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Chapter 1

 


“Vannie, I can’t believe Michael let you come over tonight. Does he know why you’re here?”

	Savannah laughed. “Sure, I told him it’s a girls’ night in and my aunt’s serving tea and crumpets.”

	“Yeah, right,” Colbi said, “with a dollop of pepper spray.” She pulled her soft brown hair back into a loose knot. “So who else is coming?”

	“Iris will be here,” Savannah said, “and my sister might make it.” She peered at Colbi. “You have pepper spray?”

	“Look at me,” Colbi said, hands on hips. “I’m no lumberjack or sumo wrestler, you know. Of course I came armed!”

	Margaret chuckled. “You go, girl. Whatever it takes. We want to stop that guy any way we can.”

	“Or gal,” Savannah interjected. “We don’t know what gender we’re dealing with, do we?”

	Margaret shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. The idiot always wears too many clothes and that darned ghoulish hood.”

“Ghoulish?” Colbi questioned.

Margaret nodded. “Yeah, you saw the videos. He looks like the grim reaper. The surveillance cameras do their job, but it’s impossible to tell whether the trespasser is a man, woman, or Martian, for that matter.”

	“Yeah, or if he’s white, black, or purple,” Savannah said, laughing. She glanced up. “Oh, here’s Iris.” She called out, “Hi, girlfriend. Ready for a hen party?”

	“Hen party, heck,” she said, slicing the air as if with a karate chop. “I’m ready for a rumble. Where’s that burglar? Let me at him.”

	Margaret put one hand on Iris’s arm. “Just settle down, you redheaded rabble-rouser before you break one of those fake nails. We’re not going to get physical, we’re just going to…”

	“We’re going to do what?” Brianna asked suspiciously, stepping into Margaret’s living room.

	“Hi, Sis,” Savannah said, greeting her with a hug.

	“We’re going to finally get a look at the guy; that’s what,” Margaret said. “Hi, Bri. Want a cup of coffee, tea, wine?” She glanced around at the others, motioning toward the kitchen. “The goodies are in here.”

	After removing her heavy jacket, Brianna locked arms with her slightly older and much taller sister and they walked into the next room. “So how did you get out, Vannie?” she asked, shoulder-bumping her.

	Savannah stopped and looked at Brianna. She pushed strands of her blond hair behind one ear. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? I’m my own woman. I don’t need a man’s permission to visit my dear aunt with my sister and best friends.”

	Brianna doubled over laughing, and Savannah slapped at her. “Stop it.” When she realized that everyone else was also laughing, she frowned. “Am I really…what would it be called…rooster-pecked?”

	“Rooster-pecked?” Margaret said, chuckling.

	“You know, the counterpart to hen-pecked,” Savannah looked around at the other women. “Well, am I? Is that what you all think?”

	“No, honey,” Iris said, squeezing Savannah to her by the shoulder. “I think you’re definitely your own woman.” Iris pulled back. “Don’t pay any attention to them. Heck, you’re here, aren’t you?”

	“Yeah,” Brianna said, her brown eyes flashing with mischief, “did you sneak out after Michael went to sleep?”

	“Stop it,” Margaret said. “I agree with Iris. Your sister is her own woman.” She looked at Savannah and burst out laughing. “Only, as much trouble as she gets into, I really have to wonder why Michael lets her out at all.”

	“What trouble?” Savannah insisted.

	“Oh, getting us lost all night and practically killed in the swamps of San Francisco, chasing through the wilderness after a horse thief, outrunning paparazzi…”

	“Okay, point taken,” Savannah said, grinning sheepishly. “Actually, for your information, Michael knows what we’re doing here tonight and he was only mildly against it.” She stood tall and raised her chin. “Like Iris said, I’m here, aren’t I?” She looked around at the other women, her eyebrows raised. “Do your men know what you’re up to tonight?”

	Brianna, Colbi, and Iris glanced at one another. “Not really,” Brianna said.

	“Craig was out when I left,” Iris admitted. She thinned her lips. “I think it’s best that way. Otherwise, we’d all be in trouble with the detective.”

	Savannah cringed. “No doubt!” “What about you, Colbi…did you tell Damon where you were going?” 

	“Uh, well, he’s on assignment for the newspaper,” Colbi said. “I didn’t…actually have a chance to talk to him, but I’ll tell him about it when I get home.”

	“Where’s Max?” Savannah asked her aunt.

	“Um, he’s in Chicago,” Margaret said meekly.

	“Chicago?” Savannah questioned.

	“Yeah, a sort of reunion with some of his culinary buddies.” In an attempt to get the focus off herself, Margaret cleared her throat and asked, “Okay, who wants wine, coffee?” She motioned toward a plate of cookies. “I took these out of the freezer this afternoon. Max made them last week.”

	Colbi licked her lips. “Mmm, oatmeal-raisin.” She took a cookie, then asked, “So what’s the plan? When do you expect this dude to show up? Why tonight?”

	“He seems to have a pattern,” Margaret explained. “We’re usually hit some time between ten and midnight on weekdays—a couple of times on a Tuesday.” She looked sheepish. “Plus, Max is gone tonight.”

	The other women laughed. 

	“That’s pretty precise, there, Maggie,” Iris said, as she poured herself a glass of red wine.  How do you know that?” She took a sip. “…I mean that he strikes on certain days at certain times?”

	“Well, it’s obvious what nights he’s been here and the camera records the time. Even though we can’t see his…or her face, we see him doing the deed and it’s usually between ten and midnight.”

	“Your cameras record the time?” Iris asked. “That’s cool.” She glanced at the others. “So what time is it?”

	“I have nine twenty-five, so we’ll have to down our drinks and get in position, say in about fifteen minutes,” Margaret suggested.

	“Then what?” Brianna asked, appearing a little apprehensive. “What do you want us to do if we see him?”

	Margaret looked around at everyone. “Well, Colbi has pepper spray, so she should be closest to where we think he’ll strike.”

	The petite woman held one hand up in front of her and shook her head while swallowing a swig of her tea. “Oh no, I’ll happily hand over my spray to someone else. Put me in the back row, please.”

	After joining the others in laughter, Iris asked, “So we have stations?”

	“I think so. I have it all planned,” Margaret said, pulling out a piece of paper. She laid it on the kitchen table in front of the others and pointed. “Colbi, we’ll put you here alongside the far wall; Savannah, you’ll be here,” she said, pointing at a spot between two large cat pens. “I’ll sit on the bench over here facing the pathway into this area, and Iris and Brianna, you can hide around the corner over there.” She looked up at the women. “Everyone brought dark-colored jackets, right?”

	Iris responded in a disgusted huff, “I had to look high and low for something drab and dark to wear. As you can imagine, there’s nothing like that in my wardrobe,” she said, gesturing dramatically toward her dark-green jeans with rhinestones sprinkled across the pockets and ankles, and her multi-colored off-the-shoulder sweater.

“So did you find something dark?” Margaret asked.

Iris’s face brightened as she announced, “Yes, I finally found a black trench coat in Craig’s closet.”

	“So we’re hiding in the dark? Is that it?” Brianna asked.

	Margaret nodded. “Oh yes,” she said pointing again at the diagram. “What he seems to want is here.” She glanced up at the others. “I put some of them in there—the rest are hidden from view, so we need to focus just on that one spot.”

	Brianna chuckled. “This is all pretty well-planned, Auntie. Looks like you spent a lot of time figuring it out.”

	She nodded. “Yeah, your sister and I actually did a practice run. She helped me pick out the hiding places.”

	“All right,” Colbi said, “and when we see him, what do we do?”

	“Get out your pepper spray, girl,” Iris suggested.

	“Oh, no. I’m only using it as a last resort. Heck, I might asphyxiate all of us with this stuff.”

	“Do you have weapons for the rest of us?” Brianna asked. “What will we do as a last resort?”

	Yeah, how big is this guy, anyway?” Iris asked.

	“It’s hard to tell…but maybe kinda tall, actually,” Margaret said. “Anyway, with yours and Savannah’s height and strength and Brianna’s and my bulk, we could probably knock him down and hold him while Colbi calls the sheriff.”

	“My job is to call the police?” Colbi whined. “That’s all?”

	Savannah chuckled. “You can take a picture and write up the story for your newspaper.”

	“Just be sure to get my good side,” Iris said, primping a little.

	Brianna nudged Iris with one elbow. “You have weapons right there. Look at those killer stilettos you’re wearing.”

	“Are you kidding?” Iris complained. “Damage these shoes by clobbering someone over the head with them? I don’t think so.”

	“Do we even want to be armed?” Savannah asked.

	“What if he is?” Brianna suggested. “Auntie, did your cameras ever show him with a gun or anything?”

	Margaret shook her head. “Could have been concealed, though.”

	“I doubt it,” Savannah said. “I mean, it’s not like he’s taking the family jewels.”

	“No, it seems that he has one thing in mind and one purpose, but why he does it, I just can’t imagine.” The room grew silent and Margaret added, “Well, shall we take our places? Now bundle up everyone; it’s cold out there.” 

“You don’t heat it?” Savannah asked.

“Sure, areas are heated, but the larger space where we’ll be hiding can get kinda chilly.” She motioned toward a stack of dark-colored blankets. “I brought these out in case anyone needs them.”

	“Yeah, I’ll take one,” Brianna said. She turned quickly toward her aunt. “Actually, maybe one of us should stay in here just in case he decides to come inside tonight.”

	“What would you do if he did?” Savannah asked, grinning.

	“Oh, well, I guess that isn’t such a good idea. Okay, give me a blanket. Where’s my jacket?”

	“So you want me here?” Savannah asked, when the women stepped into the large enclosure. 

	“Yes,” Margaret said. “Now sit down there. He’ll have a flashlight, but if you sit quietly, he probably won’t see you.”

	“I’m still not clear about what we do when…or if he shows up,” Colbi said.

	Iris faced the others. “Yeah, me neither.”

	“Well, I think we’ll have to play it by ear,” Margaret said. “It sorta depends on what he does.”

	Maggie, I think we could all jump him, don’t you?” Iris suggested. “…and hold him down, like you said. Colbi do you have your phone handy?”

	She nodded. “Do you have your stilettos ready…just in case?” she asked Iris.

	“Hey, we don’t have much time. Get in position,” Margaret hissed. As an afterthought, she said, “Now if he runs, we should go in pursuit.” She looked down at Iris’s feet. “Iris, you’ll do us no good in those shoes if we have to go after him. What size do you wear? Maybe you should put on some of my walking shoes.”

	Iris looked down at Margaret’s feet. “I don’t think so, sistah. I’d never get these size tens into your minuscule shoes.”

	Margaret let out a sigh and said in a loud whisper, “Okay then; positions. I’m turning off the lights. Now everyone be still.”

	Savannah edged herself into the space between two cat pens and sat down as comfortably as she could, pulling her dark navy-blue hood over her highlighted blond hair. “Ready,” she called out. Once she’d heard the others chime in, she smiled and shook her head. I can’t believe we’re doing this, she thought. …that it has even come to this…citizens taking the law into their own hands… I mean, really, I just hope this little activity of ours doesn’t blow up in our faces. But what are we to do when the local sheriff’s department is too busy to go after what they call a “nuisance criminal.” Well, he’s more than a nuisance to Auntie and Max, that’s for sure. I mean, it’s not like this guy’s stealing fruit out of our orchard. She chuckled to herself. In fact, authorities might be more inclined to act on that sort of crime than the one poor Auntie and Max are dealing with.

	She thought back to the day it all started. 


