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Chapter 1
  
 
Scarcely able to breathe, Shelly asked, “What did the detective say? Please tell me they found Marissa.” 
 Savannah shook her head. She swallowed hard and peered into Shelly’s eyes. “He said… this would be a good time to pray.” 
 Blinking back tears, Shelly reached for Savannah’s hand. “Let’s start now, shall we?” And the two women bowed their heads; each silently praying for the child’s safe return. 
 Savannah couldn’t help but think back to the day she and Shelly had met and the subsequent events that led to this heartbreaking moment. 
 **** 
It was about ten days earlier. She and her Aunt Margaret were mall-walking with Savannah’s toddler Lily asleep in the stroller. 
“Hey, mama-long-legs,” Margaret complained, “I can’t keep up when you walk so fast. Can you slow those stilts down a little?” 
 “Sorry,” Savannah said with a sigh. “I forgot I was walking with a munchkin.” 
 “Not funny,” Margaret said pouting. She straightened. “I’m five five-and-a-half in these shoes, you know.” 
 “Then why can’t you keep pace with me?” 
 She looked up at her niece. “’Cause those legs of yours are about as long as I am tall, that’s why. Now slow down, will ya?” 
 “Okay, okay. Slow enough?” Savannah asked. 
Margaret relaxed a little. “Better.” After a few moments she grumbled, “Dang, I hate this time of year. It’s confining, don’t you think?” 
 “Yeah, I prefer sunshiny days when you can get outside and walk. But then I’m not crazy about the mud.” 
Margaret glanced up at her niece. “Mud?” 
“Yes. I never thought much about mud before moving back here. This time of year, it’s either raining or it’s muddy. About the time the mud dries up, it’s raining again.” 
 Margaret smirked good-naturedly. “Welcome to Northern California. Now, it could be worse. What if we lived…” 
Without warning, Savannah stopped. “Look at those great photographs. I want to take a peek; do you mind?” 
“I guess not,” Margaret said, feigning a sarcastic tone. She moved closer to the display. “Hey, I know that photographer. Russell Boll belongs to our church.” 
 Savannah continued gazing at the framed photographs. “Wow, those are stunning. He sure has an eye for capturing the beauty of this area, even in the wintertime. Impressive.” She elbow-nudged her aunt. “There are more inside; want to take a look?” Without waiting for a response, Savannah wheeled the stroller into the camera shop. 
Margaret followed, shaking her head and mumbling, “Yeah, that’s another problem with mall-walking; too many distractions.” 
 “I think there are more distractions outside on a pretty day,” Savannah said. 
 “You do?” 
 “Yes.” She stared into space while saying, “Birds hanging upside down eating berries from a vine, the way the sun reflects off the quaking aspen leaves…” She laughed. “Even the mud looks more…interesting on a sunny day.” 
 “Sounds like you’ve had your camera out lately. Are you doing some photography?” 
 “Uh-huh, as much as Lily will let me. Of course, most of my photos are of her and the animals this time of year.” Savannah peeked at her baby, who still slept soundly, then addressed her aunt again, “I’m hoping to find a Roy’s Camera Store gift card in my Christmas stocking this year. I have my eye on that lens right there.” Grinning slyly, she added, “I’ve been dropping Michael hints all month.” 
 “Oh, pshaw,” Margaret said. “Men don’t respond to a hint, unless you slap them alongside the head with it. They need explicit instructions.” She mimicked, “Go to the camera store at the mall and buy a gift card.” 
 Savannah joined her in laughter. “So what are you asking for this year, Auntie?” 
 Margaret looked smug for a moment. “If you must know, a new dishwasher.” 
 Savannah frowned. “That’s not very glamorous.” 
 “And a camera doodad is?” 
 Moving closer to one of the photos on display, Savannah said, “Look at the lighting on this one.” 
 “Are you a photographer?” 
 Savannah turned to face a slightly stocky man of about forty. He had a soul patch under his thin lips and wore a gold hoop earring in his left ear. Wrapped around his head was a gold kerchief, and nearly every inch of his exposed skin was tattooed. When she noticed a Roy’s Camera Store emblem on his shirt, she said, “Oh, hi. No, I’m not a photographer. I just enjoy playing around with my camera.” She glanced at the exhibit. “And I appreciate good work.” 
 “She’s lying,” Margaret insisted. “She has a definite eye for photography. She even makes me look good in her pictures,” she bragged, pulling out her phone and showing off a couple of photos Savannah had taken of her standing next to a peach tree loaded with fruit. 
 “You took this with your phone?” he asked. 
 “No,” Savannah said, chuckling. “I used my Canon. I sent it to my aunt and she put it on her phone.” 
 He glanced up at her. “That’s good. Do you have others you can show me?” 
 Hesitating only for a moment, Savannah pulled her phone out of her purse and showed the clerk a recent shot of a sunset, a close-up of Lily, and a picture of her cat, Rags, posing like an Egyptian sphinx. 
“You’ve got a good eye, there,” he said. “You ought to enter the contest.” 
 Margaret turned to face the clerk. “Contest?” 
 He glanced at her, then handed Savannah a flyer. “Yeah, this tells about it. Grand prize is a photography tour to Hawaii, all expenses paid. It’s an annual trip for local amateur photographers. Last year it was in Flagstaff; the year before in Victoria, British Columbia. This year, the Hawaiian Islands.” 
 Savannah raised her eyebrows. “Sounds wonderful. Sure, I’ll take a look at the flyer and see if I have anything that would qualify.” She gestured toward the photo display. “It’s doubtful I could compete with someone of this caliber, but thank you. I’ll consider it.” 
 The clerk winked. “Don’t be too sure, young lady. It takes just one lucky shot.” 
“Yeah, after a gazillion shots, right?” 
He leaned toward her. “Aren’t you glad we’re no longer using film and paying for developing?” 
“Oh, yes.” Savannah said smiling. 
Margaret laughed a little. “It’s sure a new generation of photography; one I never thought I’d see in my lifetime.” 
Suddenly, the trio heard a new voice. “Well, Maggie Forster.” 
 They turned to see a woman of about thirty-five walking into the shop toward them. 
 “Hi, Shelly,” Margaret responded cordially. She hugged the young woman. “It’s been ages. How are you?” 
 “Good,” she responded. “And you?” She looked from Margaret to Savannah, asking, “Is this your daughter?” 
 “Close,” Margaret said, smiling. “This is my niece Savannah,” she motioned toward the child still sleeping in the stroller, “and my grandniece Lily. Savannah is my sister, Gladys’s, daughter. Vannie, this is Shelly Carson.” She said to Shelly, “Your mom would have remembered Gladys. They were on the same basketball team in high school.” 
 “Mom played basketball?” Savannah asked, disbelieving. 
 “Yeah, they weren’t as fussy about height then.” She looked at Shelly. “…although your mom was tall like you are.” 
 Shelly smiled. “Did you know my mom went on to play college basketball? She actually earned a scholarship, which she used to study education.” 
 “That’s right, I remember that,” Margaret said. “And you became a teacher too, didn’t you? Are you still teaching?” 
 “Yes, teaching is my life.” She shrugged. “…teaching and my animals.” 
 “No kids?” Margaret asked. 
 “No, just of the fur-type—cats and dogs…” Shelly stared for a moment at Savannah before asking, “Aren’t you a veterinarian?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said. Motioning toward Lily, she added, “…out on mommy leave.” She tilted her head, her blond ponytail swishing to one side. “Why, have you brought your critters to us?” 
 “Yes. I remember seeing you at the clinic when I came in with one of my Aussies.” She became more solemn. “Dr. Mike actually saved her life. Your husband?” she asked. 
 Savannah smiled and nodded. 
 “He’s the best. He sure loves animals, and that means a lot to me.” 
 “Yes, he does,” Savannah agreed. 
 Margaret grinned. “They have a house full of them.” 
 “Not as many as you have,” Savannah quipped. She turned to Shelly. “She runs a cat-rescue facility.” 
 “That’s right, I remember reading about you in the paper. That’s wonderful, Maggie.” She looked at her inquisitively. “And you remarried, right?” 
“Yes, to Max Sheridan. It’s Maggie Sheridan now. We run the shelter together.” 
“Congratulations,” Shelly said. “My mom would be pleased for you.” 
 Margaret spoke more softly. “She died so young. It was a difficult time for you and your dad.” 
 Shelly let out a breath. “Yeah, cancer is a horrible thing. I miss her. Seeing you reminds me of her; you two were inseparable there for a while. Then you were such a trouper and a help while she was ill. I’ll be forever grateful to you for that.” When Shelly started to choke up, she quickly changed the subject. “So which one of you is interested in photography?” 
 “We just came in to look at the display,” Savannah explained. 
 “Yes, aren’t they great? Russell and I sometimes go on photo shoots together.” 
 “You’re a photographer now, Shelly?” Margaret asked. 
 “Yeah, well, even when you’re doing something you love day in and day out, you need a departure from it… a creative outlet, if you will. I enjoyed photographing my animals so much, I got hooked. Now I take pictures at horse shows, I do portraits of animals and sometimes people.” Shelly’s face lit up. “I especially enjoy wildlife photography.” 
 “Me, too,” Savannah said, excitedly. “I know what you mean about the creative outlet. I’d love to get more involved.” She held up the flyer. “In fact, I took step one. I’m considering entering this contest.” 
 “She’s good, Shelly,” the clerk confirmed. 
 “Oh?” Shelly flipped her straight dark-brown hair behind one ear. 
 “Yeah, show her your photos,” the clerk urged. 
 Savannah touched her phone screen a couple of times. “Well, here are a few.” 
 After viewing the photos, Shelly pulled back and looked at Savannah again. “Girl, these are wonderful.” She was silent for a moment, as if considering something. She then asked, “How would you like to help me with a project?” 
 Savannah’s eyes widened. “What sort of project…involving photography?” 
 Shelly nodded. “I volunteered to lead a photography workshop for a group of…shall we say…at-risk or underprivileged kids, for the recreation department. They wanted to offer something that would hold their interest during winter break.” She pursed her lips. “I could sure use some help. There are eight kids signed up, and I’d really like to develop a genuine hands-on approach with them—something more personal than I could probably do alone.” 
 When Savannah hesitated, Shelly said, “I’ve worked with these students before—in fact, some of them are in my fifth-grade class. They’re a lively bunch, but good kids who just need the right kind of guidance and influence.” 
 Margaret nudged her niece. “You’d be good at that. You have such a great rapport with Adam.” She turned to Shelly. “That’s her stepson. He’s ten, isn’t he, Vannie?” 
 Savannah nodded. 
 “And you worked with the kids at the library last year in that reading program with the cats,” Margaret continued. 
 Shelly suddenly expressed a renewed interest in Savannah. “That was you? I heard about that program and thought it was such a great idea. Is it still going on?” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said, “but without me. My goal was to get it started and train others to carry on.” She looked at Shelly. “Your project sounds like a fun and worthwhile one. What would the time commitment be?” 
“What difference does that make? Just do it,” Margaret urged. “Go get some me time with your photography. It would be good for you—make you more well-rounded.” 
Pretending to be offended, Savannah faced her aunt. “I’m not well-rounded enough?” She added, “I do have a busy toddler, you know.” 
 Margaret grinned. “Oh pshaw, Vannie, you have no shortage of willing babysitters, and Lily goes to Barbara’s daycare once a week, doesn’t she?” 
 “To answer your question, Savannah,” Shelly said, “we’ll meet twice a week in the afternoon for two hours for the next three weeks.” 
 “How long are the kids out of school for winter break, anyway?” Margaret asked. 
 Shelly smiled at her. “It’s year-round school, so four weeks.” She then addressed Savannah. “I’d like to plan a field trip for the students. I’ll scout out a couple of places on horseback before the sessions start.” 
 “You ride?” Savannah asked. 
 Shelly nodded. 
 Savannah’s face lit up. “I’ve been looking for another riding buddy.” 
“Hey, you can never have too many riding buddies,” Shelly said, smiling. She then asked, “Why don’t you go with me—I mean to scout out a place to take the kids? Do you have a horse?” 
 Savannah nodded and grinned. “A wedding present from my husband.” 
“Wow!” Shelly said. She chuckled. “Seems appropriate for a couple of veterinarians. What did you give him, a cow, chicken, emu, turtle?” 
“I gave him me!” she said, laughing. She then asked, “When does the program start?” 
 Shelly cringed. “Would you believe Wednesday? We’ll meet Wednesdays and Fridays and maybe one extra day for the off-site excursion.” She then asked, “Hey, what are you doing tomorrow? If you’re free, maybe we could ride out along the river. I know a good place where we could get some scenic shots as well as close-ups of waterfowl and maybe even a grouse, deer, migrating birds…if we’re not too late in the season.” Shelly put her hand on Savannah’s arm. “I got a great shot of a coyote the other day in a bed of those yellow flowers that bloom this time of year.” 
Savannah was quiet for a moment, then said, “Yeah, I’d like to help with the photography class any way you think I can.” She smiled. “And I’d love to go riding.” Becoming more serious, she asked, “But if we find a place, how will we get the kids in there? Do they have horses?” 
Shelly laughed. “No. We’ll have to drive the kids in.” She leaned toward Savannah as if sharing a secret. “The scouting expedition is just an excuse to go riding…and do a little photography of my own.” 
“Ohhh,” Savannah said, grinning, “I get it.” 
 Shelly smiled. “Well, I’ve hit the jackpot today, haven’t I? A teaching buddy and a riding buddy. Way cool.” She touched Savannah’s arm again. “By the way, I have a trailer, so I can pick you and your horse up.” She looked at her watch. “Hey, I have to run. Let’s exchange cell numbers. Call or text me later and we’ll set something up.” 
 “Oh, you’ve got me excited.” 
 “Great. See you tomorrow,” Shelly said as she headed for the counter. “Hey Esse!” she called when she saw the clerk standing with his back to her just outside the door of the shop. “I need photo paper and some of those disposable cameras.” 
 “Well that’s odd,” Savannah said, slowing her pace to match Margaret’s once they’d exited the store. 
 “What?” Margaret asked, glancing in all directions. 
 Savannah gazed back at the camera shop while grasping her aunt’s arm. She whispered, “It looked like that shopkeeper was secretly photographing random people walking past the store. Did you see that?” 
 Margaret looked back at the shop. “No. Why would he do that?” 
 “Heck if I know, but isn’t it illegal or something to photograph people without their permission?” 
 “Well, Vannie, what do you want him to do—ask everyone who walks by if he can take a picture?” She frowned. “Why would he want photos of people he doesn’t know, anyway? Are you sure that’s what he was doing?” 
 “Yeah, I think so.” 
 Margaret glanced around at the array of people in the mall. “So who was he photographing—young girls wearing short skirts and low-cut tops?” 
 “Actually, I think he was shooting a couple of kids.” She pointed. “That boy on the little carrousel and those two girls.” 
 “Oh, aren’t they cute? I wouldn’t mind having a picture of those kids myself.” She looked at Savannah. “They look…what do you call it…photographic…photogenic…photo-worthy?” 
 Savannah straightened. “Well, I would not want a strange man…or woman…secretly photographing my daughter. There’s just something kinda creepy about it. I mean, what’s he going to do, exploit those kids all over the Internet?” 
 “Vannie, for heaven’s sake,” Margaret said, “you’d think he was committing a crime or something.” 
 Savannah thought about it for a moment. “Maybe he was. How do you know he wasn’t? He looked pretty sneaky when he was taking the pictures, if that’s what he was actually doing.” She shivered. “Makes my skin crawl.” Then, peering under the blanket covering the stroller shade and noticing that Lily was still asleep, she readjusted the shade and the blanket, making sure the baby was concealed from view before continuing on. 
 **** 
“So your mall walk resulted in a riding invitation, did it?” Michael asked as he relaxed on the sofa with his wife later that evening. 
 Savannah nodded. “And a chance to do a little photography.” She faced him. “Did I tell you I may enter a photo contest?” 
 “Yeah, you started to when Lily interrupted with demands for more watermelon.” 
 “Yes, bless our amazing gardener Antonio for his green thumb and the hothouse he built. He tries to keep watermelon on the vine year-round for her.” She took a breath. “Anyway, the winner of the contest gets to go on a photo-shoot trip to Hawaii.” 
 “Really? What pictures will you enter? Have you decided?” 
 “I’m thinking about that gnarly close-up shot I took last year of the hummingbird in flight, or the one of Rags leaping out of the bushes after the bumblebee. But maybe I’ll get something better when Shelly and I go riding.” 
 He squeezed her hand and gazed at her admiringly. “So you’re going to be a teacher again?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “You enjoyed that before, didn’t you?” 
 “Sure did. But this will be even more fun. I get to pursue my photography. Only…” 
 “Only what?” 
 “Only these are at-risk kids. I don’t know what to expect—insolent kids who don’t want to learn? Will they bring machine guns to class? I must say I’m a little apprehensive about what I’m getting myself into.” 
 “Awww, hon, they’re probably just good kids without much family support.” He turned to face her. “I once helped a friend with a group of supposedly at-risk boys. We took them camping at the beach and had a great time. Not one of those kids was rude or unruly.” He thought for a moment before saying, “Well, there were a couple of kind of rowdy boys, but we helped them channel their energy in positive ways while making sure they were still having fun.” 
“How’d you do that?” she asked, creasing her brow. 
“We organized boogie-board and tug-of-war contests. We challenged the kids to see who could drag the largest batch of firewood back to camp…things like that. I learned that praise goes a long way with these kids—well, probably any kid.” He chuckled. “Look at how Lily responds to a little applause.” 
Savannah laughed. “She thrives on it, doesn’t she? Without it, she may not have learned to walk until she was in kindergarten.” She then said, “Oh, by the way, can you and Adam entertain her tomorrow while I ride? You’re taking the day off again, aren’t you?” 
 “Sure. We don’t have anything planned, except I promised Adam we’d go to the mall and look at new skateboards. Lily can hang out with us.” He grinned. “Adam has his eye on a fancier skateboard—one that won’t embarrass him when he takes it to the skate park. He reminded me that Christmas is just around the corner.” 
“Don’t I know it,” she said. “It’s coming much too fast to suit me. I have only about half of my shopping done and nothing wrapped.” She tilted her head and peered at Michael. “I wonder if Adam would like to ride with us tomorrow—he’s ridden Wilson, the gentle horse at the Teagues’ stable, a couple of times.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe this wouldn’t be the best test ride for him—we’re going over the hill to the river and we hope to see some wildlife to photograph. Not sure that would be his cup of tea.” 
 “Yeah, why don’t you take him for a shorter ride one day while he’s here? He’s staying until Thursday.” 
 She nodded. “By the way, Michael, our first photography class is Wednesday. Maybe he can go over to Auntie’s for a while that day. He loves helping them out with the cats.” 
 “Why don’t you take him with you?” Michael suggested. 
 “To the class? I guess I could do that. I’ll ask Shelly what she thinks. He could use one of my point-and-shoot cameras if he wants to get involved.” 
 Michael chuckled. “Adam want to get involved? You know he will. He’s always interested in learning something new—especially if you’re the teacher.” He asked, “Do the other kids have cameras?” 
 “I don’t know. I have two I could let them use—well, one extra camera on Wednesday if Adam’s using the other one. I’ll learn more about it when Shelly and I ride.” 
 Suddenly, Michael flinched. “Look out!” 
 Savannah glanced up in time to see their oversized, grey-and-white cat race into the room. “Oh no!” she shouted. Before she could react, Rags leaped onto the coffee table in front of them and slid across a stack of photographs, landing not so gracefully on the floor. Obviously annoyed and maybe a little embarrassed, the cat swished his tail, then looked down at the pictures scattered around him. When he started to lick one of them, Savannah said, “No you don’t, Rags.” She grabbed the photo from him and began scooping up the others. 
 Michael leaned over and helped her pick them up. “These photos must have been developed the old-fashioned way.” 
 “How do you know that?” she asked. “Do they look different?” 
 “No,” he said, pursing his lips, “but Rags knows the difference.” 
 “Oh yeah, you’re right,” she said. “He likes the emulsion chemicals on the older ones. He doesn’t seem to bother those I print from the computer.” 
 “So he’s fussy about what chemicals he ingests, huh? Does that make him a health-conscious cat?” Michael joked. He then pointed. “Uh-oh, I think he just slunk away with one of your pictures. Rags!” he called, as he headed after the cat. 
 When Michael returned, Savannah asked, “Which one did he take?” 
 He looked confused. “What?” 
 “Which picture did Rags take?” 
 “What difference does it make?” he asked. 
 “Maybe a lot. Maybe he took a particular picture for a specific reason.” 
 Michael shook his head. “Savannah, don’t be…” 
 “Really, Michael,” she insisted, “which one did he take? Let me see it.” 
 Grimacing, he held the photo up and stared at it. “Hmmm,” he said, raising his eyebrows, “it’s a picture of him.” He chuckled. “Maybe he wants to decorate his toy closet with selfies.” 
 Savannah laughed. “It’s not a selfie, Michael, unless he took the picture himself.” 
“You never know about that cat,” he said, sitting down and handing her the photo. 
She stared at the picture for a few moments. “It’s actually a pretty good shot of him. I took it when he was about eight months old. Yeah, Rags, you were a handsome young devil. Trying to recover your youth? Is that it, old boy?” 
“You’d better put these up where he can’t get them or he’ll wreck all your pictures,” 
Michael suggested. “Why do you have them out, anyway?” 
 “Oh, I was just working on my self-esteem,” she admitted. 
 “What?” 
 “I don’t have any training,” she explained. “I just shoot by the seat of my pants. I don’t know if I’m good enough to help with the class or to enter the contest. So I dug out some of my old photos to…sort of build my confidence.” 
 He pinched her playfully around her ribs. “So, did it work?” 
 “I guess so. Kinda,” she said, squirming under his touch. 
 “Good,” he said, yawning. Then, burying his face in her neck, he whispered, “Let’s go to bed, shall we? Six o’clock in the morning comes early.” 
 “Why are you getting up so early on your day off?” 
 “Uh…wife of mine, where have you been these last twelve months? Our daughter does not sleep in. And Rags doesn’t allow Adam to sleep in, either. I predict this whole household will be wide awake by…say…six thirty.” 
 **** 
The next morning, Michael sat at the kitchen table with his two children watching his wife prepare for her ride. “All set for your outing? Got your horse fed and your camera batteries charged up?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yep, Peaches and I are ready. It’s blustery out there. Guess I’d better wear my gloves and beanie.” 
“Do you have any of those fingerless gloves so you can work your camera while keeping your hands warm?” he asked. 
When she shook her head, Adam suggested, “You could make some—just cut the fingers off.” He jumped up from his place at the table. “I’ll do it for you. Where are the scissors?” 
“No thanks, kiddo,” Savannah said, smiling. “I think I’ll just wear the gloves the way they are and take them off for shooting.” 
“Shooting?” he repeated, wide-eyed. “It sounds like you’re going hunting.” 
“I am…hunting for wildlife…to photograph,” she said, tousling his hair. 
“Are you riding from here?” Michael asked. 
 “No. Shelly’s picking me and Peaches up. We’ll leave the trailer at the trailhead.” She faced him. “I’m sure glad we set up that round corral where Peaches can stretch her legs every day. I lunged her yesterday, so she should be in shape for the ride.” 
“Yeah, I imagine she behaves better when she works out before you take her somewhere.” 
“Well, she’s such a willing mare, but yes, it seems to take the edge off if I exercise her before a ride.” Savannah glanced out the window. “Here she is.” She opened the kitchen door and called out, “Hi Shelly. Come in and meet my family.” 
 When Shelly stepped into the kitchen, she glanced around the room. “Nice house.” She smiled at Lily, who sat in her high chair eating bits of fruit and cereal puffs with her fingers. “Hi, little one. Nice to see you again…awake, this time.” 
 Lily laid her head on the tray and smiled up at Shelly. 
 “Perfect,” Michael said with a sigh, “rub your hair in your food.” He laughed as he tweaked one of the baby’s feet. “We aren’t going to get away with just a sponge bath today, are we?” he said, standing to greet their guest. 
 “You thought you’d get off easy, huh?” Savannah teased. “Oh no, she loves her baths—water bath, food bath, it doesn’t matter.” She then said, “Shelly, I think you met my husband at the clinic.” 
 Shelly removed a glove. “Yes, small world, isn’t it?” 
Just then, Adam shouted, “No Rags, you can’t have that! Give it back,” he demanded as he raced after the cat, who had run out of the room and headed lickety-split toward the staircase. 
 Michael laughed and apologized to Shelly. “Sorry about that. The boy and the cat are either in cahoots or having a dispute about something. It looks like Rags helped himself to one of Adam’s ninja-turtle figures this time.” He extended his hand. “You’re Tiger’s and Olive’s mom, aren’t you?” 
 She took his hand. “Yes, and you’ve yet to meet the rest of my menagerie—Bootsy, Tuesday, and Fred.” 
 “Sounds like an eclectic group,” he said, chuckling. 
 She nodded. When she noticed the boy had returned to the room, she greeted him. “You must be Adam.” 
 He nodded. 
“How many animals do you have?” 
 “Let’s see,” Adam said. He pointed at the Afghan-mix dog who sat next to Lily’s high chair, looking rather regal. “That’s Lexie.” 
Shelly walked over to pet the dog. “Hi, Lexie. Waiting for a yummy morsel to drop on the floor, are you?” 
 “There’s Buffy in her bed,” Adam said, indicating the part-Himalayan cat peering into the room from under a filmy canopy. “Rags was just here a minute ago, and Walter—he’s probably on his favorite chair in the living room playing…what do you call it, Dad?” 
“Camouflage?” 
“Yeah, he plays camouflage. He’s black, so when he lies on that chair, you can barely see him.” He took a breath and said, “Okay, that’s four—three cats and one dog. I have a cat at my other house, too—so five.” 
 Shelly smiled. “Cool.” She addressed Savannah, “We’d better hit the trail before the animals go in for their naps.” 
 “What animals?” Adam asked. 
 “The wild animals we want to take pictures of,” Shelly explained. 
 Still standing, Michael said, “Well, nice to see you again. You ladies have a good ride and be careful. I hear they’ve seen bear out that way.” 
 Shelly patted her jacket pocket. “Got bear spray.” 
 “Bear spray?” Adam asked. “You’re gonna spray a bear?” 
 “I sure hope not,” she said. “It’s just in case a bear gets too close. It’s our last-resort defense.” 
 “Be sure to get a picture of him before you spray him,” Michael joked. 
 The two women looked at one another with raised eyebrows. “Sure,” Savannah said, laughing. She kissed Michael, tousled Adam’s hair affectionately, then ran one hand over Lily’s curls and down her back, saying, “Well, you guys have fun. Keep a close eye on Lily. She’s getting more adventurous.” 
 “We’re on it like ugly on an ape,” Michael quipped. 
 “What?” Adam asked, wrinkling his nose. 
 Savannah shook her head as the two women left through the kitchen door and headed out to load Peaches and her tack into Shelly’s rig. 
 **** 
“She’s an agreeable mare.” Shelly said as she drove toward their wilderness destination. “She loads nicely; seems to listen to your commands. I like that.” 
“Believe me, so do I,” Savannah said. “I want riding to be a pleasure, not a fight. I so appreciate Peaches and the work Bonnie Teague has put into her.” 
Shelly glanced at her passenger. “Oh, she’s one of Bonnie’s prodigies, is she?” 
“You know Bonnie?” 
“Sure. I take Clyde to her for a tune-up once in a while.” 
“Tune-up?” Savannah questioned. 
She nodded. “When he seems to forget some of his lessons, I know he needs Bonnie’s firmer hand. She has a nice touch with horses, and Clyde listens to her.” As if confiding in Savannah, Shelly said, “Actually, I’m the one who needs the tune-up and I go to the Teague Stables for riding lessons, too.” 
The sun was just making its appearance over a mountain peak when they arrived at the trailhead. Shelly put the truck in park and lifted her camera from the seat. “Now there’s a spectacular sight. Look at that, Savannah. Isn’t it an amazing welcome?” 
“Oh, it’s beautiful…almost spiritual. Wow, what a moment,” Savannah said, focusing her camera on the sunrays that had formed a giant cross in the distance through a crevice between two mountains. 
“Did you get it?” Shelly asked. 
“Yeah. That sight, alone, was worth the trip out here.” 
“Let’s hope it’s an omen of more good things to come.” 
Savannah smiled. “I like your way of thinking. In fact, it’s encouraging to see the sun at all. Maybe it’ll warm up some and our fingers won’t freeze solid.” 
“One can only hope,” Shelly said. 
Once the horses were saddled and the women had ridden along the trail for a few minutes, Savannah suggested, “Shelly, tell me about the children in the program.” 
“Well…” she hesitated, “we have a kind of mixed bag. There are five boys and three girls. The girls seem more interested in photography than the boys do.” She gave Savannah a sideways grin. “Three of the lads have been given an ultimatum.” 
“Ultimatum?” Savannah questioned. “By their parents?” 
Shelly shook her head. “Unfortunately, no; by the sheriff’s department.” 
Savannah raised one hand toward Shelly. “Wait, didn’t you say these kids are in grammar school?” 
“Yeah.” 
“And they’re already in trouble with the law?” 
“A couple of them, yes. And we want to nip that in the bud.” 
“Through photography?” Savannah asked. 
Shelly peered at her for a moment and said quietly, “Through positive human contact while learning new skills related to a creative endeavor, and the opportunity to…shall we say…experience success.” 
“So it’s a confidence-building sort of thing,” Savannah surmised. 
“Bingo.” Shelly stared out over the horizon. “Photography may not ring their bell or tickle their passion, but it might give them the confidence they need to pursue the activity that will.” She tilted her head, squinting a little into the sun that shone from behind Savannah. “Know what I mean?” 
 “Sure do,” Savannah said. “I like the way you think.” She lifted out of the saddle briefly then settled back down. When she noticed Shelly nudge Clyde into a slow jog, Savannah smiled and urged Peaches to keep up. 
 The women had traveled at a walk, intermingled with an occasional jog, for half an hour when Shelly reined her gelding in. She sat tall in the saddle and stared off into the distance. 
 “What is it?” Savannah asked, gazing in the same direction. 
 “Looks like a couple of dudes on dirt bikes.” 
 “So there are methods of getting back in here other than by horseback or on foot, huh?” 
 “I guess so. Well, there goes our potential for seeing much wildlife,” Shelly lamented. “They’re coming this way.” 
 “Maybe they’ll ride on past.” 
 “I wonder what they’re doing,” Shelly said. “There’s nothing out here, except a few ancient mine shafts.” 
 Savannah thought for a moment. “I imagine those are kind of interesting to explore. Maybe they’re searching for old treasures left by the miners. Or they might be into photography, too.” 
 “I suppose,” Shelly said, obviously not convinced. 
 “Is this where you plan to bring the kids?” Savannah asked. 
 Shelly shook her head. “No. It’s a great place—when it’s peaceful—but not practical for transporting eight kids. Naw. I know of a spot closer to civilization that we can get to by car.” She pointed. “It’s down near the river on the other side of that rise…off the old frontage road.” 
 “Yes, I’m familiar with the area. I got a great shot of an eagle near there once. I’ve seen a couple different types of woodpeckers over there and another colorful bird I couldn’t identify. Hey, we could make this a bird-watching adventure for the kids, too. I can bring my bird book. The kids might enjoy that.” 
 “Good idea.” Shelly stood up in her stirrups and shaded her eyes. “Looks like those guys are leaving the area. Good. Where I want to take you is just around that bend. Come on,” she said cheerfully. 
 After several minutes, they left the trail and reined their mounts up a knoll overlooking a small river. “Oh, isn’t it pretty back in here?” Savannah said. She glanced around. “It’s kind of like an oasis in a bleak landscape.” 
 “Yes isn’t it? Let’s hobble the horses in that clearing, take our cameras, and walk down to the creek, shall we? There are often deer in that meadow,” she whispered. “That’s where I got that great shot of the coyote.” 
 “I’m game. Want a slug of water first? And I have granola bars,” Savannah offered, digging them out of her backpack. 
 Shelly thought for a moment, then motioned toward the bars. “I’ll split one of those with you. Yeah, let’s hydrate before we head out.” 
 **** 
“That was great,” Savannah said as the two women rode back toward the trailhead later in the morning. 
 “Yes, it was a good day for shooting. I think that close-up of the beaver you got on top of the dam with the waterfall behind it could be a winner, Savannah. I loved the technique you used to get that shot. I hope you’ll teach it to the kids.” 
 “Sure.” She chuckled. “I learned it from my cat.” 
 “From your cat?” she asked, looking confused. 
 “Yeah, sometimes when I try to take Rags’s picture, he has this uncanny ability of darting precisely at the moment I shoot. So I’ve learned to shoot ahead of my target. My first shot often gets his attention and my second shot—if I’m fast enough—will sometimes catch the action or the attitude I want.” She turned in her saddle to face Shelly. “I love the shot you got of the hawk flying over. The glint of light around his finger-feathers was perfect.” 
 Shelly laughed. “Finger-feathers?” 
 “Yeah. Those wing feathers look like fingers, don’t you think? Was that a red-tailed hawk?” 
 “I think it was.” Suddenly, Shelly reined in her horse. “Hey, looks like those guys are back. Gads, they’re coming this way. Will their bikes spook your mare?” 
 Savannah paused. “I don’t think so, unless they do something crazy.” 
 “Well, sit tight. Let’s see what they have in mind.” 
 As the grungy men on the dirt bikes pulled closer, they shut down their motors and nodded to the women. “Howdy,” the tall, lean one said. “What’re you ladies doin’ out here?” 
 Shelly responded, “Just trail riding.” 
 “Got any booze?” the shorter one asked, grinning. 
 Shelly grimaced and shook her head. 
 “We do,” the taller one said, displaying a mouth full of tobacco-yellowed teeth. “Wanna party?” 
 “No,” Shelly said sharply. “In fact, we’re meeting our husbands here in a few minutes. They’re on horseback. They’re not carrying alcohol, either.” 
 The two men glanced at each other, the taller one rocking back and forth as if trying to decide his next move. Promptly, he started the bike and turned it around to head in the direction they’d come from. That’s when Savannah noticed a young boy about seven years old sitting behind the rider. 
 She glanced at Shelly and looked at the boy again. Who is he? she wondered. The son of one of these men? Why isn’t he wearing a helmet out here in this rocky terrain? All of a sudden she realized the shorter man was talking to them. 
“Hey, does Scaif know you’re out here?” 
 “Who’s Scaif?” Shelly asked. 
 “The property owner. Well, does he? Cause we work fer him and he didn’t tell us no one was comin’ out here today.” 
 Shelly looked around the area, scowling. “Property owner?” 
 “Yeah,” the taller man said, “…like a homesteader. He moved in and now he owns the land.” When he noticed Savannah staring at the boy, he revved up his bike, saying, “Hey, we’d better skedaddle before their husbands get here.” He shot forward, causing the boy’s head to snap back as the child quickly grabbed the man around his waist. The other rider also took off at high speed, performing a wheelie in the soft dirt. 
 “Wow, I haven’t had an invitation like that in a while,” Shelly said, laughing nervously. “I was a little concerned at first, until I remembered this.” She pulled her hand out of her jacket pocket, the bear spray canister clutched tightly in her fist. She was quiet for a moment, then said, “Homesteader? Is that guy delusional? People don’t homestead in this day and age, do they?” 
 “I don’t think so,” Savannah agreed. 
 As the two women continued heading toward where they’d parked the truck and trailer rig, Savannah asked, “Who do you suppose that little boy is? Do you think he belongs to one of those guys?” 
 Shelly shook her head. “I don’t know. I wondered about that. Didn’t seem like the type of fellows who should be entrusted with a young boy, even if one of them is the father…know what I mean?” 
 Savannah nodded. “The boy didn’t seem to be having much fun.” 
 “I noticed that,” Shelly agreed. “He looked a little frightened. But I can tell you, Savannah, some of this county’s children are in frightening situations—even with their own parents or stepparents—and there seems to be no way out for them until they grow up and start making their own decisions.” She shook her head slowly. “Some never make it out.” 
 “Good God, you mean they…?” 
 Shelly sighed deeply. “Too many of them become conditioned and they carry the ignorance forward. They don’t know anything but violence, abuse, welfare, and disrespect.” 
 Savannah lowered her brow. “It sounds like you’ve witnessed some heartbreaking stuff. Is this through the course of your teaching?” 
 Shelly turned to face Savannah, who followed behind her on a narrow stretch of trail. She rested her hand on her horse’s hindquarters. “Yeah, we get all kinds at our school. It’s actually a good mix of students, but some are certainly in what I would call substandard situations.” 
When the trail widened, Savannah caught up to Shelly. “So what about the girls in the photography program; what kind of challenges do they face?” 
 “Like the boys, they don’t have much positive parental involvement for a variety of reason. Two of the girls live with people other than their own family and one is pretty much the caretaker in her family. She’s the oldest of eight children. Her parents are strung out on drugs or alcohol most of the time and your tax dollars support their habit.” She turned to Savannah. “Your little girl is so lucky to have you, Dr. Mike, and extended family members who love her and know how to take care of her. Not every child is so fortunate.” Shelly paused, then continued, “One little girl, Marissa, seems to have had nothing but misfortune her whole life. She’s crippled. She lives in what seems to be a rather unstable foster situation.” She shook her head as if to remove negative thoughts, and smiled at Savannah. “Marissa is one of the sweetest beings you’ll ever want to meet, yet life has dealt her such a wicked hand. She’s bright. She has the biggest heart and a dazzling smile…how that little thing overcomes all the crap she’s had to endure is beyond me.” 
 “Gosh, what’s her affliction?” 
 “She was either born with a deformity or…” she grimaced “…something happened to her when she was very young and she didn’t get the proper medical care. I believe it’s correctable, but so far no one has been interested in getting her any help.” She bit her lower lip and looked at Savannah. “For the life of me, I don’t know how Marissa ended up with this family—how the Cottons finagled their way into the foster system. Some of the children Mavis Cotton cares for…” Shelly chuckled. “…I should say, doesn’t care for…may be her own.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Actually, I’m not even sure she’s in the system, but I’m certain she’s getting money for these children, otherwise I doubt very much if she and her deadbeat husband would have them in their home.” 
“How many children are there?” Savannah asked. 
Shelly scrunched up her face in thought. “Maybe six—a few older than Marissa, who is ten, and a few younger.” 
“So there’s a father figure in the house?” 
“Yes, if you’d call him that.” Shelly hesitated and stared off into the distance. 
“What is it?” Savannah asked. “Is this child being abused?” 
“Not so anyone notices,” Shelly said, “but I believe something is wrong there. Maybe neglect is closer to the truth, which, in my book, is abuse. Marissa is not thriving and I think there’s a reason why, only…” 
“Only what?” 
“Only, I haven’t been able to find out what it is.” She turned abruptly toward Savannah. “You know, Marissa’s affliction is in her legs. They’re crooked and she has trouble walking. One day Mavis Cotton pretty much bragged to me that it’s easier to take care of a kid who can’t run away from her. Now what kind of attitude is that?” 
Savannah frowned. “Oh, surely she was making a bad joke.” 
Shelly narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t think so, Savannah. There’s something wrong in that family; I just know it.” She looked squarely at her. “I’m concerned for Marissa’s life—for her future on this planet.” 
 “Wow! Where are her parents?” Savannah asked. 
 Shelly set her jaw. “The rumor is that her mother died from a drug overdose shortly after Marissa was born. They lived in Frisco at the time. Somehow the child and her father landed here, but he may still have ties in the city. He evidently spends half his time on the streets and the rest in jail.” 
“Sounds like something that would occur in the underground of a big city, doesn’t it? How did you get this information, anyway? Does the child talk to you about her home life?” 
Shelly shook her head. “No, she doesn’t say much.” She took a deep breath before explaining, “I used to date a man in the DA’s office. He had a special interest in this little girl before he was killed.” 
“He was killed?” 
“Yeah, run down in the streets of San Francisco one night last June while out jogging.” She wiped at her eyes, then looked at Savannah. “He was there to inquire about Marissa, actually. I think he was close to finding her father and untangling some of the truths about the Cottons. He sent me a text before he died and I’ve been trying to figure out a way to get Marissa out of that home ever since.” She looked at Savannah. “Oh, I’ve said too much already. Don’t want to jinx our efforts. Anyway, she’s special. But I fear for her life every day she’s with that family and every moment she’s accessible to her father.” 





