marissa. When she goes missing, everyone, including Rags, experiences the pain of loss.





Detective Craig Sledge fears that Marissa's unscrupulous, non-custodial father may be behind her disappearance and the search escalates into high gear. When even a pack of rescue dogs can't find the child, the detective turns to Rags and everyone prays for a Christmas miracle. Can Rags succeed where the others have failed?





While this story involves some intense drama, it will also make you smile and even laugh out loud. Bring out the tissues for the beautiful ending. A Picture-Purrfect Christmas is one of those feel-good holiday stories you'll want to read over and over again.

Available at Amazon.
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