	****


It was a Sunday in late November. Savannah and Michael sat in the kitchen of their spacious turn-of-the-century home discussing plans for their daughter’s first birthday party, when they heard a loud rap.

	“Auntie, Max, hi,” Savannah said, opening the kitchen door. “What brings you two out on this brisk morning?”

	“Catastrophe,” Margaret said, “with a capital C-A-T.” She tossed back the hood of her purple jacket, saying angrily, “Oh Vannie, I’m so upset.”

	“What happened?” Savannah asked, looking from her aunt to Max. Before they could speak, she said, “Come and sit down. Want coffee?”

	“No coffee for me,” Margaret said, shaking her dark-brown bobbed hair into place. “…not while I hold this little one. Come here, sweetie,” she crooned, lifting Lily out of her high chair. Margaret eased into a straight-back chair next to Michael and placed the baby on her lap. Max pulled out a chair across from her, hung his jacket on the back of it and sat down.

	“So what’s up?” Michael asked as Savannah handed Max a cup of coffee.

	“Some of the cats got out last night.”

	“Yeah,” Margaret added, “the gate to their pen was wide open this morning and three of the new ferals are gone.”

Michael frowned. “Oh, that’s not good. How’d it happen, do you think? Did a volunteer forget to latch it?”

	Max shook his head. “I don’t think so, but I can’t be certain.” He took a breath and blew it out. “I just don’t know.”

	“I’m worried about those kittens,” Margaret said.

	“They’re kittens?” Savannah asked, concern in her tone.

	“Well, they’re a late-season litter someone trapped and brought to us—they’re about four months old,” Margaret explained. “I just hate to think of them out there by themselves in a strange place in the cold.” She made eye contact with her niece. “Vannie, you know what happens to outdoor cats around here.”

	“Yeah, I heard the coyotes again last night, as a matter of fact,” Savannah said sullenly. “So you think someone let them out on purpose? Maybe they took the kittens.”

	“It’s doubtful. They weren’t socialized. He’d have a devil of a time getting his hands on those cats. I think someone just opened the gate and let them out, don’t you, Max?”

	He nodded at his wife. “Or one of us may have neglected to latch it. Although that’s hard to imagine.” He looked from Michael to Savannah. “We’ve been routinely opening and closing the pens at our shelter without incident for going on eight years.”

	“Just one pen was open?” Michael asked.

	Both Margaret and Max nodded.

	Savannah glanced at them inquisitively. “Did you go out looking for the missing kitties?”	“Yes,” Max said. “Not a sign of them. We set some traps, but we wanted you to be aware and keep a watch for them over here, too.” He ran his hand over his thick, wavy, salt-and-pepper hair. “They’ve only been with us for a few days. If they wander off, they may not remember how to get back…even for food.”

	“Why don’t you bring a trap over here,” Michael suggested. He narrowed his light blue eyes. “You say they weren’t socialized?”

	Margaret set Lily down on the floor and followed her as she toddled around the room. “The little female was starting to respond to us,” she explained. “The boys were still pretty standoffish.” She picked up the toddler to keep her from tossing a toy into the dog’s water bowl. “Charlotte was doing pretty well with one male. We thought we’d have her come over sometime today and see if she can ferret them out—if they’re still…” She bit her lower lip. “God, I hope they’re okay.”

	“I can’t imagine they’d wander off too far,” Max said

	Savannah thought for a moment, then said, “They do have one thing going for them; it sounds like they’re used to being on their own. They could fend for themselves if they had to.”

 “Not really,” Margaret said. “We have the mama cat, too. No, they weren’t alone, but I’m sure she taught them about the big bad world.”

	“Were the three kittens the only ones in that pen?” Savannah asked.

	Margaret nodded. “Yes, we just moved the mama to another pen yesterday. They’d probably be better off if we’d left her with them.”

	“But the fact that she’s still there might be a good thing,” Michael offered. “The kittens may come back to her.”

	“Could be,” Max agreed.

	“What did they look like?” Savannah asked. “Are they the tabbies you showed me yesterday?”

	“Yes,” Margaret said while following Lily around the kitchen again. She grinned. “Boy, is she walking well. She can out-walk me.” Margaret looked at Savannah. “Yeah, you met the little tabby family. They are so cute. I had high hopes for them.”

	“Oh, you have high hopes for all of the rescues that come to us,” Max said, grinning.

	“Well, they’re all special,” she insisted.

	“You got that right,” Max agreed.

	“Speaking of special cats,” Margaret said when she saw Buffy enter the room. “How are you, pretty girl?” she cooed.

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing at the Himalayan-mix. “Ki-ki.”

	Margaret picked up the baby and laughed. “Yes, that’s a kitty.” She turned to Michael and Savannah. “Wouldn’t you know one of her first words would be ‘kitty’?”

	“Of course,” Savannah said. “Rags wouldn’t have it any other way.”

	Michael smiled at his daughter, then said to Max, “How about we go out and snoop around—see if we can find those kittens.”

	“Take Rags with you,” Savannah suggested. “If they’re here on our property, he’ll find them.”

	“Good idea,” Michael said. “Rags,” he called, “wanna go for a walk?”

	Everyone laughed when they saw the lanky grey-and-white cat roll out of Buffy’s pink canopy bed, stretch, and yawn.

	 “He sure knows how to make himself comfortable, don’t you, boy?” Margaret said, watching him stroll past her toward Michael.

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said excitedly, pointing at Rags. The baby watched as Michael strapped Rags into his harness, but she wasn’t the only one watching.

 When Lexie, their part-Afghan hound, saw the harness go on Rags, she rushed to the wall where her leash hung and began dancing around, nosing it. 

“I’m sorry, girl,” Michael said. “No dogs allowed on this pursuit. You’ll scare the kitties.”

“Come here, Lexie,” Savannah said. “I’ll get you a treat and we’ll go for a walk later.” She shivered. “…when the sun comes out.”  

“Bye-bye,” Lily said, when she saw her daddy and uncle Max walk out through the kitchen door with the cat. 

	Both men responded with a smile and a wave.	

“You are just talking up a storm, aren’t you, little one?” Margaret said, hugging the baby, who struggled to get down. When Margaret eased her to the floor, Lily walked toward Buffy, who had reclaimed her bed. Before Lily reached the little cat, however, Savannah enticed the toddler with a toy.

“Wasn’t it easier before she could crawl and walk?” Margaret asked, watching the baby head back toward the pets’ water dishes. 

“Oh yes,” Savannah said, scooping Lily up in her arms. “Let’s go play in the living room far, far away from the water bowls and sleeping kitties.” 

Margaret followed. “Wanna make some music?” she asked as she lowered herself onto a large quilt on the floor next to where Savannah had placed the baby. She picked up one of Lily’s musical toys. “Here pretty girl, let’s play a tune.”


	****


In the meantime, Michael and Max walked around the Iveys’ acre with Rags on his leash, looking for signs of the missing kittens. “Let’s check the tack room,” Michael suggested. “If they made it this far, they might have curled up in the hay.”

	“Hey there, Peaches,” Max said, greeting Savannah’s horse. He then gazed at the small building. “How would they get in there?” 

	Michael chuckled. “Oh they could get in; squirrels and rabbits do. They’ve managed to gnaw their way through the walls and floorboards.”

	“You don’t mind if critters break in?” Max asked. “Won’t they chew up your tack?”

	“That could be a problem, for sure. I patch the holes fairly often. So far we haven’t had any damaged tack; they seem to be after the grain,” Michael explained as he unlatched the tack room door. When he opened it and started to step inside, Rags balked. The cat raised his nose and sniffed the air. “Must be something in here,” Michael said quietly. He flipped the light switch. “Do you see anything?”

	“There.” Max pointed. “What’s that?”

	As if on cue, Rags darted forward and pounced on a small pile of hay.

	Michael pulled back on the leash. “No Rags.” He then said, “A field mouse,” as the two men and the cat watched it skitter across the floor and disappear in the stack of hay. “Better feed Peaches while I’m out here,” he said, handing the cat’s leash to Max and skimming a few flakes of hay from an open bale.

	Max continued to scan the area in search of the missing kittens.

	“Nothing, huh?” Michael asked.

	“Nope.” 

	“Well, let’s keep looking. Come on, Rags,” he urged, taking the leash and heading toward their small orchard. Shortly, Michael nodded. “There’s our new neighbor.” 

	“Mr. Crankyshaw?” Max said under his breath.

	Michael chuckled, then called out, “Good morning, Mr. Crankshaw. A might chilly out today, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah, downright cold; but the dog needs walkin’ anyhow.” He narrowed his eyes under thick white brows and said, shaking his head, “Walkin’ yer cat? If that ain’t the oddest thing I seen.”

	Michael reached out and petted the Crankshaws’ standard poodle. “We’re looking for a litter of kittens. Have you seen any out and about this morning?” 

	“No, and there’d better not be any cats showin’ up at my place, neither, or I’ll...”

	“You’ll do what, Mr. Crankshaw?” Max asked.

	The man scowled. “I’ll chase ‘em away, that’s what. Cats don’t need no handouts. They kin fend fer themselves.” He glared down at Rags. “I don’t know why you treat that cat like a dog. He ain’t no dog. Turn ‘im loose, I say—let ‘im be a cat, for cripe’s sake. Humph! If cats was meant to be pets, they’d be more obligin’.” 

	“Thank you for your suggestion, Mr. Crankshaw,” Michael said, trying not to sound too patronizing. He nodded toward the house in the distance. “Are you enjoying your new home there?”

	The man glanced back at his place before responding. “It’s all right. I’d rather be in the city where you can get a shoeshine or a bratwurst on any corner. But the missus, she wanted the peace and quiet of country livin’.” He leaned toward the men. “It’s too quiet, if you ask me, except when the hawks screech and the coyotes howl. God, how I hate hearing those animals. I hate animals.”

	“You seem to like your dog,” Max said, nodding toward the poodle.

	Mr. Crankshaw squinted up at Max. “Who says? This here’s my wife’s dog. She makes me take her out walkin’…says I drive ‘er crazy and she wants me outta the house.” He leaned toward the men. “Truth be told, I like gettin’ away from ‘er. That’s the reason I agree ta walk the damn dog. Only, I don’t stay gone long enough for her to spend all my money.”

	“Spend your money?” Michael questioned.

	“Yeah. She watches those commercials on TV and can’t resist ordering all that damn stuff.”

	“Well, Mr. Crankshaw. It’s been nice talking to you. Tell the missus ‘hello’. And do let us know if you see those kittens, will you? Max, show him a picture so he’ll know what we’re looking for.”

	The older man peered at the cell-phone photo. “Yeah, yeah. A cat’s a cat. All the same to me.” He glared at Rags. “And they should be turned loose, not kept on a tether like a dog or a horse.” He shook his head in disgust as he walked away, muttering, “What’s this world comin’ to?”

“Mr. Crankyshaw, indeed,” Michael said as the two men continued on their path toward the orchard.

Max chuckled, “‘If cats was meant to be pets, they’d be more obligin’,” he said, mimicking the old man. “I gotta remember that one. That’s classic.”

“Yeah, classic drivel,” Michael said.

“Agreed, but couldn’t you see that on one of those bumper stickers or calendar photos? I mean, it is rather funny, like the one about dogs being obedient and cats wanting to be served.”

“Dogs have owners, cats have staff,” Michael quoted.

“Yeah, that’s it.”

The two men walked in silence for a few moments, then Max asked, “You don’t mind him cutting through your yard? I mean with that snarky attitude of his?” 

Michael chuckled. “Oh, I don’t take him seriously. Who knows; I may have the same temperament when I’m his age.” He looked at Max. “He cuts through your yard, too, doesn’t he? I’ve seen him over near your place.”