Chapter 2
  
 
“You’ve been quiet since you got home, hon,” Michael said later that evening. “Anything wrong?” 
 Savannah eased Lily onto the floor and watched her push her doll buggy around the room for a few moments. “Not really.” She looked up at her husband. “We had a great ride. I enjoyed seeing that area. And I like Shelly. It’s just that…” 
 “What?” he asked. 
 “Well, she told me about a child who she thinks isn’t being properly cared for and I can’t stop thinking about that poor little thing.” 
“No!” Adam shouted. He then whined, “Dad, make Lily stop running over my crayons. 
I’m coloring here.” 
Michael chuckled while picking up Lily and her buggy and aiming her in a different direction. He kissed her cheek. “Push your baby that way. Don’t run over brother.” He then suggested, “Son, why don’t you sit on the sofa here with me and color on the coffee table.” 
“Then she’ll take my crayons,” he complained. 
Suddenly Rags raced into the room. When he saw Adam on the floor, he trotted to him and attacked his hand playfully, scattering crayons in every direction. 
“Not funny, Dad,” Adam complained when he saw the corners of Michael’s mouth start to curl. “This was my best coloring yet and he crinkled the page. Darn it, Rags!” 
“Here, let me help you,” Michael said, scooping up some of the crayons. “Hey, I have an idea.” 
“What,” Adam asked, “put Lily to bed and lock Rags up on the back porch?”
 “Not quite,” Michael said. “Okay, I have two ideas. You choose. You can sit at the dining room table or on the staircase landing where Lily can’t bother you, or you can go to your room and neither of the juvenile delinquents can get to you.” 
“Delinquents?” Adam said. “That’s funny. You mean like criminals?” 
“Yes, like criminals disturbing the peace, violating your space, vandalizing your crayons,” Michael exaggerated. He took a breath. “So, what’s your choice?” 
“I want to be in here with you guys,” he whined. 
“Yeah, I prefer that, too,” Michael said. 
Savannah addressed the boy. “So, Adam, why don’t you choose another activity that you can do with Lily and Rags and save coloring for when those two are sleeping. Want to do that?” 
Adam, clutching his coloring book to his chest, his fist full of crayons, looked from the toddler to the cat. After some contemplation, he nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s a good idea. I’ll play with Lily and Rags now and color later.” 
“Thanks, hon,” Michael said when Adam left the room to put his coloring books away. 
“For what?” 
“For your great insight and logical thinking.” 
She shrugged. “It was pure luck. Not all my ideas are as readily accepted.” 
Michael sat down and began stacking Lily’s blocks just as Adam scampered back into the room. “Hey, I’ll help,” the boy said. “Let’s see how high we can get it before she knocks it down.” 
While Michael continued to add blocks to the stack intermittently, along with Adam, he turned to Savannah. “So tell me about this child.” 
“Yeah, what’s wrong with him?” Adam asked. 
“It’s a little girl and she’s crippled and lives with a family who isn’t very nice to her,” she explained. 
“How do you know that?” Michael asked. 
“She’s in Shelly’s class at school and Shelly said she isn’t thriving.” 
“What’s that mean?” Adam asked, crinkling his nose. 
“She isn’t flourishing as a child should be—you know—growing and getting stronger,” Savannah explained. 
“Like me?” Adam asked, standing tall and flexing his muscles. 
Savannah tousled the boy’s hair. “Yes, like you.” She then said, “Adam, if you want to go with me to the photography class tomorrow, you’ll get a chance to meet Marissa.” 
“Yeah, I want to go. Can I take pictures with a real camera?” 
“Sure. I have a camera you can use.” 
“Awesome.” 
 **** 
Wednesday afternoon, Savannah and Adam arrived at the recreation hall to find Shelly setting up the room. 
 “Thanks for coming early,” she said. When she spotted the boy, she greeted him. “Hello there, Adam. Glad you could join us.” 
 “Thanks,” he said, looking down at the camera in his hands. He then looked up. “Savannah let me use this camera.” 
 “All right! Looks like a good one. Most of the kids will use these disposable cameras.” 
 “Disposable?” Adam asked, glancing briefly at Savannah. 
 “Yes,” Shelly explained, “you take pictures, get them developed, and then throw the camera away. You can use it once and that’s it.” 
 “What a waste,” he said. 
 “But consider this, Adam,” Shelly said as she stacked several cameras on a table, “these cameras cost me around $5 each and that camera you have there probably cost between one and two hundred dollars.” 
 “Oh,” he said, now appearing to understand. 
 Suddenly they heard a melodic voice, “Hi, Ms. Shelly.” 
 “Marissa, hi. So glad you could make it.” 
 Savannah turned to see a small girl, who looked younger than her ten years, sitting in a ratty wheelchair in the doorway. Her soft dark curls bounced as she glanced around the room through sparkling brown eyes. 
Shelly hugged the girl, then pulled back. She frowned and asked, “Where’s your new chair?” 
The child looked down and spoke quietly. “I don’t know. I guess someone else needed it more than I do.” 
Shelly set her jaw and said through gritted teeth, “They probably sold it. That was your chair, darn it. The fundraiser was for you.” 
“It’s okay, Ms. Shelly,” Marissa said brightly. “Remember, I can walk…” She looked down. “…only not very far.” 
 Just then a pert pony-tailed girl of seventeen appeared behind Marissa and continued wheeling her through the door. Shelly acknowledged her. “Hi, Erin. Thanks for bringing her.” 
“Sure,” the teen said with a wide smile. She then frowned. “…although, it was a bit dicey today.” 
 “What do you mean?” Shelly asked. 
 “Well, there was the wheelchair issue…we had to go to the disgusting basement and find this one for her to use.” She frowned. “It was covered with spider webs and I had to clean it—Rissy helped,” she added, motioning toward Marissa. “Then we had to scrounge for lunch. By the time I got home from class, all that was left to eat were a few stale chips and some cheese slices. I found enough change in my purse to buy two corn burritos and an apple, which we shared.” 
Shelly grimaced, then asked, “What happened to her new chair?” 
 Erin shrugged. “Who knows? I’ve been in that house for seven years and a lot of my stuff has gone missing. Remember the bike I won in that contest? It disappeared. Mavis told me it must have been stolen. Well, I saw a kid on it a while later and he and his mother swear they bought it off Craigslist.” She leaned toward Shelly. “I think we all know what happened to Rissy’s chair and my bike.” She smirked. “Mrs. Rotten…I mean Cotton…sold them.” 
 “Grrr,” Shelly said. 
Marissa stood awkwardly and hugged Shelly around the waist. “It’s okay. I’m okay.” 
Shelly smiled down at the girl, then turned toward Savannah. “This is Marissa and Erin. Girls, Ms. Savannah is going to help with the class. Today, she brought her son, Adam, to join us.” 
 “Hi,” Savannah said, reaching her hand out to Marissa and then to Erin. “I see you brought your own camera.” 
 The younger girl’s face brightened. “Yes. Errie got it for me.” 
 When Savannah and Shelly glanced up at the teen, she said, “I found it at a thrift store. I charged the battery overnight. I hope it works okay. Which reminds me; I’d better get to work.” 
“Still have that job at the new hamburger place, huh?” Shelly asked. 
“Yes, twenty hours a week. I’m also taking classes at the junior college. Sure would like to buy an old car or even a bicycle—it’s awkward trying to work around the bus schedule, but it’s impossible to save much when I have to give most of my paycheck to Mavis.” Shrugging, she added, “Plus, I don’t know how to drive.” 
“Can I give you a ride to work?” Savannah offered. 
“Oh, how nice. No. I can hoof it from here. Thanks, anyway.” She turned to leave, then called out to Marissa, “Now take bus three to Johnson. From there, you can wheel around the corner to Sutter. The driver will help you put the chair on and off the bus. Okay, kiddo?” 
“I can give her a ride home,” Shelly offered. 
Erin thought for a moment, then said, “That would be great. I don’t think Mavis would get upset about that.” She turned sullen when saying, “But you never know with her.” She glanced at Marissa, then addressed Shelly, “Yeah, that would be safer, if you don’t mind driving her home.” 
“Not at all,” Shelly said, smiling. 
“Gotta go,” Erin said as she darted out through the door. 
“Thanks, Errie,” Marissa called after her. She turned to the others and asked, “What can I do to help you guys?” 
 “I think we’re all set,” Shelly said. “Just visit with us while we wait for the others.” 
 The girl settled back in her chair and picked up her camera. 
“Do you like photography?” Savannah asked. 
 Marissa frowned momentarily. “I don’t know. I like art and Ms. Shelly says photography is an art.” She smiled up at Savannah. “So I think I’ll like it.” 
 Adam held out his camera. “Your camera’s like mine…I mean like Savannah’s. She let me use it.” 
 The two children compared cameras for a moment before Marissa’s curiosity got the best of her. “Why do you call your mom by her first name?” 
 Adam glanced at Savannah. “Well, she’s my stepmom.” 
 “Oh,” Marissa said nodding. 
 “What do you call your mom?” he asked. 
 Marissa looked down. “I don’t have a real mom. The mother of the house where I live has us kids call her Mavis, only some of them are her real kids and they call her mom.” 
 “Oh,” Adam said. “Are there lots of kids there?” 
 “Six,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m the last.” 
 “The last?” Savannah asked. 
 “Well, the last one to be…brought there. That was three years ago. Erin was the first.” She smiled. “She’s the nicest one there. My other family went to jail, I think. But they weren’t my real parents, either.” She seemed to brood for a moment, then asked Adam, “Do you know your real parents?” 
 Taken aback, Adam said, “Yes, I live with my mom and stepdad and sister. Right now I’m visiting my dad and stepmom and other sister.” 
 Marissa’s eyes widened. “That’s real nice.” 
 “Hey,” Adam said, pointing, “I saw a big spider over there. Want to go take a picture of it?” 
 “Okay,” Marissa said excitedly, grabbing the wheels of her chair. 
 “Do you need a push?” Adam asked. “I could push you.” 
 “Not right now.” Marissa looked at Adam. “I can actually walk, you know. Just not very good.” 
 “What’s wrong with your legs?” Adam asked, walking alongside the chair as Marissa wheeled it across the room. 
 “I don’t know. Mavis told me my legs were broken when I was born or after I was born and nobody could fix them.” 
 Savannah, overhearing this, turned away to stifle a flush of tears. Pull yourself together, she thought. You aren’t going to be any help if you fall apart. What is, is. Let it be. Deal with what you can and accept the rest, she silently chanted to herself.


 “Savannah,” Shelly said quietly, “you okay?” 
 She took a deep breath and nodded; her eyes following the two children as they headed across the room. 
 “It’s sad, isn’t it?” Shelly whispered. 
 “Yeah,” Savannah said. “But don’t tell her that. She’s a ray of sunlight. She just sparkles.” 
 Shelly pressed her lips together and nodded. 
 Once all the children had arrived and were supplied with cameras, Shelly asked them to sit and listen. She introduced Savannah and then addressed each of the children. Savannah tried to focus on their names, but her mind wouldn’t cooperate. Her thoughts were with Marissa. She gazed at the child and noticed that Adam still sat next to her. She smiled when she saw him show Marissa something on his camera and they both snickered quietly. 
 “Marcus, tell us about your experiences with photography,” Shelly invited. 
 The rotund dark-skinned boy with a wild crop of black hair said shyly, “My tia lets me take pictures with her phone sometimes.” 
 Brad, a bespectacled boy with spiked blond hair chimed in, “That’s not photography. She means with a camera, stupid.” 
 “There will be no name-calling,” Shelly said sternly. She then asked, “Brad, have you had the opportunity to use a camera?” 
 “Sure,” he said, “a real camera. I took a whole bunch of pictures of the neighbor’s dog.” He looked down at his hands. “…and got in trouble for using up the battery.” 
 “There’s a battery in here?” a slight brown-haired boy asked while examining his digital camera. 
 “Sure, stu… I mean…sure there is. How do you think it works?” Brad asked sarcastically. 
 “Tell us about your experiences with a camera or a phone camera, Chuckie,” Shelly urged. 
 “I get to use my sister’s phone to take pictures sometimes.” He turned to Brad. “There is a real camera in there.” 
 Shelly nodded. “Indeed there is.” 
 Chuckie continued, “But I don’t know how to take pictures with this camera you let me use, Ms. Shelly. Will you show me how?” 
 “Yes.” She then announced to the class, “Today, Chuckie is using one of my digital cameras. Marissa has her own digital and so do Marcus and Adam. Next time, someone else can use my extra digital camera and maybe Ms. Savannah’s. We don’t have enough digitals to go around, so we’ll take turns. Those who don’t have a digital camera can use a disposable camera today.” She then asked, “What about you, Charm…have you used a camera before?” 
 “Yeah,” the large black girl said, “one or two…maybe four times.” She paused, then said excitedly, “I took pictures at my mom’s wedding!” 
 “That’s cool,” Shelly said. “How’d they turn out?” 
 She shrugged. “I don’t know. Never got to see ‘em.” 
 “So do you think you’d like to learn how to take good photographs?” 
 Charm nodded. 
 “Selene,” Shelly said, addressing a girl with stringy brown hair hanging in her face, “ever get a chance to use a camera?” 
 “Naw,” she said, “never did before.” She turned the disposable camera in her hands a few times and inspected it carefully. “I hope yer gonna show us how.” 
 “We sure are. How about you, Arturo?” 
 The small Mexican boy shook his head. “I never had my own camera. How does it work?” 
 “We’ll show you in a few minutes.” She turned toward Marissa. “What’s your experience with photography?” 
 “None. I’ve never used a camera…only had my picture taken once or twice, maybe. I have a lot to learn here,” she said, smiling brightly. 
 The two women also smiled. 
 Shelly said, “Spence isn’t here yet. Hopefully, he’ll make it. And Adam is joining us just for this session. He’s in fifth grade, too, like most of you, but he goes to school in another town.” 
 “I’m in sixth grade,” Brad said, raising his hand high in the air. 
 “That’s right, we have one upper classman. Thanks for reminding me, Brad.” Shelly then said, “Okay, I think what we’ll do is break into groups. Ms. Savannah will work with half of you and I’ll work with the other half. We’ll show you how to operate the cameras and give you a few ideas for things you can photograph inside the room. After you’ve shot a few pictures in here, we’ll take the cameras outside for a whole different photography experience.” 
 Several of the children responded. “Yay!” 
“Yeah, that sounds fun.” 
“I want to take a picture of a butterfly.” 
 Shelly smiled. “If it warms up enough, you might see a random butterfly, Selene, but you’ll need to be alert.” She addressed the class, “Those of you with the green cameras—those are disposable. Once you’ve used up all twenty-four of the pictures, you can take one more disposable camera. Make sure we get them back at the end of the day so we can have the pictures developed for you to see at the next class. Be sure to write your name on the disposable cameras so we know who took which pictures. Those with the metal cameras—those are digital cameras—you can take as many pictures as you want as long as the batteries hold a charge. Turn those cameras in to us at the end of the day and we’ll download the pictures for you to see. You can choose which pictures you want printed.” 
 “Today?” 
 “Today what?” 
 “Today, you’ll unload our pictures?” Chuckie asked. 
 Shelly nodded. “Possibly we can download one or two of the digital cameras, if we have time. Otherwise, you’ll see your pictures on Friday.” 
 **** 
Ninety minutes later, Shelly approached Savannah. “How’s it going?” 
 “Great. We have some rather unusual photos of Selene’s ear, a squirrel’s hindquarters, a leftover sandwich, and,” she made a face, “…a pile of dog doo-doo.” 
 Shelly cringed, then said, “I think I’ll take the digital cameras and download the pictures before we dismiss everyone. Seeing some of the results of their efforts will encourage the students, don’t you think?” 
 “Sure do,” Savannah said. “This seems like a rather creative group, actually. They saw possibilities I didn’t even consider.” 
 Shelly snickered. “Like the doggie pile?” She then called out, “Okay, Chuckie, let’s download your pictures, shall we?” When he handed her the camera, she said, “Wow, you took thirty photos. Good for you. Let’s see what you got.” 
 “I wanna see,” Brad said, pushing his way toward the computer screen. 
 “Me, too,” Charm complained. 
 Savannah stepped forward. “All right, there’s room for everyone. Taller children in back, smaller ones in front. When she noticed Marissa and Adam hanging back, she instructed the others, “Make room for Marissa’s chair.” She motioned for the girl to wheel up to the front. “Adam, you stand in the back row with Charm and Marcus. Brad, you’re tall; come stand next to Adam. Now, can everyone see the screen?” 
 “Yeah, if Selene’s head wasn’t so big,” Brad grumbled. 
 That’s when Shelly turned around and glared briefly at the students. “Okay, people, make it work, will you? Now here’s Chuckie’s first shot.” 
 “Hey, what’s that?” Brad called out. 
 “It’s a brick out there on the sidewalk—see, it has a name on it and a picture of a bird. I think it’s a bird.” 
 “Did anyone else see that brick?” Shelly asked. When everyone responded that they hadn’t, she said to Chuckie, “Very creative of you. A rule of a good photographer is to see what others don’t see.” 
 As Shelly clicked through the photos, some of the students suddenly shouted, “Eeewww,” 
 “Hey, that’s gross.” 
 “Is that dog poop?” 
 “Creative, right?” Chuckie said, grinning. 
 Shelly turned toward the others and asked flatly, “Did anyone else get that shot?” 
 Her question was met with frowns and a lot of head-shaking. 
 “Let’s see what else you got here,” she said as she continued to click through the pictures. “Oh, now this is nice. See how the pine bough is backlit by rays of sunlight? You took that picture just at the right time—when the sun peeked through the clouds.” 
 Savannah agreed. “Yes, you might want to consider enlarging that one and framing it, Chuckie. You could give it to someone for Christmas.” She glanced at the other children. “That’s something you might all be thinking about.” 
 “Why?” Marcus asked. “Aren’t adults supposed to give kids gifts?” 
 “Yeah,” Brad said, “not the other way around, dimwit...oops, sorry.” When Shelly turned and looked squarely at Brad, he whined, “It slipped out. I didn’t mean it. I said I was sorry.” 
 Ignoring Brad’s remarks, Savannah asked the children, “Why shouldn’t kids give gifts? Christmas is for all ages and giving makes us feel good.” 
 “Not as good as getting,” Chuckie said, giggling. 
 “Have you ever given anyone a gift?” Savannah challenged. 
 “Uh, like to who?” Chuckie asked. 
 “Oh, I don’t know,” Savannah said, “your parents, a friend, a teacher…” 
 Before he could respond, Chuckie looked at the computer screen again and noticed something. “Hey, I didn’t even take that picture. I don’t remember taking that picture. How’d it get in there, anyway?” 
 “Maybe you pushed the button accidently,” Savannah said. “Sometimes we get our best shots by accident. That’s one of the beauties of photography.” 
 “That’s right. This is very nice, Chuckie.” Shelly turned to the boy. “Do you like it?” 
 “Sure, yeah, it’s okay, I guess.” 
 “Which ones would you like us to print out?” she asked. 
 He thought for a moment. “This one you like, the one of the tree branch, and…the squirrel.” 
 “Sure.” Shelly addressed Savannah. “Want to make a note?” She then faced the children. “Marcus, would you like us to download your pictures?” When he nodded, she said, “Come on and sit by me. Chuckie, you can squeeze in there next to Marissa. You took twelve pictures,” she said to Marcus. “Did you delete some of them?” She turned to the others. “That’s another neat thing about digital cameras; you can look at your pictures on the camera screen—I’m sure Ms. Savannah showed you how—and you can delete those you don’t want even before you download them.” 
 Marcus shook his head. “No, I didn’t undo any of them. I just didn’t get very many. I couldn’t find things to take a picture of.” 
 “Well, let’s have a look.” Shelly motioned toward the screen. “Now that’s a cute picture of Brad taking a picture.” 
 Marcus laughed. “I thought he looked funny, so I took his picture.” 
 “And here’s one of housetops and mountains, one of the playground. That’s a nice shot. You caught some children playing on the swings. It’s an action shot. Good job, Marcus.” 
 Savannah chimed in, saying, “You seem to be interested in human-interest pictures, while Chuckie took more close-up, intimate shots. It appears that you also like landscapes. Marcus, you might enjoy working with a wide-angle lens.” 
Shelly nodded. “I think they have disposable wide-angle cameras. I’ll see if I can find a couple for you students to try.” 
 “Sweet,” Marcus said. He then asked, “What does it do?” 
 “You can just get more of the landscape or scenery into the picture,” Savannah explained. “It takes a wider picture. Those cameras are fun to work with.” 
 “Marissa, let’s take a look at your pictures, shall we?” Shelly suggested. “Do you want to sit in this chair next to me? Or we can move the chair out of the way to make room for your wheels.” 
 “Whatever’s easiest,” she said. 
 Shelly pushed the chair aside and invited, “Well, roll on up here, then.” Within a few seconds, Marissa’s pictures began to appear on the screen. “Oh, that’s stunning. You got a neat close-up shot of a pinecone lying on a bed of pine needles. Good job. And a picture of a spider. Look at the detail on his back.” 
 “Yeah, he lives right over there in that corner,” Adam said, pointing. 
 “He does?” Brad asked, starting to head in that direction. 
 “Just never mind,” Shelly said. “We’re looking at Marissa’s pictures. Who can identify this picture she took?” 
 Everyone was quiet and then Charm raised her hand. “It looks like somebody’s chewed up gum.” 
 Marissa chuckled. “Yup. I saw it in the bushes and took a picture.” 
 “Does anyone know what this is?” Shelly asked after clicking to the next photo. 
 Several of the students had an opinion: “Melted chocolate?” 
 “Grease or oil.” 
 “It’s dirt.” 
 “Close,” Marissa said. “It’s part of a shoeprint in the mud—that’s the design on the bottom of Adam’s shoe.” 
Chuckie sneered. “Why would someone take a picture when no one knows what it is?” “Ever heard of modern art?” Adam responded. 
“Yeah, or abstract art?” Marissa said. “There’s lots of kinds of art.” 
“Photography isn’t art, silly,” Brad said with a guffaw. 
Chuckie invited Brad’s high-five. 
“Okay, settle down, class,” Shelly said. “I have news for you. Photography certainly can be an art form. Keep that in mind as you think about what you might want to photograph next time we meet. Those of you with cameras at home, I’d like to challenge you to find interesting shapes, colors, and designs in, perhaps, something recognizable, and photograph it so it is not recognizable. If you don’t have a camera, be thinking about something common that you could photograph to fool the rest of us.” 
“Okayyy,” Chuckie said. 
Charm made a face. “Sounds kinda hard.” 
“Yeah, I can’t think of anything,” Selene added. 
Savannah walked up behind the girls, putting her arms across their shoulders. “Just use your imagination. You’ll come up with something.” She leaned down to their level and said quietly, “A close-up of your worn blue jeans might be hard for the others to identify or a shot of a familiar item through a piece of thick plastic, your grandmother’s wrinkled cheek, a shadow on the sidewalk…” 
Both girls looked at Savannah, their eyes wide. “Yeah,” Selene said. “Those are great ideas.” 
 “No one will guess them,” Charm agreed. “Selene, do you have a camera?” 
“Uh-uh, do you?” 
“Nope. Then how are we going to take those pictures?” Charm whined. 
“Just a minute,” Savannah said. She walked over to Adam and Marissa, who were examining the likenesses and differences in their cameras. “Adam,” she said, “do you mind if I let Charm and Selene borrow the camera now? I’ll take out your card and put in a new one. We can download your pictures at home.” When he looked disappointed, she said, “If you want to do more photography before you go back to your mom’s, I have another digital camera you can use, okay?” 
His face brightened. “Yeah, sure,” he said, handing her the camera. 
“Charm, Selene,” Savannah said, approaching them again, “I’m going to loan you my camera. Please bring it back to class Friday, okay?” 
“Really?” Selene said. “Awesome. Thanks.” 
Charm reached out and took the camera. “Yeah, thanks. How many pictures are in there?” 
“It has a good charge. You should be able to take around thirty pictures or more. Now, let me show you how to use it.” 
After a few minutes of instructions and practice, the trio heard Shelly clapping her hands. “Okay everyone, class is over. We’ll bring prints and new disposable cameras Friday. Unfortunately, rain is predicted, so we may have to stay inside.” 
 “Awww, there’s nothing in here to take pictures of,” Chuckie complained. “Can’t we go out? I like playing in the rain.” 
 “The rain will ruin our cameras, stupid,” Brad said. He then looked sheepishly at Shelly. “I mean, idiot.” 
 Shelly gave him a disgusted look then turned to the rest of the class. “That’s right; a camera doesn’t work well when it’s wet, unless it’s an underwater camera.” 
 “Why don’t we do the next session at my house?” Savannah suggested. “I have plenty of room, lots of animals you can photograph, and a baby.” 
 “A baby?” Selene said. “I want to take pictures of a baby.” 
 “What kind of animals?” Chuckie asked. 
 “A dog, cats, a horse…” 
 “A horse?” Charm asked. “In your backyard?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, but if it’s raining, we may not get to photograph her this time.” 
 “We could use umbrellas,” Brad said. “You could hold an umbrella over our cameras.” 
 Shelly smirked playfully at Savannah, then told the class, “We’ll see. I’ll call each of your parents or guardians and get permission to take you to Ms. Savannah’s home on Friday.” 
 **** 
That evening Savannah and Adam entertained Michael with stories of their day. 
“And this is my picture of litter,” Adam explained as he clicked through his photographs on Savannah’s laptop. “See the potato-chip bag and that broken ice-cream spoon? Here’s a picture of the spider Marissa and I found.” 
 “Nice, son,” Michael said. “Those are some good shots. Who’s that?” he asked, pointing. 
Adam turned to Savannah. “What was his name?” 
 “Brad.” 
 “Yeah, Brad. I took this picture of his spiky hair.” He giggled. “He doesn’t know I took it.” He clicked on another picture, saying, “That’s a toenail.” 
 “A toenail?” Michael said, furrowing his brow. 
 “Yeah, that big girl…Charm was her name…see, she had blue paint with polka dots on her toenails.” 
 Michael chuckled. “Doesn’t look like something you’d want to frame and hang on your bedroom wall.” 
 Adam looked at him for a moment. “Is that why we took these pictures—to hang on our wall?” 
 “Not really,” Savannah said. “When you’re learning about photography, most of your pictures will be throwaways, but sure, some of your pictures might be good enough to frame.” 
 “Well, I didn’t take any pictures I’d hang in my bedroom,” Adam said. He looked at Michael and Savannah. “Hey, could I take a picture of you guys for my wall at my other house?” 
 The couple looked at each other. “Sure,” Savannah said. “I’d love to hang on your wall of fame.” 
 “Certainly not your wall of shame,” Michael said, chuckling. 
 Adam scrunched up his face. “Huh?” 
 **** 
“Adam has gone home already? I only got to see him once,” Margaret complained when she arrived at the Iveys’ Friday afternoon. 
 “Yeah, we took him back yesterday evening,” Savannah said. “We kept him pretty busy. We’ll plan something special with you next time he’s here.” 
 “I’m going to hold you to that,” she said. She looked around. “So where’s Lily?” 
 “Napping. She should wake up around two,” Savannah said, pulling her jacket on. “I’m going to meet Shelly at the rec center. We’ll be back with the kids in a few minutes. Thanks, Auntie, for coming over to help out, by the way.” 
 “Sure.” 
 Savannah picked up her purse and pointed toward the dining room table. “Hey, if you want to be entertained, just look through the photos the kids took—I printed a few. There are others on the laptop, there.” 
 “Cool.” 
 “That didn’t take you long,” Margaret said when Savannah returned with Shelly and six children. 
 “Where’s Arturo?” Selene asked. 
 “Yeah, and Spence,” Brad said. “Isn’t Spence going to be in the class?” 
 Shelly shook her head. “I guess not. I haven’t been able to get in touch with Spence’s family. Arturo’s brother said his dad took him to Mexico for the month.” 
 “Maybe Spence’s family is Amish,” Chuckie suggested. 
 “Amish?” Savannah repeated, a confused look on her face. 
 “Yeah, they don’t like having their picture taken. I watched some Amish people on TV once and they wouldn’t let anyone take their picture.” 
 “So how did they get on TV, dummy?” Brad asked. “Don’t they know if they’re on TV it’s because someone took their picture?” 
 “Brad,” Shelly warned, “stop with the name-calling.” 
The boy winced. “Oh, yeah, right. Sorry.” 
“Maybe they’re okay with video cameras, just not this kind of camera,” Charm reasoned, referring to the digital camera she held in her hand. 
 In the meantime, Shelly asked, “Where do you want us, Savannah? You just show us where to go.” 
Savannah hung her jacket on a coat tree. “Okay, kids, let’s find a place to sit here in the living room. By the way,” she added, “this is my aunt, Margaret.” 
Margaret waved. “Call me Maggie.” 
“Hi, Maggie,” several of the children said in unison. 
Shelly greeted her with a brief hug. 
“Yikes, what was that?” Marcus shouted. “Some weird, gigantic animal just flew off the stairs and slammed into that dog.” 
“It’s a cat, stu…” Brad started to say. He glanced briefly at Shelly. “…I mean, it’s a cat…Marcus.” 
Savannah turned in time to see Rags slide in a circle on his belly as Lexie leaped over him.” 
“That was awesome,” Selene said. “I want a picture of that. Can you make him do it again?” 
Savannah, Shelly, Margaret, and most of the children were laughing by then. 
“I doubt it,” Savannah said. She thought for a moment before adding, “But we might get Rags to jump for us. He does like to jump from high places.” 
“Rags?” Chuckie repeated. “Is that the cat or the dog?” 
“The cat, dumbo…I mean… Darn, I can’t help it,” Brad grumbled. “It just comes out accidentally when I’m not paying attention.” 
Shelly peered sternly into the boy’s eyes. “Well, start paying more attention, young man.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” the boy said quietly. 
She squeezed his shoulder and spoke softly. “It’s become a habit, Brad. You developed the habit and you can break the habit. It’s all up to you.” She turned to Savannah. “So you can get the cat to jump for our cameras?” 
Savannah nodded. “Maybe; as long as he thinks it’s his idea.” 
“Sweet,” Brad said. 
Chuckie agreed. “Yeah, I want a picture of that.” 
“Okay, are you ready?” Savannah asked. She watched as the children scurried to locate their cameras. She laughed as they bumped into each other, ran around in circles, and shouted out to Shelly, asking which camera was theirs. It was momentary chaos. Finally, everyone agreed they were ready. 
“Where’s Marissa?” Savannah asked glancing around the room. 
“With us,” Margaret said from the hallway. “She wanted to help me get Lily up.” 
“She’s so sweet,” Marissa said as she entered the room walking slowly and awkwardly. “And she can talk.” 
“Oh, she can’t talk,” Charm said. “She’s too little to talk. She’s only a baby.” 
“Uh-huh; she can talk,” Marissa said. “She says kitty, mama, ball.” 
“She can say auntie, too,” Margaret said, proudly. 
“Marissa, do you want to take a picture of Rags jumping?” Shelly asked. 
“Oh yes. I do,” she said, excitedly. Then she asked, “Who’s Rags?” 
“The cat, stu…” Brad said. He glanced at Shelly before pointing. “It’s the cat—that big one over there.” 
Shelly glanced around the room. “Where’s your camera, Marissa?” 
The girl looked down. “I don’t know. Mavis said…” 
“Oh, never mind,” Shelly said, waving her hand in the air. 
“It’s okay. Here, use this one today,” Shelly suggested, handing her a disposable camera. She took the child’s arm and led her to a spot where she could sit for the shot. 
“Okay, everyone ready?” Savannah asked. When she heard the children shout out, she picked up Rags. 
Before she could place him on the banister, however, Shelly interrupted. “Oh, Savannah, I forgot to tell you. I invited a photographer friend to work with the kids today. You met him; he’s the clerk at the camera shop.” She grinned. “In fact, he volunteered.” 
“He did?” Savannah asked. 
“Yeah, when I told him about the photo workshop with the kids, he asked if he could help. Nice, wasn’t it?” 
Savannah nodded. “Sure; does he know how to get here?” 
“I gave him the address.” Glancing up at the living room window, she said, “Oh here he is now,” and she hurried to the door, opening it wide. “Come in. You’re just in time for our first wild and crazy shot of the day.” She gestured, leading the man into the dining room. “Watch this.” 
Savannah placed Rags on the banister and stepped away from him. Everyone watched as he simply sat there looking around at the students. 
“Jump!” Chuckie said. 
“Yeah, jump!” Selene shouted. 
“Don’t scare him, you…” Brad started. He flashed a quick look at Shelly. 
She smiled back at him. “Doing great,” she said quietly. 
Just then Rags leaned over the side of the railing, slid his front paws down a banister post, and landed gently on the stairs. 
“Ohhh,” everyone chimed sounding disappointed. 
“Rags, we want you to jump,” Savannah said. 
“Yeah, like you did before, you stu… you…cat,” Brad said with a big sigh. 
“Insulting him won’t help, Brad,” Marissa said. 
Savannah walked toward the cat. “Okay, I have an idea. Everyone get ready.” She picked Rags up and placed him on the banister rail again. This time, she showed him a packet of treats. When he acted excited, she tossed a couple of treats a distance away on the floor and the cat leaped down and devoured them. He then sat licking his whiskers and looking at Savannah. 
“I didn’t get it,” Chuckie complained. 
“It happened too fast,” Selene said. “Can you make him slow down?” 
“I think I got him,” Marissa said, “or part of him. I won’t know until I can see the picture.” 
“Do it again,” the children begged. 
“Okay, one more time,” Shelly said. “Then we need to move on to something else.” 
Savannah picked up one of Rags’s feather toys. “Now this time I want everyone to anticipate the jump. When you see any hint that he’s about ready to jump, press the shutter release.” She looked at the children. “Here we go,” she said, holding the feather toy a distance away from Rags, wriggling it and encouraging him to jump toward it. 
Rags watched the feather for a moment, his head moving quickly with the rapid motion. Then he lowered his head and leaped into the air toward the toy, landing hard on all fours. 
“I got it!” Brad shouted. “Look, he’s fuzzy and you can only see part of him, but I got it. Wow!” 
“I think I just got his butt,” Chuckie said. 
Shelly looked at the screen on her camera. “I actually got him in mid-air.” 
 “I wanna see,” Chuckie said. 
“Me, too,” Brad, Selene, and Charm said, as they all gathered around her. 
After everyone else had seen her photo, Shelly walked over to show it to Marissa and then to the camera-shop clerk, who said, “Hey, great shot. Not easy to get.” 
Once Shelly had turned off her camera and set it aside, she introduced her guest. “Savannah, Maggie, students, this is Esse—like S-E—Esse.” 
“Oh yes, we met you at the camera store,” Savannah said. 
Margaret waved, then turned and headed into the kitchen with the baby. 
Once Shelly had the students’ attention, she said, “Now here’s what we’re going to do today, gang. First, we’ll hand out the photos you took last time. I’ve asked Esse to look at them with you, tell you what you did right, and give you pointers for how you can make them better next time.” 
There were boisterous bursts of laughter as the children pored over their photos and shared them with each other. Brad tore one of his pictures up into a lot of little pieces. Charm put hers in her pocket and said no one was going to see them because they were awful. Marcus rushed up to Esse, asking how to make his picture of pine needles clearer. “It looks like there’s fog in the picture, but it wasn’t foggy.” 
“Well, buddy,” the man said, “you were shooting into the sun; that’s why you got that glare.” 
 “There was sun that day?” 
 Esse looked at the picture more closely. “If not, it must have been a pretty bright day.” Esse then took the opportunity to talk to all the children about shooting with the sun. “It can be a help or a hindrance. A rule of thumb is to keep your back to the sun when you’re shooting. If your subject is in the shade, you should move into the shade. But,” he said, “rules in photography are sometimes meant to be broken. Most of the time, you’ll want to follow the rules, which include making sure your subject is in focus and holding your camera still while shooting.” He demonstrated some techniques for holding a camera steady. “Would you boys and girls like to see some of my photos?” he asked. 
Most of the students shouted, “Yes!” 
“Yeah.” 
“I want to see them.” 
As the children gathered around him, Esse reached into his backpack and pulled out an e-tablet. When he did so, a handful of loose photographs spilled out onto the floor and Brad quickly kneeled to help pick them up. “Never mind,” Esse snapped, while grabbing up the photos and shoving them into his pack. He glared at the boy, saying, “You need to learn to keep your hands off other people’s things, kid.” 
Brad stepped back, stunned at the reprimand. When he noticed Savannah looking at him rather inquisitively, he shrugged, as if to say, What did I do?

Savannah shook her head, equally shocked at the outburst. A few minutes later, as Esse clicked through photos on his e-tablet and described them to the children, Savannah noticed Brad grinning at something on the floor. She eased to where she could see from his vantage point and spotted Rags pawing at something under a nearby chair. Unable to see what held the cat’s interest, she motioned for Brad to join the other children behind Esse. That’s when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rags run toward the staircase. Looks like he has something in his mouth, she thought. She started to move in his direction, but abandoned the idea when Shelly clapped her hands. 
“Have all of you had your pictures critiqued?” she asked. 
“Huh?” Marcus asked. 
“Has Esse looked at your photos? Is there anyone who would like to show his or her photos to Esse before we move on?” 
When no one responded, Esse said, “I think I’ve seen them all, except for yours, young lady. He walked across the room toward Marissa and sat down on the ottoman next to her. “Wanna show me your pictures?” 
 “Uh, okay,” she said, rather reluctantly handing him those Savannah had printed out for her. She scooted to the left a little, giving the man more space. 
“I’d say you have an eye, there.” He looked at Marissa. “Have you done photography before?” 
She shook her head. “I’m a newbie,” she said brightly. 
He stared at her for a moment, then looked at the photos again. “Well, your composition is good, your choice of subjects is…interesting. I’d say you’ve got talent.” 
“Good,” Shelly said. “Thank you, Esse. I’m sure the students have found your comments helpful. Now let’s start shooting, shall we? Remember to move slowly around the animals and respect Ms. Savannah’s home. Brad and Chuckie, stick with Esse. Marcus and Selene, come with me. Marissa and Charm, Savannah will work with you. You’re to stay in the living room and dining room where we can see you. If you want to go outside of these boundaries, ask your leader.” 
“Our leader?” Marcus questioned. 
“Yes; in your case, Marcus, that would be me.” 
“Oh, got it.” 
Just then, Rags sauntered over to Marissa and sat a short distance from her. 
“Well, hello there pretty kitty,” she chirped. When she struggled to stand, Esse put his hands on her to help and, without speaking, she walked awkwardly toward the cat and began petting him and scratching him behind one ear. She smiled when he rubbed against her hand. 
“Rags seems to like you,” Savannah said. 
“Well, he likes being petted.” Marissa reached over and picked up her camera, then stood. “Oh, what’s he doing now?” she asked, as the cat stretched his front paws up against her. He then jumped down and began weaving himself around her crooked legs. 
“Careful boy,” Savannah said, positioning herself to hold onto the girl. “Let’s don’t knock her over, Ragsie.” Then, leading Marissa to a chair, she suggested, “How about you sit here and let Rags sit next to you.” 
“He’s a boy?” Marissa asked. “I think I insulted him. I said he was pretty.” 
Savannah smiled. “He doesn’t mind being a pretty boy.” When she noticed Charm wandering around looking lost, she suggested, “Charm, would you like to take a picture of the cat sitting still?” 
Shelly overheard her. “Good idea. Can we use him as our model?” 
“Yeah, I guess,” Savannah said. “I’m not sure how cooperative he’ll be.” 
Shelly spoke so all the children could hear her. “Let’s take a portrait of the cat, shall we?” 
“We already took a picture of the cat,” Marcus complained. 
“Yeah, can we go out and take pictures of your horse now?” Chuckie asked. 
“No,” Shelly said. “You did an action shot earlier. Now we’re going to practice shooting an animal portrait. Let’s start by photographing him where he wants to be. That’s generally the best way to photograph an animal. Otherwise, what happens?” Shelly asked the kids. 
“They won’t stay posing,” Charm suggested. 
“That’s right. Now Rags wants to be in the chair with Marissa, so let’s photograph him there. You can either zoom in on his face or take a picture of Marissa and the cat. You have choices. If your camera doesn’t zoom, move closer or farther away for the effect you want.” 
After everyone had taken several shots, Marissa asked, “Can I take a picture of him now?” 
“Sure, hon,” Savannah said, lifting Rags from the chair so the child could stand up. She placed the cat back on the chair, but he immediately jumped down and walked over to Marissa. 
“You’re too close, silly cat,” the girl said giggling. Each time she’d back up and begin to focus her camera, he’d follow her, until finally she stepped so far back she fell over onto the sofa. 
“Here let me help you,” Esse said, reaching for Marissa. 
What happened next surprised even Savannah. Rags stood between the girl and the man and he began to growl. “Rags,” Savannah called. She started to walk toward him, when the cat struck out, lightening-quick with one paw toward Esse. 
Just then, there was a loud shriek. “Don’t do that!” Charm shouted. 
Everyone looked in her direction in time to see Chuckie sprawled on the floor and Charm looming over him. 
“It was a joke,” Chuckie said, rubbing one elbow with his hand. “You don’t have to get violent.” 
“Well, don’t do it again,” she threatened. 
Shelly rushed toward the children. “What’s going on?” 
“Chuckie was trying to take a picture of her chest,” Selene complained. 
“Yeah,” Charm said, “aren’t there laws against that?” 
“There will be no more of that kind of behavior, young man,” Shelly said, giving the boy a hand up. 
“Well, there’s nothing fun to take pictures of here,” Chuckie whined. 
In the meantime, Savannah addressed Esse. “I’m sorry. The cat can be a pain.” 
“It’s okay,” he said rubbing his hand. Didn’t break the skin.” He squinted in Rags’s direction. “…but I have to wonder, if he’s safe for these kids to be around.” 
Savannah grimaced. “I don’t know what to say…I…” 
That’s when Shelly broke in. “It seemed as though he was trying to protect Marissa. That’s what it looked like to me.” 
“Yeah, he’s taken a liking to her,” Savannah agreed. 
“How sweet,” Marissa said smiling. 
But, Esse wasn’t about to let it go. “So what if one of those little boys gets near the girl and the cat attacks him? He’s a menace. You should put him away somewhere—he shouldn’t be allowed out here with these kids.” 
Before Savannah could respond, Selene pointed. “There’s another cat. Is it wicked, too?” 
All eyes were on Buffy as she strolled into the room and looked around at everyone. 
Savannah glanced at the Himalayan-mix and smiled. “No, she won’t hurt anyone.” 
“It looks mean to me,” Brad said as he and Chuckie scampered to the other side of the room. 
Selene grabbed Charm’s arm and the two girls stepped back, nearly upsetting a lamp on a small table. 
“Okay, let’s settle down, children,” Shelly said sounding a little weary. 
In the meantime, Savannah picked up Buffy and began petting her. “Would you like to take a picture of Buffy?” she asked. 
 “Yeah, if it stays nice,” Charm said. “I’m not getting near that other evil cat.” She glanced around the room. “Where’d he go, anyway?” 
 Savannah sighed. “Who knows?” 
“You guys hurt his feelings,” Marissa said. 
Shelly, trying to defuse the situation, suggested, “Let’s get some pictures of this gorgeous cat, shall we?” 
“Is that all she does,” Charm asked after snapping several pictures of Buffy, “just sit there and look at you?” 
“Yeah,” Marcus said, “can you make her do something? I want to get…what’s it called, a moving shot.” 
“Action shot, dum…” Brad caught himself mid-sentence, flashed a quick look at Shelly, and then continued taking pictures. 
Savannah, in the meantime, brought out a feather toy on a wand and began wriggling it trying to entice Buffy to play. Instead, the little fur ball just sat staring curiously at the children…until suddenly she lurched toward Selene. Several of the children squealed, screeched, and jumped back. 
“She attacked me!” Selene shouted. 
“God!” Esse yelled. “Are all your animals crazy?” 
Savannah and Shelly exchanged glances. “She was after the strap on your camera, Selene,” Savannah explained. “Cats like to play with things that dangle or wiggle.” She then asked, concern in her voice, “She didn’t scratch you did she?” 
Selene shook her head. “No.” She looked at her camera, examining the short strap. “Oh, I see. So she just wanted to play.” 
“Yes,” Savannah said, letting out a sigh. She then asked the rest of the children, “Did any of you get that action shot?” 
Those with digital cameras began checking their pictures. 
“Hey,” Brad shouted. “I got it. Look at this,” he invited as he held his camera out to show the others. 
“Wow!” Chuckie said. “It’s fuzzy, but you got her jumping. Cool.” 
“Of course, it’s fuzzy,” Marissa said, laughing. “She’s a cat.” 
When a few of the children looked puzzled, she said, “Cats are fuzzy—they have fur.” 
“Oh, I get it,” Marcus said. “Good one, Marissa.” 
“I see your friend is back,” Savannah said, when she saw Rags lying in Marissa’s lap, getting a massage. 
The child smiled and continued petting the cat. 
“Oh, hi punkin’,” Savannah greeted when Margaret entered the room with Lily. 
“She’s fed and changed,” Margaret announced. 
“She’s so cute,” Marissa said. “I want to take a picture of Lily.” She smiled at Margaret. “Can you hold her there while I take a picture? Rags won’t let me up.” 
“Yeah, Auntie, he has glommed onto Marissa like she’s his long-lost soul mate. He won’t leave her alone.” 
“How nice,” Margaret said. She smiled at Marissa. “Okay, got your camera ready? Where do you want her?” 
Marissa put her camera up to her eye. “Just hold her and let me see if I can focus on her face.” Before she could take the picture, however, Rags grabbed her hand with one paw and encouraged her to pet him instead. “You are so…clingy,” she said. She then asked Margaret, “Could you move a little closer? There, perfect. I think I got a cute one. Thank you.” 
“Okay, Rags, let her up,” Savannah said, lifting him from the girl’s lap. “She wants to take more pictures. Marissa, Lexie’s in her bed in the kitchen, if you’d like to get a picture of a dog. Charm, let’s go take a picture of a dog, shall we?” She placed Rags on the floor and told him, “Now you leave her alone.” 
But he wasn’t easily deterred. He tagged along as Savannah and the two girls walked into the kitchen and he stayed close as they snapped a few pictures of Lexie. 
“Thank you for the picture, Lexie.” Marissa giggled. “Love your hairdo.” 
Savannah chuckled. “She’s part Afghan-hound. That’s her heritage, a fancy hairdo.” 
“Well, it’s cute. She reminds me a little of an old lady who lives down the block…Mrs. Prune-face.” 
“Prune-face?” Savannah questioned. 
Charm laughed. 
“Oh, that’s not very nice, is it? That’s what the kids call her behind her back. Her real name is Prudence Nuñez.” Suddenly, Marissa noticed something through the large kitchen window. “Hey, there’s your horse!” 
Charm peered out the window, as well. “Wow! Yeah, a horse!” 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, that’s Peaches.” 
Marissa wrinkled up her nose. “Peaches? That’s an unusual name for a horse. Aren’t they usually called Silver, Buck, Trigger, Black Beauty, Blaze…Misty?” 
Savannah smiled. She glanced outside and then called to the others, who were milling around in the living room and dining room, “Hey, it quit raining. Shall we go out and get a few shots of the horse before it starts again?” 
It didn’t take long for the eager young photographers to wriggle into their jackets and head for the kitchen. Savannah held the children up at the door until they were all ready to go out. 
“I got a picture of Lily holding a rubber duck,” Selene told her. 
“Oh, I’ll bet that’s really cute. I’d like a copy,” Savannah said. 
Selene grinned from ear to ear. 
Brad held his borrowed digital camera up for Savannah to see. “I took a picture of her drooling.” 
“Clever.” Savannah looked at the camera screen. “That’s a pretty good shot, actually—look how clear the drool is on her chin.” 
When Savannah opened the door for the children, Rags, watching Marissa step out, tried to make a dash to follow her. “No you don’t, Rags,” Savannah said, grabbing him. She held him back while letting the others exit, closing the door before he could escape. As she walked down the porch steps, she glanced up at the window and shook her head when she saw him sitting on the windowsill kitty perch Michael had installed, meowing rather loudly. 
Half an hour later, the children started filing back into the warm kitchen, chattering about their experiences photographing Peaches. 
“I got a picture of her eyeball,” Brad said, laughing. 
“I got one of her teeth,” Chuckie announced. “I took it while she was eating that carrot Ms. Savannah gave her.” 
“She sure has big feet,” Marcus said, wide-eyed. 
Once Marissa stepped into the house with Shelly’s help, Rags jumped off the perch and raced to her, rubbing against her crooked legs. 
“Hi Rags,” she said. “You are so friendly.” 
“But only to you,” Savannah pointed out. “He really likes you.” 
She smiled. “Well, I like him, too. I’d love to have a cat like him someday.” 
“Okay, let’s see what we got today, shall we?” Shelly said. “We have two laptops, so we can download two cameras at once. Those of you with film cameras will have to wait until Wednesday to see your pictures. Gather around, students. Let’s see what Brad got. Savannah, can you download the camera Charm and Selene have been sharing?” 
“Who’s that?” Charm asked when she noticed a truck pulling up in the driveway. “Is that someone’s dad?” 
Savannah strained to look out through the front window. “Oh, that’s my husband, home early. Hi, hon,” she said when he walked through the door. 
“Whoa,” he responded with a smile. “What’s going on?” 
“We’re taking pictures, that’s what,” Brad said. 
“Are you Lily’s father?” Selene asked. When he nodded, she said, “She’s cute. We took pictures of her.” 
“Cool,” Michael said. He glanced around. When he spotted Shelly, he nodded a greeting. He then noticed Esse and walked over to him with his hand out. “I’m Michael Ivey,” he said cordially. 
“Esse.” 
“Esse?” Michael repeated. 
The man nodded. 
“We got a picture of your big mean cat jumping,” Charm said to Michael. 
He looked confused. “Mean cat?” 
“Yeah,” Selene said, her eyes wide, “he attacked Mr. Esse.” 
“He did?” Michael looked at Esse who smirked and nodded. 
 **** 
Thirty minutes later, all of the students had been picked up from the recreation center and Shelly and Savannah sat talking about the progress of the course. 
 “I’d like to give the boys a job,” Shelly announced. 
 “A job?” Savannah questioned. 
 “I don’t think photography’s their thing. But what I did see from Chuckie and Brad today is their ability to design. Did you notice them creating backgrounds and backdrops for the pictures?” 
“Yes, they were busy rearranging my house, weren’t they?” she said cringing a little. “What do you have in mind?” 
“I’d like to help them produce a book of the students’ photos for each child to take home at the end of the sessions. I may be able to get some funding from Roy Shively, the camera shop owner.” 
 “Sounds good to me.” Just then Savannah’s phone tweeted. “A text,” she said. “I’d better check; it’s from Michael.” She read aloud, “Rags has been carrying on something fierce since you left. Do you know what’s wrong with him?” 
 Shelly tilted her head. “Well, that’s odd. Does he usually have separation anxiety?” 
 “No,” she said. “And I’ve never seen him take such a quick liking to someone as he did Marissa today. I wonder if he’s pining for her. We have another little girl who comes over to play with him sometimes; he loves Charlotte. But I’ve never seen him react to any child like he did Marissa. I wonder what’s up with that.” 
 “He didn’t like Esse, though, did he?” Shelly said, chuckling. Before Savannah could respond, she added, “I think Esse was a real plus in our class today. His critique of the kids’ photos was spot on and they seemed to like him. Would you mind if we meet at your house Wednesday? I’d like to invite him again.” 
 Savannah shrugged. “Sure. It’s okay with me, I guess.” 
 “You have reservations,” Shelly noticed. “What are they?” 
 She kept her thoughts to herself, finally saying, “It’s nothing…nothing concrete, anyway.” When Savannah noticed Shelly staring at her as if waiting for an explanation, she said, “It’s just hard to trust someone Rags doesn’t like. We’ve had too many…situations…with him.” She shook her head. “But I’m probably overreacting. Sure, let’s see if he wants to come to the next session.” 
“If you’re certain,” Shelly said. She continued, “I want to do some still-life work with the students—you know—let them photograph some of your great decorations and unique furniture pieces. That’s a specialty of Esse’s—along with landscapes. He can teach them a lot about lighting.” 
 “Sounds fun. Want me to have some fruit and vases and other doo-dads for the kids to arrange…maybe dried beans in different colors…?” 
 “Good idea.” 
 “Hey, I have some neat holiday decorations I can bring out—Santa figures, angels, elves...that might be fun for the kids.” 
 “Yes. I’m loving it. So next Wednesday at two; your place.” 
 **** 
“I’ve been thinking, Michael,” Savannah said that evening over dinner. 
 “Uh-oh, about what?” 
 “About taking Marissa for a horseback ride.” She leaned toward Michael. “You should have seen her today. She was in heaven with these animals. She and Rags hit it off really well.” 
 He frowned. “Well, what’s this I heard about him attacking that man who was here?” 
 Savannah shook her head. “I don’t know what happened, Michael. For some reason, Rags doesn’t seem to like him.” 
 He took a deep breath. “Well, I’ll have to say I didn’t find him particularly charming myself, but when I met him he was probably planning to launch a lawsuit against us and your cat.” 
 “Funny.” 
 “So the child you mentioned—why do you want to take her riding?” he asked. 
“She’s such a sweet little girl and it seems she doesn’t have many opportunities for activities outside of school. As I said, she really liked being around our animals and was fascinated by the horse. She’s never even been close to a horse before, but she’s read every children’s storybook about horses ever written. She named some I haven’t heard of.” She paused before saying, “Michael, I know that horse-craving.” 
 “Horse-craving?” 
 “Yes, as a child, I could practically taste what it would be like to ride a horse and I wanted it so badly. I’d love to offer that opportunity to Marissa.” She picked up her phone. “I checked the weather for the weekend and it looks like it will actually be sunny—or at least partly sunny.” 
 “Have you asked her yet?” 
 “No. I need to check with Shelly about how to reach her. I’ll do that after dinner. I’m excited.” She looked over at Rags, who was sharing Buffy’s canopy bed with her. “Rags will be, too.” She frowned. “Only…” 
 “Only what?” he asked. 
 “Only, I’m not exactly sure what Marissa’s home situation is—what kind of privileges she has.” 
“Surely, her parents want their children to go out and have fun, don’t they?” Michael suggested. “And Shelly will vouch for you, being a stranger to the family and all…” 
“Sure,” Savannah said. “But, Michael, I don’t think we’re dealing with people who care much about their children. It’s just a sense I get about them.” 





Chapter 3
  
 
The sun glowed red through a haze of clouds as Savannah reached for her jacket and car keys early Sunday morning. 
“So I’ll get to meet your new friend today, huh?” Michael asked. 
 “Yes. Shelly arranged for me to pick Marissa up. Her foster mother doesn’t want her home until after supper; so it will be a day-long playdate.” 
 He frowned. “Are you okay with that?” 
 “Yeah. I am, actually. I really like this little girl.” Savannah started to leave, but turned back briefly. “So did Adam, by the way.” 
Michael nodded. “Oh, she’s the girl he was talking about after the photo class. Yeah, he seemed to have made a fast friend, there.” 
“Yes, he did.” Savannah headed for the front door, calling out, “We’ll be back in half an hour or so.” 
I’ve never been in this area before, she thought as she drove slowly down a narrow street. Gads, cars parked on lawns, unkempt yards, broken toys here and there, people lounging on their porches as if they have nothing better to do. Well, maybe they worked all week in the factories and fields and they deserve their rest. Oh, here it is—975 Sutter Street. The house looks par for the course in this neighborhood, she thought. It’s small—was probably cute at one time, with that quaint porch, wood siding, and shutters…well, a couple of shutters. One’s gone and one’s being held by just a few nails. She chuckled to herself. The Cottons aren’t much for curb appeal.