Max nodded. “Yeah, it gives the housecats a thrill. Gizmo, Gretchen, Sammy, and Jack like watching the poodle through the windows as she goes by…especially Jack, the newest member of our family.”

“So he has a forever home with you guys, huh?” Michael asked.

“Yes,” Max said, smiling. “He’s a keeper, that’s for sure.” He turned solemn. “You know how hard it is to place a cat with a chronic illness.”

“Yeah, it’s a responsibility not many are willing to take on, that’s for sure,” Michael agreed. He turned to look at Max. “You know, he’ll live a long and comfortable life with the right care.”

By the time the men had scoured the orchard, the gardener’s raised vegetable beds, and the shrubs around the house, they were ready to return to the warm kitchen, where Margaret met them eager to hear good news. When she saw the look on her husband’s face, she said, “No kitties, huh?”

	Max shook his head. “I just hope the new neighbor didn’t eat them for breakfast.”

“What?” Margaret asked, her mouth gaping.

“Oh, you ran into Mr. Crankshaw?” Savannah asked while rinsing a dish at the sink.

Michael chuckled. “Yeah, Max calls him ‘Mr. Crankyshaw.’”

Savannah and Margaret both laughed. 

“He is grouchy,” Savannah agreed. “But his wife seems nice.”

“Rags found a mouse in the hay,” Max announced.

	Savannah smiled. “Leave it to Rags.” Her smile faded quickly. “You didn’t let him have it, did you?”

	“No,” Michael assured her. He removed the cat’s harness, took off his jacket, and poured two cups of coffee, handing one to Max.

	“Could the kitties be under the house?” Savannah asked.

	“No,” Michael said.” Remember last year when I repaired all the screens around the foundation after we discovered that Rags was escaping? There’s no place for cats to get in or out anymore.” He turned to Max. “What about your place? Could they get under your house?”

	He grimaced. “I don’t know. Didn’t think to check.”

	“How about we finish our coffee, then I’ll walk over with you and we’ll look around.”

	“I’d appreciate that, Michael. Thanks.”


	****


Upon their arrival at Max and Margaret Sheridan’s place, the two men entered the former commercial greenhouse that Max had converted into a cat-rescue shelter. They checked the pen where the kittens had been. “I left it open in case they return,” Max explained, looking inside. He checked their covered litter box and the elaborate kitty condo. “Doesn’t look like they did.” He motioned toward the gate latch. “See here, Michael, nothing’s broken. Like I said, either we left the pen open or someone opened it deliberately to let the cats out. We don’t lock the pens…too risky in case of emergency.”

	“And the cathouse isn’t secure?” Michael asked, looking around the spacious enclosure.

	Max frowned. “Not really. That’s why we keep the cats in these pens. We don’t turn cats loose out here.”

	“Man, if I was a cat, I wouldn’t want to leave this place. You really make it nice for them.”

	Max smiled. “That’s the objective. It’s disheartening to know there are so many cats without homes, but I try not to think about that. Maggie and I—well, we just do the best we can for the cats that come to us. Of course, a forever home for each of them is our ultimate goal,” he said as the two men stepped out through the old greenhouse door.

	“Okay,” Michael said, glancing around the property, “if I were a cat where would I go? Let’s check around the house foundation, shall we?”After they’d walked the entire perimeter, Michael suddenly stopped. “What was that?”

	“Did you see something?”

	“Yeah, I think it’s one of your escapees. He dashed into that big old shrub there. Perfect hiding place for a skittish litter.” Michael motioned to Max. “Come on; let’s check it out.”

	“Wait,” Max said. “If we close in on them, we’ll just scare them. They’ll run. I want to catch them and make sure they get safely back in their pen.”

	“Of course,” Michael said, adjusting his knit cap. He spoke more quietly. “After being out all night, they’re probably hungry. Wanna bring one of your traps over here closer and bait it with their favorite food?”

	“Yes, that’s exactly what I want to do. Let’s make sure they’re in there first.”

	Michael looked at Max. “You’re used to dealing with ferals—why don’t you take a look?”

	Max grinned. “You’re younger and more agile.” He swept one arm toward the shrub. “…if you don’t mind?”

	“Sure,” Michael said, easing down to his knees and moving slowly toward the shrub. Shortly, he pulled back, stood, and whispered, “Yup, they’re in there—looks like all three of them.”

	“What a relief,” Max said. “Thank you.” He let out a sigh. “I’ll go get a trap.” When he returned with the have-a-heart trap, he looked askance. “I just hope they don’t remember their first encounter with one of these contraptions or they won’t take the bait.”

	Once the trap was set, the two men headed back toward the Iveys’ home when Michael said, “I’ve never paid much attention to the construction of your house before, Max; it’s interesting.”

	Max cocked his head. “How so?” 

	“I don’t know; it just looks as if it was added onto in some kinda crazy ways—little additions here and there all done, presumably, at different times.”

	“Well, as you know, it was a nursery. When I bought it, the owners were living in the back part of the house with offices in the front. They must have had plants everywhere. I had to clean up a lot of dirt.”

	“What were they using the basement for?” Michael asked.

	“Basement? What makes you think there’s a basement?”

	Michael chuckled. “How long have you lived there, Max?”

	“Uh…about seven…almost eight years.”

	“And you didn’t know you had a basement?”

	Max hesitated. “No. Never noticed one.” He faced Michael. “You saw a basement?”	“Well, the door is pretty well hidden, actually.”

	“Where?”

	“Behind that shrub where the kittens are staying warm.”

	Max groaned and peered back at his home. “Really?”

	“Yeah.” Michael’s grin widened. “Once we get those kittens back into their pen, want to go exploring?”

	Max hesitated. He then said, “Sure, Michael. I’m game, only…”

	“Only what?”

	“Oh nothing,” Max said. “I’m sure it will turn out okay.”

	Michael frowned. “What are you talking about, Max?”

	He slapped Michael on the back with his gloved hand. “The thought of exploring with one of the Iveys is rather…”

	“Rather what?” Michael challenged.

	“Shall we say, unpredictable and often perilous?”

	“Perilous?” Michael said, laughing out loud. “What could possibly be perilous about checking out the basement of your own home…a basement, in fact, you didn’t even know existed?”






Chapter 2

 

“We found the tabbies,” Max announced upon stepping into the living room of the Iveys’ home.

	Margaret looked up from where she sat on the floor playing with Lily. She heaved a sigh of relief. “Oh good! Where?”

	“Close to their pen, actually. They didn’t wander far.”

	“Did you catch them?” Savannah asked.

	Max shook his head. “Didn’t try to.”

	She looked at the men inquisitively. “Why not?”

	“They’re too unsettled yet,” Max explained. “We didn’t want to spook them. I’m hoping to trap them—and soon.” He grimaced. “Then I’ll have a talk with the volunteers and make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

	“Good idea,” Margaret said. “Sure hope those little guys will surrender.” Her face brightened and she said, “Hey, Uncle Max, watch this.” She prompted the baby, “Say auntie, auntie, auntie,” she repeated.

	Lily looked at Margaret, waved her doll in the air a couple of times, and slammed it on the floor.

	“Auntie. Lily, say, auntie.”

	“Ma-ma,” Lily said, waving in Savannah’s direction.

	“Who’s this?” Margaret asked, pointing to herself. “Auntie? Auntie?”

	Lily simply stared at her and began to jabber.

	Chuckling, Max said, “Didn’t sound like auntie to me. I think she said, ‘I want a burrito.’”

	“What?” Savannah said frowning. “A burrito?”

	“Yeah.” He shrugged. “That’s what it sounded like to me.”

	“How are her birthday-party plans coming?” Margaret asked.

	Michael and Savannah glanced at one another as he lowered himself onto the sofa next to her. Max perched on the ottoman and began stacking some of Lily’s blocks on the floor in front of him.

	“Pretty well, I guess,” Savannah responded. “The guest list is kinda long, but I can’t imagine cutting it down. Every single guest has been such a big part of her life.”

	Max laughed when Lily crawled over and toppled the stack of blocks. “Good job,” he told her. Then he asked Savannah, “Will there be any kids? Does she have any little friends?” 

	“My son, Adam,” Michael said, “and little Rose.”

	“Oh, Rose—Adam’s other sister.” Margaret said. “How old is she now?”

	“About five, I think.”

	“And Adam’s, what, ten?”

	Michael nodded.

	“Doesn’t Lily know any other babies?” Margaret asked.

	Savannah thought for a moment before saying, “Actually, no.” She looked at Michael and complained, “She has no friends her age, Michael. We really should do something about that.”

	“Why?” he asked.

	“Well, she needs peers. She needs to learn how to share and interact with other children her age.” Savannah creased her brow. “I need to find her a friend.” She put her hands up to her mouth. “Oh my gosh, what have we done by isolating her? It never occurred to me that she has only adult friends.” She grabbed her husband’s arm. “Michael, are we bad parents?”

	By then the others were starting to laugh. “Oh Vannie,” Margaret said, “she’s a perfectly well-adjusted child. She isn’t lacking a thing. Besides, she has all these fur-siblings.” She gestured toward Buffy, who laid on the edge of the large area rug; Rags, who was, again, sprawled out in Buffy’s bed; Walter, who peered at the group from his favorite plum-colored chair across the room; and the only dog in the bunch, Lexie, who sat at Michael’s feet.

	Savannah was quiet for a moment before saying, “Gads, I wonder if she thinks she’s a cat or a dog—a pet. Michael, does she understand that she’s a child or have we caused her to become confused about her identity?”

	Michael put his arm around his wife and pulled her to him. Grinning and shaking his head, he said, “You are such a worrywart. She’s fine. Like Maggie says, she’s well-adjusted.”

	Savannah sat upright, her jaw set. “Well, I’m going to get her some friends.” 

	“How are you going to do that?” Margaret asked, laughing. “Place a classified ad in the newspaper, go on Craig’s list?”

	“No,” Savannah said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

	“I’m the one being ridiculous?” Margaret teased, raising her eyebrows.

	“I’ll enroll her in a preschool or day care for a couple of hours a week.” She looked at her aunt. “I read about a program at the recreation department where moms exercise with their babies—a Mommy and Me group.”

	“Good idea, hon,” Michael said, trying not to sound too patronizing. “Now, as far as her birthday, Maggie, I think your invitation’s in the mail. The party will be here next weekend and everyone’s invited—even the out-of-town aunts, uncles, and cousins. It’ll be quite a reunion for your family.”

	“Well, there you go,” Margaret said, “some of your cousins have children. Roxy and Blake have a little boy about two, you know, and Jimmy and his wife Belinda have an infant. She’s probably six months old. And Belinda has a son about Adam’s age.” Margaret sat up straight. “Wait, I have a friend—well, she’s a gal I knew in school. Actually, her older sister was in my class. I run into Barbara at the beauty shop and grocery store sometimes—she operates a day-care business. Maybe I could introduce you to her.” Margaret looked at the baby. “Oh yes, I’d be most approving of Barbara as a caretaker for my Lily.”

	Savannah grinned at her aunt. “Well, if you approve, I’m sure I will. Yeah, introduce me. I’d like to check out her place.”

	The others watched as Margaret played peek-a-boo with Lily. Then Savannah said, “I hope everyone can come to her party. It’ll be fun catching up with the cousins and reminiscing about how we used to go exploring around here when you lived here, Auntie.” She grinned mischievously. “You know, I’d like to organize a treasure hunt or something fun like that.”

	“For the kids?” Max asked.