 It seemed like quite a while before Savannah’s knock was answered. When the door opened, she faced a hefty woman in her late forties with dyed red hair stringing down alongside an unsmiling face. She peered at Savannah suspiciously and barked, “What do ya want?” 
 “I’m Savannah Ivey. I’ve come to pick up Marissa.” 
 “Hi, Ms. Savannah,” came the melodic voice from behind the woman. “I’m all ready.” 
 The woman stepped back as the child limped slowly toward Savannah, wearing a faded, worn jacket that appeared to be two sizes too big and carrying a small tote bag. 
 “Hi hon,” Savannah said, smiling. “Want to bring your chair? You might need it.” 
 The child looked down for a second and muttered, “I don’t have it anymore.” Then smiling, she added, “I’ll be fine. Honest I will.” She took Savannah’s hand as support while managing the broken porch steps, calling out cheerfully, “Bye, Mavis. I hope your back feels better.” 
 The woman simply shouted, “Don’t bring her back ‘til you feed her supper, ya hear?” 
 “Sure,” Savannah said, disbelieving what she was witnessing. Once she had helped Marissa get buckled into the car, she glanced at the house and said, “Didn’t you say you had a bunch of sisters and brothers? Where are they? I didn’t see any toys or kids.” 
 “Oh, we stay in our rooms mostly, when we’re not outside playing. I’m lucky, though. I share Errie’s room. It’s tiny, so there’s only room for us two. The other room has four kids in it and they can be messy.” She smiled. “Errie is neat like me.” 
 Savannah tilted her head. “That house has three bedrooms?” 
 Marissa thought for a moment. “Yeah, actually it does, since they split one bedroom into two for us kids. Errie and I have about a quarter of the original room to ourselves.” 
 “How do you get two beds in a room that small?” Savannah asked. 
 Marissa laughed. “We actually don’t. Errie and I sleep in one little bed. Usually, we sleep head to toe.” She lowered her head. “…unless…” 
 Savannah glanced at her. “Unless what?” 
 “Unless it’s a bad night and one of us needs to snuggle.” She grinned sheepishly. “It’s usually me who needs to snuggle.” 
 “What do you mean by a bad night?” Savannah asked, concern in her voice. 
 Marissa took a deep breath. “Oh, you know, if Mavis is mad and yells for no reason…or something worse…it ruins everyone’s night.” She opened her eyes wide. “She can be kinda scary. So can her nephews.” 
 “Nephews?” Savannah repeated. “Do they live there, too?” 
 “Yeah, sometimes—out in a shed behind the garage.” 
“How old are they?” Savannah asked. 
Marissa thought for a minute. “I don’t actually know. They’re grown-ups.” She shook her head. “I hate it when they come in the house. They’re loud and they have no manners whatsoever. Mavis lets them do anything they want, even bother us kids. She laughs when they make the younger ones cry.” Marissa looked thoughtfully at Savannah for a moment. “You know, sometimes I think Mavis scares us on purpose—she likes seeing me and some of the younger kids scared. I tell the little ones that Mavis probably had a rough childhood and it made her kinda mean-spirited. I tell them to try to ignore her and be strong in their own hearts.” She frowned. “But it’s hard.” 
 Savannah grimaced, then asked, “Why does she want you to stay away until after supper tonight? Are they going out somewhere?” 
 “Oh no. It’s her way of saving money…and work,” Marissa said, matter-of-factly. She lowered her brow. “You don’t mind do you? Do you have plans?” 
 Savannah patted the girl’s leg. “Absolutely not, hon. The more time I get to spend with you, the better.” 
 Marissa tilted her head and blinked at Savannah. “That was a nice thing to say.” 
 “Well, I mean it. There’s a lot I want to show you and share with you.” 
 Marissa’s eyes lit up. “I can’t wait. I love outings with friends.” She frowned a little. “…only I haven’t had very many of those.” 
 After a few quiet moments, Savannah asked, “Are you enjoying the photography classes?” 
 “Yes. I’m learning a lot. Only…” 
 “Only what?” 
 “Well, I don’t want to complain, but, Ms. Savannah, I don’t like that man teacher.” 
 “Man teacher?” Savannah asked. “Oh, you mean Esse?” 
 Marissa nodded. 
 “Why not?” 
 “I don’t know.” The child thought for a moment. “I think I’ve seen him before or he reminds me of someone.” She laughed. “He could have been in one of my dreams. Sometimes I dream about real people I don’t actually know or I dream stories that actually happen. It’s a weird quirk of mine, I guess.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t talk about it to Mavis. It makes her kinda mad.” She added, “But Errie likes hearing about my dreams.” She was quiet, then said, “I dream about my father sometimes.” She shivered. “Those dreams scare me.” 
 “Do you remember your father?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yes. He came to the house where I lived last time. I didn’t know who he was, but I found out. He and the father of the house had a fight. They pushed each other and yelled real loud. I hid in the back of the house, but he found me and took me to live with him. I was six, I think. He was gruff and kinda mean. He doesn’t have a house, so we slept in some weird places—park benches, empty buildings, Dumpsters…” She faced Savannah. “…inside a Dumpster, can you imagine? And in old cars. Once, I was asleep alone in a car and someone started to drive it away. I was able to jump out, but I wasn’t fast enough to get my blanket and my doll. My…father made me sleep without a blanket for the next week as punishment. One time the police came to get him and I hid from them. A woman I didn’t know saw me. She took me to her tent and let me sleep there until my father came back. Then he took me to where I am now. He came for me one other time. I was with him only for a couple of days.” She looked at Savannah. “I think Mavis and Clark traded him something for me—I heard them talking about giving him something he could pawn. They must be getting money to keep me and some of the others, cause what else would the reason be? I know they don’t like having us around.” 
 “Do you have a social worker?” Savannah asked. “Does someone come by and check the home?” 
 Marissa shook her head. “No, and Errie says that’s weird. I remember an old lady visiting the other place where I lived. She would ask us kids questions and write things down in her book. I haven’t seen any—what did you call them—social workers since I’ve been in this place.” 
“Seems odd, doesn’t it? I wonder where they’re getting the money to care for all of you.” 
Marissa was quiet for several minutes then said, “I’m afraid my father’s back.” 
 “Back?” Savannah said. 
 “Well, back from jail, maybe. I think he wants me again. Ms. Savannah, I don’t want to go with him. Life with Mavis and Clark isn’t all that beautiful, but it’s better than living with my father.” She looked down at her hands. “He doesn’t care about me, except for what I can do for him. He uses me for money. When he wants money for food…or other things…” she looked up at Savannah, “…like liquor…he has me go sit on the street and ask for it. I always have to wear a dress or shorts—even when it’s cold. I figured out that’s so people will feel sorry for me and give us more money.” She turned toward Savannah. “In my heart it just seems wrong, but I don’t have any…” 
 “Power?” Savannah suggested. 
 She sat up straighter, her eyes wide. “That’s it—power. I have no power to say yes or no or to even help him change.” She shook her head slowly. “I just hope it was a dream—that it wasn’t really him I saw talking to Clark last week.” She turned sullen. “But sometimes my dreams come true.” She chuckled half-heartedly. “Or, should I say, my nightmares?” 
 Savannah choked back tears as Marissa talked about her life. She was glad when they arrived home, where the subject and the mood would surely change. And it happened even more dramatically than Savannah expected. When she opened the front door, she let Marissa walk in ahead of her. The child took a couple of awkward steps, then suddenly stopped and stared, her eyes as big as dinner plates. Breathlessly, she said, “Ms. Savannah, a Christmas tree! It’s…it’s…amazing!” 
 The girl moved through the living room toward the tree, which stood majestically to the right of the large staircase her eyes dancing from one ornament to another. Finally focusing on the angel on top of the nine-foot tree, she clasped her hands under her chin. “It is so beautiful…just like in old movies.” She turned to Savannah. “Did you decorate it?” 
 “Yes, my husband and I did it yesterday. Our friend, Charlotte, helped.” 
 Marissa smiled. “And Lily, did she help, too?” 
 Savannah rolled her eyes. “Oh yes, she did. She was a big help scattering decorations everywhere but on the tree, as you can imagine.” 
 Marissa laughed. “She’s so cute.” She focused again on the tree. “It’s like a Christmas wonderland in here.” As if she couldn’t take her eyes off it, she continued to gaze at the ornaments that were in all shapes, sizes, and textures. “I love the star…what’s it called?” 
 “Oh, the garland?” Savannah said, smiling. “Yes, I like that touch, too.” 
 Now speaking quietly, the child chanted, “A string of stars wrapped around and around a perfect tree, hugging it and all of the beautiful decorations.” Suddenly, Marissa lowered herself to the floor. “Hi Rags,” she said. “I missed you. How are you?” He rubbed repeatedly against her as she petted him and hugged him. “He’s purring.” 
 Savannah looked surprised. “Really? He doesn’t often purr loud enough to be heard. He only does that when he’s really happy and excited.” 
 “Purrrrrr,” Marissa mimicked. “Purrrrrr.” She giggled. “He tickles.” 
 Savannah was soon joined in laughter by Michael, who held Lily in his arms. 
 “Marissa, I’d like you to meet my husband, Michael,” Savannah said. Realizing that the girl was accustomed to more formal monikers for adults, she said, “He’s also known as Dr. Mike.” 
 Marissa stood awkwardly and greeted Michael. “I saw you here Friday. You’re a doctor?” she asked, tweaking one of Lily’s feet and smiling up at her. 
He nodded. “Of veterinary medicine.” He put out his hand. “I’ve been eager to meet you. You’ve made quite an impression on several of my family members.” He chuckled. “… including Rags, I see.” 
 Marissa looked reverently at Rags for a moment. “Yes, I just love him. He’s awesome.” She glanced at Savannah. “I forgot to tell you I dreamed about him last night.” 
 “Rags?” Savannah said. 
 “Uh-huh. I was on a raft drifting around way, way out in the ocean and he swam out and jumped up on the raft with me. He kept me company while we just floated and floated and floated,” she said dreamily. 
 “Were you ever rescued?” Savannah asked. 
 “No. I woke up too soon. But it was a nice dream. I wasn’t afraid as long as Rags was with me.” 
 Michael and Savannah smiled at one another. Then he asked, “So are you girls going riding?” 
 “If I can drag her away from the Christmas tree,” Savannah said with a chuckle. 
 “It is pretty, isn’t it?” Michael said. 
 “It’s so, so, so beautiful.” She turned toward Savannah. “I’ve never seen a tree like this in a house—only a couple of times at the mall.” 
 “Do you have a Christmas tree at your house, yet?” Michael asked. 
 She lowered her eyes and shook her head. “We don’t celebrate Christmas. Mavis says it’s too much trouble. At our house, Christmas is just another day.” 
 Savannah and Michael exchanged glances. 
“Can I take a picture?” Marissa asked excitedly. “Do you have one of those disposable cameras?” 
 “No, I don’t, but you can use my digital camera—the one Adam used the other day. I’ll go get it.” 
 After Marissa had taken several photos of the tree, Rags and the tree, and the Ivey family and the tree, Savannah snapped a few pictures of Marissa holding Rags in front of the tree, before saying, “Now, hon, how about we keep this camera here? It’s yours to use, but you can leave it here until you want to use it, okay?” 
 Marissa nodded. “Good idea. Things do go missing at my house.” She put her nose in the air. “Can I ask what smells so good?” 
 “Um, I don’t know,” Savannah said. “What does it smell like?” 
 Marissa tilted her head. “Maybe cinnamon. Yeah,” she decided, “it’s a cinnamony smell.” 
 Savannah smiled. “Oh, I made cinnamon rolls for breakfast. Would you like one?” 
 Marissa hesitated, then said, “I sure would. I didn’t get to the kitchen in time to eat this morning. I was busy getting ready.” 
 “You didn’t have breakfast?” Savannah asked, frowning. 
 Marissa shook her head. “No, Mavis has rules. By the time I got to the kitchen, all there was to eat was a handful of sugary cereal. Mavis said there was no milk.” She frowned. “…but I saw one of her nephews drink milk out of a carton a little while after that.” 
 Savannah grimaced before saying, “Well, our kitchen is open all the time. Come on; let me warm you a cinnamon roll. Would you like an egg? Bacon?” 
 Marissa’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I don’t know if I could eat that much. I’m not used to…” 
 “Well, let me fix it for you and you can eat what you want.” 
 After being seated at the kitchen table, Marissa focused on Lily as the toddler pushed a toy lawn mower around the room. “Lily walks very well,” she said. She then started laughing. “Oops, you ran into the doggie.” 
 The baby laughed, too. She then put her hands on her face and quickly removed them. As Marissa watched, she did it again. 
 “She’s playing peek-a-boo with me,” Marissa said, excitedly. “How cute.” She began playing peek-a-boo with Lily, both children laughing out loud. 
 “Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing at Rags, who lay next to Marissa’s chair. 
 “Yes, that’s a kitty, isn’t it? You’re such a smart baby,” she said, “and so cute.” She looked at Savannah. “Do you ever put her on Peaches…that’s the horse’s name, right? Or is it Apple or Plum?” she said laughing. 
 Savannah chuckled. “Yeah, I thought about Pomegranate or Watermelon, but…” 
“Uh-uh, not really,” Marissa said, a questioning look on her face. 
“No, not really.” She continued as she set a plate of food in front of Marissa, “Her name is Peaches because of her color. But yes, I rode with Lily in the saddle once. She seemed to enjoy it.” After several minutes, she noticed that Marissa had slowed down eating. “Are you finished?” she asked. 
 The child put her hand on her stomach. “Yes, that was good. You made those cinnamon rolls?” When Savannah nodded, she said, “I’ve never had anything like them. They’re yummy.” 
 “You ate pretty well, there, girl,” Savannah said, picking up her plate. 
 “Oh, let me,” Marissa said, standing. “You shouldn’t have to cook and clean.” 
 “Never mind, you’re our guest. I’m glad you enjoyed the meal.” 
 “The sun’s out; why don’t you girls go play with Peaches?” Michael said. “Lily and I’ll watch from the porch.” 
 “Sounds good.” Savannah turned to their young guest. “Are you ready to ride?” 
 Marissa’s face lit up. “Sure.” Then, looking apprehensive, she asked quietly, “Ms. Savannah, can I use the bathroom first?” 
 “Yes, right in there,” Savannah motioned. She watched as Marissa walked away, Rags trotting along with her. 
 “So what do you plan?” Michael asked. “Are you just going to let her ride around in the exercise ring?” 
 “Probably. We’ll see how it goes.” Savannah put her hand on his arm. “Oh, would you get a couple of pictures of us? I think she’d like that.” 
 “Sure. Come on Lily, let’s get your jacket and a book. I’ll read you a story while we watch Mommy.” However, before Michael could leave the room, Rags suddenly roared in from the hallway and stopped in front of him. 
 “Heavens, Rags, what’s wrong with you?” Savannah asked, when she noticed him dancing around and meowing loudly. 
 “Yeah, that’s odd behavior,” Michael agreed. He looked down the hall. “He’s probably upset because Marissa closed him out of the bathroom. You know how insulted he gets when he’s excluded.” 
 When Savannah noticed the cat run into the hallway, then stop and look back at her, she frowned. “Michael, he wants us to follow him. I think something’s wrong.” 
 She headed quickly in the direction Rags had trotted, and that’s when she heard a faint voice calling, “Ms. Savannah. Ms. Savannah.” 
 Stopping at the partially open bathroom door, she said, “Marissa?” 
 “I need…a little help,” the child said. 
 Savannah’s heart sank as she opened the door. Rags darted in ahead of her and stood next to the girl who was sprawled on the bathroom floor. “What happened?” Savannah asked breathlessly. 
 “Oh, I can be so clumsy,” Marissa said, disgustedly. “I guess I tripped over the rug or Rags or something and down I went. I’m sorry, but sometimes I need help getting back up.” She looked at Savannah. “…if you don’t mind.” 
 “Certainly, hon,” Savannah said, helping the girl to stand. “Are you okay? You didn’t hit your head did you?” 
 “No, but I’m sure I’ll have a bruise. I always seem to have a bruise or two.” When she saw the worried look on Savannah’s face, she added, “I’m okay. Really. My legs just don’t always do what my brain tells them to do…know what I mean?” She stood in place for a moment before saying, “Good as new. I’m ready to ride now.” She reached down and petted Rags. “Did he come and get you?” 
 “He sure did. He was frantic that we follow him.” 
 “Good boy,” she said. “He’s like a therapy cat. I’ve seen therapy dogs on TV. They know when someone needs help and they go get it. Pretty awesome, isn’t it?” She thought for a moment before saying, “But I never heard of a therapy cat. Rags is different from any cat I’ve ever seen.” 
 “He sure is,” Savannah said supporting Marissa a little as they walked slowly back to the living room. “You know, he was a therapy cat in a children’s reading program last year.” 
“He was?” she asked. “How did he do that?” 
“He just sat with the children and listened to them read. Pet therapy is a way to help slow readers gain more confidence. They read more and begin to improve.” 
“Awesome,” Marissa said. 
“He also sometimes helps the sheriff’s department solve crimes.” 
 “He does?” Marissa said, her brow creased in disbelief. “Does he have a badge and a bullet-proof vest?” 
 Savannah chuckled. “No. But he does have a certificate of appreciation from the department and he was featured in a documentary.” 
 “Wow!” Marissa said, reaching down and running her hand along the cat’s fur as he continued to walk next to her. “He really is special, isn’t he?” 
 **** 
“This is so much fun,” Marissa said from atop Peaches as Savannah led the mare around the exercise ring. “I’ve always wondered what it would feel like to be in a saddle. I like it. I like it a lot. Makes me feel like a real cowgirl.” She grinned and hollered, “Yeee hawww!” 
 Both Savannah and Michael, who had walked out to the exercise ring with Lily, laughed. 
 “Want to take the reins, yee-haw cowgirl?” Savannah asked. 
 Marissa’s eyes widened. “Oh, sure. Are those the reins?” she asked motioning toward the leather straps lying across Peaches’s neck. 
 Savannah nodded. She lifted the reins and handed them to Marissa. “Now, loosen them when you want her to go forward. You may have to cluck a little. Pull back slowly when you want her to stop.” 
“Cluck?” she asked, laughing. “You mean like a chicken?” 
“Yeah, something like that,” Savannah said, also laughing. She demonstrated a clucking sound and Marissa copied it. 
“Oh,” she said, surprised when Peaches took a few steps forward. She pulled back on the reins and the horse stopped. She then looked at Savannah and Michael and giggled. 
“What’s so funny?” Savannah asked, laughing. 
“She understands chicken language. I think that’s funny.” Leaning over and holding her stomach, she continued to laugh. 
“I think Marissa swallowed a feather,” Michael said, chuckling. 
“What?” she said, looking confused. 
“Well, something’s tickling your insides,” he explained. 
She looked at Michael and burst out laughing again. As her laughter began to subside, the child took a deep breath. Smiling, she said, “I don’t remember laughing so hard in…a very long time.” She looked at Savannah. “It feels good.” She struggled to contain her laughter, then said, “Now if I can stop laughing long enough to cluck, maybe I can get her going.” She loosened the reins, but before she could make the clucking sound, she started giggling all over again. Savannah and Michael joined her in laughter. All of a sudden, they heard a definite cluck and Peaches started to move forward, throwing Marissa off balance a little. 
“Whoa,” she said, pulling back on the reins. The child looked around. “Who clucked?” 
When they heard it again, Michael exclaimed, “It’s Lily!” 
“Oh, my gosh,” Marissa shouted. “That’s funny. Lily is making the horse go?” She said to the baby, “Okay, cutie patootie, let’s cluck together.” Marissa made a few clucking sounds, encouraging the baby to follow suit, and soon Marissa was riding the mare around the ring by herself, Savannah walking next to her holding onto the lead rope just in case. 
 “She can’t use her legs to nudge her along?” Michael asked. 
 Savannah shook her head, then said to Marissa, “It might help if you lean forward a little when you’re signaling for her to walk.” She smiled. “That’s right, see how she gets the message that you want her to walk out?” 
 “She’s sure smart,” Marissa said, patting the mare’s neck. 
 After walking alongside the mare for a while, Savannah unsnapped the lead rope and let Marissa ride around the small corral on her own. She’d ridden in a circle by herself several times when Savannah asked, “Want to take a tour around the yard?” 
Marissa looked out over the railing. “Sure, I guess.” And Savannah opened the gate and walked alongside the mare as Marissa rode into the yard, through the orchard, and down the driveway. 
They’d done the loop around the yard twice when Michael rejoined them, calling out, “Are you ladies ready for lunch?” As he drew closer, he added, “I heated up the macaroni and cheese we had for dinner last night and opened a jar of plums.” He addressed Marissa, “Are you hungry there, cowgirl?” 
 “Yes,” she said, excitedly. “What should we do with Peaches while we eat?” 
 Savannah laughed. “Well, let Michael help you down and we’ll take off her saddle and bridle and put her back in the corral to rest.” 
 “Thank you, Peaches,” Marissa said, hugging the mare around the neck. “That was so much fun. I hope you aren’t too tired after all that walking.” 
 “Want to brush her down?” Savannah asked when she returned from putting the tack away. 
 “Can I?” she asked. 
 “Sure. Stand here on the platform and reach over the railing. I don’t want you getting stepped on or knocked down.” 
 “She likes having her hair brushed,” Marissa said, her eyes sparkling. “Can I give her a treat?” 
 “Yeah, here, I brought this apple out for her. Just hold your hand flat so she won’t think your finger’s a worm and accidently take a bite.” 
 Marissa giggled when she felt the mare’s muzzle on her hand and laughed while she watched her bob her head up and down, letting everyone know she was enjoying the juicy apple. 
 “Okay, let’s wash up and then we’ll have some grub,” Savannah said, mimicking a cowboy on a trail ride. 
 “You’re funny,” Marissa said, taking Savannah’s hand as they walked back toward the house. Before reaching the steps to the large wraparound porch, she leaned over a little, saying, “My sides ache from laughing so much.” 
 Savannah looked concerned. “Are you okay?” 
 “More than okay,” the child said, squeezing Savannah’s hand. “This has been such a fun day.” 
 “And it isn’t even half over,” Savannah reminded her. 
“Where’s Lily?” Marissa asked upon entering the kitchen. 
“I put her down for a nap,” Michael said. “She’ll be up pretty soon.” 
“Okay, then I’d better wash up.” The girl made her way as far as the dining room, where she stopped and stared at the Christmas tree again, examining some of the ornaments. “Each time I look at it, I see something new,” she reported. 
“Food’s getting cold,” Michael called out good-naturedly. “Don’t dillydally.” 
“I’m going, I’m going,” she said, laughing. “Dillydally? Never heard that before.” 
 “This is real good,” the child said as the three of them sat around the table eating lunch. She looked at Savannah inquisitively. “You made these plums?” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Well, they grew on some of the trees out in our orchard and I preserved them so we could enjoy them during the winter when the trees are barren.” 
 “Oh, is that how it works?” Marissa asked. “That’s a good idea.” She thought for a moment. “I guess that’s why we have canned pears, corn, peas, beans on the shelf at the grocery store all the time—people think ahead and…what did you say…preserve them.” She examined one of her plums before eating it. “Interesting.” 
 Michael and Savannah smiled at one another, then he said, “Yes, it’s important to plan ahead. Marissa, do you have a plan for your future…a dream?” 
 “Oh yes,” she said, putting her fork down. “Lots of them, actually. I want to be a helper.” 
 “A helper?” Savannah questioned. 
 “You know, in a helping job—as a doctor, nurse, teacher, maybe. I want to be in a place where I can help other people.” She looked down at Rags and Buffy, who were sitting near her. “…or animals. Maybe people and animals.” 
 Michael turned to Savannah. “I’ll bet she’d like to volunteer at your aunt’s place.” 
 “What a wonderful idea,” Savannah said, her face lighting up. “Marissa, my aunt and uncle run a cat shelter. You met her the other day when she was here entertaining Lily. They help unwanted cats and kittens find homes. They have volunteers who come in and socialize the more frightened cats and kittens.” When she saw the confused look on Marissa’s face, she added, “You know, get them used to being handled and cuddled so they’ll be happy living with people—like Rags and Buffy and Walter are.” 
“Who’s Walter?” the child asked. 
Savannah looked surprised. “Oh, you haven’t met Walter, yet? He’s our shy cat. He hangs out under a blanket on that plum-colored chair in the living room or in one of the bedrooms upstairs.” 
“Oh,” Marissa said. “I want to see him. Maybe I can go look for him after lunch.” 
Savannah smiled. “So do you think you’d enjoy doing that kind of work—socializing frightened kitties?” 
 “Work?” she said boldly. “Playing with cats isn’t work. Yeah, I’d love to do that.” 
 “How about after lunch we go over to the shelter. I heard they just got a new litter of kittens in.” 
Marissa’s smile widened. “Sure!” She then frowned. “Where did the kittens come from?” 
 “Kittens and cats arrive at the shelter from all sorts of situations,” Savannah explained. “People find them living in Dumpsters, under porches, in fields, and they bring them to my aunt because they know she and her husband will take good care of them and find them forever homes.” 
 The child thought for a moment, then said quietly, “A forever home. That sounds so awesome. Everyone should have a forever home—especially children and baby animals.” 
 Savanna locked eyes momentarily with Michael and he noticed hers were brimming with fresh tears. He said under his breath, “If only children ran the world.” 
 **** 
Once lunch was over and the dishes were done, Savannah helped the child put on her jacket. “The cat shelter is next door. Do you want to ride over in the car or you can sit in Lily’s stroller and I’ll push you over there. Which mode of transportation would you prefer?” 
 “Oh,” she said sounding surprised, “would I fit in the stroller? That sounds kinda fun.” 
“I can unlatch the tray and move it aside. I think you’ll be able to ride rather comfortably. Shall we try it?” Once they had her situated, Savannah asked. “What do you think? Comfy?” 
“I feel like a princess riding in one of those…chariots. Yeah, it’s pretty comfortable. Are you sure you want to push it with me in it? I weigh more than Lily does, you know.” 
 “Not by much,” Michael said. 
 She winced. “Yeah, I’m working on that. I know I’m too little for my age.” Her face brightened. “But I ate a good lunch, don’t you think? And breakfast, too!” 
 “Excellent,” Michael said. “You have a good appetite. Do you always eat so well?” 
 She shook her head and looked down. “I eat what I’m allowed. That’s it.” She then smiled up at Savannah. “Let’s go, charioteer!” 
 “Wait,” Michael said. “I think I hear Lily. Let me get her up and we’ll walk over with you.” 
 “Okay, hon,” Savannah said. When she saw Marissa start to get out of the stroller, she asked, “Where are you going?” 
 “Oh, I thought you’d want to put Lily in her stroller.” 
 “No, no,” Michael said. “I’ll carry her. She’ll be just fine.” 
 “Or she can sit on your lap,” Savannah suggested. 
 “Yeah, I can hold her. That would be a fun ride.” 
 Minutes later, Savannah wheeled the stroller into the greenhouse-turned-cathouse at the Sheridans’ cat shelter. “Well, hello there,” Max said when he saw them enter. 
 Savannah lifted Lily off Marissa’s lap. “Hi Max, this is Marissa. We came to visit the cats.” 
 “Well, nice to meet you, Marissa,” he said, helping her out of the stroller. 
 “Hi.” She laughed a little. “Getting into that contraption was kinda awkward. I forgot to think about what it would be like to get out. Thanks for the help.” 
 “You’re welcome,” he said with a slight bow. 
 Just then, Margaret stomped into the cathouse. 
 “What’s wrong with you?” Savannah asked. 
 “Oh, there are more cat food recalls. I just can’t keep up with it all. I’m so irritated with manufacturers who want our trust and who can’t be trusted. It just throws me into a rage. How are we supposed to keep our cats healthy when the powers that be can’t get it right—when they’re manufacturing food that’s tainted? I’m not even sure what we feed them is good for them anyway—if it is, why do so many cats get kidney disease and other maladies?” She thinned her lips and added, “Plus, I can’t find my glasses…AND, I broke a damn fingernail.” 
 Suddenly, Margaret heard a melodic voice and turned abruptly toward it. “Hi, Ms. Maggie.” 
“Oh, hi Marissa. I didn’t see you there. How are you? Come to see the kitties?” 
 Marissa nodded. “You have so many. It must cost a lot to feed them all. Why are they in cages? Did they do something wrong?” 
 “Oh no, it’s to protect them,” Margaret said, smiling. “…to keep them safe.” 
“Where did they come from?” she asked, wide-eyed. 
Margaret thought for a moment, then said, “Each of them has a different story and we hope to give all those stories happy endings.” 
 “Like all us children who live in my house,” Marissa said quietly, “we all have different stories, too.” She looked up at Margaret and then Max. “I’d like to hear some of the kitties’ stories.” 
 Margaret gestured toward a large orange cat with an unusually short tail. “Well, this big guy here, he lived in a barranca over behind the old lumber yard probably for a very long time before someone decided to catch him and bring him to us. A family may have moved and left him behind or someone could have taken him to that location to be a mouser—to catch mice. When he’d done his job, they just decided to let him fend for himself. He has known people. He isn’t afraid. But no one has cared about him for a long time. He needs someone to step up and take him into their home and heart.” 
 Marissa moved closer. Peering into the pen, she asked, quietly, “Can I pet him?” 
 “Yes, certainly,” Max said. “Come on, you can go inside with him if you want.” 
 Once Max had helped Marissa get situated on a cat tree in the pen, the cat walked right up to her. She sat petting him for a while, then leaned over and seemed to be whispering something in his ear. 
 “What did you tell him?” Savannah asked. 
 “I told him I’d pray for a home for him.” She looked up at Max and Margaret. “Do you think he’ll get a home?” 
 Margaret nodded. “Yes, there’s a real good chance that we can find him a home. We’ve placed seventy-four cats in forever homes this year.” 
 “Yeah,” Max said, “we wish it was more—lots more—but we can only handle so many kitties here at a time. Thankfully, there are other people doing the work we do, so there are lots of people helping. Still, too many cats are being dumped, abandoned, abused…” 
 “That’s sad,” Marissa said scratching the cat’s cheeks and looking into his eyes. She then noticed another set of eyes looking at her. “A kitten!” she exclaimed. She shifted her position and got a better look at what was in the adjoining pen. “Three kittens!” 
 “Yes, they came in a few days ago. It’s unusual to get kittens this time of year, but not unheard of.” 
 “Are they friendly?” she asked. 
 “Yes, and they love to play. Want to sit with them for a while?” Margaret asked, smiling. 
Savannah stepped closer. “Kittens can never get too much attention. Marissa would be helping to socialize them by playing with them, right, Auntie?” 
“Absolutely,” Margaret said. 
Max nodded and smiled. “We are always grateful for any help we can get around here.” 
 Marissa stared solemnly into the pen at the kittens. “I’d like to just scoop them up and take them all home—to my forever home. But I can’t have pets where I am and my forever home is still just a dream.” 
 Margaret winced, then cleared her throat. “Come on, let’s go play with the kittens.” 
Once Marissa was settled in the pen with three rambunctious kittens rolling, crawling, and playing around her, she asked, “Where’s their mother?” 
 “We couldn’t find her. She may have been picked up by someone else and that person didn’t know about the kittens. Or it was time for her to move on and she left the kittens to be on their own.” 
 “Tough love,” Marissa said under her breath. 
 Everyone chuckled. 
 After a few minutes, Marissa said, panic in her voice, “Hey, this white kitten’s hurt; something’s wrong with its leg!” 
 Max nodded. He stepped into the pen with Marissa, knelt next to her, and picked up the kitten. “Yes, she was born with a crooked leg or it was damaged and not repaired. We’re not sure what happened.” He glanced at Michael. “Dr. Mike and I are keeping an eye on her to decide whether or not to do surgery.” 
 Marissa looked up at Michael. “Oh yeah, you’re an animal doctor.” 
 He smiled and nodded. “So is Savannah.” 
 Marissa peered at Savannah. “You are? I thought you were a mommy.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “Well, that, too. But my profession…when I’m working…is veterinarian.” 
 “Ohhh,” she said. “Nice.” She reached out for the kitten, placed her on her lap, and stared down at her. She then ran her hand over the kitten’s crooked leg while tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 “Marissa, are you okay?” Savannah asked gently. 
 “Yes, I’m just sad for her. She may have to go through her whole life…different from all the other cats…deformed…a freak.” She raised her face and looked at Savannah and the others. “…like me.” She took a ragged breath. “She’s just like me.” She laughed a little. “It’s even the same leg as mine…look at that. Well, both of mine are crooked, but one more than the other.” 
 She held the kitten close to her face and whispered to her. 
 **** 
An hour later, Max helped Marissa climb into the stroller for the ride back to the Iveys’. 
 “Thank you,” she said to Max. “And thank you for letting me play with your kitties. I just love them all.” 
 “You are so welcome,” Margaret said. “We appreciate you taking time to be kind to them. They need all the kindness they can get.” 
 Marissa was quiet on their way home, until suddenly she said, “Ms. Savannah, do you want to know what I told Angel?” 
 “Angel?” she questioned. 
 “The crippled kitten. I named her Angel in my heart.” 
 “Oh,” Savannah said. “Yes, I would like to know what you said to her.” 
 “I told her that she is beautiful just the way she is and that I will pray for just the right forever home with a very special person who will care for her forever and ever.” She looked up at Savannah. “Do you think my prayer will come true?” 
 “I’m sure of it, Marissa. Just keep those pure thoughts in your heart. Keep believing.” 





Chapter 4
  
 
“How long is he going to sit there like that?” Michael asked, gesturing toward Rags with a dishtowel. “He’s been perched on the kitty shelf peering out that window ever since you left to take Marissa home.” 
 “Good question,” Savannah said, handing him another dish to dry. “Remember, he did that last time Marissa visited, too. It’s like he’s waiting for her to come back.” She smiled. “She sure is a delight, isn’t she? She’s so happy and interested in the things around her.” 
 He nodded. “Yes, a great kid—one of those who can uplift anyone around her. Well, you saw how she affected Maggie and Max.” 
 “Yes, Auntie was in some sort of funk about something when we got there, but it didn’t take long being around Marissa and she was my charming aunt.” 
 “Your charming aunt?” he repeated, looking askance. 
 “You know how moody and cantankerous she can get sometimes. But she has a charming side, too, and you’re right, Marissa seemed to bring that out. I cracked up when I saw Auntie on the floor showing Marissa how to make the kittens jump after that feather toy. The more Marissa laughed, the happier Auntie got.” 
 Michael wiped the counter dry with the towel. “Maggie was sincere about wanting her to come back, wasn’t she?” 
 “She seemed to be. Yeah, I think she liked our new young friend.” 
 “I saw you and Marissa poring over your photos before dinner,” Michael said. “Have you decided which one to enter in the contest?” 
“I think so.” She led him into the dining room, where she’d isolated a few of her favorites. “Let me know what you think.” 
“Oh definitely, this one,” he said, pointing to a shot of Peaches running, her mane blowing in the wind. “That sunset in the background really brings out the rich color of her coat.” 
“Yup, that’s the one Marissa chose, too. Although, she was torn between that one and this one of Rags wearing a blue ribbon around his neck. I may enter them both.” 
 **** 
The next morning, when Savannah walked into the camera shop, entry forms and photos in hand, Esse was on duty wearing his gold head wrap tied at the back of his neck. “Hi, Savannah,” he greeted. “What can I do for you?” 
“Just brought you an entry for the contest,” she said. “I hope I filled out the form correctly.” 
He took it from her, checked it over, then studied her two photos. “Looks good to me.” He held one photo out in front of him. “Nice. Very nice.” 
Once he’d taken her entry fee and placed the photos carefully in a slotted rack, he turned his attention to Lily, who sat in her stroller. Reaching out and touching her hand, he said, “I’d sure like to photograph you, little one. You’re a beauty.” He grinned at Savannah. “Ever consider a boudoir photo of the two of you?” 
Savannah tucked her chin and said a definite, “No.” 
He winked. “Well if you decide to do it…” 
“Thanks anyway,” she said rather curtly as she turned to leave. 
Before she reached the exit, he called out, “I talked to Shelly. I’m going with you and the kids this afternoon for that wilderness photo shoot. Guess I’ll see you there.” 
She turned and started to say something, but he continued, “There are some great photo ops out there. I’d like to show the kids how to do infrared photography. You know there are bats, snakes, and other creatures down in some of those old mine shafts.” 
Savannah pressed her lips together before saying, “Shelly and I are thinking more about birds, rock formations, flowers, scenic shots…” She stared at him for a moment. “I think the kids will have plenty to shoot without going underground with creepy crawly things.” 
 **** 
That afternoon, permission slips in hand, the children arrived eager for a three-hour adventure. It was after one o’clock when everyone took their seats in the two cars. Savannah drove the three girls in her SUV and Shelly chauffeured the boys and Esse. 
 “Thanks for bringing that chair for me,” Marissa said as she watched Savannah unload the all-terrain wheelchair. “Where’d you get it?” 
 “Oh, that isn’t important, hon. Just enjoy it. It should make the excursion a lot easier for you.” 
 “I can push her,” Esse said, rushing up behind the chair once Marissa was seated and the group started to move along the trail. Despite Savannah’s protest, he grabbed the handles and steered the child rather swiftly ahead of the others. 
 When Savannah saw the uncertainty on Marissa’s face as she glanced back at her, she called out, “Hey, Esse, take it easy. Slow down, will you?” But she couldn’t keep her eyes off Marissa as she trailed behind her with some of the other children. 
 “How far do we hafta walk?” Marcus asked. 
Brad play-boxed him. “Are you tired already? Look at Marcus, everyone; he’s whining and crying about being tired.” 
“No I’m not!” Marcus shouted, diving toward Brad head-first. 
“Whoa,” Savannah said. “Now settle down guys. Save your energy. You’re going to need it.” 
“Oh no,” Charm said pointing ahead of them. “We don’t have to go over that mountain, do we?” 
“That’s no mountain,” Brad said. “It’s just a hill, isn’t it, Ms. Savannah?” 
 She nodded. “Yes, but we aren’t going over it. We’re heading for the river at the base of the hill. That’s where we’re apt to find some animals and maybe some interesting trees and landscapes.” 
“Animals?” Charm cringed, pulling her fists up against her chest. “You mean like bears and lions?” 
Savannah shook her head. “Probably not. But you might see a beaver, a chipmunk, and a variety of birds…maybe even an eagle.” Just then she noticed Esse lean down and say something to Marissa, who promptly turned in her chair, a look of desperation in her eyes. Savannah gritted her teeth. It’s time to put a stop to this, she thought, as she sprinted past Shelly, Selene, and Chuckie. When she began keeping stride with Esse and the wheelchair, Marissa reached out and took her hand, holding on tightly as Savannah did her best to keep up. Finally she said, “Esse, why don’t you hang back and keep the laggards from going off the trail.” She glanced behind her and added, “See if you can encourage Charm to catch up. I’ll keep Marissa company.” When he balked, she said, “Please, I think they’ll listen to you better. I can push Marissa.” 
 Once he’d fallen back with the two boys and Charm, Marissa turned in her chair, put her hand on Savannah’s, and whispered, “Thank you.” 
 Savannah smiled at the child. 
 Fifteen minutes later, the motley group straggled into a meadow beside a slow-moving stream. Shelly raised her voice. “Okay, I want everyone to choose a buddy. Do not let your buddy out of your sight. Those children who came with Savannah, stay with Savannah. Those who rode in my car, you can hang with me. I see that Chuckie and Marcus want to be buddies. Brad, you can be mine.” 
“Can we go in the mines and take pictures of the bats?” Marcus asked excitedly. 
 Savannah flashed a disgusted look at Esse. “No. You’re going to stay above ground and photograph what you can find up here.” 
 After a while, the group gathered for bottled water and a snack. “So what did you find that was interesting?” Shelly asked the children. 
“I got a picture of a bird’s nest,” Chuckie said. 
 “Ohhh, where? In a tree?” Selene asked. 
 “No, on the ground.” He pointed. “It fell out of that tree right over there.” 
 “Selene, do you want to share what you saw?” Savannah suggested. 
 “What?” she asked, seemingly confused. 
 “At the water’s edge,” she prompted. 
 “Oh yeah,” Selene said, swiping her hair out of her face. “A bullfrog.” She looked at Savannah. “Is that what it’s called?” 
 She nodded. 
 “Charm and I saw him stick out his tongue.” 
 “Did you get a picture?” Shelly asked. 
 “No,” Charm said frowning. “He jumped too fast and we couldn’t keep up.” 
 “That’s a hazard of wildlife photography,” Shelly said. “The animals are unpredictable.” 
 “I took a picture of the mountains and trees,” Chuckie said. “They don’t move.” 
 “That’s right,” Shelly said, chuckling. She pointed. “Now why don’t you children watch that tree as we sit here and rest. I think you’ll see a woodpecker. Ever see a woodpecker in the wilderness?” 
 “I don’t even know what a woodpecker is,” Chuckie said. “Sounds like a bad word.” 
 “You haven’t seen Woody Woodpecker on TV?” Brad asked. 
 “No.” 
 Savannah set her water bottle down and pulled a bird book from her backpack. “Here are pictures of several different types of woodpeckers and a whole lot of other birds. Why don’t you thumb through this book and maybe you’ll find some of the birds you’ve seen out here or in your neighborhood. Did you all see the blue jays along the trail?” 
“Yeah, let me see if I can find a picture of one,” Charm said. 
 “I want to look at it next,” Brad whined. 
 “We’re never going to see any birds if you don’t be quiet,” Selene suggested. 
 Once the group had settled down a little, Savannah walked over to where Marissa sat in her chair, aiming her camera toward the ground next to her. “What are you shooting?” she asked. 
 The child sat up smiling. “A bug, but he just flew away.” She held the camera up so Savannah could see the screen. “See? It’s a yellow one with black spots.” 
 “Oh nice shot.” Savannah sat down next to the girl. “You’ve been kind of quiet today. Everything okay?” 
 Marissa took a deep breath, then nodded, smiling. “Yeah. I’m fine. Really. Maybe a little tired.” 
Just then Esse walked up to where Savannah and Marissa sat. “Hey, Rachel…” He glanced sheepishly at Savannah and then coughed and cleared his throat. “Um…er…Marissa,” he said quietly, “I know where a deer has been bedding down behind those shrubs over there. Want to go see if he’s there now? You could get the most awesome shot of anyone today.” The child looked in the direction Esse pointed and he said, “Don’t worry. I can carry you over there.” 
“I don’t think so,” she said staring down at her hands. “Thank you, though.” She then said more loudly, “Hey, I’m sure the other kids would like to see the deer.” 
Esse frowned and put his finger to his lips in a shushing manner. Before he could stop the near stampede, he was surrounded by children, cameras ready, begging him to tell them where the deer was. Letting out a sigh, he said, “All right. Come on, I’ll show you.” 
Savannah glanced up at Shelly and saw that she was helping Selene stage a shot, so she took charge. “Wait! I think the students should stay out of the brush. There’s plenty to photograph right here.” 
 “Awww,” Brad said. 
 “But we want to see a deer,” Chuckie complained. 
 “If you’re quiet, you could see a deer right here,” she explained. 
“Ms. Savannah’s right,” Shelly said. “Now bring your cameras over here. I want to show you something. Esse, we can use your help, if you don’t mind.” 
Savannah glanced at Marissa inquisitively and noticed a slight smile on her face. When the child saw Savannah staring at her, she said, “I’m sorry for acting that way. There’s just something about him…” 
“It’s okay, kiddo,” Savannah said, running her hand along the girl’s natural curls. “We’ve gotta trust our instincts. Sometimes it’s all we have to go on.” 
Marissa smiled weakly. “This has been so much fun. I love being out in the forest like this.” 
 “Yeah, me, too. It really makes you feel closer to Mother Earth.” 
 “And to God,” Marissa said. 
 “What’s that?” Savannah said, tilting her head a little. She looked into the distance and saw a swirl of dust. “Dang, looks like some motorbikes coming this way.” I hope it’s not those dirt-bike dudes we met out here before, she thought. Where’s Shelly? she wondered. That’s when she noticed her working with Brad on a close-up shot of a discarded snake skin. The other children were scattered around the meadow, photographing whatever caught their eye. 
 “Marcus and I are going to climb that hill and look at that fossil again,” Chuckie called out. 
 Shelly nodded her approval. “Stay together,” she reminded them. 
 “Look how pretty that turned out,” Marissa said, showing Savannah her photograph of a flower. 
 Savannah smiled. “It’s lovely. You really have an eye. You could frame some of your photos, you know it?” She was aware that the motorbike-rumble was drawing ever closer. I wonder why he’s moving so slowly, she thought. Usually they’re tearing up the trails out here at high speed. 
“What’re you guys doing?” Marissa called out when she saw Charm and Selene lying on a large flat rock overlooking the creek. 
“Taking pictures of the fish. Come on,” Selene invited. “There’s room for one more.” 
“Yeah,” Charm said, “there are tons of baby fish over here.” 
When Savannah saw Marissa struggling to wheel herself toward the girls, she grabbed the chair’s handles. “It’s tough-going out here in this thick grass. Let me give you a push.” She’d just helped Marissa get settled on the rock with the other girls when she heard Chuckie wail. “Stop!” he shouted. “That’s mine!” 
About that time, they heard a motorbike start up. Savannah glanced at the girls, saying, “Stay put,” before racing toward the commotion on the knoll. Shelly ran after her, but seeing that Savannah had reached the boys first, she hung back so she could keep an eye on the other children. 
“What happened?” Savannah asked. 
 “That guy broke my camera,” Chuckie complained, “…on purpose.” 
“Why?” Savannah asked, frowning. 
“I don’t know. I was taking a picture of that mountain over there and he walked up, grabbed my camera, and smashed it with his foot.” 
“Yeah, for no reason,” Marcus said. “Then he jumped on his motorbike and took off. Didn’t you hear him?” 
Savannah stared off into the distance after the rider. “Did he say anything to you?” 
 Chuckie looked at Marcus. “Yeah, he said, ‘Sorry kid, but you can’t be taking pictures like that.’” 
 “And all you were taking was a landscape shot, right?” Shelly asked as she joined the others on the knoll. 
 The boys nodded. 
 The two women looked at each other inquiringly. “That’s strange,” Shelly said. 
 Chuckie pouted. “I had some good pictures in there. Now I have nothing.” 
 “Well, let’s go back down,” Shelly suggested. “I have another camera you can use and we have an hour before we leave.” As they worked their way down from the knoll, Savannah looked out over the meadow. “Where are the others?” she asked, sounding a little panicked. 
“Oh, they went off with Esse,” Shelly said. 
Savannah’s posture became rigid. “You’re okay with that?” 
“Yeah, why? Is there a problem?” Shelly asked. 
“I don’t know,” Savannah said. “Which way did they go?” 
When Shelly pointed, Savannah rushed in that direction. Her heart sank when she rounded the bend and saw no one. She called out, “Marissa, Selene, Charm, where are you guys?” Hearing nothing, she shouted, “Brad!” 
Several seconds passed before Savannah heard Marissa respond. “Ms. Savannah, we’re down here.” 
Quickly following the sound of the girl’s voice, Savannah found herself peering into a thicket, where the four children sat in a circle with Esse. 
“Look,” Brad said, “we’re in a deer’s den.” 
Selene giggled. “Yeah, his bedroom.” 
“I’m ready to get out of here,” Charm complained. “I’m getting full of stickers.” 
“Me, too,” Marissa said. “Can someone get my chair? I can’t walk very good on this long grass.” 
“Where’s the chair?” Savannah insisted. 
“I’ll get it,” Brad said, stepping out from the undergrowth. 
“Can you help me get these stickers out of my hair?” Charm asked. 
“Sure,” Savannah said. But her eyes were on Marissa. As Brad brought her chair closer, Esse carried her out into the open, a big smile on his face. 
“So what were you doing in there?” Savannah asked the children, trying not to appear as concerned as she felt. 
“Taking pictures of each other,” Selene, said. “Esse made up the rules. No fair opening your eyes until whoever was it took five pictures of you.” She giggled. “I peeked once and saw Brad taking a picture of my nostrils.” 
Savannah gritted her teeth. “Selene,” she said, “please help Charm get the rest of the stickers out of her hair.” Without waiting for a response, she walked up to Esse and Marissa. “Just put her in the chair. I’ll take over,” she snapped. Once she’d strapped the girl in, she turned to the man, fire in her eyes. “The group is supposed to stay together. There will be no splitting up unless you clear it with Shelly or me. Understood?” 
“Yeah,” he said, shrugging and grinning. “The kids wanted to go. Shelly knew we were going. What’s the big deal?” 
“The big deal is Shelly and I are responsible. And as I recall, Esse, at least one of these children said she did not want to go with you.” 
He glanced at Marissa and back at Savannah. “Oh, that’s not fair. She had a good time, didn’t you, honey?” 
Marissa pressed her lips together as if she were holding back a barrage of emotion, and looked down at her hands in her lap. 
 **** 
“Looks like Rags is back to normal,” Savannah said later that evening over dinner. “He has confiscated one of Buffy’s foo-foo beds again. Rags, you look silly.” 
 “So, how did the class go?” Michael asked. 
 “Oh my gosh, it’s not easy handling six fifth-graders outdoors. For one thing, I was terrified that someone would get snake-bitten or fall into a badger hole and break a leg or drown in the river. It was a lot of responsibility managing all those kids.” She smiled. “But it was a good day. They seemed to enjoy it. I think they got some pretty good shots. Some of those kids are getting quite creative.” 
 She poured iced tea for both of them. “Hey, Shelly and I are going out riding again tomorrow. Iris wants to keep Lily company.” 
 “She has really cut back on her hours at the diner, hasn’t she? I rarely see her in there anymore. Is that because Craig prefers she doesn’t work? It seems like he grumbled about wanting her to quit her job even before they got married.” 
 Savannah shrugged. “That may be part of it. But I think she’s getting more involved with her home decorating hobby—maybe getting ready to turn it into a business. Did you see the pictures at her website of that home she did up behind the high school?” When Michael shook his head, she said, “It’s amazing—a total makeover. She said she is having so much fun.” 
 “As it should be,” Michael said. He then asked, “So where are you going to ride this time?” 
 “Shelly and I saw a lot of possibilities for great shots out where we took the kids today, but we were too busy to pursue them. We’d like to do some serious shooting. I want to learn more about landscape photography. I’d love to get a good shot of the layers of mountain ranges visible in that area. We figured the lighting would be perfect around nine thirty.” When Michael gave her a blank stare, she said, “You know, there are three levels of mountains out there and if the lighting is just right, they’re outlined really distinctly. That’s what I want to capture.” When he still looked confused, she said, “Oh, you’ll see when I get home. I have a vision.” 
 “Sounds like it.” He smiled. “Did Marissa have fun? How’d she like the chair you rented for her? Did it work out?” 
 Savannah took a deep breath. “Yeah, that chair was a lifesaver. Worked great and she was happy to be able to keep up with us. But…” 
 “But what?” Michael asked. 
 “Well, she has made it known that she doesn’t like Esse—that photographer friend of Shelly’s. And he has a way of sort of pushing himself on her. I don’t know what it is, Michael, but he seems to single her out.” 
 Michael frowned. “What does he do to single her out?” 
“Oh, he took off pushing her in the chair. She didn’t like going that fast and it seemed to make her nervous when they got so far ahead of us. Later, he tried to get her to go off with him by herself and she didn’t want any part of that. Eventually, though, he lured her and a few of the other children away and, according to the kids, played some kind of weird game where they took pictures of the others while they had their eyes closed.” 
Looking confused, Michael asked, “The one taking pictures had his eyes closed?” 
“No, the shooter was looking. The other kids had to close their eyes while being photographed.” 
“Well that’s rather bizarre.” Michael said. “I can see why she doesn’t trust him.” He asked, “What does she do when he gets pushy?” 
 “She withdraws. She wasn’t nearly as bubbly and enthusiastic as usual and I believe it was because of his presence.” 
“Does Shelly notice this going on?” 
Savannah shook her head. “She doesn’t seem to, but I think I’ll suggest she not invite him to any more of the sessions.” 
 “You’re getting kind of bossy there, hon. Aren’t you just an assistant?” 
 She nodded. “But I have to speak up. If she hasn’t noticed how that man affects Marissa, someone has to tell her.” 
 **** 
“Well, we don’t have the sun, so we’re not quite getting the effect we’d hope for,” Savannah said as she and Shelly rode into the area where they’d taken the children 
 “Yeah, but there are still possibilities for some great shots.” Shelly grinned. “That’s where creativity comes into the mix.” She faced Savannah. “Hey, did you and Esse have a problem yesterday? He said you jumped all over him for no reason.” 
Savannah smirked. She took a deep breath. “Actually, I do have a problem with him, because Marissa does.” 
“She does?” Shelly asked, furrowing her brow. 
“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about it.” She hesitated. “I wonder if there’s a history there.” 
“Between Esse and Marissa? What sort of a history?” 
“I don’t know. It’s just that she doesn’t seem to like him and he seems to delight in pushing himself on her. I…well…I can’t really explain it, but I don’t trust him. Do you know where I found him and the children yesterday? In a thicket, and he had the kids playing some odd game where they took turns secretly photographing the others.” 
 Shelly frowned. “What?” 
“Yeah, the kids had to keep their eyes closed while they were being photographed.” 
Shelly shook her head in disbelief. “Are you sure?” 
“Oh yes, the kids told me all about it and he didn’t deny it.” 
Shelly raised her eyebrows and thought about what Savannah had said. “That is strange. Yes, you do have to be careful who you involve when you’re working with children.” She looked at Savannah. “You’ve been a pleasure to work with. The kids like you and I trust you and your instincts.” She thought for a moment, then said, chuckling a little, “Okay, I can’t say that I’ll unfriend him, but I won’t ask him to help with the rest of the classes.” She shook her head again. “No, what you describe doesn’t sound kosher. I appreciate you telling me about it.” 
“Oh,” Savannah said, “about the possibility that Esse and Marissa have a history, I don’t know what it means, but once I heard him call her Rachel.” 
“Now that’s odd.” She shrugged. “I wonder why?” Just then, she jumped and turned. “Hey, what was that?” she asked quietly, reining in her gelding. 
 Savannah stood in her stirrups and gazed across the horizon. “What?” she asked. 
 “I think it was a deer.” Shelly motioned for Savannah to follow as she nudged her horse forward. Pointing, she said, “There he is.” 
 “Oh, I see him,” Savannah whispered excitedly. She grabbed her camera, climbed off her horse, and changed to her long lens. “That’s a good shot,” she said, viewing the picture she’d taken on her camera screen. “Got a close-up of his head and antlers.” 
 “Cool. I took his whole body. Wait, he’s walking out into the open. There’s another gorgeous photo op with him standing in that green grass sprinkled with flowers.” 
 Suddenly, a shot rang out. 
 “Good God,” Shelly said under her breath. “Hey!” she shouted, holding tight to her gelding’s lead rope as he bolted a little. “Stop shooting!” 
 Savannah watched as the buck leaped into a stand of dense trees. “Good, he got away.” “Are you sure he wasn’t hit?” Shelly asked. 
 “I don’t think he was. Who’s doing the shooting, anyway?” she asked, looking around. 
 “Well, wouldn’t you know it,” Shelly said, “it’s Dumb and Dumber.” 
“Sorry about that, ladies,” the taller man said as he emerged from the brush. “Didn’t see you there.” 
 The second man stared eagerly into the undergrowth. “Let’s go after him. He can’t be too far ahead of us.” 
 “He’s long gone,” Savannah said, hoping to dissuade the men from continuing their pursuit. “Put your rifles away and go back where you came from.” 
 “Yeah, under a rock,” Shelly said quietly. When the shorter man asked what she had said, she told him, “We could actually turn you in.” 
 Savannah nodded. “It’s not hunting season. You’re poaching.” 
“What if we’re only protecting our…” the tall man started. 
 “Your what?” Savannah asked. 
 “Our crops,” the smaller one said. 
 “Crops? Out here?” Shelly questioned. 
 The taller man grinned at Shelly. “Naw, he don’t know what he’s talking about.” He then said, “Hey, we have booze. Wanna party?” 
 The second man nudged his friend and looked behind him. “Never mind; their husbands might be around here somewhere. Come on, we’d better get back to our bikes. Scaif’s coming out today and we have some stuff to take care of…remember?” 
 “Yeah.” The taller man then leered at the women saying, “Sorry girls. We’re busy today. Maybe next time, okay?” 
 Before the men could turn and leave, Savannah asked, “Where’s the boy who was with you the other day?” 
The taller man winced. He glanced at his partner, licked his lips, and finally said, “Took him home.” 
“Yeah, home,” the shorter man said. “…to his mother.” 
“Is he your son?” she asked. 
“Uh, no…nephew,” he almost shouted. “Yeah, he’s my nephew. He likes to come out here and ride with us.” 
Savannah shook her head. “Didn’t look like he was having much fun the last time we saw you.” 
“Um,” he hesitated, then said, “he wasn’t feeling too good that day.” 
“Yeah, he was sick,” the shorter man said. He turned and headed into the brush, his buddy following behind. 
Within a few minutes, the women heard a dirt bike start up and then a second one. As the din of the motors became fainter, Savannah spoke up. “Something’s not right there.” 
 “Welcome to the armpit of the community,” Shelly said, sneering. “There’s a lot that goes on that would shock even the most sophisticated citizen.” 
 Savannah stared at her for a moment before glancing at the dust trail that followed the two bikers in the distance. She then led her horse into the meadow where they’d seen the buck and began looking around on the ground. 
 “What are you looking for?” Shelly asked. 
 “Blood. Just want to make sure that buck wasn’t hit.” 
 “What if he was? What would you do?” she asked. 
 “Well, that’s a good question. I should carry a pistol, I guess.” 
“Why?” Shelly looked confused. 
“Don’t want to leave an animal suffering.” 
 “Oh my gosh,” Shelly said. “You could shoot him?” 
 “I don’t know. But it would be the humane thing to do if he was suffering. With so many out-of-season idiot hunters in this area, I’d like to be prepared in case it’s necessary.” Savannah studied the ground. “I don’t think he was hit, though. I don’t see a blood trail. Thank goodness.” 
 “Oh look,” Shelly said, “the layers are evident on the mountain range.” 
 Savannah quickly changed her camera lens again. “Oh, that’s beautiful,” she said, mounting her mare and raising her camera to her eye. “What a shot. I just hope I got the lighting right. What are you shooting it at?” 
 Once the two women had discussed the camera settings, did some shooting, and compared their shots, they decided to head back to the trailhead. They rode in silence for a while before Shelly smiled over at Savannah and said, “I hear you took Marissa riding the other day. She said she had such a good time.” 
“Oh it was great,” Savannah said. “As I told Michael, she has the same horse-craving I had as a child. It was so much fun introducing her to the world of horses.” She turned toward Shelly. “She is a delight.” 
 Shelly smiled. “Yes, she is.” She sighed deeply. “I just wish…” 
 “I think I know what you’re going to say. We need to get her out of that awful home.” “And out of her father’s reach,” Shelly added. 
 **** 
“Where’s Marissa?” Savannah asked, once most of the children had arrived for their class the next day at the recreation center. 
 “That’s a good question,” Shelly said. “Maybe she had to take the bus by herself and she’s running a little late.” She grinned. “Hey, thanks for being flexible. I know you were expecting us to meet at your house today.” 
 “Not a problem. I guess we should start. We have a lot of ground to cover today, right?” 
Shelly nodded. “Yes, I want to talk to the kids about the photos they took Monday. I also want to meet with those involved in designing their keepsake photo album.” 
“Did you get funding?” Savannah asked. 
“Yes.” Her eyes widened. “Mr. Shively, the camera store owner, is going to print and bind them for us, and he’s donating the paper.” 
“That’s great! The kids will really treasure them.” 
Later in the afternoon, while the children gathered in groups to pick out the best cover photo for their keepsake album, Shelly walked up behind Savannah. “What are you looking at?” she asked when she saw Savannah peering at a photograph through a large magnifying glass. 
 She took a breath. “Maybe a needle in a haystack.” 
 “What?” Shelly drew closer. 
 “Well, the other day when we rode, I went up on that knoll where Chuckie was when his camera got smashed. I wanted to see what he might have been photographing. These are some of the shots I got from up there. I blew this one up—wanted to show it to you.” She pointed. “See that white area way out in the distance?” 
 “Yes,” she said. “What about it?” 
 “I could be wrong, Shelly, but it looks like a greenhouse. Someone could be growing pot out there.” 
 “What?” she said, taking the photo from her and scrutinizing it. “Could it be a pond? It might be water that you’re seeing.” 
 “I guess,” Savannah said. “But you heard those guys the other day—they mentioned a crop. If they weren’t into something illegal, why would they break Chuckie’s camera?” When Shelly didn’t respond, Savannah said, “I think I’ll tell our friend, Detective Craig Sledge about this and see what he thinks.” 
It had been a fast two hours and the children covered a lot of ground with their photography and the designing of their album. The instructors were discussing the album with the remaining two children when Savannah saw Erin enter the room. She stood and greeted her. “Hi, Erin. How are you?” 
 “Okay.” She glanced around the room. “Um…” 
 Before the teen could continue, Savannah said, “Marissa didn’t show up today. Do you know why?” 
 Erin shook her head and looked down. “No,” she said. “She didn’t come home. She hasn’t been home for two nights.” She burst into tears. “I’m so worried.” 
 Savannah wrapped one arm around the girl, and ushered her to a quiet corner in the room. “What do you mean, she didn’t come home?” she asked quietly. “Have you asked the Cottons where she is?” 
Erin nodded and sniffled. “They say they don’t know where she is and they don’t seem interested in looking for her.” She gulped air. “They should be worried, but they aren’t.” She looked pleadingly at Savannah. “I think they know something they aren’t saying.” 
 “Has this happened before?” Savannah asked. 
 “Only once,” she said, “when her father took her. She wasn’t gone very long. I think someone else dropped her off at the Cottons that time because her father went to jail.” Erin took a ragged breath. “She didn’t say much when she got home,” she gritted her teeth, “but I just know he…” She started to cry again. 
 Savannah felt a chill run through her body. She pulled the teen to her, murmuring, “That poor little thing. She said she was afraid her father was coming for her again.” 
Erin took another deep breath. Stepping back, she said, “Yes, she’s afraid of him. She’s not very strong. She seems strong, but she’s fragile and kinda frightened. A lot of times she cries in the night. She’s afraid of her dreams.” 
 Dabbing at her eyes, Savannah asked, “So no one has reported her missing?” 
 Erin lowered her eyes and spoke quietly. “I was hoping you or Ms. Shelly would. I don’t know if the police would even listen to me and it doesn’t look like Mavis and Clark are going to do anything.” She clutched Savannah’s hand. “I’m afraid for her, Ms. Savannah. Can you please tell the police she’s missing so they will go find her?” 
 “Yes, I will. I’ll do that right away.” She squeezed Erin’s hand. “Only…” 
 “Only what?” 
 “Only they’ll come to your house and question everyone. Will the Cottons be cooperative?” 
 She hesitated. “Probably not. But please tell the police to talk to me. If Mavis won’t let them see me, I can meet them someplace. Tell them that, okay?” she said as she turned to leave. 
 “I sure will. Hey, what’s her last name?” 
“Sanchez, I think. I’m not really sure. I’ve heard the Cottons use the name, Sanchez when they’re yelling at her.” 
“Erin, what’s the best way to contact you?” 
 “Oh, I have a cell phone most of the time. I try to keep it hidden, otherwise it disappears and I have to go through all sorts of stuff to get it back or get another one. Here’s the number.” 
 Savannah stood and walked the teen out through the door. “Erin,” she said, “do you need a ride somewhere? I’m getting ready to leave. I’d be glad to give you a lift.” 
The teen shook her head. “Mavis wants me to watch the younger kids this afternoon so she can go shoot pool or something. She’s picking me up here in a few minutes.” She turned and looked out toward the street just as an old pickup pulled up to the curb. “Darn, looks like she brought one of her goons.” 
“What?” Savannah questioned. 
“Oh her nephew, Sam.” She pointed. “That’s his truck.” 
Savannah glanced at the pickup, then said, “Be careful, will you?” She couldn’t deny the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she watched Erin walk across the expansive lawn to the curb and climb into the truck cab next to Mavis Cotton. As Savannah re-entered the room, Brad and Marcus squeezed out through the door. “’Bye, Ms. Savannah,” Marcus called. 
“What did Erin want?” Shelly asked. “It looked like she was upset about something. Is Marissa okay?” 
Savannah stared down at the phone in her hands. “I don’t know.” She glanced up at Shelly. “Erin doesn’t know.” She put her hand on Shelly’s arm. “Marissa hasn’t come home in two days and Erin doesn’t know where she is.” 
Shelly gasped. 
“I’m calling Detective Sledge right now.” Savannah tapped a couple of times on her cell phone. “Hi Craig, this is Savannah. I want to report a missing little girl.” 
“Savannah,” the detective almost shouted, “is Lily okay?” 
 “Yes, she’s fine. No, Craig, it’s a little girl I’ve been sort of mentoring in a photography workshop. It’s Marissa Sanchez, although she could have a different last name. She’s been living with Mavis and Clark Cotton.” 
“Over on Sutter?” he said in monotone. 
 “One in the same,” Savannah said. “Why? How do you know them?” 
“Long story.” He sucked in a breath and asked quietly, “Is Marissa the crippled girl?” 
“Yes,” Savannah said. 
 “I’ve seen her a few times with some of the other kids who live there. They’re bad news, Savannah, except for the older one, Erin. How she escaped the stigma is beyond me.” 
 “She’s the one who told me Marissa hasn’t come home for a few days,” Savannah said. “She wants to talk to you in private; I have her number if you’d like to meet with her. I can arrange it or you can.” 
 “Yes, I will definitely meet with her. Now, Savannah, what do you know about this family and the little girl?” 
 “Not a whole lot…” Savannah hesitated, “…but it appears the environment isn’t the healthiest place for a child. It seems that Marissa isn’t thriving there. She and Erin have some very real fears about the situation. I don’t think they feel safe there. And Marissa told me some awful things about her father. Do you know who he is?” she asked. “Sounds like he’s been in a lot of trouble with the law.” 
 “Yeah, I know Gabriel Sanchez very well,” Craig said, disgust apparent in his tone. “He’s a class-one loser and, from what I know, he has used his daughter in some…shall we say, abusive ways in the past. How she landed in the Cotton home is a mystery, but he seems to have a way of manipulating the situation so she’s always handy if he needs her to do his begging or bidding or whatever he wants at the time.” 
 “Makes me sick,” Savannah said. “She is the sweetest little thing.” When she started to choke up, she said, “Well, see what you can find out. Let me know, will you? We’re really worried about her.” 
 “Sure will,” he said. He paused, and added, “If you feel so inclined, this would be a good time to start praying.” 
 “What did he say?” Shelly asked eagerly when Savannah ended the call. 
 “He doesn’t know anything, but he’ll start an investigation.” She looked at Shelly. “He does know the family, though, and he’s actually met or maybe just seen Marissa. He knows who she is and who her father is.” She swallowed hard and peered into Shelly’s eyes. “He said this would be a good time to pray.” 
 After blinking back tears for a moment, Shelly reached for Savannah’s hand. “Let’s start now, shall we?” 
 Savannah nodded and the two women bowed their heads and silently prayed for Marissa’s safe return. 
 **** 
Later that evening, just after Savannah and Michael had kissed their baby daughter goodnight, Savannah answered her cell phone. “Hi, Craig.” 
“Savannah, I called Erin, and…” 
 “What, Craig?” Savannah asked hesitantly. 
 “She’s in the hospital all banged up. Evidently fell, jumped or…was pushed out of a car while it was running. I can’t get a straight story yet.” 
 “Good grief,” Savannah said. She hesitated, then added, “Well, I can tell you that the last time I saw her, about five hours ago, she was getting into an old pickup truck with Mavis Cotton. Erin said one of the woman’s nephews was driving, and she didn’t seem happy about that.” 
Craig let out a sigh. “Interesting. She either won’t or can’t tell me exactly what happened.” 
“Well, it sounds suspicious to me.” When Craig didn’t respond, Savannah asked, “Is she going to be okay? Does she need anything?” 
 “She needs for us to find her little foster sister. She’s more concerned about Marissa than about herself.” He cleared his throat before adding, “I talked to the foster parents and the woman—Mavis—said she thinks the child’s father came and got her.” 
 “She thinks he did?” Savannah said, her voice an octave higher than usual. “She doesn’t know?” 
 “She said the guy has been coming around for a few weeks saying he planned to take her to live with him. When she disappeared, the Cottons figured he had picked her up.” Craig was quiet for a moment, then said, “We found him, but the child wasn’t with him, so we have an APB out on her.” 
 “Oh no,” Savannah said, choking up. “What has that awful man done to her?” 





Chapter 5
  
 
“Where’s Rags tonight?” Michael asked a little later, as he and Savannah got ready for bed. “He’s usually in here tucking you in.” 
 “Good question,” she said. “I’d better go check on him.” When she returned, she shook her head. “Poor guy. He must miss Marissa. He’s in the living room curled up with a mitten she left last time she was here. He seems despondent.” She grimaced. “I know how he feels. I’m so worried about that little girl.” She perched on the edge of the bed and took off her slippers. “Oh, Michael, some of the stories she has told me—she could be in danger—serious danger.” She looked at him. “I mean, can you imagine that little thing living on the streets? That has to be a strenuous and dangerous lifestyle.” She began to weep. “She’s so vulnerable.” 
 Just then, Rags sauntered into the bedroom. 
 “What’s he got?” Michael asked. “It’s not a mitten. Come here, Rags,” he encouraged. “Where did you get this?” he asked as he took the object from the cat. He held it up for Savannah to see. “It’s a picture…a photograph. Is it yours?” He did a double take and said, “Good Lord, what is this? Looks like you and the kids did some dramatization during your photo shoots.” 
 “What?” Savannah asked. She took the picture from Michael. “Gads, we didn’t do any photography like this.” 
 “Is that one of your students in the picture?” he asked. 
 Savannah studied it more closely and shook her head. “No. Michael, could this be real? I mean, this little boy is all tied up and he looks like he’s been…tortured.” She tossed it on the bedside table and cringed. “What if it’s real, Michael? Where did it come from?” She then sat up straight and gritted her teeth. “Esse.” 
 “What?” 
 “Some pictures fell out of Esse’s backpack the other day. Some of the kids tried to help him pick them up and he snapped at them.” She thought for a moment. “Rags may have taken one and run off with it like he does. You know how he is.” She then relaxed a little, glanced at the picture, and said, “Oh, Esse shoots all kinds of things. This is probably something he staged for a film or a magazine or something.” 
 Michael picked up the photo again. “The boy looks like he’s in distress. You know, I think you should show this to Craig. I mean, you’ve got a little girl missing and now this picture shows up. It’s a wild assumption, but we’d better find out if there’s any connection.” 
 “Okay, I’ll see Craig first thing in the morning. He’s coming by to get a more recent photo of Marissa. I’ll show it to him.” 
 **** 
“Well, that’s kinda foul,” Craig said as he looked at the photo the following day. “Is this the type of thing a photographer does for…art’s sake?” 
“I guess some would. I mean, look at the films that receive high acclaim these days.” Suddenly, she leaned forward. “Craig that boy looks familiar to me and I can’t figure out why.” 
He stared at the photo. “Really?” 
“Yeah, when I looked at it again this morning, something about it caught my attention. I think I’ve seen that boy before—but where, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the expression. I think that’s what’s familiar.” 
“But you don’t know who he is?” he asked. “He’s not one of your students, is he? Maybe a student from your cat-therapy class at the library?” 
“No,” she said, continuing to scrutinize the photo. “I met a lot of children that year. Remember, I visited classrooms to promote the therapy program? This boy may remind me of someone I saw at one of those schools.” She shook her head slowly. “I just can’t remember.” She looked at the detective. “It’s rather haunting, though, isn’t it?” She then asked apprehensively, “Craig, have you found out anything…anything at all?” 
He grimaced, then looked across the room into the dining room and laughed, saying, “I’ve never seen a fence around a Christmas tree before.” 
She grinned. “I guess you’ve never had a one-year-old at Christmastime.” 
“Not for many years,” he said. 
“Do you have your tree up?” she asked. When Craig nodded, she said, “So how do you keep Tommy kitty out of it?” 
He chuckled. “We don’t. We put all the breakable ornaments on the top half, out of his reach. Iris is having a fit, though. He chews on the bows and you know how finicky she is about her wrapped gifts.” 
“Oh yes,” Savannah said. “She does the most beautiful gift wrapping.” She then turned serious. “Craig, don’t let him near those bows. He could ingest them and they can cause serious problems in his intestines. If he’s attracted to ribbon and bows, I’d take every precaution to keep them out of his reach. Be sure to tell Iris that.” 
“Oh, I didn’t know,” he said. He glanced at the Christmas tree again. “Looks like you have bows on your packages.” 
She nodded. “That’s not something our cats are interested in.” She rolled her eyes. “Rags gets into a lot of mischief, but he does leave the tree and gifts alone.” She reached for Lily as she toddled past them, and smoothed her hair. “It’s this one we have to watch out for. She then turned to Craig and asked, “What about that photo I sent you of what looks like a greenhouse? Is someone growing marijuana out there in the wilderness?” 
He shook his head. “I don’t think so, Savannah. Our experts don’t think so. But they’ll follow up.” 
“If there isn’t something illegal going on out there, why would that guy break Chuckie’s camera?” 
Craig continued to stare at the photo of the boy. “I don’t know, Savannah. I just don’t know.” When he looked up, he motioned toward the coffee table and asked, “What’s all this?” 
“Oh, some of these are photos I took the other day, but most are photos the students shot. We want to make an album the kids can keep. These are the pictures they chose to go in the book. I printed them out so the kids can work with them more easily. Few of these children have access to a computer, so we’ll do at least some of the work by hand.” 
Just as Craig picked up one of the photos, Lily began to fuss. Savannah lifted her onto her lap and held her as the baby rubbed her face on Savannah’s chest. “She’s sleepy. Mind if I put her to bed? I’ll be right back. Help yourself to more coffee if you want.” 
When Savannah returned, she noticed Rags sitting a distance away from Craig, a pile of paper scraps in front of him. “What’s this?” she asked. 
Craig looked up. “I don’t know—I was checking my email.” 
“Rags, this is my photo. You’ve been messing with my pictures, haven’t you? Darn it, anyway.” Before she could scoop up the pieces of the shredded photo, Rags lashed out and slapped at the remnants. He then stood, put his head down and growled at it before turning and walking away. The pair watched as the cat picked up Marissa’s mitten off the ottoman where he’d left it and carefully carried it to Buffy’s pink canopy bed, where he curled up with his head on the mitten. 
“What was that about?” Craig asked. 
“Well, that’s Marissa’s mitten. Rags is really attached to that little girl. Ever since she went missing, he’s been carrying her mitten around everywhere.” 
“No, I mean why did he attack that pile of scraps that way?” 
Heck if I know,” Savannah said, picking them up. 
“That was a photograph, wasn’t it? What’s it a picture of?” he asked. 
“Well, let’s see,” she said, laying the pieces out on the table in front of her. “Looks like one of my scenery pictures. Rags, it’s my favorite one!” she scolded. 
Craig stood. “Well, I’d better go and leave you with your sleeping baby and curious cat.” 
 **** 
Later that day, Craig called. “Savannah, we’ve identified the boy in that picture…the one who’s all tied up. His name is Darryl Scanlan. He went missing a few weeks ago from his neighborhood.” 
“Oh my gosh, Craig. Do you think…?” 
“I don’t know what to think, Savannah. But I plan to have a talk with that photographer—see if I can find out where this photo came from. In the meantime, I wanted to ask you…” he cleared his throat, “…tell me about that picture your cat tore up earlier.” 
“What do you want to know?” 
“Where was it taken?” Craig asked. 
“Out near the abandoned mines.” 
“Mule Flats?” 
 “Yeah, I think that’s what they call it.” 
“Can you send me that picture?” he asked. 
“Sure, it’s on my laptop. I can do that.” 
He was silent for a moment, then said, “Want to go for a ride?” 
“A ride?” 
“On horseback. I’d like to snoop around in that area where the picture was taken.” 
“You do? Why?” 
“I can’t stop thinking about your cat’s reaction to it. We have nothing else. I have a hunch this may be another one of Rags’s clues. What do you say?” 
“Sure, I never turn down an opportunity to ride, and if it will lead us to Marissa…” she choked up. “Absolutely. When?” 
“Tomorrow morning?” 
 **** 
“Thanks for arranging for this horse…and the truck and trailer,” Craig said. 
 “Sure. Bonnie and Barney Teague are always eager to help a child. Thanks for driving the rig. I’m not used to pulling a trailer.” She hesitated, then said, “So what do you have in mind?” 
 “Well, I want you to take me to the spot where you took that picture that the cat attacked. Can you retrace your steps?” 
 “I’m pretty sure I can,” she said. “What do you expect to see out there?” 
 He shrugged. “I don’t know. I need a good clue—something that will lead us in the right direction. I want to find that girl, dammit!” 
 “And you think she may be out there someplace?” she asked, feeling an ache in the pit of her stomach. 
 He tightened his lips and chose not to respond. Finally he said, “We have people all over the streets showing her picture to folks in the homeless community, shopkeepers, joggers…and they’ve come up with nothing. I’ve got to follow all leads, clues, and hunches, even those coming from a cat.” 
 An hour later, the pair rode single file along the trail toward the meadow where Savannah and Shelly had taken most of their scenic shots. Upon their arrival, the detective scanned the horizon from horseback. “Wish I knew what I was looking for,” he said. As if speaking to himself, he added, “Look for what doesn’t belong.” 
 “What?” she asked. 
 “Oh, it’s a rule of thumb thing I learned a long time ago from an old hunter. He’d say, ‘look for something that’s out of place…that doesn’t belong.’” He peered at Savannah. “Know what I mean?” 
 “Yeah, I think I do,” she said, raising her camera and snapping a few photos. 
As she lowered the camera, Craig asked, “So do you see anything that doesn’t seem to fit out there?” 
When Savannah shook her head, Craig said, “Well, let’s keep looking. Show me where you took that picture of the…” 
“Greenhouse?” she said. “Come on; follow me.” 
“How far do you think it is to that area?” he asked once they’d ridden to the top of the knoll. 
“As the crow flies?” she asked, “…or on horseback? Probably half-day’s ride.” 
He held binoculars up to his eyes and studied the area in the distance. “It does look suspicious. Do you think the little girl noticed this the day you were out here with the students? Maybe those dirt bike dudes you told me about took her to keep her quiet.” 
Savannah thought before saying, “I can’t imagine that. She wasn’t up on the knoll. She paid more attention to macro-shooting.” When he looked confused, she explained, “Close-up shots of bugs, fish, and flowers.” She shook her head. “No, she didn’t have any contact with those guys. In fact, I didn’t actually see who it was that broke Chuckie’s camera. Shelly and I assumed it was the same two dirt bike guys we’ve encountered out here a couple of times before.” 
As the pair made their way down the knoll, Craig muttered, “Another darned dead end. When are we going to get a break?” He turned to Savannah, saying in an accusatory manner, “It appears that your cat’s losing his touch.” 
 “And it seems that you’re losing your patience, Craig.” Savannah hesitated, then continued, “We probably jumped to the wrong conclusion. Maybe what Rags showed us wasn’t a clue at all.” 
 “So why did we come all the way out here? I don’t have time for a wild-goose chase, Savannah.” He stood briefly in his stirrups, gazing across the vast wilderness. “And that little girl may not have much time left…if she’s even still…” 
 “Don’t go there, Craig,” Savannah snapped, her eyes welling up. “She will be home for Christmas. She just has to be!” She spoke more harshly. “And don’t lay this on me; you’re the one who thought it was a clue worth following.” 
 The detective grimaced and looked down at the reins in his hand. “Yeah, Christmas was my goal for her, too. What’s that…three days away? I guess we’re both doing a lot of wishful thinking. I’m just so...” 
 “I know, Craig. I’m disappointed, too…and horribly scared for Marissa. With so little to go on, what else can we do but reach for straws?” 
“I guess,” he said, sighing deeply. “…even if it means listening to your…cat,” he spat. 
 “He’s been right before,” Savannah reminded him. “You know he has.” 
 “Yeah, I know,” he said, removing his baseball cap and sliding it back on. He pulled his coat collar up around his ears and shivered. “Let’s get out of the weather, shall we?” 
 “Sure. Come on, Peaches,” she said, reining her mare around. She stuffed her free hand into her jacket pocket, her heart heavy with sorrow and dread. 
 **** 
Two hours later, as the pair headed home in the borrowed truck, Savannah clicked through the photos she’d taken that day. Neither she nor Craig had much to say after their cross words. He sure can get cranky, she thought to herself. It’s as if he blames Rags for this…as he says…“wild goose chase.” That’s absurd. She glanced at the detective. Poor guy. I’m sure he’s as worried about Marissa as I am, and he knows more about what danger she might be facing than I do. I hate to think about what causes that crusty persona that comes out when he’s facing a tough case involving an innocent child.
And I hate it when he snaps at me.