	“For everyone,” she explained. “We all have a kid living inside us—or we should.”

	Margaret shook her head slowly and helped Lily to stand. She said to the baby, “Doesn’t Mommy know it’s wintertime? It’ll be too cold for silly outdoor games.”

	“If it’s too cold, we’ll do a treasure hunt inside,” Savannah said, defiantly.

	Max began stacking the blocks again. “Well, it sounds fun to me.” He looked up. “Will there be cake?”

	“Certainly,” Savannah said. “I’m thinking about a Hello Kitty theme.”

	Margaret grinned. “Of course, you are.”

	Savannah turned toward Max. She tilted her head and smiled demurely. “Could we entice you to prepare one of the meals over the weekend for us, oh-chef-of-great-talent?”

	Max chuckled. “Sure. I’d be glad to.”

	“What can I do?” Margaret asked.

	“We may need an extra room or two for overnight guests, if you don’t mind.”

	“Yeah, that’s okay.” Without warning, Margaret abruptly changed the subject. “Hey, when do you think your sister will have a baby?”

	“A baby?” Savannah said, frowning. “Brianna? Auntie, she’s not even engaged.”

	“Yeah, when’s that going to happen?”

	Savannah looked at her aunt for a moment before saying, “Well, she has her career to think about right now. Establishing a medical practice is pretty time-consuming. And Bud is awfully busy at the veterinary clinic, since Michael has been gone so much and I’m on maternity leave.”

	Michael nudged Savannah. “Is that what you call it, an extended maternity leave?”

He grinned impishly. “Are you girls interested in a rumor—of the gossip type?”

	“Yes,” Margaret said, facing Michael.

	“Sure,” Savannah said, “as long as it’s juicy stuff.”

	“Is it about Brianna and Bud?” Margaret asked, eagerly.

	“Maybe…” he said, teasing.

	“What?” Savannah nagged.

	“Wellll,” he said, taking his time to respond, “there just may possibly, perhaps, be an engagement announcement sometime soon, or…later.”

	Margaret and Savannah looked at each other, their eyes wide. “Cool,” Margaret said.

	Savannah scolded, “Michael, you’re not just funning with us, are you?”

	“No,” he said. “This is very probably a true rumor…maybe.”

	Margaret looked at her niece. “We need to take that girl out to lunch and see what she’ll tell us.”

	“And what if she doesn’t know about it or she won’t fess up?” Savannah challenged.

	“Then we’ll take Bud out for a couple of beers,” Margaret said, giggling. She went in for a high-five with her niece and both women laughed out loud.

	“Well,” Max said, standing, “Maggie, let’s go see if we caught us some tabbies, shall we?”

	“Okay, if we must.” She looked at Lily. “It has been a fun playdate, little one. Auntie will come over and we’ll play another day.”

	“An-tie,” Lily said in her sweet voice. “An-tie.”

	“Yes!” Margaret shouted. “She said auntie; did you all hear that? She said auntie.” She grabbed the baby and hugged her, blowing raspberries on her neck and making her giggle. “You are so smart, and cute as a kitten.”

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing at Buffy, who was walking dangerously close to the toddler. Just as the baby made a grab for the Himalayan’s tail, Margaret intervened.

	“I’m surprised she got that close,” Savannah said. “Buffy’s usually more cautious around her.”

	“She knew I had her back, isn’t that right, Buffy?” Margaret said, scratching the cat behind one ear. “And she loves my massages.”

	“That she does,” Savannah agreed. She picked up Lily and said, “Let’s get you something to eat, then it’s time for a nap.”

	“Ahhh, sounds good to Auntie. I think I’ll take a nap, too.”

	“After we make sure those kittens are okay,” Max reminded her.


	****


Later that afternoon, Michael answered his cell phone. “Hi Max. How’s it going?”

	“We captured the little escapees.” He chuckled. “One male and the female went in together. Ever catch two at a time in one of those contraptions?”	

	“Good lord, no. I haven’t seen that happen. Are you sure they aren’t joined at the hip?”

	“Practically. I hope to find someone who’ll take them both; they sure are little buddies.”

	“How’d you get the other one?”

	“Charlotte came over after church and lured him. That kitten’s been real responsive to the teen,” Max explained.

	“She does have a way with cats,” Michael said. “Sometimes I wonder if it has something to do with her…condition.”

“You mean because she has Down syndrome? Perhaps, I guess.” Max hesitated, then said, “She does have a greater ability to focus than some of the other volunteers here. She hones in on something and sticks with it, which makes her a definite asset when it comes to socializing the feral kittens.”

“Too bad she can’t have one of her own,” Michael said. “I guess her younger sister is seriously allergic to cats. Anyway, I’m glad you caught them. Any insight as to how they got let out?”	

	“’Fraid not,” Max said. “Hey Michael, after we put the little guys away, I checked out that area behind the shrub. Sure looks like stairs to a basement. Man, I can’t figure out how I never noticed it before or why no one told me about it. I guess I’m just not very observant. I am curious, though. What are you doing later today?”

	Michael glanced at Savannah, who was reading from her Kindle. “Just waiting for Lily to wake up from her nap and entertain us some more. Why?”

	“I’m cooking up a big batch of gumbo. Would you three like to come over for an early dinner and share it with us?” He hesitated, then added, “Maybe we could cut back that bush some and see what’s been hiding behind it all these years. What do you say?” Before Michael could respond, Max asked, “By the way, do you have tools for that kind of job?”

	“Sure.”

	“Sure, what?” Max chuckled.

	“Sure, we’ll come over for gumbo,” he said, catching Savannah’s eye for her reaction. “Sure, I want to see what’s down there, and sure, I have some tools we can use to cut that bush back…or down.”

	“Good,” Max said, sounding somewhat relieved. “Come over anytime. We’ll eat around five.”

	“Okay. Hey, my wife is mouthing me a message. Wait a minute.” When Michael returned to the phone, he said, “Max, what can we bring? Savannah wants to know what we can bring.”

	“Just your tools. Oh, and a flashlight. Do you have a working flashlight?”

	Michael chuckled. “Are you kidding? After what our wives went through earlier this year when that old flashlight of ours ran out of battery power out in the swamp, you can be sure I have a working flashlight. I’ll bet Maggie does, too.”

	“You think so?” Max asked.

	“Yeah, ask her,” Michael suggested. “I mean, no problem. I have one. Hey, we’ll be over as soon as the princess wakes up from her nap.” He grimaced. “Just a minute, Max, Savannah’s waving hand signals at me now. What, hon?”

	A few moments later, into the phone, he said, “She wonders if it’s okay if we bring Rags to play with his buddy Layla. She actually believes those two cats have some sort of special relationship.”

	“Of course, bring him. Layla is always intrigued by him.”


	****


Over an hour later, the Ivey family, including Rags, arrived at the Sheridan household. 

“Well, who’s this?” Savannah asked, upon seeing a black-and-white cat saunter into the living room.

“That’s Jack,” Max said. “Haven’t you met Jack?”

Savannah shook her head. “No, how long have you had him?” 

Michael reached down and petted the cat’s long fur, murmuring, “Hi Jack, old boy.”

“You know him?” Savannah asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, he came to see me at the clinic the other day.”

“Why is he in here with your pets?” Savannah asked. “Are you keeping this one?”

“I guess we are,” Margaret said. “He’s a real sweetheart—curious as all get-out. He’s more dog-like than cat-like…” she nodded toward Rags, “…like him, actually.” Then, turning to Max, she cried, “Oh no, Max! What have we done? We’ve brought in a cat like Rags!”

Max grinned and reached out to run his hand over the willing cat.  “He has a chronic kidney disease,” he explained. “Needs special care, sorta like Gizmo and Sammy. We can’t expect someone else to take on a cat with such challenges. So yeah, we’ll keep this one.”

Savannah leaned over and enticed the cat in her direction. After petting him for a moment, she said, “He seems like a real sweetie. Love that cobby-body look.” She greeted the cat, “Nice to meet you, Jack. This is Rags. He came to play with Layla.” Just then, Rags walked boldly up to Jack and began sniffing him. Everyone watched as Jack sat back on his haunches and slapped playfully at Rags, then turned and took off running into the kitchen. Rags seemed to understand the invitation and raced after him.

“Cute,” Margaret said. “No one else seems to have the energy to keep up with Jack. Looks like Rags will be a good playmate for him.”

After a second trip to the car to get the tools, Michael said to Max, “Hey, we’re burning daylight. Shall we get on with the project?”

	“Yup,” Max replied, grabbing his jacket and leading the way out through the kitchen door. When he spotted their tangerine faux Persian curled up in one of several cat beds in the heated sunroom, he said, “There you are, Layla. Your friend Rags is here. Better go see him before Jack gets all his attention.”

	The little cat looked up at Max, let out a prrrt, stretched, and headed at a fairly fast pace toward the kitchen, her long tangerine fur rippling against her sides. 

The men chuckled.

	“Do you think she understood his name?” Michael asked.

	Max shook his head in contemplation. “You never know about these cats, Michael.”

	Once outside, the two men went right to work cutting back the large shrub. They’d trimmed it down to about one-third when Michael asked, “Do you want to save it?” 

	Max stood back and surveyed the situation. “Naw, I don’t think it serves much purpose in the scheme of things, do you?”

	“Not unless your tabbies want a good place to hide out again, I guess. It does look like it’s outlived its usefulness.”

	“And its grace,” Max added.

	“Grace?” Michael questioned.

	“Well, yeah; it doesn’t exactly grace the place anymore, do you think?”

	Michael glanced around the yard. “No, not really. Okay, all the way to the ground. I’ll send Antonio over to take the stump out, if you want.”

	Max grimaced. “Yeah, that would be good. No hurry, though.”

	“Timber,” Michael said as he cut the shrub off just above the ground.

	Max took hold of the remains and dragged it around behind the cathouse, piling it up with the other cuttings. When he returned, Michael was sitting on the steps that led down to a door. “Is it locked?” 

	“Yup. Hand me that flashlight, will you?” He then asked, “Have you seen any stray keys around here?”

	Max reached for the flashlight and gave it to Michael. “Sure. When I moved in, there were keys all over the place—in drawers, on shelves. Once I figured out what keys went where, I discarded the rest. It was either that or make a wind chime out of them, and I hate wind chimes.”

	“Oh really? I didn’t know that about you, Max.”

	“And here I thought I was an open book. Yeah, Michael, don’t give me any wind chimes for Christmas, okay?”

	“Got it,” Michael said, resuming his examination of the lock on the mysterious hidden door at the bottom of the steps. He glanced up at Max. “Can you pick a lock? Is that one of your talents?”

	Max grinned. “If I could, I probably wouldn’t admit to it.” He suggested, “Hey, go ahead and break it, if you’d like. I don’t mind. I just want to see what’s been living under my feet for all these years without my knowing it.”

	“I don’t think we’ll have to break the door. I can take this piece of moulding off and probably jimmy the lock. It’s a simple lock; nothing sophisticated.”

	“Go for it,” Max urged.

	“Okayyy,” Michael said. After a couple of minutes, he announced, “Got it.”

	“Good, let’s go in.”

	“Wait. The spiders have probably taken over by now—maybe rats. Do you have an old broom we can use to whack down the webs?”

	When Max returned with a broom, the women followed, Savannah carrying the baby, who was wrapped in a blanket. 

 “Awww, what did you bring him out here for?” Michael complained, when he saw Margaret holding Rags’s leash. You know he’s gonna get into trouble.”

	Margaret couldn’t help but laugh.

Savannah chuckled. “Oh Michael, you’re so cute when you’re mad at Rags.”

	“I’m not mad at him. I just…”

	“Well, the truth is,” Margaret said, “the other kitties are having their supper and Rags thought he should be served, too. Vannie said he already ate, sooo, we thought we’d better remove the fox from the hen house.”

	“Okay, then,” Michael said, taking the broom from Max. “Stand back; don’t want to shower you all with spider spit.”

	“Spider spit?” Margaret said disgustedly.

	“Yeah, isn’t that how they make their webs…using their spit?”

	“No, Michael,” Savannah said, laughing. “It comes from the other end.”

	Margaret cringed. “Ewww, even worse.”

	Once Michael had cleared a path into the room, he said to Margaret and Max, “Okay, wanna see what’s living under your feet? So far, I’ve seen a gazillion spiders, and something that moved too fast to identify.”

	The two women looked at each other. “Are you going in?” Margaret asked.

	“Maybe,” Savannah said.

	Margaret held out her hands. “Here, I’ll hold the baby while you go. Here’s your cat,” she said, handing the leash to Savannah, who looked from Michael to Max.

	“I’ll follow you two,” she said.

	“Come on, then.”

	“What do you see in there?” Margaret called.

	“If you were so curious, you should have come down,” Max said.

	“I’m okay out here. Hey, take pictures!”

	“Well, it appears they used to do some canning down here,” Savannah called out to her aunt. “There’s an old stove, a nice counter, and a big deep sink. There’s a shelf full of canning jars. Brrrr. Sure is cold. It would make a great root cellar.”

	“Maybe this was a farm before it became a commercial nursery,” Max suggested. “I do find random carrot and potato plants coming up here and there.”

	“Really?” Savannah said. She then pointed. “Yeah, there’s a neat place for storing them through the winter.”

	“Hey, here’s another room,” Michael said. “I thought it was a closet, but it’s a whole room with furniture.”

	“I wonder why the realtor didn’t tell me about this,” Max said, scratching his head.

	“Maybe she didn’t know,” Savannah reasoned. 

	He shrugged. “Possibly.”

	Before the others could step inside the room, Michael backed out. “Where’s that broom? I want to knock down the webs in here.” He glanced at Savannah, “…comes from their butts, huh?”

	Savannah smirked playfully at her husband.

	Once he’d finished knocking down the spider webs, Michael called to the others, “Come see this room—it was fixed up rather nice at one time.” 

	“Yeah, this looks like it was a granny flat or apartment,” Max said, glancing around. “Is there a bathroom?” 

	Michael pointed. “In there.” 

	“Ewww,” Savannah said, stepping out of the bathroom as quickly as she had stepped in.

	“What are you guys finding down there?” Margaret called.

	“Oh, come on down and see for yourself,” Max said. “Wait, I’ll come up and take the baby.”

	“I think she’s okay,” Michael said. “I’ll go get her. There’s nothing here that can hurt her as long as we hold onto her.”

	“Then here I come,” Margaret said as Michael helped her down the steps, holding the baby in one arm. “Gads, I didn’t know we were living above such filth.”

	“It’s only accumulated dirt, not filth,” Savannah explained. She looked at her aunt for a moment. “Hey, I have an idea. If we could get it cleaned up and bring in a space heater, we could use this as an overflow room for our overnight party guests.”

	Margaret made a face. “Do you actually think it could be made livable?”

	“Sure I do,” Savannah said. “You should have seen the first apartment I rented. It was a room off a garage that had been used for storage for a hundred years. Mom and I scrubbed and scrubbed and shoveled out trash.” She smiled. “We actually created a nice little place for me to live for a while.”

	Margaret shrugged. “Well, I’m game if someone else does the cleaning.” She pointed at Rags. “Uh-oh. He’s got something. What is that? I’m afraid to look.”

	“Come here, Rags,” Michael said, handing the baby to Savannah. “What do you have there?” he asked, approaching the cat. “Looks like a letter. Did you see where he found it?”

	“He was foraging under that old dresser there,” Max said.

	The others looked in that direction. 

Once Michael had taken the item from the cat, Savannah asked, “Is that tape on it?” 

	Michael turned it over in his hands a couple of times. “Yeah. Gosh, it must have been taped to the bottom drawer and fell off when the tape lost its sticky.”

	“So what is it?” Margaret asked impatiently.

	Michael slapped it against his pants leg a couple of times to shake off the dust, then peered at it more closely. “To whom it may concern.” He looked briefly at the others and let out a deep sigh. “Uh-oh, that can’t be good.”

	“Heck, why not?” Margaret asked. “It could be a gift from a millionaire—whoever finds this note wins a fortune.”

	Michael and Max grinned at Margaret. 

	Savannah shivered. “You know, it’s awfully cold down here. I want to take the baby back up where it’s warm.”

	“Yes,” Margaret said, “let’s go topside and find out how much he left us.” 







Chapter 3

 

Once the two couples were seated in the Sheridans’ living room, and the baby was playing happily on the floor with some of her toys, Savannah prompted, “Okay, Michael, what does that letter say?”

	He rolled a ball toward Lily and watched her reaction, then sat back in a wing chair, pulled the envelope from his pocket, and opened it. Just then, Layla walked toward Michael, sat at his feet, and stared up at him through round gold eyes. When he didn’t respond, she stood with her paws on his knees. He reached out and scratched the back of her neck crooning, “Well, hi there, girl. Are you curious, too?” He looked up at Margaret. “She sure is a pretty thing. You must spend a lot of time brushing all that fur.”

“Yes, and thankfully, she loves it. Watch out, Michael, here she comes.”

Forewarned, but not prepared, Michael was startled when the little Persian-mix suddenly leaped onto his lap. She turned around a couple of times, then scrunched down next to him in the chair.

“Well, isn’t this special?” Michael said, petting Layla’s silky fur.

“Don’t be too flattered,” Margaret said. “That’s her favorite chair, lately.” 

Shortly, Rags strolled over to where Michael sat and stared up at Layla with interest. “Oh no you don’t,” Michael said. “There’s not room for all three of us.” Before he could react, however, Rags leaped into Michael’s lap and stood there on all fours. When Jack jumped up on the arm of the chair, Michael threw his hands in the air. “I give up. I surrender the throne to the mighty felines.” Carefully lifting Rags, Michael edged out of the chair, placing the cat in the seat next to Layla and he joined his wife on the sofa.  

“Cats rule, dogs drool,” Margaret quipped, laughing, as they all watched the cats make themselves comfortable on the chair. “Okay now,” Margaret said, “down to business. Michael, open the letter.”

	“Was it sealed?” Max asked, watching Michael remove a folded scrap of paper from the dingy envelope.

	Michael nodded. “Probably at one time.” 

	“What does it say?” Margaret asked, excitedly. “What does it say?”

	“Already spending that million dollars, are you, Maggie?” Max said, chuckling.

	Michael cleared his throat and glanced briefly around the room. “To whom it may concern. If you’re reading this, I must be dead and the truth must come out.” Michael looked up, his eyebrows raised.

	“Go on,” Margaret said. “How much did he leave us?”

Michael continued: “I don’t know why I did it—I guess it was the times, the drugs, the family stigma that marked me for life. She made my life worth living, despite the constant fear of being found out. She didn’t know any better. I did.”

	Michael glanced around at the others before reading the remaining paragraph. “I took the little girl from her home and raised her as my own. I can only hope this confession clears a path for me into heaven.”

	Michael turned the letter over in his hand. “It isn’t signed.”

	“Holy cow!” Margaret exclaimed. “She stole a child?”

	“He or she,” Max said. “It could be either one, right?”	

“Yeah,” Savannah agreed. “Michael, is it dated?”

Again, he turned the letter and the envelope over and shook his head. 

“My gosh,” Savannah said, “there’s a child…or maybe she’s an adult now…who was snatched from her family and she may have grown up never knowing them.” Tears welled in her eyes, as she looked at her own daughter. “That’s just so darn sad.”

	No one spoke until Max broke the silence. “We’d better turn that over to the sheriff,” he said quietly.

	Michael nodded.

	“I wonder what we could find out about this guy…or woman,” Savannah said. “Max, who did you buy the property from? Do you remember the name?”

	“Yes, they ran the nursery here for a couple of decades before I bought it. Their name was Greene.”

	“Auntie, you must have known them; you lived next door,” Savannah said.

	“I knew who they were. I visited the nursery a time or two, but didn’t socialize with them or anything.” She shuddered. “Gads, do you suppose one of them was a kidnapper?”

	“Did they have children?” Savannah asked.

	“Heck if I know. I don’t remember seeing any running around over here, but I wasn’t really paying attention.”

	Michael looked at Max. “Do you know where the Greenes are now?”

	He shook his head.

	Savannah picked up the letter and stared at it. 

Just then, Rags raised his head. He jumped down from the chair, stretched, then walked toward the table where Michael had placed the envelope. He sniffed the air a couple of times, then jumped up onto the table and began snuffling the envelope. When Jack noticed Rags, he leaped to the floor and trotted toward him. He stood with his paws on the table, his nose in the air, and his eyes on Rags. 

 Without warning, Rags picked up the envelope and trotted off with it, stealthily dodging Margaret’s attempt to grab him. Before anyone could stop him, the cat ran behind the sofa.  

“Darn it, Rags,” Savannah said, standing. She squatted and peered behind the sofa. “Bring that here, Rags,” she demanded.

Just then, she heard Lily say, “No-no.”

When Savannah looked to her right, she burst out laughing. There was the baby, crouched next to her and shaking her finger at Rags, mimicking Savannah’s scolding manner. “Leave it to your child to hold a mirror up for you,” Savannah lamented. She was still laughing when she felt something nudge her left thigh. She turned in time to see Jack sitting next to her trying to get a good look at Rags. 

“You have lots of help there,” Michael said, chuckling. 

“Boy, do I!” Savannah agreed.

As everyone watched, Jack darted around the sofa in time to greet Rags, who emerged from the other end, still carrying the envelope. Jack reared up on his back feet and batted at Rags, who sauntered past him, dropping the envelope in the middle of the room. Rags then swished his tail and scurried down the hallway, Jack racing to catch up.

Savannah quickly retrieved the envelope, tucking the letter back into it. “I agree with Max. I think we should call Deputy Jim. Some little girl may be out there not knowing who her parents are.” She stared at the letter in her hands. “…or who she is.”


	****


The sheriff deputies arrived just after the two couples had finished dinner.

	“Come in out of the cold,” Margaret invited. “There’s gumbo left; want a bowl?”

	“Mmm. Sounds good,” Deputy Jim said. He nodded toward the other officer. “…but we just ate.”

	“Yeah, if we’d known…” Deputy Ben said, smiling.

	“So what did you find here tonight?” Jim asked. “Savannah said you’ve located a missing person.”

	“Not exactly,” Michael said. “We found this confession letter about an abduction.”

	“Presumably it occurred many years ago,” Max added.

	Once Jim had read the letter, he handed it to Ben and asked the others, “Where exactly did you find this?”

	“Well, the cat…” Max started.

	Jim raised his eyebrows and shook his head slowly. “Your cat, I suppose,” he said to Michael and Savannah.

	“’Fraid so,” Michael said, chuckling. “Come on, let’s show them your new room, Max.”

	“New room?” Jim questioned, looking confused.

	“Well, it’s obviously been there all along, but I didn’t know it existed until today,” Max explained. “It was hidden behind a large shrub and I never noticed it. It appears that someone was living down there at one time.”

“Yeah,” Michael said, “someone taped this letter to the bottom of a drawer in an old dresser and then, presumably, died.” 