 Craig broke the ice. “Anything unusual showing up—in your pictures, I mean?” 
 “Not that I can see,” she said. 
 The detective was silent for several miles before announcing, “I’m going to have dogs brought out here.” 
She faced him. “Really? Still going on a hunch, are you?” 
 “Yes, and logic.” He glanced at her. “You saw those mine shafts.” 
She nodded. “But we rode all through that area and didn’t see a sign that she’s out there.” 
 “You’re not a search dog. They’re trained, you know.” He looked at her. “I think it’s worth a try.” 
 “Why would someone take her out there?” she asked, choking up. She lowered her voice. “What makes you think she’s out there somewhere?” 
 “Savannah, investigative work is based on several things—the facts, hunches, and what we know about human nature.” 
 “Human nature?” Savannah questioned. “Anyone who would hurt that defenseless sweet girl or hold her against her will is not human in my mind, but go on,” she challenged. “I’m interested in your thought process.” 
 “Okay, her father is a lowlife—always looking for a way to use her to make a buck. He sold her once; maybe he did it again. Maybe he sold her to someone who wants to exploit her in some way.” He glanced at Savannah. “We saw the picture of the boy tied up—it occurred to me that he could have been held in one of those mine shafts. You saw how dirty he looked. Makes sense that this is where he is…or was…being held. Could Marissa have fallen prey to the same scumbags?” 
Suddenly, Savannah shouted, “Craig!” 
“What?” he asked, flinching and looking around. 
She leaned toward him. “That little boy—the one in the picture all tied up—I saw him out here. That’s where I saw him. On the back of a bike with one of those creepy guys. It was him!” she shouted. “That’s where I saw him before.” She put her hands up to her mouth. “Oh my gosh, Craig, do you think they stole that little boy?” 
The detective was quiet for a moment. He then asked, “You’re sure?” 
“Yes, pretty positive. Shelly saw him, too. Let’s show her the picture and see what she says.” 
“Good idea. Now, when was it you saw him?” 
“Last Tuesday…a week ago Tuesday when Shelly and I went riding. When did you say he went missing?” 
“Sometime earlier this month—around Lily’s birthday party, as I recall.” He picked up his phone and made a quick call. “I want search dogs out in the Mule Flats area ASAP. Let me know when they can be delivered to the trailhead and I’ll meet you there with the scent material. Better requisition dirt bikes or all-terrain vehicles of some kind.” He listened for a minute, then said, “We have five hours of daylight. I want them out there today!” 
After he ended the call, Savannah said, her eyes darting across the terrain as her mind revved into high gear, “Maybe those guys did see Marissa…she was out of my sight for a few minutes. Do you think they followed her into town and snatched her? Maybe her father had nothing to do with her disappearance.” She took a deep breath through gritted teeth. “Oh, I just wish we knew where she was. She has to be all right. She just has to!” 
Craig reached over and patted Savannah’s hand. “Okay, let’s get these beasts back in their corrals. Do you mind if we leave your horse at the Teagues’ place? After I get my car and drop you off, I’ll make another run out to Mule Flats. Let’s hope the dogs can do their job before it’s too late.” 
 “I don’t want to hear about too late,
Craig,” she demanded. 
 “Savannah, be realistic.” 
 “No!” she said. “You be realistic. God couldn’t possibly let anything evil happen to that sweet spirit.” Savannah was sure Craig had more to say, but was glad that he decided to hold his tongue. 
 **** 
When Michael arrived home from work that evening, he found Savannah in the office staring at photos on the computer screen. 
 “Da-da-da-da-da-da,” Lily chirped when she saw her daddy. 
 “Hi, punkin’” he said, lifting her from her little blow-up house where she’d been playing with some of her toys. 
 He kissed Savannah. “Whatcha doing, hon?” 
 “Just scrutinizing these photos.” 
 “From your ride today? What have you found?” 
 She nodded. “Nothing. I see nothing that would give us a clue. I want a clue. I want a clue so badly.” 
 “I know,” he said. “It’s rough not knowing. Waiting can be agony.” He stared into the screen and suggested, “Can you print them out—maybe get a different perspective in a better light and with a magnifier? Maybe print them in eight-by-ten size.” 
 “Yeah, I printed a couple of them.” She turned to him. “Craig may have identified the little boy in that…awful picture. Michael, his family has reported him missing. They think he was kidnapped.” 
“Good Lord,” he said. “So how do you think your photographer friend ended up with that picture?” 
She shook her head slowly. “That’s a puzzle. A seriously daunting puzzle.” She turned toward him. “But it appears that Rags’s and Marissa’s instincts about that guy are valid.” She paused. “…if, indeed, that picture did come out of Esse’s backpack. We don’t even know that for sure.” When Lily began to fuss, she said, “Hey, do you two want supper? Helena made us some enchiladas when she was here cleaning house this morning.” 
 “Sounds great. I’m starved.” He then asked, “How did the photo class go today?” 
 “Oh, we cancelled it. With Marissa missing and Christmas so close, we decided…” 
 “Makes sense,” he said. 
 Savannah picked up the photos and walked into the kitchen with Michael and Lily. “Hi, Rags,” she said when she saw the cat walking toward them. “Want supper?” 
 “Did he eat today?” Michael asked, putting Lily in her high chair and snapping a bib around her neck. 
 “A little,” she said. “I’ve never known him to go into such a funk. He’s better, though. I invited Charlotte over for some therapy this afternoon.” She shook her head. “Imagine—using a child as therapy for a cat instead of the other way around.” 
He smiled at the thought. “Was he happy to see her?” 
“Oh yes.” 
“Well, good. So what did they do?” he asked, absent-mindedly as he began flipping through the photos Savannah had placed on the table. Rags sat nearby, watching him. 
 “Charlotte helped him clean out his stash.” 
 “Oh really?” Michael chuckled. “What did they find in there this time?” 
 “Oh, the usual—tea bags, receipts, baby toys, bread crust. I found one of my socks I’d thought the washing machine ate. Oh, and the water bill.” She shook her head. “It was due today, so I called and paid it over the phone.” 
 “Crazy cat.” 
 Suddenly, Savannah jumped and grabbed her phone. “It’s Craig,” she announced before answering hesitantly, “Hi Craig. Any news?” 
 “Not really,” he said. “The dogs didn’t find anything. In fact, the handler said they acted confused—like maybe someone had sprayed or sprinkled something to knock them off the track. It was evidently a disastrous experiment.” 
 Savannah was quiet. She then said, “Craig?” 
 “What?” 
 “Well, I’m not sure,” she said rather apprehensively as she stared down at one of the photos on the table. “Michael, look at this.” 
 “What’s going on, Savannah?” Craig asked. 
 “Just a minute, Craig. Michael look—what do you see there?” she asked. “Use the magnifying glass.” 
 “What is it, Savannah?” Craig asked again. 
 “Well, I was looking at that photo I took the other day—the one Rags tore up. I printed it out again. Craig, I just spotted something. You know what you said about looking for something that doesn’t belong?” 
 “Yeah,” 
 “Well, there’s a dot off in the distance here that caught my eye. Do you see that, Michael? It’s that yellowish dot, right there to the left of that shrub.” 
 “Yeah,” Michael said, straining his eyes. “What do you think that is?” 
 “Craig,” she said, “it could be someone in the distance watching us. Good God, Craig, I think it’s…I’m pretty sure it’s…Esse.” 





Chapter 6
  
 
Later that evening after Lily was in bed, Savannah sat on the sofa staring at the photo. 
 “It could be a figure, but it takes some imagination to see it,” Michael said. 
 “That dot is the same color as the head wrap that photographer wears. It could very well be him.” 
 “And if it is, what’s wrong?” Michael asked, playing the devil’s advocate. “I mean, he is a photographer. You said he’s been in that area taking pictures before.” 
 “That’s true. Oh, I don’t know, Michael. It’s just that Rags doesn’t like him and neither does Marissa. Craig seems to think that Rags pointed us to that area.” 
Michael thinned his lips. “Because he chewed up a picture you took out there? That’s a stretch, hon.” 
“Well, if this is Esse, what was he doing out there at the same time we were there? Why didn’t he speak to us?” 
“From that distance?” Michael said, grinning. 
She peered at him for a moment. “Well, I think it’s just too coincidental that he would show up where Craig’s searching for Marissa. Don’t you?” She faced him. “Gads, he could be leading some sort of double life—camera-shop clerk by day, kidnapper by night.” She shivered and growled. “Makes me sick!” 
“That’s a strong accusation.” 
“Think about it, Michael. I told you about the game he was playing with the children behind our backs. That was just too weird. I don’t trust that guy and the more I think about it, the more concerned I am that he’s involved in Marissa’s disappearance.” 
 Michael creased his brow. “So what did Craig say?” 
 “He’s going to check Esse out. He said he’d let me know what he learns.” 
 Just then the house phone rang. Michael looked at his watch. “Who could that be this time of night?” 
 “Telemarketer. We need to get rid of that phone—all we get on it is telemarketer calls. Let it go,” she suggested. 
 “I’d better get it—don’t want it to wake up Lily.” He walked to the phone and picked it up. “Hello?” After a few moments, he said, “Yes. Just a minute,” and he held the receiver out for Savannah. 
 “A telemarketer?” she asked suspiciously. 
 “I don’t think so,” he said. 
 “Hello?” she answered hesitantly. 
 “Hello, is this Savannah Ivey?” 
“Yes.” 
“I’m sorry to bother you, but I understand you’re a friend of Marissa Sanchez.” 
 “Yes,” Savannah said, straightening. “Who is this?” she almost demanded. 
 The woman hesitated, then continued, “My name is Mabel Roberts. I…um…I think Marissa is my granddaughter.” 
 Savannah’s mind raced. “Granddaughter?” she repeated. 
 “Yes.” Savannah could hear the woman’s voice crack. “My husband and I saw her picture in the paper this morning and we’re certain she’s our deceased daughter’s child.” She cleared her throat and continued. “We’ve only seen her twice before—once when she was born and again when a man, presumably her father, came asking for money. She was only four then. He called her Rachel.” She paused, then said in a strained voice, “He promised to bring her back the next day for a visit, but…we never saw her or him again.” 
“Rachel?” Savannah questioned. “What makes you think Marissa is the same child?” 
The woman choked up. “She looks just like her mother did at ten. Besides, I understand it isn’t unusual for the…street people…especially those with a tendency to break the law…to use different names sometimes.” She spoke more quietly. “The picture in the paper showed the child’s little crooked legs. They’re just as they were the last time we saw her. Oh yes, Mrs. Ivey, we’re positive Marissa is our granddaughter.” 
Savannah began to weep. “Oh my gosh,” she said through tears, “she has grandparents? Where have you been? She has needed you every day of her life. She’s had it rough, you know—she’s had to endure stuff no child—especially one as special as Marissa—should have to.” 
 There was silence on the other end. Finally the woman sniffled, saying, “I know. We have searched and searched for her. We’ve wanted her with us ever since she was born. But they took her—our daughter and that man. They wouldn’t let us see her. We heard that our daughter had died. We hired people to find the child, but they were met with dead ends. If she is still—I mean—when we find her this time, we will do everything in our power to keep her with us and make sure she is safe.” 
 “Where are you?” Savannah asked quietly. 
 “Massachusetts.” 
“Massachusetts?” Savannah said, frowning. “The story about Marissa was in your newspaper?” 
“Oh no, we’ve been subscribing to many newspapers in and around San Francisco online since we moved away five years ago. Like I said, we want our granddaughter with us. We read the papers from that area every day in hopes of seeing a clue as to where she is.” She started to cry. “And now she’s missing…possibly in danger.” She collected herself and said more calmly, “We’re flying to Frisco and driving to Hammond as soon as possible. We’d like to meet you and her teacher, who has also been a friend to our granddaughter.” 
“How did you learn about Shelly and me?” Savannah asked. 
“From the local sheriff’s department.” 
 “Oh, I see,” Savannah said. She then spoke more cordially. “Yes, of course, Mrs. Roberts. I’d love to meet you. Please call when you arrive and let me know if you need transportation or anything else. In the meantime, do you have a cell phone number you could give me?” 
 “Yes,” Mabel said, reciting the number. She hesitated and asked quietly, “Is there anything new in the investigation?” 
 “No,” Savannah said. “They searched with dogs today and came up with nothing.” She took a breath. “I suppose that could be good news…in a way. We’re trying to keep positive, but it isn’t easy.” 
 Once she’d hung up, Savannah called Craig’s number. “Craig, guess who just called me,” she said excitedly. “Marissa’s grandmother. At least I sure hope she is her grandmother. She and her husband are coming to take her home with them. Isn’t that wonderful?” 
 “Sure, Savannah, if…” 
 “I don’t want to hear the ifs,” she demanded. “I only want to hear the happy ending. Marissa is found and her grandparents are legitimate and wonderful, and she can finish growing up in their loving care. That’s what I want to hear!” she shouted. 
 “Sounds good to me.” He paused, then said, “Tell me more about this character called Esse.” 
 “I’ve told you everything I know, Craig,” Savannah snapped. “I’m tired and I’m scared for that little girl.” 
“Humor me, honey, will you? Tell me again what you know about him.” 
After sighing deeply, Savannah said, “Well, he’s been helping with the photography classes. He works at the camera shop in the mall. As I told you, I don’t trust him, and I’m not sure why. Marissa doesn’t like him. Rags hates him. We believe that horrid picture of the little missing boy came from his backpack. And he shows up in my picture where Marissa could have been taken.” 
 “Anything else?” 
 “He seemed to have a special interest in Marissa. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but I don’t trust him around her. When we were out on the field trip with the kids, it seemed like he was trying to single her out for some reason.” She paused. “Oh, and he called her Rachel.” 
 “Yeah?” Craig questioned. “And that bit of trivia is relevant because?” 
 “Because her grandmother just told me that’s what Marissa’s father called her when he came asking for money some six years ago.” 
There was silence on the other end. Finally, Craig said, “Well, detective Savannah, you’d sure like to tie this up in a pretty bow, wouldn’t you?” 
 “I’d like to find Marissa unharmed, that’s what I want,” she said defiantly. 
 Again there was a long silence, then, “What do you think about taking your cat out there?” 
 “Out where?” she asked. 
 “Out to Mule Flats.” 
 “Are you serious? How would we get him there?” 
 “He likes your horse, doesn’t he?” 
 “Craig, what are you thinking? Sure, he likes her from the top of the corral fence, but he’s never... Rags on a horse? Are you crazy?” 
 Startled by what he’d heard, Michael looked up from his newspaper. 
 “Think about how we could get him on your horse, would you?” Craig suggested. “I have a hunch he can do what those dogs failed to do. He has a rapport with the little girl—a connection. If she’s out there, I’ll bet he can find her. What do you say?” 
 “Of course, I want to try anything that could possibly help find her, but Rags on a horse? I just don’t know, Craig. Let me discuss it with Michael and I’ll get back to you.” 
 “Good. Oh, by the way, they’ve arrested Mavis and Clark Cotton. After searching the home and questioning the children, we have strong evidence the children were being neglected and maybe even abused. We also believe Mavis had something to do with Erin’s injuries.” 
 “How is Erin?” Savannah asked. 
 “Still in the hospital.” 
 “Can I go see her?” 
 “Yes, I can arrange that. I think it would be good for her. Her last name is Michaels.” 
 After a moment of silence, Savannah asked, “Could the Cottons have done something to Marissa?” 
 “It’s possible. They’re among the suspects, that’s for sure. In fact,” he said, hesitating, “among their belongings we found a couple of dirt bikes in a shed.” 
 Savannah chuckled. “I can’t imagine that woman on a dirt bike, can you?” 
 “Maybe not, but did you know the nephew you mentioned stays out in the shed?” 
“Yeah. Marissa said there are two adult nephews who are rude and ill-mannered.” 
“Well, according to the neighbors,” Craig said, “they come and go. They have an old truck that they use to haul those dirt bikes around in.” 
“Yeah, that’s the truck I saw Erin leave in the other day, before she was…hurt. What a chaotic household that must have been.” 
 **** 
Savannah arrived at the hospital the following morning around eight forty-five. “I’d like to see Erin Michaels, please,” she announced at the reception desk. 
 “Name?” 
 “Savannah Ivey.” 
 The pert woman dressed in a pink uniform ran her finger down a page on a large pad and said, “Okay, you’re cleared. She’s on the third floor. You’ll see the guard at the door. Just give him this,” she said, handing Savannah a small card. 
 As it turned out, Savannah knew the guard. “Hi John,” she greeted. “Got you on sentry duty, huh?” 
 He nodded. “You know the little gal in there?” he asked. 
 “Yes. Thanks for taking good care of her. Okay if I visit?” she asked, showing him the card. 
 “Sure. She doesn’t get many visitors.” 
 “Has she had any?” Savannah asked. 
 “Not on my watch.” 
“Hi, Erin,” Savannah said as she entered the room cautiously. “Are you up to having an early morning visitor?” 
 The teen rolled onto her back and smiled. “Yes. How nice of you to come.” She looked expectantly at Savannah. “Did they find Rissy?” 
 Shaking her head, she said, “Not yet. But they will, I’m sure of it.” She put her hand on the teen’s arm and asked, “How’re you feeling, hon?” 
 Erin took a shallow breath and coughed. “I’ve been better.” She smirked a little. “But I’ve been worse, too.” 
 Savannah cringed when she saw the scrapes on Erin’s pretty face. One arm was bandaged. She sat down next to the bed, her hand still on the girl’s arm, and asked, “So how did it happen?” 
 Erin looked away for a moment, then turned to face Savannah. “She pushed me out of the truck,” she said quietly. “Detective Craig…he’s so nice.” She smiled weakly. “He said the Cottons are in jail, so I shouldn’t be afraid to tell the truth.” She grabbed Savannah’s arm. “I was scared to death they had Rissy and terrified that they…” she scowled, “…or those evil nephews…would harm her if I told the truth. Hopefully, my story will keep them in jail forever.” She looked despondent. “Only then Rissy and I will have no place to go.” 
 “You’d go back there?” Savannah asked, shocked at the thought. 
 Erin hesitated. “Well, I’m no Einstein, but I’ve learned that you may not be in the best place, but if you have a roof over your head and food on the table, maybe you shouldn’t make any waves. Things could be worse. Know what I mean?” 
 Savannah gritted her teeth. “How did you end up there, anyway?” she asked. “Marissa said she doesn’t think there’s a social worker involved.” 
 Erin thought for a moment. “I’m not really sure.” She looked at Savannah. “No, there’s no one monitoring what goes on in that house. As I remember, Mavis needed a babysitter. She knew one of my foster moms—we lived in the same neighborhood. I guess she pulled some strings or broke some laws, maybe, to get me.” 
 “Gads, those other children must have been infants. You were babysitting infants at ten?” 
 Erin grinned. “Oh yes. When my parents died in that fire, my childhood pretty much died along with them.” She looked at Savannah. “You’d be surprised what’s expected of kids in foster homes—well, probably not all of them, but…” Suddenly, she grabbed Savannah’s hand. “Did they arrest those two freeloaders, too?” 
“You mean the nephews? I don’t know,” Savannah said. “I don’t think so.” 
 “Ms. Savannah,” Erin said quietly, her eyes pleading, “they’ve just got to find Rissy! She’s…well, she’s like a sister to me.” 
 Savannah thinned her lips. “There are a lot of people looking for her. Today, we’re taking our cat out to see if he can find her.” She cringed. “I don’t know how that’ll go.” 
 “Oh, Rags?” Erin asked. “Marissa talks about him all the time. She loves that cat. She loves most all animals, but…I could tell there’s something special about your cat,” she said, her eyes welling up. 
 In an effort to calm the teen, Savannah asked, “Do you like animals?” 
 Erin rolled her head toward Savannah. “Yeah. Yeah, I like them. Never had one of my own, that I can remember.” She stared toward the window. “I have an old picture of myself as a very little girl and there’s a puppy licking my face. I’m laughing.” She chuckled. “It’s really cute. So I might have had a dog back then.” Her mood became dark. “But once my original foster mother died, I went from home to home until I landed with the Cottons seven years ago. I don’t remember any of the homes having pets—just an overflow of kids.” She looked at Savannah. “I’ve never been close to any of those kids until Rissy.” She began to cry. 
“I know,” Savannah said, hugging the girl gently. She pulled back and asked, “When can you leave the hospital?” 
 “I don’t know. No one has said anything about me leaving.” She began to weep, saying, “That’s probably because I have no place to go…” 
 Savannah leaned toward the teen and ran her hand over her hair. “Erin, do you mind if I ask a few questions about you and your condition? Is there anyone who’s speaking for you—on your behalf?” 
 She thought for a moment. “Ms. Shelly came to see me, but she had to leave in a hurry. She had some sort of family emergency in another state. I think she flew out yesterday to Minneapolis or someplace.” She fidgeted with the edge of her blanket, then added, “There is one nurse who has asked me a lot of questions. She’s been real nice to me. Why?” 
 “What’s the nurse’s name? Is she on duty today?” Savannah asked. 
 “Yeah, I saw her a little earlier. Her name’s Diane.” 
 “I’ll be right back,” Savannah said. “Is there anything you need from the gift shop, or can I run out and get you a soda or something?” 
 Erin rolled her head back and forth against her pillow. “Oh, I guess not. I don’t think so…unless…” she smiled a little. 
 “Unless what?” Savannah asked. “Your wish is my command.” 
 “I’d sure like to have a bowl of ice cream.” 
 “What’s your favorite flavor?” Savannah asked, grinning. 
 “If you can find it, chocolate. If not, vanilla is fine or strawberry…” 
 Savannah patted her hand. “I’ll be right back. You wait there.” 
 “Yeah, right,” Erin said. “Where am I going?” 
 When Savannah returned, she carried a large bowl of chocolate ice cream and a couple of chocolate-chip cookies. “Here you go; your ice cream prescription. This ought to make you feel lots better.” 
 Erin tried to laugh a little, but soon found herself doubled over, holding one side. 
Savannah set the bowl on the bed tray and helped Erin to sit up. “Hon, I talked to your doctor. Diane introduced him to me. He said you can go home any time.” 
Erin’s eyes grew wide with anticipation. “Really?” 
 “Yes, as long as you have a place to stay where you’ll get the right kind of care.” 
Deflated, Erin said, “Well, I guess that means I stay here.” She squeezed her eyes closed, then opened them and said, “Do you know where I want to be more than anything?” 
 Savannah shook her head. 
 “Out there searching for Rissy.” 
 Savannah patted the girl’s shoulder and massaged it a little, then said, while moving the tray closer to her, “Hon, I have something I want to talk to you about.” 
 Erin took a small bite of the ice cream. “Mmm, tastes so good.” She then looked at Savannah. “What?” 
 “I spoke to your doctor.” 
 “Yeah, you told me.” 
 “I asked if I could take you home.” 
 Erin placed her spoon in the bowl and looked at Savannah in disbelief. “To your home?” 
“Yes. We have plenty of room and my husband and I would love to give you a safe place to recover. Your doctor said he would clear it with the hospital social worker—he thinks it’s so much better that you be with someone you know and can trust than a random foster situation.” 
 The teen looked up at Savannah through tears. “I would love it. That would be so awesome. Rissy told me what a wonderful home you have and how nice you and your husband are. Oh…what a…surprise,” she said. “Yes, I would very much like to stay with you until I’m on my feet.” She gazed at something behind Savannah. “I’ve been thinking that I should drop out of school for now and get a full-time job. I’m old enough to support myself. I’ll be eighteen next month. I was only staying in that hell hole for Rissy. Maybe with county assistance I can support both of us.” 
 “Well, let’s not think about that right now,” Savannah suggested. She smiled down at the girl. “One step at a time, okay?” 
 “Okay,” Erin said, smiling. “Thank you, again.” 
 “Sure. I’ll check back with you later today. Right now, the detective and I and…” she cringed, “the cat are going in search of your little sister.” 





Chapter 7 
  
 
“So, is he ready for his first horseback ride?” Craig asked, peering into the pet carrier Savannah toted. 
 “Yes. We thought I could mold this canvas carrier across the front of my saddle. I think I can make him fairly comfortable. Hopefully, he won’t object too much. I had a little talk with him so he knows where we’re going and why.” 
 Craig narrowed his eyes. “You think he understands something that complex, do you?” 
 “Yeah. Think about it, Craig,” she said as they pulled out of the driveway with the horses in tow, “doesn’t your Tommy kitty sometimes seem to understand your words or your intentions?” 
He looked confused. “Huh?” 
“Well, when you head into the kitchen to feed him or you ask him if he wants a treat, doesn’t he sometimes respond before you even start to open the can or the bag of treats?” 
 After some consideration, Craig said, “Yes, I’ve noticed that. He beats me to the kitchen sometimes and waits at his dish. I figured he has a built-in clock and knows what time it is.” 
 “Could be. But I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought about taking Rags out for a walk and he races to his harness without my saying a word.” Her expression brightened as she said, “I can even narrow it down to this—when the carrier comes out because we’re going to the clinic for his shots, he hides. If we’re going someplace else or to the clinic for another reason, he walks into the carrier just fine.” 
 “Hmmm,” Craig said. “So what did you say to get him in there today?” he asked. 
 She spoke more solemnly, “I told him tomorrow is Christmas Eve—which is a very special day for children, and that we need to find his friend Marissa so she can celebrate her first Christmas.” 
 “With who?” he asked. “Her poor-excuse-for-parents are in jail.” 
 “Oh, they didn’t celebrate Christmas anyway.” Her demeanor brightened. “With us. I want to invite her to spend Christmas with us.” She added, “You know, Erin’s coming to our house.” 
 “Yeah, I got the memo. She’s old enough to be on her own, isn’t she?” 
 Savannah nodded. “Almost, I guess. But she needs rest and care right now and she doesn’t have any place to go.” 
 Craig glanced at Savannah and then at the cat in the carrier sitting between them on the seat. “God, I hope he can perform a miracle out there for us today.” 
 “Amen,” Savannah said. Under her breath she added, “A Christmas miracle.” 
 Over an hour later, the pair rode along the trail on horseback with the soft carrier wedged across the saddle in front of Savannah. 
“How’s he doing?” Craig asked. 
“Good,” Savannah said. “He was trying to stand up and kept losing his balance. He has figured out he’s better off just lying down. Yes, he’s getting the hang of it. I think he kind of likes it. He’s just watching the scenery go by like he does during a car ride.” 
Craig chuckled. “Yeah, I can just see him trying to hitch a ride on the horse by himself next time he goes out to the corral.” He glanced back at Savannah again. “You brought his leash, didn’t you?” 
She nodded. 
“Okay, let’s leave the horses here, shall we?” he suggested when they reached the meadows. “This is where most of those mine shafts are. We’ll take the cat on his leash from here.” 
“If we go very far, we may have to carry him. Cat’s don’t have a lot of endurance.” 
“Okay.” Craig peered at the cat. “Do your stuff, Rags, old boy.” 
 “Yes, please,” Savannah said. “Come on, Rags. Where’s Marissa? Find Marissa.” 
 The couple and the cat had been searching for nearly ninety minutes when Craig said, “Damn, we’re almost out of options.” He pointed. “The last visible shaft appears to be about a quarter-mile north.” 
 Suddenly, Rags stopped. His ears perked up and he sniffed the air. He seemed to be listening intently to something, then he began tugging on the leash. 
 “Where’s he going?” Craig asked. “He’s not after a rabbit, is he?” 
 “I don’t think so,” Savannah said. “It doesn’t seem like rabbit-induced excitement. I think he’s on to something, Craig. Let’s follow him.” 
 “I’ll try to keep up—man, he’s really focused, like a bloodhound. A feline bloodhound,” he said, chuckling. 
 “Sure is. Easy Rags, it’s brushy out here—and rocky.” 
 The couple continued following the cat as he tugged and pulled them into the dense brush. Savannah could see a cluster of small trees off in the distance. As they drew near, she said quietly, “Craig, there’s a cabin. Someone must live out here.” 
 “I doubt it—could be a hunter’s cabin. I think that’s where he’s taking us.” 
 Suddenly, they heard a voice. “What’re ya doin’ out here?” 
 The couple turned and found themselves facing the two grubby men Savannah and Shelly had seen before on dirt bikes. 
 “Oh, it’s you, girlie. Come back to party?” the taller man said, leering at her. He looked down at Rags and frowned. “What’s that?” 
 “Never mind,” Craig said, revealing his badge. “Who are you and what are you doing out here?” 
“Uh, nothin’. We work out here, ya know.” 
“What’s your name?” 
“Sam.” 
When Craig looked at the shorter man, he quickly responded, “Red.” 
“What kind of work do you do?” Craig asked, glancing around the area. 
“Whatever Scaif needs,” Sam said. 
Red nudged his partner as if to quiet him. 
“Who’s Scaif?” Craig asked. 
After hesitating, Sam said, “Our boss. We do odd jobs, that’s all.” 
“Have you seen a girl out here?” Craig asked. 
Sam motioned toward Savannah. “Yeah, we saw her and another gal just last week.” 
“I mean a little girl.” 
“No, uh-uh, no little girls out here,” he said. 
“Mind if we look around?” 
Suddenly, Savannah felt Rags tug at the leash. She looked in the direction he pulled and said, “Craig, he wants to go to that shack.” 
Craig spun around and looked at the cat. “Let him go.” He then said, “Here, give him to me, I’ll go. Savannah, you stay here.” 
“I don’t think so,” Sam said, gruffly. “You’re not goin’ ta snoop around on our watch.” 
When Savannah looked in Sam’s direction, she saw that he held a gun, which was aimed at them. She gasped. 
“Sam, what’re ya doin’?” Red hissed. “You know Scaif don’t want no trouble.” 
“Yeah, but he don’t want no trespassers, neither.” 
Savannah struggled to hold the cat back, when she noticed that he had changed his focus and she panicked. “No Rags,” she said, when she saw him staring at the gunman from a crouch. “No.” she repeated, but he ignored her commands, leaped into the air, and latched onto the man’s arm with all four paws. 
Craig immediately jumped into action, taking the gun from the man and cuffing him. “Control the cat!” Craig shouted to Savannah, as he held the gun on Red. After cuffing the second man, he patted them both down. Finding nothing, he pulled two pairs of plastic restraints out of his pocket and secured the men’s ankles, easing them down to the ground next to a large shrub. 
 “Is anyone else here?” Craig asked the men. When they each shook their head, Craig said, “You’d better not be lying.” He turned to Savannah. “Okay, give me the cat, and stay behind me.” As the couple approached the shack, Rags pulled harder and harder. He began sniffing the air. Instead of stepping onto the tiny porch, however, the cat led the pair around to the other side of the small building. 
 “Wait there, boy,” Craig said, pulling back on the leash. “Savannah, pick him up. Hold onto him.” 
 She did as Craig asked, but Rags was not having it. He struggled to get loose. “He wants down, Craig,” she said breathlessly. She grasped the back of his harness with one hand, supporting him with the other arm, but he continued to thrash about. “I can’t hold onto him much longer,” she said, lowering him to the ground and holding tight to his leash. She knelt and began scratching the cat’s neck as she and Rags both watched Craig disappear around the side of the shack. 
 Suddenly, Craig came back into view and motioned for Savannah to follow him. A shiver of fear and dread consumed her as she turned the corner and glimpsed what he had discovered—a small underground cellar. Craig keenly watched the cat’s reaction and was surprised when Rags walked past the cellar and continued pulling on the leash. “Where’s he going?” he asked. “I thought I found something here, but he doesn’t seem interested in it.” 
 “I don’t know. There’s nothing out here but more brush,” Savannah complained. 
 “Could he be on a rabbit’s trail?” he asked, sounding somewhat agitated. 
 Rather impatiently, she said, “He is a cat, after all. You never know what he’s thinking or what he’s going to do.” 
Craig shook his head. “Well, let’s give him the benefit of the doubt, shall we? Come on, Savannah.” 
“Okay,” she said, heading after Rags as he pulled on the leash. “Slow down, will you?” she demanded. 
 But the cat had his own agenda. He pulled and tugged and kept Savannah moving until he reached a large dry shrub, where he stopped. He began turning in place, his nose in the air. He let out a couple of meows and scratched at the loose dirt on the ground. 
 “You’d better get that damn cat away from there,” Sam called out. “We’ve got bear traps set. He’s gonna get caught in a bear trap.” 
 “Bear traps?” Savannah said, freezing. 
 Craig glanced at the two men who sat cuffed about fifty yards away. He then stared down at Rags. “Damn cat…looks like a rabbit hole to me.” He scratched his head. “But how did he find this one so far from where we started. Isn’t that kind of odd?” 
 “Yeah, I saw rabbits out there and I think he did, too, only he wasn’t interested in them. No, Craig, he’s onto something; I just know it.” She looked down at the cat as he continued to claw at the dirt. “Oh my gosh,” she said quietly. “Look at this, Craig. He’s uncovered something, and I don’t think it leads to a rabbit hole.” 
 Craig, his jaw set, walked determinedly to where Savannah stood, and watched the cat rather frantically dig in the soft dirt. “Well, I’ll be…” he said. “What’s this?” He kneeled down and began brushing dirt away, revealing a piece of corrugated tin. He grabbed at the dried shrubs, obviously used to camouflage the area, tossing them aside. “There’s something under here!” Craig shouted. “Help me uncover it.” 
Savannah dropped Rags’s leash and began moving brush and scraping dirt away with her bare hands. 
“I’m looking for something to grab onto,” Craig said impatiently. 
Bolting into action, Savannah picked up a shrub and used it as a broom to remove the light layer of dirt. 
“Here it is!” Craig said, grabbing an edge of the tin and attempting to lift it. 
 In the meantime, Rags became even more agitated. He began dancing around, keeping his eye on the tin covering that Craig struggled with. 
 “Oh my God!” Craig said when he lifted the first piece of tin. Before he could react, Rags jumped down into the pit he’d uncovered. And that’s when Savannah glimpsed what lay just beneath them. 
“Marissa, oh my gosh, Marissa. Nooooooo,” she wailed as she fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. 
 Craig immediately lowered himself into the shallow cavern just as the child moaned. 
 Savannah looked up. “She’s…” 
 “Yes, she’s alive!” he shouted. When he saw the fear in the girl’s eyes, he spoke more quietly. “Marissa, it’s okay,” he crooned. “We’re here to help you.” Fighting the urge to weep, he said, “It’s over now. You’re safe.” 
 She moaned and asked, her voice strained and hoarse, “Am I dreaming?” 
 “No, hon, this is not a dream. The nightmare’s over.” He began removing bindings from her arms and legs. “Are you okay?” he asked. “Anything broken? Do you hurt anywhere?” 
 “I don’t think anything’s broken. Just get me out of here.” She tried to take a breath and began coughing. “I need some air, please.” 
 Craig carefully lifted the girl in his arms and handed her up to Savannah. He then climbed out of the pit, pulled off his jacket, and laid it on the ground. After hugging the girl to her for a few moments and murmuring words of comfort in her ear, Savannah placed Marissa on the jacket, then draped her own jacket over the child’s quaking body. But the child continued to shiver, so Savannah lay next to her and held her in her arms. 
“Rags,” Marissa said weakly as he lay down on the other side of her, his paws on her chest. “Oh Rags, I dreamed…about you. I dreamed…you were…my hero.” 
 Savannah smiled at the girl. “It was a true dream, honey. He is your hero. He found you. He led us to you.” 
 Marissa pulled one hand out from under the jacket and ran it across Rags’s fur. She then lay still, tears creeping from under her eyelids. 
Just then, Craig kneeled near the girl and said quietly to Savannah, “Medic helicopter and police on ATVs are on the way.” He asked, “How are you, Marissa?” 
 She smiled weakly, tears causing muddy ridges down her dirt-encrusted face. “Better now,” she said. She tilted her head a little and squinted at Craig. “I’ve seen you before.” 
 “Hon, this is Detective Craig Sledge,” Savannah said. “He’s been leading the search for you. He has searched day and night to find you.” 
 “Thank you,” she said quietly. “You came to my house…when Jeremy and Dave were…in trouble. I was outside playing. You stopped…and talked to me.” She smiled a little. “I thought you were…a very nice man.” 
 Craig ran his hand over the child’s hair and smiled. “I thought you were a very nice young lady, too.” He pulled a water bottle out of his backpack. “Do you think you can drink a little water?” 
 She nodded and he raised her up so she could sip from the bottle. 
“Ever been in a helicopter?” he asked, smiling. 
Marissa shook her head slowly, still squinting as she became accustomed to the light. 
Savannah chuckled a little. “Well, let’s clean you up for your first helicopter ride, shall we?” She removed the bandana from around her neck, wet it, and began dabbing at the girl’s forehead and cheeks. 
Marissa stretched and flexed some of the muscles in her face. “Awww, feels better,” she said, managing a feeble smile. 
“What about the horses?” Craig asked Savannah. 
“I’m not sure how they’ll react to the helicopter. I was thinking about that. I guess we’ll have to hope for the best. They’re both pretty calm animals.” 
“Peaches is here?” Marissa asked, lifting a little and trying to look around. 
“Yes, she brought us out here so Rags could find you,” Savannah explained. 
“Wow! Cool,” she whispered. 
Craig turned to the girl. “Marissa, how did you end up out here? Can you tell us?” 
“Well, my father…” she started. She then began to cry. “I guess he needed me again.” She swallowed hard. “He sold me to someone with a camera. He…took a lot of pictures…” 
 “Do you know who the man is?” 
She shook her head slowly. “He covers his face. Sometimes he blindfolds me. I…I think he made me drink medicine.” She blinked. “…you know, sleeping medicine. It made me kinda dizzy and fuzzy-thinking.” 
Craig scowled and gritted his teeth. He then patted the girl’s arm and said, “Well, you’re safe now—there will be no more abuse.” 
“In fact, we have a wonderful surprise for you, Marissa,” Savannah said, when Craig interrupted. 
 “Here they come.” 
 Marissa took Savannah’s hand. She petted Rags with the other as he continued to lie close to her. “Will you stay with me, Ms. Savannah?” the child asked. 
 Savannah looked at Craig. 
 He nodded. “I’ll get the horses home. Don’t you worry. She needs you.” 
 “What about the cat?” Savannah asked. 
 “I’ll let the medics know he’s flying with you. Call Michael and have him pick Rags up at the hospital.” 
 Within a scant few minutes, the medics had surrounded the girl, and Savannah stepped a few feet away to make the call. “Michael, we found Marissa. We’re flying her out of here by chopper. Can you meet us at the hospital to pick up Rags?” 
 “Rags is riding in a helicopter?” he asked. “What about the horses?” 
 “Craig thinks he can handle them—get them back home.” 
 Michael was quiet for a moment, then said, “Maybe I should go help him with the horses. I can send your aunt to get the cat.” 
 “Okay, whatever you think. Oh, Michael, we’re having a house guest. In fact, I’ll need someone to meet me at the hospital to bring us home this afternoon.” 
 “Marissa will be released today?” he asked. 
 “No, not Marissa. Erin. I’m bringing her home for a few days to heal. It’s been cleared with the hospital social worker. Without our help, she would have to stay in the hospital for another several days. Michael,” she said quietly. “She has no place to go.” 
 “Okay hon. One of us will meet up with Craig and help with the horses and I’ll have someone at the hospital to give you girls and the cat a ride home.” He hesitated, then asked, “How is Marissa?” 
 “Hard to tell—nothing seems to be broken. Even her spirit’s intact.” She laughed a little. “We’ll know more once the doctors get a look at her.” 
 “I’m so glad she’s…okay,” he said. 
 “Michael, you’re crying.” 
 He took a deep breath. “Well, it just hit too close to home, hon, know what I mean? She’s such a good kid, she’s a sweet little girl like our child, and she’s Adam’s age. Yes, too close to home.” 
 Savannah pressed her lips together in an attempt to stop her own flow of tears when she heard Marissa speak. She saw the paramedics lift the girl onto a stretcher, an IV dripping into one arm and an oxygen mask in place when the child struggled to say, “Wait! The boy. Save the boy!” 
 Craig quickly approached her. “What boy?” 
 One of the medics responded. “She keeps talking about a boy. I think she’s delirious; we’d better get her on the chopper.” 
 “No, wait, let me hear what she has to say,” Craig instructed. He then asked gently, “There’s a boy out here someplace, Marissa? Where is he? Do you know?” 
 “I…I think he’s in the cabin. They let him stay in the cabin sometimes.” 
 “Is anyone in the cabin with him?” 
 “I don’t know. I couldn’t hear much from…” She began to weep. 
Craig patted the girl’s arm, flashed a look at Savannah, and then motioned toward the officers who had just arrived on ATVs. The trio walked, weapons in hand, toward the cabin. “Come out with your hands up!” one deputy shouted. 
They waited, then he called again, “If you’re in there, come out with your hands up!” 
After what seemed like an eternity, the door to the cabin creaked open and a small boy stepped out onto the porch holding his hands up in the air. 
“Is anyone else in there?” Craig asked, quietly. 
The boy shook his head. 
The officer asked the boy to walk slowly toward him and when he was close enough, Craig grabbed him and rushed with him toward the helicopter. The officers, in the meantime, searched the cabin and the cellar and found no one else on the property. 
After several minutes, a medic announced to Craig, “The boy checks out okay. Can you take him in a black-and-white? We’ll meet you at the hospital.” 
Craig thought before saying, “Well, we have a police chopper coming to take the two prisoners. We’ll put the kid on the back of an ATV and I’ll have a car meet them at the main road.” He smiled down at the boy. “There’s gonna be one happy family reunion tonight.” 
 **** 
“Hi, Erin,” Savannah said, entering the teen’s hospital room a couple of hours later and finding her sitting on the bed fully dressed. “Looks like you’re ready to go.” 
 “Sure am,” she said. “Did you find Rissy?” she asked eagerly. 
 Before Savannah could respond, the nurse named Diane walked into the room pushing a wheelchair. “All ready, I see,” she said smiling at Erin. “Let me help you slide into this chair and then I want to go over a few things with Mrs. Ivey.” 
 “A wheelchair?” Erin complained. “I don’t need a wheelchair; that’s silly.” 
“Regulations—you know—hospital policy,” Diane said, smiling. 
Erin slumped. “They made me walk up and down the hall every day, now they want to wheel me out in a chair?” 
 “Come on, it’ll be fun.” The nurse smiled impishly. “I’ll do wheelies down the hall if you want.” 
 Erin laughed a little, then held her side and coughed. 
Once Erin was settled in the wheelchair and the instructions had been given for her home care, Savannah whispered something to the nurse, who nodded and smiled. 
 “Where are we going?” Erin asked, when she noticed they’d passed the exit on the ground floor. “Not the cafeteria, I hope. I’m not very fond of the hospital food.” 
Savannah and Diane grinned. “No, not to the cafeteria,” the nurse said. She quipped, 
“Now you see why I bring my lunch every day. That cafeteria food could make a person sick.” 
Diane wheeled Erin into a room with several beds all in a row and only a few patients. The teen looked around. “I remember this place. This is where they brought me after the…accident. It’s the Emergency Room, isn’t it?” 
“Yes,” Diane said as she continued to wheel Erin past the row of beds. 
Then Erin saw something familiar—a pair of crooked little legs. “Rissy!” she screeched. 
 “Surprise,” Savannah said quietly, moving aside so Diane could roll the teen close to the small bed. 
Erin lifted herself out of the chair and laid across the young girl. “Rissy, they found you!” She pulled back. “How are you? Where were you? Oh my gosh,” she hugged her again, “I’m so happy to see you.” 
 “Ouch,” Marissa said. “Don’t give me so much tough love,” she teased. She rolled her head toward Erin and stared at her discolored face and damaged arm. “Oooh, your face; does it hurt? You fell out of a car?” she asked. 
 “Yeah, kinda sorta,” she said. “Hey Rissy, I’m going to Ms. Savannah’s tonight. I hope to see you there soon. Take care, okay? I’m sure we’ll be back to see you.” She looked to Savannah for confirmation. 
 She nodded. “Absolutely—tomorrow. You’ll have enough going on tonight with the police questioning and all. Plus, you need your rest,” Savannah said, patting the younger girl’s arm affectionately. 
 Before leaving, Erin turned to Diane. With tears in her eyes, she asked, “Could you keep an eye on my little sister?” 
 Diane smiled at both girls. “I’d be glad to.” She said to Marissa, “I’ll make sure they put you in my unit.” 
 In the meantime, Erin leaned down and told Marissa, “She’s real nice.” 
 “Okay, visiting hours are over,” Diane said, wheeling Erin toward the exit. “Let’s get you home, shall we?” Once the nurse made sure Erin was secure in the backseat of Michael’s and Savannah’s SUV, she reached in and hugged her, saying, “Now, if I don’t see you before, I wish you a very Merry Christmas.” 
 Taken aback, Erin said, “Oh, is it almost Christmas? Yes, Merry Christmas to you, too, Diane, and thank you for everything.” 
Before driving away, Savannah turned and said, “Erin, this is my husband, Michael. Hon, this is Marissa’s big sister Erin.” 
“Nice to meet you, Erin,” Michael said. 
The teen nodded. “You, too.” She was quiet for a while, then she asked, “So where was she? Who took her, anyway? Was it her evil father?” 
 “We’re not quite sure,” Savannah said. “The detective hopes to get some information from the two guys we found out there with her and I guess they’ll search the surrounding area.” 
“Out where? Where was she?” Erin asked narrowing her eyes. 
“Out where they have all those mine shafts.” She turned to look at Erin. “They’ll get whoever is responsible. That’s for sure.” 
 “I hope they do—once and for all. That kid needs a break,” she said under her breath. 
 Savannah reached back and patted the girl’s knee. “She’ll get it—she’ll be just fine.” She locked eyes with Erin before saying, “And so will you.” 
 Erin looked down at her lap. “I sure would like to believe that, Ms. Savannah.” 
 **** 
“Would you like an upstairs or downstairs bedroom?” Savannah asked as she helped Erin walk up the porch steps and into their home. Michael, in the meantime, had dropped them off and driven to Margaret’s and Max’s to pick up Lily and Rags. 
 “Um,” Erin stalled. “I don’t know.” Suddenly she stopped. “Oh my gosh,” she said, covering her mouth with her hands. “It’s just as Rissy described it…a wonderland. A Christmas wonderland. Ms. Savannah, it’s beautiful…your tree, the twinkly lights…all of the decorations.” Then she noticed something else. “Oh, hi,” she said bending down to greet the dog. “You must be Lexie. Aren’t you a sweet thing?” She looked around. “Where’s Buffy?” 
 “Oh, so our animals have a reputation, do they?” Savannah chuckled. “I’m sure you’ll want to meet Rags. You know, he’s the one who found Marissa today.” 
 “Really?” Erin said, wide-eyed. “You’ll have to tell me the story. So where is he?” she asked, looking around. 
 “With my aunt. She came to the hospital to pick him up after our helicopter ride.” 
 She gulped. “He rode in a helicopter?” 
 “Yes, and before that, he rode on a horse.” 
 “Wow! He must be some amazing cat.” She spoke, as if in confidence. “I actually wasn’t sure if I should believe all Rissy told me about him. But I guess it’s true.” She tilted her head and looked at Savannah. “He rode a horse?” 
 Savannah nodded and smiled. “So would you like a tour before you pick out your room?” 
 It didn’t take Erin long to choose the first room at the top of the stairs—the one Savannah introduced to her as the Healing Room. “It’s so beautiful,” the teen said, glancing around. “And I get my own bathroom. I’ve never ever, ever even been in a place like this, let alone spent the night.” 
 “Are you hungry?” Savannah asked. “Would you like to freshen up—take a shower, soak in the tub, then come down and we can have some supper?” 
 “Soak in the tub? That sounds awesome.” 
 “Do you need help?” Savannah asked. 
 Erin contemplated the question. “I don’t think so. I can do it. I’ll just have to move kinda slow.” 
 “Fresh towels are hanging on the racks. There’s body wash and bath oils, if you want to use them. Shampoo and lotions in the basket. Just help yourself, Erin.” She looked at the girl. “Do you have any clothes in that small bag you carried in?” 
 “No. I was hoping I could get my things from the house. How can I do that, do you know?” 
 “Hmmm,” Savannah murmured. “Let me contact Detective Craig and see if we can go over there and get yours and Marissa’s things. You’re going to need them. In the meantime, what size do you wear?” 
 Erin shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure…whatever hand-me-downs or thrift-store clothes Mavis threw my way. My best friend at school gives me clothes sometimes, but she’s a little larger than I am.” 
 Savannah studied the girl’s frame. “I’ll bet you could wear some of my clothes. The shirts would be okay, but the jeans might be a little long. Hey, I have some leggings that would probably fit. I also have some new undies I just bought—you can have those. Do you have pjs?” 
 Erin pulled a hospital gown out of her bag. “I hope it was okay that I took this. It’s kind of old. I didn’t think they’d mind.” 
 Savannah grinned and shook her head. “I’ll bring you something a bit more comfy and…fashionable. Be right back.” She started to turn, then asked, “Do you like pasta? I have a pasta and veggie dish planned for supper.” 
 “I’m not a fussy eater—you couldn’t be at the Cottons’ house.” She made a face. “Mavis was not a very good cook. In fact, she didn’t do much cooking at all. We learned to eat whatever there was because…well, that’s all there was.” 
 Savannah grimaced, then said, “Go ahead and get in the tub. I’ll leave a few things for you here on the bed. Come down when you feel like it.” As she started to leave the room, she noticed Walter sitting in the doorway. “Hi, boy. What are you doing up here?” she crooned. “Come to meet our guest?” 
 “What a pretty cat,” Erin said. “I love black cats. Oh look, he has an almost heart-shaped patch of white on his chest. He’s really pretty.” She walked over to the cat and began petting him. “He’s so friendly and he has such silky fur.” 
 “He’s not usually friendly,” Savannah said, her eyes wide. “This is Walter. He’s quite the loner, as a rule. But I have seen him up in this room lately. I guess he’s found a new place to hang out.” 
 “Well, come in, Walter. You can hang out with me, if you want.” She picked him up and pressed her cheek against his. “I would like that.” 
 “Okay then, I’ll leave you two alone. There’s an intercom on the wall there if you need any help. Otherwise, see you later.” 
 **** 
“Hon, you had quite a day, didn’t you?” Michael said thirty minutes later, as he placed Lily in her high chair and sprinkled some pasta and soft veggies on the tray. 
 “Yes, quite a day. A horseback ride, a helicopter ride, and a rescue. It doesn’t get any better than that.” She turned from the counter where she was making a green salad and said, “Oh, I spoke with Craig briefly. He said you were a big help with the horses. I guess Peaches is having a sleepover at the Teague stables tonight.” 
“Yeah, I didn’t want to inconvenience anyone any further, so decided just to leave her there. I tossed her some hay. They’ll bring her home tomorrow.” 
 Savannah nodded. “She and Rags had a big day, too. Oh, was Rags ever marvelous! He about pulled my arm out of the socket trying to get to Marissa. Gads, he has good instincts.” She smiled at Michael. “Marissa says he’s her hero.” 
 “He doesn’t look much like a hero this evening,” Michael said chuckling as he peered at the cat, who was sprawled on his back in one of Buffy’s pink canopy beds. 
“No he doesn’t,” Savannah agreed, joining him in laughter. 
 “Hi,” Erin said, entering the room. “I got lost there for a minute. This is a big house.” 
 “Yes, we should have given you a map,” Michael joked. 
 “Come in, hon,” Savannah invited. “Dinner’s almost ready.” 
 “Hi, cutie pie,” Erin cooed as she approached Lily, smiling. “How old is she?” 
 “Just a year,” Michael said. 
 “She’s really cute.” 
 Michael glanced in the doorway from the dining room and said, “Well, Walter, to what do we owe the pleasure of your company?” 
 “Oh, he followed me down. Is it okay?” Erin asked. 
 “Of course,” Michael said. “It’s just that he isn’t all that sociable—he prefers keeping to himself.” 
 Erin struggled to pick up the cat and held him to her. “That’s not the Walter I met. He’s been quite a friendly guy—even came in the bathroom and watched me take a bath. He was cute—he kept pawing at the bubbles in the water and jumping after them in the air.” She looked sheepish. “I’m afraid I put too many bubbles in and they were flying everywhere.” 
 Savannah and Michael laughed. 
 “Perfectly okay,” Savannah said. “I’m glad you had yourself a nice bath. Hey, my clothes look great on you.” 
 “Thanks. I sure appreciate wearing something that fits.” 
 “Oh, Detective Craig said he’d meet us at the Cottons and you can get your things. We might also pick up whatever you think Marissa wants or needs. We can do that in the morning, if you feel up to it.” 
Erin slipped into a kitchen chair, placed Walter on her lap, and nodded. “Thank you. It will feel great to leave that place once and for all.” She looked at Savannah and then Michael. “But then what? Where will I go, do you know?” 
Savannah put her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “Let’s not think about that now, okay? 
You’re safe. You have a cozy place to be for now. Let’s just focus on what is, shall we?” 
 Erin smiled. She looked over at Lily and hugged the cat to her. “Yes, let’s. That’s a good idea. Thank you, Ms. Savannah.” 
 During dinner, Savannah asked their guest, “Do you know what day tomorrow is?” 
 “Um,” she looked around in thought. 
 “Christmas Eve,” Savannah reminded her. 
 “Oh,” she said, as if disinterested. “Just another day in my life.” She took a sip of her milk and then a bite of the pasta. 
 Savannah and Michael smiled at one another. “I don’t think so,” she said. 
 “What?” 
 “I don’t think this will be just another day in your life—not this year,” Savannah said. “You’re with us for the holidays and we celebrate Christmas in a big way.” She became serious for a moment. “We’re hoping for a Christmas miracle—Marissa’s release from the hospital.” 
 Erin looked at the others through bright hazel eyes. “Oh, that would be the greatest gift of all.”





Chapter 8 
  
 
Later that night after Michael had put Lily to bed and Savannah had tucked in Erin and Walter, the couple relaxed in the living room admiring their lighted Christmas tree. 
 “It is rather magnificent this year, don’t you think?” she asked. 
 “Hmmm, yeah, it is. But maybe that’s because we’ve shared it with Marissa and Erin.” 
 “Maybe.” She squeezed his hand. “I just can’t wait to get Marissa home.” 
 “Then what?” he asked. 
 “I don’t know. Craig’s working on that. He’s also working on finding that Scaif person those two bums mentioned.” She looked off into space. “I just wonder what connection he has to Esse, if any.” 
 “So you got permission to bring Marissa here when she’s released?” Michael asked. 
“Yes, Craig convinced the powers that be to let her spend the holiday with us—people she knows and,” she reached out and petted Rags, who was curled up next to her, “her hero.” 
 “How does he do that?” Michael asked. “How did Rags know where she was?” 
 Savannah shook her head slowly. “Hard to tell. It sure was incredible watching him. It’s like he has some sort of sixth…” she laughed, “…seventh, or eighth sense.” She stood up. “I think I hear a car in the driveway. It’s probably my aunt. I sent her on a secret mission, you know.” 
 “Really?” he said, squinting at her. He followed her to the front door. “You’re a surprise a minute, you know it?” 
 “Private Auntie reporting,” Margaret said in hushed tones as she cautiously entered the living room. Looking around, she asked, “Is she sleeping?” 
 “Yes, I think so,” Savannah said. “She was one tired girl by seven thirty.” She looked behind her aunt. “Hi Max. I assume that’s you underneath all those packages.” 
 Michael laughed upon seeing him and eased a few items out of his arms. “You two look like a couple of Santa’s elves.” 
 “Yup. Mission accomplished,” Max said. “Someone’s going to have a grand Christmas.” 
 Savannah reached out and relieved her aunt of a few packages, placing them on the sofa. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you doing this, guys. I’d already done a little shopping, but these things will truly be the icing on the cake.” 
 “So is Marissa coming home tomorrow?” Margaret asked, carefully emptying her arms. 
 “I believe so. I talked to her nurse a while ago. If all goes well overnight, I can pick her up sometime tomorrow afternoon. Now, I’d better get busy wrapping these things.” She peered at her aunt and uncle enticingly. “Want to help?” 
 Margaret thought for a moment, then asked, “Got wine?” 
 “Sure do.” 
 She slipped out of her purple jacket. “Then yeah; let’s start wrapping.” 
 **** 
It was six the next evening when Savannah pulled up in front of the Ivey home with Marissa. 
 “Oh, it’s so pretty,” Marissa said, staring toward the house. “I love all the lights.” 
 “Michael put those up this afternoon. He thought it would be a welcoming sight for you.” 
 She smiled. “How nice of him. It’s so pretty.” 
 After standing outside the car admiring the lights for a few moments, the pair saw the front door open. “Well, come in out of the cold, you two,” Michael said. “There are more lights inside.” He motioned with one arm. “Come on.” 
 “It’s kinda dark in there,” Marissa said as they approached the door. Once inside, however, she put her hands up to her face. “It’s beautiful,” she said, spotting the wondrous sight. “Just beautiful.” She stood staring, her brown eyes fixed on the lighted Christmas tree and the overflow of colorful packages around it. 
 Just then, Marissa noticed something else. “Errie!” she shouted when she saw the teen slip out from behind the tree. 
“Surprise!” Erin exclaimed, rushing to Marissa and falling into an embrace. “I’m so glad to see you, Rissy.” Erin pulled back. “Are you okay?” 
 Marissa nodded while wiping tears from her eyes. Then she realized someone else had joined them. “Hi Rags,” she said. She laughed. “You’re going to knock me down.” When he did knock her off balance, Savannah caught her and eased her to the floor, where she sat hugging the cat, petting him, and repeating, “I love you, Rags. I just love you to pieces.” She held him tightly and looked up at Savannah. “I love you guys, too. You’ve all been so nice to me. I couldn’t ask for a better Christmas.” 
 Michael and Savannah glanced at one another and smiled. He then asked, “Are you hungry, Marissa…Erin? We’ve prepared a meat and potatoes kind of meal.” 
 “It sounds good,” Marissa said. She turned to Erin. “Ms. Savannah is a good cook and she preserves things!” 
 “Preserves things?” Erin asked. 
 “You know, fruit in jars, and it’s really good.” 
 Michael chuckled. “Well, come on, you two. Let’s see if we can fatten you up.” 
 “Yeah, gotta get your energy back,” Savannah added. 
 Erin helped Marissa up off the floor and they walked together toward the kitchen. “Thanks for getting these clothes for me, Errie. Savannah brought them to the hospital.” As if in confidence, she said, “I threw away my other clothes.” 
 “Well, they were awfully dirty,” Savannah said. “Diane told me she took them home and tried to clean them, but they were still a mess—nothing Marissa would want to keep.” 
 “Hi Lily,” Marissa said as she stepped into the kitchen. She hurried to see the baby, who sat in her high chair. “How are you, you cutie patootie?” 
 Lily kicked her feet and smiled brightly upon seeing the girl, then put her hands out toward Marissa. 
 “Awww, she wants me to pick her up,” Marissa said. 
 “You just eat your supper, little one,” Savannah said to the baby. “Let Marissa eat. You two can play later.” 
 “You’re such a sweet baby,” Marissa murmured, kissing Lily’s little fingers. Then slipping into a chair next to the baby, she said, “Mmm, this looks good.” 
Erin chuckled. “You always say that.” 
“Is there something wrong with being thankful for your food?” Marissa asked. She made a face. “It was hard to be thankful for that hospital food, though. Ick!” 
Everyone laughed. 
The conversation around the table that night was rather low-key and before long Marissa set her fork down and announced, “I’m really tired.” 
 “I imagine you are,” Savannah said. “You’ve been through a lot and it’s hard to sleep in a hospital.” 
 The child nodded. She was quiet for a moment before asking, “Did Detective Craig catch that…awful man?” 
 “Well, he’s on his trail. I talked to the detective this afternoon and the information you gave him led to the man named Scaif.” She put her hand on the child’s arm. “Hon, do you know who he is?” 
 Marissa shook her head. “No. He always wore a bandana over his face, but he was familiar. I think he’s someone my father knows.” She looked up at Savannah. “Did they put my…father…in jail again?” 
 “I’m not sure. But I believe that’s exactly where he’s going, and for a very long time. The man named Scaif is also going jail as soon as they find him.” She moved closer to the girl. “Honey, he is someone you know. We all know him. His name is Scaif Essinger. We know him as…” 
 “Esse!” Marissa said, suddenly realizing the truth. 
 Savannah nodded. 
 When the child began to cry, Savannah scooted her chair closer, wrapped her arms around her, and held her. After a few moments, Marissa said, “I want to go to sleep now. They gave me a gown at the hospital. I can sleep on the sofa.” 
 Savannah smiled down at the girl just as Erin stood and said, “We got your jammies from the house. Come on, I’ll get them for you.” She then said, “I also brought your journal and a few other things I thought you’d want.” 
 “You did?” Marissa said wide-eyed. “Boy, do I have a lot to write in my journal.” 
 “I guess you do,” Michael said, smiling. 
 “Can she sleep with me?” Erin asked Savannah and Michael. She then turned to Marissa. “Rissy, I have the most beautiful room upstairs. It has a big bed—much bigger than the one we had at the other house. Want to sleep in it with me?” She grabbed Marissa’s arm. “Come on, I’ll show it to you.” 
 The girls had been gone for a short while when Savannah walked up the stairs. She knocked lightly on the partially open door and heard Erin say, “Come in.” 
 When Savannah entered the room, she saw that Marissa was sound asleep in the bed and Erin was sitting up next to her reading under a small lamp. Walter lay next to her on the quilt and Rags was curled up on Marissa’s pillow. “Do you need anything?” Savannah asked quietly. 
 “No,” Erin said. She glanced at Marissa and the cats. “I can’t think of anything more we could possibly need.” 
Savannah smiled, then walked over and gently kissed Marissa’s cheek. Moving to the other side of the bed, she embraced Erin in a warm hug, kissing her on top of her head. “Night-night, then. We’ll see you two on Christmas morning.” 
 “Oh yeah, Christmas,” Erin said. She shook her head. “I still can’t believe we’re going to get to watch a family have a real Christmas.” 
“Watch us?” Savannah said, scornfully. “Watch us? Oh no, honey, you’re going to celebrate with us. This Christmas is for you and for Marissa.” She walked to the door, leaving Erin with a puzzled look on her face. She doesn’t have any idea what’s in store for her and Marissa tomorrow, Savannah thought. She felt giddy just thinking about it. 
 **** 
It was late Christmas Eve and all was quiet in the Ivey household, when Savannah’s dream of sugarplum fairies was abruptly interrupted. She awoke to the sound of a low growl. 
“What is it, Lexie?” she whispered, rising from the bed and following the dog to the window. She pulled back the drapes just in time to glimpse a figure in the muted moonlight. “Michael,” she hissed. “Michael, someone’s out there.” 
 “What?” he asked, sleepily, rolling out of bed and moving toward her. 
 “Someone’s out there. It looks like he’s coming to the front door.” She took a quick breath. “Did we remember to set the alarm?” 
 He nodded then reached for his phone. “Nine-one-one, we have a prowler. He could be after some children we’re protecting in our home at 33 Cranberry Way. Please hurry.” He then made another call. “Craig, sorry to wake you, but I think your perp is at our front door. I’ve called the sheriff.” 
 “Oh God! Okay, Michael. Be right there.” 
 “What should we do, Michael?” Savannah asked. 
 Just then, the couple became aware that the nightlight in the bathroom had gone out. Michael flipped the switch on the wall. “Damn, he cut the power. That’s not good,” he said, running his hand through his hair. After a few seconds of rummaging in the dark, he handed Savannah a flashlight. “Go get Lily and take her up to the girls’ room. Wait there. Don’t wake them if you can help it.” He then added, “Take Lexie with you.” 
 “But Michael,” she objected. 
 “There’s another flashlight in the office, I’ll get it. Now go!” he hissed. 
 Aware of her heart pounding in her chest, Savannah slipped into her robe and headed toward the baby’s room. Once she’d lifted Lily from her crib, she motioned for the dog to follow her through the living room, into the dining room, and up the stairs. I’m so glad Lexie got more mutt genes than Afghan-hound genes, she thought. Afghans aren’t supposed to be all that sharp. “Good girl,” she said petting Lexie once they’d reached the staircase landing. 
 Before she could enter the girls’ bedroom, she heard the front doorknob rattle and she stopped abruptly, looking in the direction of the commotion. Gosh, Michael has a baseball bat. 

When he saw her, he motioned to her, hissing, “Go! Go!” 
 Reluctantly, she opened the bedroom door. As she did, Rags raced past her, down the stairs, and straight for the front door, where he stopped and stood, head down, growling. 
 Savannah’s heart was in her throat. When she heard the door rattle again, she rushed into the bedroom, gently laid Lily between the two sleeping girls, and slipped back out into the hallway. There was an eerie silence and then an abrupt crash and the sound of tinkling glass. Savannah’s eyes widened. Oh my gosh, he smashed the stained-glass panel next to the door. In the dim moonlight, she could see the intruder’s arm reach through the broken window toward the inside door locks just before Michael brought the bat down with force. 
“Owww! Dammit! You broke my arm, you…” 
In the meantime, Rags dove through the broken window toward the stranger, whose screeching became more intense. Michael quickly opened the front door and found himself facing a man dressed in black, a ski mask over his face. He pulled the bat back in a menacing manner as the man struggled to get loose of the cat’s grip. “Rags, that’s enough,” Michael commanded. 
In the meantime, the stranger continued to hop around, trying to shake the cat off his arm. Within a few seconds, Rags dropped to the porch with a thud and the man turned to run. 
 “Stop!” Michael shouted. “Stop or I’ll shoot!” he threatened, wondering if he could convince the intruder that he had a gun. 
Before the man was out of sight, Michael noticed a vehicle with dimmed headlights moving slowly into their circular driveway. When he realized it was a patrol car, he yelled, pointing, “He went that way! Toward the tack room!” 
“Stop!” Deputy Ben shouted as he bounded out of the car. But the stranger ran into the darkness, two sheriff’s deputies on his tail. A third officer in a second car made a call for backup. 
Several agonizing minutes passed before Michael turned and noticed Savannah standing in the doorway. “I told you to stay upstairs,” he scolded. Before she could defend herself, he asked, “Where’s Lily?” 
“She’s with the girls. She’s fine. Here they come!” she said excitedly, when she saw the officers walking someone toward their squad car. “They got him!” 
“Wait!” Michael called out. “That’s not him! You have the wrong guy!” 
 “Are you sure?” Ben asked, looking puzzled. 
“Absolutely,” Michael said. “The jerk who broke through the door was taller, and thin. He wore a dark-colored ski mask and dark clothes. That’s not him. You’ve got the wrong man,” Michael insisted. 
“Oh no!” Savannah said, covering her mouth with her hands. 
“What?” Michael asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 “I think I know that guy, but I thought he was in jail. Ben, it’s one of the creeps involved with Marissa’s kidnapping.” 
“Yeah,” Deputy Jim said, “those dudes made bail.” He looked at the scruffy man and said to him, “It appears you’re going back there.” 
The prisoner protested, “Why? I didn’t do nothin’. You heard the dude; I’m not the one who broke in.” 
“Is that…” Savannah started, squinting toward the corral. “…I think I heard my mare whinny.” 
“I didn’t even know she was back here,” Michael said. “Are you sure?” 
“Yeah, Bonnie brought her back this afternoon on her way to pick up feed.” She tilted her head. “There, did you hear that? Something has her upset.” 
“Better go check it out,” Ben said, handing the cuffed man over to another officer. He motioned toward Michael and Savannah. “You folks stay here.” 
 The pair of officers had been gone for only a few minutes when Michael and Savannah heard someone shout. “Got him!” When they returned with the tall man in black, Jim asked, “Is this him?” 
 “That’s him,” Michael said, scornfully. 
Jim chuckled. “The horse and the cat had him cornered…corralled, you might say.” 
“What?” Michael asked, glancing at his wife. 
When the officers moved closer, Ben said, “Yeah, we found him hiding in a tree behind the tack room. Evidently, the cat had climbed the tree behind him. When he saw the cat, he started to back down and the horse leaned over the fence and took a bite out of his ass.” Ben glanced at Savannah. “Sorry ma’am,” he said trying to contain his laughter. 
Just then the captured man began to shout, “Arrest these people!” he demanded. “I was just walkin’ by and they attacked me for no reason…them and their wild animal.” 
“Wild animal?” Ben questioned. 
The man’s eyes grew large. “Yeah, they have some sort of wild jungle cat. Look,” he screeched, “I’m bleeding to death here and my arm’s broken, man.” He tried to squirm out of the deputy’s grip. “I didn’t do nothin’. I’m innocent, I tell ya. Hey, you gotta take these cuffs off. My arm’s broken.” 
Ben shook his head, then led the man to the squad car. “Now get in,” he instructed. “We’ll take you to the hospital.” 
Before he could climb into the car, they heard a small voice. “That’s Sam.” 
“Marissa, Erin,” Savannah said, when she turned and saw them standing behind her. 
“I thought you girls were sleeping,” Michael said, gently taking the baby from Erin. 
“What’s Sam doing here?” Erin asked. 
Michael glanced at the prisoner. “Who is he?” 
“Mavis Cotton’s disgusting nephew…and there’s the other one,” she said, pointing to the man peering out at her from inside a second patrol car. 
Just then another officer walked up holding Rags in his arms. “Is this the wild animal that attacked you?” he asked, grinning. 
“Oh there he is,” Savannah said. 
 “Yeah, he was helping us fill out the report,” the officer said, chuckling. 
Another officer quipped, “Okay if he joins us for coffee and donuts later?” 
Neither Savannah nor Michael saw the humor in the moment. “Just bring him here so we can put him back to bed, please,” she said without emotion. She then looked up and asked, “Who’s that?” 
Everyone gazed in the direction Savannah indicated and saw Detective Craig Sledge walking up the long driveway with another man in tow. They heard a booming voice. “Damn cat,” the man shouted. “If it wasn’t for that damn cat, none of this would have happened,” he complained. 
 “Wrong!” Craig said. “If only you hadn’t tried to harm those children, you pervert.” 
“Esse,” Savannah said under her breath as the officers paraded him in front of a patrol car on their way to secure him inside. 
“Yeah,” Craig said. “Found him trying to get away on a dirt bike stashed down near the highway.” 
“I knew it was you,” Marissa said. “Why?” she asked, tears rolling down her cheeks. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 “Who is that?” Erin asked. “What does he want?” 
 “Me,” Marissa said quietly. She pointed. “He’s the one who tied me up and buried me in that cold hole. That’s exactly what he wore every day.” When she started to sob, Erin put her arms around her. 
 “Well, he won’t bother you anymore, young lady,” Craig said, walking up closer to the girls. “You can be sure of that.” 
 “But my father…” Marissa started. 
 “He won’t be bothering you, either,” Craig said quietly. “I’m afraid he’s dead.” 
“Dead?” Marissa said. 
He nodded. “We found him floating in the river out near where they were keeping you.” 
 “The wicked witch is dead,” Marissa said quietly, then she began chanting, “The wicked witch is dead.” She took a breath and said, “I don’t want to wish anything bad for anyone, but I just can’t help it. I…” 
 “I know,” Savannah said, embracing Marissa. “I know.” 
 “How long will he be in jail?” Marissa asked. 
 “Probably for the rest of his life,” Craig said. “Guess who’s the prime suspect in the murder of your father? Kidnapping and child torture are serious charges, but murder comes with a one-way ticket into prison and maybe even an e-ticket ride to the gas chamber, if they ever reenact capital punishment here.” He then said to the officers, “Let’s move them out so these folks can get their sleep.” He winked at the girls. “Tomorrow’s Christmas, you know.” 