	“Here are some light bulbs,” Margaret said, following the men into the basement. She then shivered and scurried back toward the house.	

Michael took them, calling after her, “Thanks.” He pulled a chair to the center of the room under a ceiling light fixture. Once he’d replaced two bulbs, he stepped off the chair and motioned toward the switch on the wall. “Let there be light.”

	“Still works,” Max said, after flipping the switch. 

Michael pointed. “The cat found the letter on the floor right about there.”

	After the officers examined the dresser and scrutinized the rest of the meager furnishings in the room, Ben said, “Seems to be the only thing this person left here…obviously, to be found at some later date. Evidently, whoever cleaned out the place after his death didn’t notice it.” He looked at Max. “How long have you been here?”

	“Almost eight years. It was a nursery before I came.”

	“I remember that,” Jim said. “Greenes’ Nursery. My wife used to buy plants and fertilizer here. Do you know where the Greenes are now?”

	Max shook his head. “Sure don’t.” He squinted in contemplation. “It seems like they told me they were moving to a milder climate. But that might be anywhere…Southern California, Florida, the Caribbean…”

	Jim took one more look around the room. He then nodded toward Michael and Max. “Well, thanks for bringing this to our attention. Let’s hope it helps to resolve one of our old cases.”

	“You don’t have high hopes, though, huh?” Michael asked.

	Both officers shook their head. Jim started to walk out of the basement, but turned and said, “Max, if you…” he smirked and added, “…or the cat happen to find anything else, will you let us know?”

	“Sure,” Max said, nodding.

	As the deputies prepared to leave, Margaret stepped out of the house, sidled up to Max and asked him, “Should we tell them about the prowler?”

	“What prowler?” Max asked.

	“You know, the one that let the cats out.”

	He thinned his lips. “Maggie, I really think it was one of us don’t you? Why would someone come onto our property and let cats out? It doesn’t make sense.”

	Jim and Ben looked from Maggie to Max, then Jim said, “Well, we’ll see you folks later. Thanks again.”

	Once the officers had left, Savannah began packing the baby’s diaper bag. “We’d better get Lily home. Don’t want her to wear out her welcome.”

	Michael corralled the baby and began to put her jacket on her, saying, “Thanks again for dinner Max; it was great. I didn’t even know I liked gumbo.”

	“Good thing you like it,” Max said, “I think Maggie has packaged some up for you to take home.”

	“Yes, here it is,” she said, returning from the kitchen. 

	Savannah smiled. “Super. No cooking two nights in a row!” She then said, “Hey, Auntie, want to take Lily and me to your friend’s day care place one day next week? I’d love to meet her. I also want to get some party favors at the mall. You can help me pick them out.”

	“Sure, let me give Barbara a call.” 


	****


“Good morning,” Savannah said, lowering the window of her SUV as her aunt walked up to the car the next day. 

	“Hi.” Margaret said off-handedly.

When Savannah saw her trying to peer into the backseat at Lily, she lowered the window a little.

“Hi, sweet girl. How are you today?” Margaret cooed.

	“She’s in a pretty good mood,” Savannah said. “Eager to play with some children her own age.”

When the baby began to squirm and fuss, Margaret said, “I hate that they make babies face backward in the backseat these days. They must get lonely.” She opened the car door and began comforting Lily.

	Savannah nodded. “Yeah, she much prefers it when someone sits there with her. She’s a social little thing.” She glanced back at her aunt. “So get in,” she said. “You can sit with Lily if you want.”

	Margaret hesitated before saying, “I think I’ll take my own car. One of our shipments didn’t come in and I need to arrange for a tracer—also want to see if I can find enough litter in town to get us through until it does arrive. I’ll meet you at Barbara’s, introduce you, then I need to split.”	

“Oh,” Savannah said. “Well, I guess that’ll work. Does she know we’re coming?”

	“Yes, I wanted to make sure it was okay. She said she has only a couple of kids today—an infant and a boy about Lily’s age.” Margaret kissed Lily’s cheek and closed the car door, then said to Savannah, “Now, you’re going to turn right on Eisen. Take a left on Quail Place, and she’s down near that cute little park.”

	“What park?” Savannah asked.

“Just follow me.” Margaret stepped back so she could see Lily again and said enticingly, “There are play horsies to ride and baby swings.” 

Savannah smiled at her aunt, then whispered, “We’re getting her a swing set for her birthday.”

	“Oh, she’ll like that,” Margaret said. “Hey, I’ll meet you there, okay?”

	Once they’d arrived and parked their cars, Savannah said, as she took Lily out of the baby seat, “What a nice place. Gosh, she’s only a few miles from us. I could walk Lily over here.” She cringed. “…if I can bear to leave her.”

	“Maybe you could volunteer here, although I think there’s a screening process.”

	“I would hope so,” Savannah said, as the two women walked to the front door of the home.

	Margaret’s knock was answered within a few moments. “Hello,” a woman of about fifty-six with a sweet, friendly face said upon opening the door and inviting them inside. She reached out for a hug. “Maggie, so good to see you.” 

	“Barbara, I’d like you to meet my niece, Savannah Ivey. She’s my sister Gladys’s older daughter.”

	Barbara closed the door behind them and said to Savannah. “How nice to meet you. I went to school with your mom. We were in the same class. I lost track of her after high school, though. She married that handsome Ted Jordan, and I went off to college. Didn’t return until the early 1990s. I think I saw you with your dad a few times when I’d come back to visit my folks.” She focused on Lily. “And now you have a child of your own. Isn’t she darling? What’s your name, cutie pie?”

	“This is Lily. She’s celebrating her first birthday in a few weeks and I realized I haven’t done a very good job of socializing her among her peers.”

	“Good grief, Vannie, you sound like you’re talking about a litter of kittens…socializing her?” Margaret said, feigning a sneer.

	“Savannah’s right,” Barbara said. “As we discussed on the phone, Maggie, Lily should start spending time with other children her age. She has a brother, right?”

	Savannah nodded. “Yes, Michael’s son Adam is ten, and they do enjoy playing together when he visits, but she doesn’t know any same-age children.”

	“Well, come on in. Bradley should be here any minute,” Barbara said, leading them into a large playroom where an infant slept in a crib.

	“People leave their little babies?” Savannah asked, quietly.

	Barbara nodded. “We consider this the child’s home away from home, which is comforting to parents of infants as well as toddlers.”

	“Certainly,” Savannah said. She looked around. “This is a wonderful room—so bright and colorful.”

	“Color is important for brain stimulation,” Barbara explained. She motioned for the women to sit down. “There are actually places to sit this morning. That isn’t always the case around here.”

Savannah perched on the edge of a blue floral sofa and placed Lily on the floor in front of her. “See the toys, sweetheart?” she said to the toddler. “Want to go play with the toys?”

Lily looked around then reached for Savannah, who lifted her onto her lap. 

“Have you run the day care for long?” Savannah asked. 

“I was a preschool major,” Barbara said. She laughed. “I thought I was getting off easy by studying preschool education. But there’s really a lot to it. It’s quite an important and unique study.” Suddenly Barbara looked toward the doorway. “Oh Jenna, honey, hi. Come in,” she invited. “Jenna, this is Savannah Ivey. She brought Lily over to meet Bradley. And this is her aunt, Maggie. We’ve known each other since high school.” Barbara addressed her guests, “Jenna is my daughter. She brings my grandson over a couple of times a week while she pursues her art in peace and quiet.”

	The attractive woman smiled and nodded in greeting. “It’s always nice to meet parents of children Bradley’s age.” She set her struggling toddler down and watched him run off toward a large box of toys. “That’s Bradley,” she said. She turned her attention toward Savannah. “And this is Lily? She’s adorable. How old is she?”

	“Almost a year. And your boy?” Savannah asked.

	“He’s fourteen months.”

	“Look at all that curly red hair,” Margaret said. “Like his mama’s.” She turned toward Jenna. “Only yours is straight.”

	“Goggie,” Bradley shouted from across the room.

“Yes, that’s a doggie, isn’t it, son?” Jenna cooed.

	Barbara looked at Lily, who still sat on Savannah’s lap. “Would you like to play with the toys?” she invited. When Lily balked, Barbara reached her hand out to Lily and asked, “Do you want me to show you the toys? Take my hand, I’ll walk with you.”

	Margaret took the opportunity to excuse herself. “I’m going to have to leave,” she said. She blew Lily a kiss. “I hope you have a fun playdate, baby girl.”

	“Thanks, Auntie. I’ll call you later,” Savannah said.

	Lily turned away from the stranger and buried her face against her mother. “Come on, let’s go play with the little boy,” Savannah said standing with Lily. “I see a doggie over there. Wanna go see the doggie?”

	Savannah carried Lily to where Bradley was playing and squatted down with her. “Mommy will stay right here with you,” she said. Lily watched Bradley for a few moments, then she toddled toward a yellow plastic truck, sat down next to it, and began carefully examining it.

	When Bradley saw Lily pick up the truck, he walked over and squatted down near her, keeping his eye on the toy. After a few seconds, he reached for it. However, Lily tightened her grasp and pulled away from him. 

“Uh-oh,” Savannah said.

Barbara joined Savannah and the children. “No worries.” She picked up another truck and handed it to Bradley, who took the toy and sat down next to Lily. 

In the meantime, Lily placed the yellow truck on the floor and began pushing it back and forth. That’s when the older toddler saw his opportunity. He reached out and scooped up Lily’s truck, holding it to him with both hands. Lily stared at the boy. When he placed the truck on the floor next to him, she crawled toward him. She clumsily reached across him, intent on taking the yellow truck, which caused him to topple over and release it. She scrambled to her feet, picked up the truck, and headed straight for Savannah as fast as she could. When she heard the boy crying, she stopped and looked back at him, then she started to cry. Dropping the truck, she rushed into Savannah’s waiting arms.

	“Well, that didn’t go well.” Savannah said. “Her first encounter with a peer and she body-slams him and takes away his toy.” 	

	When Barbara sensed that Savannah was embarrassed by Lily’s actions, she said, “It’s normal. It takes time to learn to share. That’s what preschool is all about.” She suggested, “Why don’t you leave her with me for a while today. Come back in, say, an hour.” When Savannah seemed hesitant, Barbara picked up her phone. “Here, let’s exchange numbers. You can text to check on her if you want and I can call you if there’s a problem.”

	“Oh. Well, okay, I guess,” Savannah stammered.

	“She’ll be fine,” Barbara said, smiling.	

Savannah looked at Lily and then back at Barbara. “I could go get those things for her party. I’ll change her first.”

	“And leave her something she likes to eat, if you would,” Barbara suggested. She turned to her daughter and asked, “Are you staying?”

	Jenna said, “I’d actually like a break, if you don’t mind.”

“A break to go home and work?” her mother asked, chuckling.

“No, I finished the piece I was working on and I’m waiting for some supplies for my next project. No art today. I might do a mall walk.”

	“Sure,” Barbara said. “Go get your exercise.”

	“Hey, I’m going to the mall,” Savannah said, after checking Lily’s diaper and handing Barbara a baggie of baby treats. “Why don’t you go with me? You can walk, I can get my party favors, and then we can have a smoothie or tea or something.”

	Jenna’s face brightened. “I’d love some adult company. Yes.”

	Savannah smiled. “I know what you mean.” She leaned toward Jenna as if sharing a secret. “Sometimes I feel like my husband comes home to a boring wife whose vocabulary consists of only single-syllable words.”   

	“Isn’t that the truth,” Jenna said. “But I have some remedies for that.”

	“Oh, share, please,” Savannah said, as the two women headed for the front door.

	Before they left, Barbara called after them, “Enjoy your smoothies.”