Chapter 9 
  
 
“I’m glad you were able to make the electricity come back on last night,” Savannah said as Michael plugged in the Christmas tree lights the next morning. 
“We couldn’t have that fairytale Christmas without the lights,” he said, grinning. “Aren’t there two little girls here dreaming of a fairytale Christmas?” 
 She grimaced. “I’m not sure they know what a fairytale Christmas looks like. I think I’m the one with the dream—wanting that special Christmas for them.” 
 Michael gazed at the tree, smiling. “I believe they’re going to get it this year.” 
“Oh, yes,” she said, wiping Lily’s face and lifting her from the high chair, which she’d moved into the dining room. She placed the baby on the floor and glanced at Michael, who continued to study the tree to make sure all the lights were lit. “Coffee’s ready. I made some cocoa, too.” 
“With marshmallows?” he asked, expectantly. 
She nodded. “With marshmallows.” 
In the meantime, Lily stood looking at the tree, pointing and repeating over and over, “Uk, uk, uk.” 
“What’s she saying?” Michael asked. 
Savannah shrugged. “Heck if I know. Some secret language, I guess.” 
Michael picked up Lily, raising her over his head as she giggled. “When are you going to let us in on your secret, huh? Huh?” he urged, jiggling her as she continued to giggle and laugh. 
“How about we move some furniture in here closer to the tree,” Savannah suggested. “Let’s see, the loveseat, maybe, and Walter’s chair. I’ll set the dining room chairs around.” 
They’d just finished rearranging the furniture when they heard a sweet voice ring out from the staircase landing. “See, it wasn’t a dream, Errie. Ms. Savannah and Dr. Mike are still here. So is Lily and the Christmas tree.” 
“Don’t go so fast,” Erin cautioned. “It’s not going to disappear, you know.” 
“I can’t help it. I’m just so excited.” 
“Good morning, girls,” Savannah said, smiling. “I see you’re wearing your new robe and jammies. They fit, huh?” 
 “Yes. We found them on our bed when we woke up this morning. From you?” Erin asked. 
Savannah nodded. 
“Thank you,” the teen said, hugging Savannah and then Michael. She sat down next to Lily and began playing with her and the new toy Michael had helped her open. 
“I love pink,” Marissa said. She wrapped her arms around Savannah. “Thank you.” She then hugged herself. “These jammies are so cozy. I’ve never worn anything this soft before.” 
“What is it, Lily?” Erin asked. She turned to Savannah. “Do you know what she’s saying? She keeps pointing and saying, ‘Uk, uk, uk.’” 
“I don’t know,” Savannah said. 
“It’s duck,” Marissa said. “She thinks that goose ornament is a duck.” 
“How did you know that?” Michael asked. “We’ve been trying to figure it out for days.” 
Marissa laughed. “I taught her to say duck and now she thinks all birds are ducks.” 
“Good to know,” he said, also laughing. 
“Cocoa?” Savannah offered. 
Both girls nodded, their eyes wide. 
“With marshmallows?” Savannah asked. 
“Yeah!” they said enthusiastically. 
“Can I help?” Erin asked, standing. 
“No,” Savannah called over her shoulder, “you wait there. I’ll bring it.” 
“Here, Erin,” Michael said quickly, “why don’t you help Lily open this gift and I’ll take a picture of you both. Okay?” 
“Sure,” Erin said, moving closer to the baby. 
Once everyone had a mug of cocoa in hand, Erin asked, “How’s Rags feeling today? I mean, after his wild night rounding up those bad guys?” 
Savannah ran her hand over the lanky cat, who was busy giving himself a bath. “He seems a little slow-moving this morning, but I think he’s okay. He ate a good breakfast,” she added. 
The teen glanced at Buffy, who lay in her canopy bed peering out with round blue eyes. “Hey Buffy, you missed all the excitement,” she said. She then reached out and scratched Walter around the neck as he lounged on the edge of the area rug, keeping a keen eye on her. 
 “The tree is even more beautiful today,” Marissa said. 
 “That’s because it’s Christmas,” Michael told her. “Everything’s more special on Christmas. How are you feeling, hon?” he asked the child. 
 “Much better,” she said petting Rags, who had plopped down next to her on the floor. 
“And you, Erin?” he asked. “You seem to be getting around a little better this morning.” 
“Yeah. The soreness is starting to go away.” She took a breath, then coughed. “My ribs still hurt, though.” 
 Suddenly Marissa pointed. “Hey, there’s my name.” 
 “Where?” Savannah asked, smiling, a twinkle in her eye. 
 “On a package under the tree. Did Santa bring me something this year?” 
 Michael winked at her. “I guess he did.” 
 “How did he know I’d be here?” she asked, looking confused. 
 “Santa knows everything,” Savannah explained. 
 Erin smiled at Marissa. “Yeah, even when you’ve been naughty.” She started to stand, asking, “Can I get some water, please?” 
 “No!” Savannah stood. “I mean, you stay there, I’ll get it,” she said, rushing to the kitchen. 
When Savannah returned, Marissa asked, “Can I open it?” 
 Erin nudged her. “Don’t be pushy.” 
 “Oh, sorry,” Marissa said, looking down at her hands. But her eyes kept wandering toward the tree and the beautifully wrapped package with her name on it. “It has cats on it. Wrapping paper with Christmas cats. Isn’t that cute?” 
 “Marissa, honey,” Savannah said, “before you open your gifts…” 
 “Gifts?” she exclaimed. “More than one gift?” She leaned closer to the tree, her eyes darting from package to gift bag to envelope and back to the package with Christmas-cat paper. 
 Savannah smiled. “Sure. But before we open the packages, we have a very special gift for both of you girls…something that wouldn’t fit under the tree.” 
Marissa’s eyes grew wide. “What?” she asked. She looked around, then put her hand on the grey-and-white cat, who lay sprawled next to her. “Rags? Are you giving me Rags?” 
Savannah chuckled. “Oh no, something better.” She stood and walked toward the kitchen. When she returned, she wasn’t alone. “Marissa, these are your grandparents,” she said, motioning toward the couple who accompanied her. This is Mabel and Roland Roberts.” 
“But, you can call us Grandma and Grandpa,” Mabel said. 
 Marissa peered at the couple, who both smiled down at her. Her eyes darted from one to the other and then to Savannah and back to the couple again. Finally, “Wait,” she said, “I remember you. You came to the hospital, but I was kinda sleepy. I thought it was a dream. It wasn’t a dream? You’re real?” Michael gave her a hand as she struggled to stand, and she walked toward the couple. 
“It wasn’t a dream, honey,” the woman said. “We did come to see you at the hospital. We’ve been looking for you for a very long time and we are so happy to have finally found you.” 
“You are? How did you know about me?” Marissa asked. “No one ever told me about you.” 
“You are sure full of questions,” Roland said, chuckling. He knelt down to the child’s level. “Honey, we’ve known about you since the day you were born, but your parents decided to keep you from us. They kept you hidden. Like your grandmother said, we’ve been looking for you for ten whole years.” 
“Why?” Marissa asked, in all innocence. 
Roland glanced up at his wife, then Mabel leaned down and took the girl’s hands. “To make sure you were being well cared for and safe.” 
When Marissa started to cry, Mabel pulled the child to her and held her tightly, fighting back tears of her own. “I know, I know,” she said in a soothing tone, “it’s been rough for you. Horrendously rough.” She stepped back and looked Marissa in the eyes. “But, honey, that’s all going to change.” 
“It is?” Marissa asked suspiciously. “How?” 
Mabel chuckled a little. “We want you to come live with us in our home.” 
Wiping at his eyes, Roland added, “…where you will be protected and safe for the rest of your life.” 
 “Really?” Marissa asked, her voice cracking. “Forever? A forever home?” 
Her grandfather smiled at her. “Oh yes. Now that we’ve found you, we’re never letting you go and we’ll always keep you safe. I promise.” He reached his arms out toward her and she fell into them. Wiping at her eyes, she stepped awkwardly over to her grandmother and wrapped her arms around her waist. She then stepped back. “Home? Where is your home?” 
“In a lovely town in Massachusetts.” 
“Massachusetts…that’s far away from here, isn’t it?” Marissa said. 
The couple nodded. 
Straight-faced, the child asked, “Do you have other children? Any pets? Do you celebrate Christmas?” 
“Marissa,” Savannah whispered, “are you going to make them audition for the job of loving grandparents?” 
 Marissa looked down. “I’m sorry,” she said, “it’s just that…” 
The woman lowered herself into a chair near the child and held tightly to her hands. I know, honey. You want to make sure this is right for you. And you deserve to know about us. We are strangers, after all.” She took a breath and continued, “We have two children.” She hesitated before saying, “We had three. Your mother was one of our children. As you know, she has gone to be with the Lord.” She paused, then continued, “Our living children are both grown now and they have children of their own. One of them is about your age, and guess what,” she asked, a big smile on her face, “they live just around the corner. We have a sweet dog named Petunia and,” she scowled for effect, “…a kind of ornery cat named Brutus.” 
“Brutus?” Marissa said, wrinkling her nose. 
 “Yes, he looks a lot like that one,” Mabel said, pointing at Rags. 
 Marissa looked lovingly at Rags. “Well, there will never be another Rags. But I would love to have cats of my own in a house of my own with a family of my own.” 
 “And we would love to have you as our very own daughter,” Mabel said, inviting Marissa’s embrace. 
“Thank you. Thank you so much,” the child said. She limped swiftly toward Erin, who stood next to Michael, and hugged her. 
“Hey, Rissy,” Erin exclaimed, “don’t knock me over!” 
“Errie I have a home. I have a forever home,” she said excitedly. She looked up at Erin and said, “But, I sure will miss you.” 
 “No you won’t,” her grandmother said, quietly. Both girls stared at Mabel, who cleared her throat before speaking. “Erin, I understand that you’ve been a sister to Marissa.” She glanced at her husband. “We cannot deprive her of a sister as wonderful as you have been to her. We want you to come live with us, too.” 
 Erin’s eyes lit up. “Me? Really? I mean how? Will I actually be able to? Do I need permission?” 
 Mabel and Roland chuckled. She walked over and put her hands on Erin’s shoulders. “We’ve started the process to get that permission. Detective Craig has been a big help. Besides, won’t you be eighteen soon?” 
 Erin nodded and Mabel continued, “Then you can decide for yourself where you want to be. We just want you to know that you’re welcome in our home just the same as Marissa is, for as long as you need a home.” 
 Erin peered into Mabel’s face, then, choking up, she wrapped her arms around her and began sobbing. 
 Marissa patted Erin, a look of concern on her face. “Erin, are you okay?” She turned to the others and explained, “I…I’ve never seen her cry before. Erin, are you all right?” 
 Erin pulled away from Mabel. “Better than I’ve ever been in my whole life.” She put her hands on Marissa’s shoulders, looked her into the eyes, and said, “Oh yes, baby sister, I cry. I cry in the night when you’re asleep. I cry so often that I thought I would be out of tears by now. But this is the first time in a very long time that I’m crying happy tears.” 
 Savannah wiped tears from her own eyes as she watched their four guests enjoy a group hug. 
“You’re crying, too,” Marissa said a few minutes later, as she approached Savannah. The child plopped down next to her on the loveseat and leaned against her. “Are you happy, too?” 
“Yes and no,” Savannah said. “I’m over-the-top happy for you and Erin. But,” she laughed through her tears, “I will miss you girls so much.” 
“You can visit.” Marissa quickly looked at Mabel and Roland. “Can’t they?” 
“Of course,” Mabel said, smiling widely. “Anytime.” 
“Please sit down, Mabel…Roland,” Michael invited, motioning toward the chairs they’d placed around the room. 
After a brief silence, Marissa said, “This is the best Christmas ever.” She then thought for a moment. “In fact, this is my only Christmas.” She looked around at everyone, ran her hand over Lily’s curls, and said, “I like it. I like it a lot!” 
 “What smells so good?” Michael asked. 
 “Oh,” Mabel said, quickly standing and heading toward the kitchen, “my cinnamon rolls! Don’t want to burn them.” 
 Savannah followed after her. Turning, she said, “Your grandmother was busy in our kitchen while they waited for the…surprise.” 
 “Oh, that’s why you wouldn’t let me get my own drink of water,” Erin said, laughing. 
 In a moment, the two women returned, carrying a pitcher and a platter. Savannah took some glasses and small plates out of the buffet and placed them on the table. “Everyone grab a cinnamon roll and a glass of orange juice, and we’ll open some gifts.” 
 “Hellooo.” 
 “Oh, hi,” Savannah said, when she saw Margaret and Max walk into the dining room from the kitchen. 
 “Are we in time for the big reveal?” Margaret asked eagerly. 
 “We were getting ready to open the packages from under the tree. The girls just opened their biggest gift of all.” 
 “How’d it go?” Max asked the couple. 
 Both Mabel and Roland smiled from ear to ear. She said, “They think this was a gift for them. What they don’t know is that it is as much a gift for us,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. 
 Margaret hugged Mabel. 
 “Thanks, by the way, for allowing us to spend the night with you and Max,” Mabel said. “We sure enjoyed your hospitality. I hope we can reciprocate sometime soon.” 
 Margaret looked at the girls. “So did you like your surprise gift?” 
 Both girls nodded. “I still can’t believe it,” Erin said. 
 “What about you, Marissa?” she asked. 
 “I believe it.” She looked at the angel on top of the tree and said quietly, “I believe in miracles and this is a Christmas miracle.” She then looked at Savannah and asked, “Can I open my present now?” 
 “It’s burning a hole in your pocket, isn’t it?” she said smiling. “Yeah, I guess you can…” Before she’d finished the sentence, Marissa had snatched the package out from under the tree and started to tear into it. 
 “Wait, we want to watch you open it. Let me get my camera,” Savannah said. 
 “Wait, wait, wait,” Marissa complained good-naturedly. “I have only so much patience, you know.” 
 “Yeah, wait,” Margaret said. “I want you to open our gift first.” 
 “You brought gifts, too?” Marissa asked, jumping up and down a little. “This is so much fun.” 
 “Yes,” Margaret said handing Marissa a covered basket. “Careful, it’s fragile,” she cautioned, helping the girl carry it to the sofa, where she sat down with the basket on her lap. 
 Marissa looked up at Margaret and Max, who both had wide grins on their face. “Thank you,” she said. 
Max winked. “I hope you like it.” 
“Angel!” Marissa shouted when she lifted the basket lid and saw the little snow-white kitten peering up at her. “She’s mine? You’re giving her to me?” she asked, disbelieving. 
 “Yes,” Margaret said. 
 Max nodded. 
 Marissa looked to Mabel and Roland for their approval. 
 Dabbing at her eyes with a tissue, Mabel said, “It’s okay with us, as long as you take good care of her.” 
 “Oh, yes, I will. I sure will.” She then addressed Margaret and Max again, “Thank you so much,” she said, taking the kitten out of the basket and hugging her. “She has a harness and leash like Rags!” she exclaimed. 
Margaret smiled. “Yes, we thought you might like to take her for walks in the summertime.” 
“Like Rags,” she said. She scooted off the sofa with the kitten and gave Margaret and Max each a one-armed hug. Then, rushing with the kitten across the room, she said, “Look Grandmother and Grandfather, she’s damaged like I am.” 
 “Damaged?” Roland said, choking up a little. “Oh no, dear child. You are perfect just the way you are. And so is Angel.” 
 “Honey,” Mabel said, “we talked to a doctor at the hospital and he said he can straighten your legs.” 
 “Oh,” Marissa said, a puzzled look on her face. “I wondered why that doctor was looking at my legs. He can fix them?” she asked, her eyes wide. 
 “He sure can.” 
 Marissa looked down at the kitten and ran her hand over the crook in her leg. 
 “I can fix that, if you want me to,” Michael said, “although, we should consider whether it would give her more quality of life or not.” He explained, “We don’t want to put her through surgery unnecessarily.” 
 Marissa put the kitten down on the floor and watched her for a moment. “Well, she can walk.” Before she could pick her up again, Rags rushed toward the kitten and began sniffing her. When he knocked her over with his exuberance, everyone laughed. 
“She isn’t intimidated by him, is she?” Max said. 
“No, she just seems to take things in her stride and bounces back,” Michael observed. 
“Just like Marissa,” Savannah said, squeezing the child to her. 
“Oh, look at that,” Roland said, when the kitten raised up on her haunches and began batting at Rags playfully. She jumped and then skittered around the room a few times, leaving Rags watching with interest. 
 “Just look at her,” Marissa said. “She can even run and play. Maybe she is okay just the way she is.” 
 “Shall we open the gifts?” Michael suggested. 
 Savannah nodded. “Yes, just as soon as I change Lily. I’ll be right back…promise,” she said, scooping up the toddler in her arms and heading through the living room and down the hallway with her. 
When she returned, she noticed that the energy level in the room was high. Marissa sat on the sofa with a grandparent on each side of her and Angel on her lap. Roland was showing her and Erin pictures on his phone of their home and neighborhood and telling Erin about some of the choices in nearby colleges. Max and Michael were examining one of Lily’s new mechanical toys. 
“Okay,” Savannah said, handing the baby to Margaret who waited with open arms, “is everyone ready to open gifts?” 
Mabel and Roland laughed when Marissa let out an excited yelp. “Yes!” she said. 
“Erin, would you help me with the gifts?” Savannah asked. “We’ll hand them all out and each of you can take turns opening your gifts so everyone can see what you got.” 
 “All this for me?” Marissa asked as she watched the packages and gift bags with her name on them piling up around her. 
 Mabel hugged Marissa to her. “Thank heavens for stores that stay open late on Christmas Eve.” 
 “But wait ‘til you see what we have for you at home,” Roland added. 
 Marissa looked confused. 
 “Your grandmother has been buying you gifts every year for Christmas and your birthday, hoping that would be the year we would see you. We never did, of course, so she stored them in a closet for the day when you would come back into our life.” 
 Mabel laughed. “I’m not sure you’re going to need baby toys anymore, or a princess dress, size three.” 
 Marissa thought about it for a moment before saying, “But boy, will I have fun opening them and pretending I had all that stuff when I was a kid.” She leaned against her grandmother, cuddling for a few moments. “That was nice of you to think of me all those years.” Mabel hugged her tightly as Marissa continued, “I just wish I could have been thinking about you, too.” She pulled back and looked at her grandmother, her head tilted. “Actually, I guess I was. I just didn’t know who God would send me.” 
 “Who He would send you?” Roland said. 
 “You know, as the answer to my prayers.” She then picked up the package with the Christmas-cat wrapping and asked, excitedly, “Can I open this now?” 
 After opening what seemed like a myriad of gifts including clothes, winter jackets, games, and toys, Savannah handed Marissa another package and said, “Open this.” 
 “Thank you,” the girl said. “I can’t imagine there’s anything else in the world I need or even want.” 
 “Oh you might change your mind when you see it. Open it,” Savannah said smiling. 
 “A camera!” she shouted. She hugged the box to her briefly, then held it out and looked at it. “…like yours.” Handing it to her grandmother, she stood and hobbled over to where Savannah sat, hugging her tightly. “Thank you, Ms. Savannah.” 
“You’re so welcome. Here’s a charged battery. Let’s put it in and you can take pictures this morning, if you want.” 
“Okay,” she said, first moving toward Michael and hugging him around his neck. “Thank you so much.” 
 When she returned to where Savannah sat with her camera, Marissa climbed into her lap. Wiping her eyes, she said, “Ms. Savannah, if I could choose a mother, it would be you. I love you.” 
 “And I would be proud to have you for a daughter,” Savannah said, choking up. 
 When Marissa pulled back, she held out her little finger. “Will you be my wishful mommy?” 
 Savannah linked her little finger with the child’s. “Absolutely, wishful daughter.” 
 Everyone laughed. 
 Just then, Rags jumped up on the chair where Savannah and Marissa sat. He stepped into Marissa’s lap and began rubbing his cheek against hers. 
 “And you’re my brother cat, Rags,” she said, running her hands down his back. “…and my hero,” she said quietly. 
 Just then, Mabel spoke out. “Erin, we have something else for you, too, dear.” 
 “More?” Erin said when Mabel handed her a gift bag. She looked at Marissa. “Are we dreaming, Rissy? This is just too good to be true.” She looked around at everyone. “All of it.” 
 “But there’s more,” Roland said. “Mabel and I thought you might need this. We heard through the grapevine that you don’t have one. I think it’s standard for a college student.” 
 Erin wiped at her eyes and focused on the gift bag. She reached in and pulled something out. Once she had removed the tissue, she shouted, “A laptop! I can’t believe it. My own laptop! It’s mine, really?” 
 Laughing, Mabel and Roland said, “Really. It’s yours.” 
 Erin leaped up from the floor and rushed to the couple, hugging one and then the other. “Thank you so much,” she said. She held the laptop to her and spun around. “No more waiting at the library for a computer.” She looked at it again and said, “I’m so happy.” She glanced around the room and said more somberly, “So this is Christmas, huh?” 
 “You never celebrated Christmas either?” Savannah asked. 
 She shook her head. “We had a tree at one of the places where I stayed, and there were a few presents. Don’t get me wrong; I was grateful for what I got—an old doll of the housemother’s that was only for looking at, not playing with, and a few hair ribbons.” 
 “Susie?” Marissa said. 
 Erin nodded. “Yes, I still have that doll—Susie—as a remembrance of my first—one and only—Christmas.” 
 “How old were you, Erin?” 
 “Seven, I think.” 
 Suddenly, Marissa stood. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She walked awkwardly toward the tree, digging around in the branches for a moment. She then pulled out something, and walked over to Savannah. “I remembered what you said that day in the photography class about giving.” She lowered her head. “I was so busy taking that I forgot about giving. She held something out to Savannah. “For you and Dr. Mike, from me,” she said, smiling. 
 “Oh, well, you sneaky little devil,” Savannah said, smiling widely. “When…how?” she stammered. 
 “One day when you weren’t looking,” she said. “Open it.” 
 Savannah peered at Marissa, thinned her lips, and untied the piece of string from around the newspaper wrapping. When she removed the paper, she looked stunned. “Oh Marissa, this is stunning. Is this one of your…?” 
 The girl nodded. “I thought you’d like that picture I took, so I had Ms. Shelly print it and we kept it a secret from you. I made the frame out of cardboard and beads. Do you like it?” 
 “I love it,” Savannah said, holding it to herself. 
 “What is it, hon?” Michael asked, looking over her shoulder. 
 “A gorgeous picture of our daughter. Boy, Marissa, you really captured her. This is a wonderful shot.” 
 “Gosh, it sure is,” Michael agreed. “I’ve seen this expression on Lily, but I don’t think we’ve ever caught it in a picture. Good job, Marissa,” Michael said, inviting a high five. 
 “I want to see,” Margaret said. “Pass it around.” 
 Marissa stood silently for a moment, before saying, “You were right, Ms. Savannah.” 
 “About what?” she asked. 
 “It does feel good to give.” 
 While everyone looked at the picture, Marissa went back to her seat on the sofa and began tinkering with her camera. She took a few shots of Angel and Rags. She asked everyone to gather around the tree so she could get a picture to always remember her first Christmas. Then Savannah showed her how to set the camera on delay and take a picture with everyone in it—Michael held Rags, Marissa held Angel, and Margaret held Lily. 
 Suddenly, Savannah said, “Oh, where has the time gone? I’d better get the potatoes boiling.” 
 “I put the pies in the pantry,” Max said, “…pumpkin, apple, and chocolate cream—that one’s in the fridge.” He grinned at the girls. “I heard there is a choco-holic here today.” 
Erin grinned. “That would be me. Chocolate cream pie? Sounds delicious!” 
“Errie,” Marissa said, excitedly, “we’re going to have a Christmas dinner just like they do on those family TV shows.” She took Erin’s hands and jumped up and down a little. “Can you believe it?” She then turned and asked, “Ms. Savannah, can we help?” 
 “Sure, there’s always something to do in the kitchen on Christmas.” 
 “Come on, Erin and Grandma—let’s get cooking,” Marissa said. She took Savannah’s hand and confided, “I’ve never been able to help in the kitchen. It always looked kinda fun to me.” 
Twenty minutes later, the kitchen quartet returned to the dining room with reports of the feast in progress. “I whipped some cream and cut up some fruit in a salad,” Marissa announced excitedly. 
“Erin cooked the cranberries,” Savannah said. 
“Yeah, I’d never seen a cranberry. Now I know where the juice comes from.” 
Marissa looked up at her grandmother. “Do you allow children in your kitchen? I think I’d like to learn to cook some things.” 
Mabel laughed. “The more the merrier,” she said. “Our kitchen is the happiest place in our house.” 
“This has been the most perfect day,” Marissa said. “I can’t believe it’s really me having a family Christmas. Would someone pinch me?” She said more quietly, “There is one more thing I’ve always wanted to do and never was able to do it.” 
 “What’s that dear?” Mabel asked. 
 “Don’t laugh.” 
“We won’t. What is it?” 
“Go Christmas caroling,” she said, not knowing what sort of reaction she would get. 
 “Christmas caroling?” Savannah said. “You mean wear warm sweaters and beanies and mittens and go door to door singing Christmas carols to the neighbors?” 
 “Yes!” Marissa said jumping up and down a little. 
 Savannah glanced around at the others. “Sounds like a great idea. I’m in,” she announced. “I’d love to do that,” Mabel said. 
 Michael, who had overhead the conversation, said, “Yeah, only…” 
 “Only what, Michael?” Savannah asked frowning. “You’re not going to rain on our parade, are you?” 
 “Well, hon, it’s already raining on your parade—no wait,” he said, walking to the window and peering out. “It’s—it’s snowing on your parade.” 
 “Snowing?” Savannah shouted. “No way!” 
 “Yes, way,” he said smiling. “Hey gang,” he called, “it’s snowing out—ever see that happen on Christmas day?” 
 “What? Snow?” Margaret said. “Never.” She carried Lily toward the window where the others had gathered. “Are you sure that’s snow?” 
 “Let’s go outside and find out,” Michael suggested. “Grab your coats, everyone.” 
 Once outside, the group began picking up small handfuls of the powdery snow and tossing it in the air, while Marissa took pictures. Savannah grabbed the girl’s new camera, saying, “Go get in the snow, I’ll take your picture.” She chuckled to herself, thinking, Norman Rockwell, your paintings have nothing on this warm family scene. 
 **** 
Forty-five minutes later, Erin and Marissa walked down the stairs freshly showered and wearing some of their new duds. They joined the women, who were puttering in the kitchen. 
“You girls look nice,” Savannah said. 
 Marissa hugged Savannah. “That’s ‘cause I’m happy.” 
 “That’s ‘cause I have clothes that fit,” Erin said, laughing. 
 “Well, happy looks good on both of you.” She glanced at one and then the other. “I think happy is what you’ll be wearing from now on, don’t you?” She turned toward her aunt. “So how are the potatoes coming?” 
“Almost ready,” she said. “I like your idea of making a potato casserole, Mabel. It’ll keep while we’re gone on the caroling expedition.” She then asked, “Where are we going, anyway?” 
Savannah thinned her lips. “I’ve been thinking about that. We should go to another neighborhood. We don’t have many neighbors here.” 
“Maybe over to the new tract behind the shopping center,” Margaret suggested. 
“Or the area near the grammar school,” Savannah said. 
 As the adults discussed possibilities, Marissa quietly asked, “Could we go to where Errie and I used to live?” When the others looked at her quizzically, she explained, “There are people who could use a little happiness in their lives—old people with no one who cares, poor families who probably can’t afford to have Christmas, some children Errie and I know whose parents were killed a few months ago. I’d like to cheer them up with our songs, if it’s okay with you.” 
 Just then, Michael walked into the room with Lily in his arms. “Someone’s up from her nap,” he said in a sing-song voice. 
 “Hi baby Lily,” Marissa said, taking her hand and smiling up at her. 
 Lily reached out for Marissa. 
 “Want to hold her?” 
 “Yes,” the child said. “But she may be too heavy.” 
 “Sit here at the table and I’ll put her on your lap.” Michael then asked, “So where are we going caroling?” 
“Sutter Street,” Savannah said, winking at Marissa. 
He nodded, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and walked out of the room, soon calling out, “When are we leaving?” 
 Savannah glanced around at everyone. “Say, twenty minutes?” 
 “You are so cute,” Marissa crooned as she held the baby. 
 Lily reached up and pinched the girl’s face. She then leaned forward and rested her forehead on Marissa’s cheek. 
 “Awww, she’s giving you love,” Margaret said. “Where’s your camera—we ought to get a picture of that.” 
 **** 
Fifteen minutes later, Savannah said, “Well, that’s all we can do in the kitchen at this point. Thanks for the help, ladies—that pea salad looks wonderful, Erin.” She glanced around at everyone. “Are you ready to go caroling?” 
“Yes!” almost everyone shouted. 
Max sang out rather loudly, “Me, me, me.” 
“What are you doing?” Margaret asked, frowning. 
“Tuning my vocal chords,” he explained. 
“Won’t do any good,” she said sarcastically. She turned to the others. “He can cook, but he can’t carry a tune.” 
The eager group of carolers slipped into their coats and mittens, piled into two cars, and drove toward Sutter Street. Once Michael had parked, Marissa, who sat in the backseat with Lily and Erin, announced quietly, “I have a secret.” 
 “What?” Savannah asked, craning her neck to peer at the girl. 
 A sheepish look on her face, Marissa opened her jacket revealing the little white kitten. 
 “Well, Angel; so you hitched a ride, did you?” Savannah said. “Jackets can hide a lot of secrets, can’t they?” She grinned mischievously at Marissa. “I have a secret, too.” 
 “What?” Marissa asked. 
 Savannah lifted something off the floorboards and held it up for Marissa to see. “Rags!” she shouted, and everyone began to laugh. 
 “Well, I, too, have a secret,” Michael said rather dramatically. 
 “What?” Savannah asked, a puzzled look on her face. “Are Buffy, Walter, and Lexie in the back?” 
 “No,” he said, motioning toward the sidewalk in front of them. “Look who’s here.” 
 When Marissa, Erin, and Savannah peered through the car windows, they were indeed surprised. There, standing together on the curb, songbooks in hand, were Detective Craig and his wife Iris, Shelly, Savannah’s sister Brianna and her beau Bud, and several friends including Colbi and Damon and Charlotte and her family. 
 “Well, this is a surprise,” Savannah said, smiling. “We’re going to startle the neighbors with this many voices.” She dabbed at her eyes and waved at the others as she climbed out of the car, leading Rags on his leash. 
 Marissa, her kitten in her arms, rushed to greet Craig. 
 “How are you, hon?” he asked. “Having a good Christmas?” 
 “The best,” she said, “thanks to you…and Rags…and Ms. Savannah.” She looked around her. “Thanks to everyone,” she said, gratefully. 
 Craig put one arm around Marissa and hugged her to him. “What song do you want to sing first?” he asked her as she stood leaning against him. 
 “‘Away in a Manger?’” Iris suggested. 
 “Okay,” Marissa said. “Shall I start?” 
 “Let me find it in this book,” Margaret said. 
 “I think it’s toward the front,” Brianna suggested. 
 Just then a soft, melodic voice rang out, “Awayyy in a manger, no crib for a bed. The little Lord Jesus lay down His sweet head. The stars in the bright sky looked down where He lay. The little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay. Sing, you guys,” Marissa instructed. 
 But no one wanted to spoil the moment or the lovely sound of her pure, clear voice. When she continued to urge them, however, they all joined in. 
 “It’s another Christmas miracle,” Marissa said once the song had ended. She pointed. “Look.” 
From every direction, they saw people coming out of their homes and apartments bundled up in jackets and wearing knit caps. Some had blankets wrapped around their shoulders. First a few children appeared, then an elderly couple, and more children. An entire family walked down from their porch into their yard. A young couple with a baby in a blanket sat on a balcony. A few men and women stood at their windows and in their doorways. Marissa said, “Sing, everyone, let’s sing. Can we sing ‘Silent Night’?” 
 Together, the group of carolers, some of them sharing song books, sang a stirring rendition of “Silent Night,” Marissa, with her eyes closed in reverence. When she opened them, she saw that many of her former neighbors were also singing. They cheered at the end of the song. Was it because of the song or because it was snowing again? “‘White Christmas,’ everyone!” Marissa shouted and they broke into Bing Crosby’s famous song. 
 Savannah and Shelly waved when they saw Marcus and Charm among the neighbors who had gathered. “Sing!” Shelly shouted to them. 
 “‘Rudolph,’” one of the children on a porch called out. And they sang it all together, voices from every direction joining in. Few of the carolers even noticed Craig leave halfway through the song. When he returned a few moments later, however, he wore a Santa hat and carried a tote bag, which he handed to Erin. “Would you girls like to share these with the kids?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” Marissa said, handing Angel to her grandfather. She took one side of the bag Erin held, as Craig reached in and pulled out a handful of candy canes. Some of the other carolers also grabbed at the candy and handed the canes to eager children and a few adults. 
As the carolers mingled with the folks from the neighborhood, young kids took turns petting Rags, who strolled among them at the end of his leash. Some of them noticed Angel peering out from Roland’s jacket pocket and petted her little head. A couple of women hugged Marissa when they recognized her as the missing girl. 
“Craig,” Savannah said, when she saw him standing off to the side, watching the activity with a smile on his face, “what did you find out about the scheme Esse and those Cotton nephews were involved in?” 
He cleared his throat. “Well, it seems that Esse was financing the care of some of the children at the Cottons’ place so he’d have access to them.” When she looked shocked, he said, “Yeah, Marissa wasn’t the only victim in that house. Some of the other kids were exploited and abused as well. It appears that Gabriel Sanchez was simply a drugged-up enabler as far as his daughter was concerned. And the nephews weren’t actually related. Their room and board was part of the deal the Cottons made with Esse.” 
“Where’d he get his money?” Savannah asked, crinkling her nose. 
He grinned at her. “From that pot-growing operation you spotted and from other perverts who were into the same sick stuff.” He leaned closer to Savannah and spoke quietly, “Good news: Marissa wasn’t violated—the creep was into some sort of weird torture stuff. He likes holding children hostage and perpetrating torture on them and photographing them, but he didn’t…you know…violate her or the boy.” 
“Thank God for that,” Savannah said. 
Craig then stood straight, smiled broadly, and said, “But let’s not think about that today, shall we?” He grabbed Savannah’s arm. “Let’s celebrate all the good in the children today.” He called out. “How about one last song?” 
As the carolers gathered with their songbooks, an elderly man on crutches shouted, “Can we sing ‘Let There Be Peace?’” 
 “Oh, do we have that song?” Marissa asked. “Anyone know the words?” 
 “I do,” Iris said. “It’s in this book.” 
 “I have an idea,” Craig said. “I’ll read the words and you all sing them after me.” He looked around, asking, “Is that okay?” 
 “Perfect,” Savannah said. 
 “Let there be peace on earth, and let it begin with me,” they sang. When they finished, Michael glanced around, noticing there were few dry eyes. “I think we need to do an encore,” he suggested quietly. 
 The carolers looked up and noticed some of the people moving toward them—neighbors from around the block and down the street had heard the commotion and walked out to see what was going on. “Come join us!” Craig called out. “Let’s do another round, shall we?” 
 At his invitation, the stragglers moved more quickly toward the large gathering. Just then, it seemed that everyone froze. Craig glanced around and noticed that a sheriff’s car had pulled into the neighborhood. When it stopped, Craig waved and approached it. “We’re not disturbing the peace are we?” he asked, peering through the open window at Deputy Jim and Deputy Ben. 
 “No,” Jim said. “We’re just out on patrol.” He scanned the area with his eyes. “Detective, what are you doing out here, anyway? Is everything okay?” 
 “Everything is more than okay. Stick around, guys and experience the miracle on Sutter Street,” he said with a wink. Then rejoining the other carolers, he held up the song book and spoke the lines loudly as everyone within hearing distance sang, “Let there be peace on earth, and let it begin with me. Let there be peace on earth, the way it was meant to be, with God as our father, brothers all are we. Let me walk with my brother in perfect harmony. Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me…” 
 After the first stanza, the police officers climbed out of the car and they, too, began to sing. 
 Savannah looked over at the young girl who had brought everyone together and smiled. She moved toward her, wrapped one arm around her, and held her and Angel close as they continued to sing. 
 Once the song was over, the neighborhood was silent. No one spoke for what seemed like several minutes, then a crystal-clear voice rang out for all to hear. “Siiiilent night, hoooooly night,” Marissa sang. This time, no one joined in. Everyone stood staring at the young girl, some of them dabbing away tears. When she finished the song, Marissa opened her eyes. “Thank you for singing with us,” she said loudly, “and Merry Christmas!” 
 “Thank you,” an elderly woman said. “There were so many wonderful memories in your voices.” 
 A heavy-set man sporting a lot of tattoos and piercings ambled up to Marissa with an infant in his arms. “That was cool, kid. Peace to you and yours,” he said before rejoining his wife on their brown lawn. He then reached out to another young man and shook hands, moving through the group saying, “Merry Christmas, neighbor; Merry Christmas, neighbor.” 
“Merry Christmas,” Marissa called out again. The rest of the carolers joined her. “Merry Christmas,” they said, waving. 
 As the carolers started moving toward their cars, a teen with a shaved head walked toward them. Savannah saw Deputy Jim stiffen and step closer, watching the young man carefully. 
 “Hey!” the boy called out to Marissa. “Why’d you do this?” he demanded to know. “Why here?” 
 Marissa looked at him, then her eyes moved across the crowd in the background. “I just had the best Christmas ever and I…I wanted to share it with all of you.” She leaned toward him and said, “Dreams do come true, Waldo. There truly are miracles. Just keep your dreams real.” 
 Before she stepped into the Iveys’ car, Marissa stopped and hugged Craig once again. “Thank you,” she said for the umpteenth time since he had rescued the girl. 
 “You’re welcome. Iris and I are so happy for you.” He glanced at Erin. “You and Erin both. You’ll be fine now. I promise.” 
 Once the children were buckled into the backseat of the SUV, Craig approached Michael and Savannah. “Do you know who that was that came up to Marissa?” When they each shook their head, he said, “None other than Savage, one of the toughest, meanest bast…uh…I mean fellows on the streets.” 
 Savannah glanced back at the teen Marissa had called Waldo, winked, and said, “And the little children shall lead them.” 
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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. 
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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.
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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.
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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.
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