	“Want us to bring you anything, Mom?”

	“Yeah, if you go to the coffee shop, I’d love some of those lemon bars.”

	Jenna waved. “Sure. See you later.”

	“Thank you, Barbara. Let me know if you need me for anything.” Savannah started to walk over to Lily to tell her goodbye, when Barbara raised her hand and said, “I think it’s best if you just slip out while she’s involved with that toy. She’ll be just fine.”


	****


An hour later on the dot, Savannah and Jenna returned to Barbara’s day-care facility.

	“How’d it go?” Savannah asked, trying not to sound overly eager.

	“Come see for yourself,” Barbara invited as she led the way into the playroom.

	“Hi, Pops,” Jenna said, acknowledging the man who sat on a sofa between the two toddlers, reading them a story. 

	When Lily saw her mother, she pointed to the book. “Ki-ki. Ki-ki…mowwww.”

	“That’s right,” the gentleman said, laughing jovially, “the kitty goes meowwww,” he exaggerated. 

	When Lily started to climb down from the sofa, the man helped her. She toddled over to Savannah, who reached for her. But Lily had other ideas. She grabbed one of Savannah’s fingers and led her toward the toy box, where she pulled out a stuffed cat, saying, “Ki-ki.”

	“She’s quite a talker,” the man said. He stood. Lifting Bradley into his arms, he introduced himself to Savannah. “I’m Allan, Barbara’s other half.” He glanced at Lily. “She’s a sweetheart.”

	Savannah smiled from ear to ear. “She is a joy.” She reached her hand out. “Nice to meet you.” She then asked, glancing from Allan to Barbara, “So how did it go?”

	“Fine, just fine,” Barbara said. “She’s a smart little girl and she knows what she wants. She’s very interested in what’s around her and not afraid to explore.”

	“Oh no,” Savannah said. “Don’t let my aunt hear you say that. She’d insist she takes after me.”

When her comment was met with blank stares, Savannah waved a hand in front of her face. “It’s just that I’ve had some…interesting adventures, lately.” 

“Really?” Jenna said, grinning. “You must tell me about them sometime.”

Savannah cringed a little, then smiled at Barbara, asking, “So, you learned all that about Lily in just an hour?”

	“Yes. Although if you bring her again, I might have a whole different set of phrases to describe her. She and Bradley are still forming so many of their traits.” She thought for a moment and said, “I hope you will bring her again.”

	“I’d love to. Can you give me some information about your program—the fees and so forth?”

	“Certainly,” Barbara said, leaving the room.

	Savannah turned to Jenna. “I so enjoyed spending time with you. It’s been fun and…enlightening,” she said with a wink.

	Jenna smiled. “Enlightening? Do you mean my spiel about some of the bad parenting I’ve seen? Sorry about that. I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds.”

	“No, no,” Savannah insisted. “You gave me some great insight about this age group.”

	Jenna placed her hand on Savannah’s arm. “And you gave me some things to think about with regard to those poor wild cats in my neighborhood.” She pulled back, smiling. “I appreciate the invitation to the Cat Alliance meeting. I just might show up.”

	“Great,” Savannah said, reaching out and hugging Jenna. Once Barbara had returned with the information, Savannah thanked her and Allan, then scooped up her daughter and headed for the door. Before she reached the exit, she stopped and looked at Lily, who pushed against her, trying to squirm out of her arms. “I guess she doesn’t want to leave,” she said, grinning sheepishly at Barbara and Allan. “Never had that happen before.” She then nodded. “Yup, I think she likes it here. We will be back.”


	****


That evening at dinner, Savannah bubbled over with stories of their day at the day-care center and her chat with Jenna.

	“It sounds as though you found yourself a new playmate, too,” Michael said, chuckling.

	Savannah nodded and laughed. “Yes, I really like Jenna. It was fun connecting with a mother of a same-age child. It was so relevant.” She thought for a moment, then said, “It’s just not quite the same when I try to discuss potty training, appropriate shoes for a toddler, or educational toys with older women who are past all that or single women who haven’t experienced it.” She took a sip of iced tea. “Jenna and I hope to get together with the kids soon.”

	“So did Lily like Bradley?” he asked. “How did the children get along?”

	“Actually, Michael…” She hesitated. “…our daughter is a little aggressive. The first thing she did was bowl the little boy over and take away his toy.” 

	“Bowled him over?”

“Yeah, sort of like she does Lexie when she’s in Lily’s way.”

“She’s a bully?”

“No, she’s just learning how to play. Oh, Michael, guess what her favorite toy was.”

	“I don’t know,” Michael said, obviously amused by Savannah’s excitement.

	“A plastic truck.”

	“Really?” he said.

	“Yeah, I think she’s going to be a tomboy.”

	Michael looked at their daughter, who was chewing on a teething biscuit. “So shall we get her some boy toys for her birthday?”

	“I guess we could, only…”

	“Only what?” Michael asked.

	“I think she was attracted to that toy because it was something she’s not used to seeing. If she had one of her own, it wouldn’t be a novelty for her when she visits the day-care center again.”

	“So you’re going to take her back there, huh?” he asked.

	Savannah nodded. “I’m considering it. I think it would be good for her. You should go with me next time. It’s really cute watching her play with Bradley.”

	He smiled. “Yeah, I might do that.” He changed the subject. “Hey, did Maggie tell you what happened at their house last night?”

	“No,” Savannah said. “What?”

	“The cat-pen bandit made another appearance.”

	“Really? No, she didn’t say a word. But I only saw her for a minute this morning. What happened?”

	“Well, they found the gates wide open on two pens. Thankfully, no cats were missing, although, as Max said, they can’t be sure the cats didn’t go out roaming around before climbing back into bed.”

	“Gosh, that’s frightening. This is a pretty good sign that it isn’t a random, accidental oversight, isn’t it?” Savannah said. “Someone is opening those pens on purpose.”

	He nodded.

	“So what is Max going to do?”

	“They’re taking more dire measures to protect the cats. They’re installing cameras and locking the pens, making sure that only key people know the combination in case of emergency.” 







Chapter 4

 

The following morning before leaving for the clinic, Michael joined Savannah and Lily in the bathroom. “Rub-a-dub-dub,” he said, reaching down and tickling the baby under her chin as she sat playing in the tub. He chuckled. “I love to hear her giggle. That’s about my favorite sound in the whole world.” He tickled her again and laughed out loud.

“Better watch out or you’ll go to work looking like a drowned rat,” Savannah said. “She’s at the top of her game this morning.”

Just then, Lily picked up a large rubber duck and slammed it against the water. 

“Whoa!” Michael shouted. “You got Daddy.”

As he dabbed at his face and shirt with a towel, Lily laughed and slammed the duck against the water again and again, shuddering a little each time water drops splashed her in the face. 

“I’d better get out of here before she causes a tsunami,” he said, kissing Savannah. “What are you two doing today?” he asked, stepping back out of the line of water-fire.

“I think we’ll walk over to Auntie’s and Max’s and see what’s going on. I want to make a date with her to drive to Straley and get the rest of the party goodies.”

“Do me a favor, will you?”

“What?” she asked.

“Take your cat with you.”

“To Straley?”

He shook his head. “No, silly; on your walk. I don’t think he’s getting enough exercise. Did you hear him tearing around the bedroom last night and up and down the hall?”

“No,” she said. “I didn’t hear him. I wonder if he was chasing a mouse or lizard or something.”

“I think he was just burning energy. You know how he gets kind of antsy this time of year when it’s cool out and we’re inside more.”

Savannah nodded. “Okay. I’ll take him along,” she agreed.


	****


“What a pretty day it is, Lily. Want to go for a walk?” Savannah asked as she strapped the baby into her stroller a few hours later. 

	“Ki-ki,” she said, pointing at Rags, who seemed happy to be outside as well.

	“Yes, the kitty’s going for a walk with us. We’ll go see Auntie. Want to see Auntie?”

	Savannah wheeled the stroller into the Sheridans’ driveway just as Margaret stepped out onto the porch. “Hi, you’re just in time to review the video with us.”

	“What video?” Savannah asked.

	 “Hi, punkin’,” Margaret said, greeting the baby. “You look so cute in your Hello Kitty outfit. Where’d you get that, Vannie?”

“At the second-hand children’s store, actually. They have some cute things in her size,” she said while releasing the strap and lifting Lily out of the stroller. 

 “Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing.

Margaret nodded. “Yes, I see you brought your kitty, didn’t you?” She looked at Savannah, asking, “Why?”

“Michael said he needs exercise and I couldn’t find a boot camp for cats.”

“Funny,” Margaret said, grinning. “Yeah, I can just see him in a pole dance class, or maybe Zumba.” That image caused them both to laugh.

	Suddenly, they heard a voice behind them. “A cat on a leash? Crazy! You’re taking a cat for a walk?”

Savannah turned to face a tall, gangly young man of about sixteen.  

“Sam,” Margaret said, “this is my niece Savannah, her daughter Lily, and her cat, Rags. Yeah, he is a social cat. Loves to be out and about. But he’s been known to get into trouble, so they don’t let him out by himself,” Margaret explained.

Sam rolled his eyes. “I’ve never seen a cat on a leash before, but it’s gotta be better than being locked in a cage.” 

Max heard the comment as he joined the others. “Now Sam, you know why the cats are in cages here—for their protection, remember?” He gestured toward the cathouse. “I want you to clean the pens this morning. Becky will work with you. Then later we’re going to have a lesson on the life of the feral cat and why we do what we do here.” He slapped the boy on the back in a friendly manner. “So get ready for some homework.” Max watched as Sam returned to his duties, then he stepped into the house.  

 “Where’d he come from?” Savannah asked Margaret. 

“Sam’s a new court-ordered volunteer,” she explained.

“Court-ordered?”

“Yeah, we work with a few teens who’ve been in minor trouble with the law and whose sentences require community service. Max particularly likes working with kids who’ve been involved in some sort of animal abuse. Of course, we work closely with them and it’s a case-by-case situation.”

“What was he arrested for?” Savannah whispered.

“He ran off with a neighbor kid’s puppy and wouldn’t tell where he’d hidden it. He claimed that the little boy was poking the puppy with sticks and Sam was trying to rescue the pup. The parents pressed charges. We figure he has a good heart for animals, just needs help in the way he chooses to express it. Max says he needs an attitude adjustment. He hopes to teach Sam new ways to help animals rather than through that gut reaction that got him into trouble.”

Savannah stared at her aunt. “You guys are something else, you know it?” 

“Why?” Margaret asked.

“Well, there’s just so much more that you do around here than meets the eye. It’s impressive.”

Margaret shrugged. “Thanks. Come on in. Let’s go see what we captured on film last night. I think Max went in to set up the player.”

“So, what do you think of our new project?” Max asked when he saw Savannah enter their living room. 

She looked confused for a moment, then said, “Oh, you mean, Sam? Seems like a…passionate young man.”

Max nodded and reached down to pet Rags as he strolled past. “Can I unsnap his leash?” he asked.

“Yeah, go ahead.” She glanced around. “Where’s Jack?”

Max squinted in several directions, then said, “Here he comes. Hi Jack. Rags is here for another playdate.” 

Everyone laughed when they saw Rags trot over to the tuxedo cat and head-butt him. Jack stepped back and stared at the harness Rags wore.

“I don’t think he’s ever seen a cat dressed up like that,” Margaret said. “He’s really checking him out, isn’t he?”

 “Did your aunt tell you we had a visitor again last night?” Max asked, as he fiddled with the recorder. “He performed for our new cameras.”

“Oh no. Did any cats escape?” Savannah asked.

Max shook his head. 

“So who is it?” she asked.

“Don’t have a clue,” Max said. “Can’t tell from the film.”

“You watched it without us?” Margaret whined.

“Yeah. Here, I’ll play it back. See what you think.”

As the two women watched the video, Savannah squinted at the screen, saying, “Gosh, you can’t see his face at all…or any flesh for that matter.” She looked at Max, then Margaret. “It’s like one of those ghouls that has no face.” She shuddered. “That’s just plain creepy.” 

“Tell me about it,” Margaret said. “Has me creeped out.”

“How did he break in…didn’t you lock the pens last night? I heard you were locking them now.”

“It was hard to see what he was doing in that video,” Max said. “But he actually cut the wire mesh.”

“Yeah,” Margaret said. “He made a hole big enough for even that large Maine coon cat to get through.” 

“But they didn’t escape, huh?” Savannah asked.

“Nope.”

Savannah looked from one to the other. “So what are you going to do?”

Max shook his head slowly, looking defeated. “I just don’t know. I’m afraid we’re going to lose some of the cats and I don’t know what we can do about it.”

“Have you talked to Deputy Jim?”

“Pshaw,” Margaret said. “You know how much they care about cats down there at the sheriff’s office. Let Rags bring them a clue and they’ll praise him from kingdom come, but call them about someone trying to let your cats out and they don’t have time for you.” She put her hand on Savannah’s arm. “Vannie, I think we should take things into our own hands.”

“Now, Maggie,” Max said, “let’s think this through. I’m sure we can resolve the issue.”

She glared at her husband. “Yeah, what do you want to do, put the cats behind six-foot cement walls? Maybe we could rent Fort Knox for them,” she exaggerated.

He stared at her for a moment. “I’ll think of something.” He stood and hugged his wife, saying, “Everyone’s okay. No one’s been harmed. Now you and Savannah have a nice visit. I’ll take care of things here.”

	Margaret sniffled, wiped at her eyes, and stood on her tiptoes to give her husband a peck on the cheek. 

	Before leaving the room Max smiled at Lily, who was standing next to where Savannah sat. “How are you this morning, you cute thing? Do you have a smile for Uncle Max?”

	“Ki-ki,” the toddler said, pointing.

	Everyone turned and saw Rags and Jack walking into the room, Jack still trying to examine the harness Rags wore. “Yes, there are those old ki-kis, all right.” He squeezed the baby’s arm affectionately, smiled, and walked out toward the cat pens.

	“Want coffee or tea?” Margaret asked. She looked at the baby. “How about you? Want a cookie?”

“Ki-ki,” she said.

“Tea sounds nice. I brought Lily a snack,” Savannah said as she pulled a package of baby puffs out of her jacket pocket. She picked up the baby and followed her aunt into the kitchen.

“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing at two black cats curled up in little kitty beds.

Margaret was quiet while she prepared the tea water and placed a few sugar cookies on a plate. She then turned toward Savannah. “I want to do a stakeout. I want to catch that guy before something awful happens.”

	“A stakeout? Do you mean you and Max?”

	“Um, no, I was thinking more about…” 

	Savannah sat rigid in her chair and began shaking her head. “Oh no you don’t. You’re not thinking about…uh-uh, not me. I don’t want any part of that. Why don’t you and Max sit up and watch for him?”

	“Well, as you heard, Max isn’t exactly for it. Anyway,” She said defiantly, “I believe in woman power. I thought…”

	Savannah handed Lily another treat while glancing at her aunt. “I don’t think so…you can count me out of that little plan of yours. No way.” She thinned her lips, saying, “I’ll bet you could hire a security company. One of their guards should be able to catch that guy.”

	“…or gal. Vannie, we don’t even know if it’s a guy, a woman…” She slipped into a chair and pondered her niece’s suggestion. “Security, huh? Now there’s an idea.” Margaret stood when she heard the teakettle whistle, then picked it up, and filled two cups with the hot water. Before she could set the kettle back on the stove, something caught her eye. “What the…” she said.

	When Savannah looked in the direction Margaret stared, she broke out laughing. “Oh my gosh, Rags, what have you been doing?” She turned the baby to face the doorway into the living room. “Look at brother kitty. Doesn’t he look funny?”

	Margaret tried to speak, but was laughing too hard by then. 

	“What’s funny?” Max asked as he stepped into the kitchen, his newest volunteer following behind him.

	“It appears that Rags has been tiptoeing through the lingerie,” Savannah said, still laughing.

	Max grinned and shook his head slowly. “Will ya look at that? How’d that happen?”

	“It’s the harness you have on him,” Sam said angrily. “See how dangerous it can be?” He walked toward the cat, who was draped in a lavender negligee.

	“I’ll get it,” Margaret said, quickly darting toward Rags, who just as quickly ran into the other room. 

	“He wants to wear it,” Savannah said, still laughing. “Maybe he’s become a cross-dresser.”

	“Not in my clothes, he’s not,” Margaret snapped, continuing to pursue the cat. 

	“That’s sick,” Sam said under his breath.

	“What?” Max asked, furrowing his brow.

	“Making fun of your cat. That’s sick,” he said. “Animals deserve respect.”

	Max put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “I’m glad to hear you say that. You’re so right. Animals do deserve respect. I’m sorry that we appear to be disrespecting Rags.” He chuckled. “But you have to admit, he does look funny peering through the lace on Maggie’s nightie.”

	“Got it,” Margaret called from the living room. “Vannie, can I take the harness off him?”

	Savannah nodded. “Sure.” She turned toward the young man and asked, “Do you have pets, Sam?”

	He looked down at his feet. “No. Can’t have any in our apartment, plus, my dad says we can’t afford no animals.” He grinned a little. “I have lizards in my room for sleepovers sometimes.” He became serious again. “But I always turn them loose in the morning.”

	“For sleepovers, huh?” Max said, grinning. 

	“Yeah, and our neighbor has a dog I get to take to the dog park sometimes. He’s a yellow lab.” He glanced at Savannah. “Know what they look like?”

	Savannah nodded.

	“Here, I have a picture of him,” he said, pulling a cell phone from his baggy jeans pocket. “His name’s Scout.”

	“And you get to come here and hang out with a lot of cats,” Margaret said, when she returned to the kitchen.

	The boy nodded.

	“Do you go to school?” Savannah asked.

	“Yeah, a continuation school. I do a lot of the work at home, but I go to class a few mornings a week. I might graduate ahead of my class,” he said proudly.

	“Then what?” Savannah asked.

	His eyes lit up. “I want to have a ranch where animals of all kinds can live free.” He glanced at Max. “…without cages.”

	Max and Savannah exchanged looks, then Max put his arm across the boy’s shoulder. “Well, Sam, I like the way you think.”

	“Yeah,” Margaret said, “but you need to know a lot about animal behavior and instincts before you can successfully manage that sort of sanctuary.”

	“I know what animals want,” he said, defiantly.

	“Well, let’s go to the computer, shall we?” Max invited. “There are a couple of programs I want you to check out.”

	“Whatever you say, Mr. Sheridan.” The boy ran his hand along Rags’s back as he and Max walked past the cat toward a small office in the back of the house.

	“Wow, what a big chip that kid has on his shoulder,” Margaret said.

	“And a big heart for animals,” Savannah added. “Interesting mix.” She asked, “Hey, can you go with me tomorrow to Straley? I want to visit that big party store and pick up some plates, napkins, table cloths, and stuff.”

	“Sure,” Margaret said. “What time?”

	“I’ll pick you up around ten.”


	****

The following day, Savannah pulled up to Margaret’s and Max’s house just before ten with the baby in the backseat.

	“Hi, you two,” Margaret said as she slipped into the front passenger seat. “How is everyone?”

	“Good. How about you?” Savannah asked. “Any more problems last night?”

	“No. Of course, I’m not getting much sleep listening for strange noises. But no—nothing showed up on our cameras.”

	“So the volunteers know you’re filming them?” Savannah asked.

	“No. We haven’t told anyone. Anyway, we only turn the cameras on at night.” She chuckled. “It’s kinda fun watching the kitties playing out there. The ferals really come alive at night.”

	Savannah reached out and touched Margaret’s arm briefly. “Hey, I had the most unusual encounter after I left your house yesterday morning.”

	“What happened?”

	“Well, I ran into Mr. Crankyshaw—I mean Crankshaw,” she said, chuckling.

	“Oh? What nasty thing did that old man have to say?” Margaret asked.

	Savannah rolled her eyes. “He sure is cranky, isn’t he? I’d hate to live inside his head. Of course, he criticized me for having Rags on the leash.”

	“I suppose he’d rather the cat come over and leave deposits in his garden,” Margaret said sarcastically.

	“Yeah. Well, I’m pretty sure he’d call the cops if he saw Rags anywhere near his place.” Savannah set her jaw. “I must say, I don’t appreciate being called an abusive cat owner, especially by someone who doesn’t seem to know much about cats.”

	“He said that?” Margaret asked. “…that you’re an abusive cat owner?”

	“In so many words, he did,” she said indignantly. She mimicked the man: “Cats aren’t dogs and shouldn’t be treated like dogs. If you want a dog, get a dog; don’t try to make a cat into a dog.”

	“Hmmm.” Margaret muttered. “Odd. I can’t even imagine why he cares. He says he doesn’t like that dog he’s always walking.”

	“I think he just wants something to gripe about, don’t you? If you say it’s a nice day, he says it’s too breezy or there’s not enough breeze or…” Savannah said. “I’m just glad I had Rags with me for him to criticize; otherwise, he might turn his ugliness against Lily.”

	“Ohhh,” Margaret said, her brown eyes flashing, “that would be a mistake. He’d never survive the mama-bear attack.”

	Savannah laughed out loud. 

Nearly thirty minutes later, Savannah announced, “Here we are at the city limits. Now, do you remember where that party store is?” 

	“Yeah, take the next right. It’s about three miles. Did you bring the stroller? We may have a little bit of a walk.”

	“Yup. I figured there’d be walking involved. You said you wanted to go to the hardware store.” Savannah squinted at her aunt. “Why the hardware store?”

	“Oh, you know what cute things they have in there—gifty things. I want to pick up something for Rose’s birthday.”

	“Aunt Rose is having a birthday? How old is she, anyway?”

	“She’ll be sixty.”

	“I thought you were sixty.”

	“What?” Margaret almost shouted. “Me? No way.”

	“Well, how old are you?”

	Margaret mumbled something Savannah couldn’t hear.

	“What? Did you say sixty-five?” she joked.

	“No! If you must know, I’m fifty-nine,” Margaret admitted rather reluctantly.

	Savannah laughed. “Oh, that’s right,” then added, “well, you look good. You have the nicest skin. I wish I’d gotten the Brannon skin like you and Brianna did.”

	Margaret glanced at her niece. “Wish I’d gotten those long legs,” she lamented.

	“Yeah, they do come in handy for reaching the top shelf at the grocery store, running after my cherub, and beating short people out when hailing a cab,” she said, laughing. 

	Margaret smirked playfully at her niece before saying, “Pull into this parking lot.”

 Once inside the store, the two women were rummaging through a bin of sale items that happened to include some of the Hello Kitty stock, when they heard a voice. “Gosh, these are great prices, aren’t they?”

	Savannah looked up, smiled, and said, “Well, hi.”

	“Hi,” the woman responded. “Are you planning a party for your little girl? How old is she?”

	Savannah stared at the woman. “Uh…she’ll be a year old…in…”

	“December tenth,” Margaret said, glancing at her niece, who seemed to be having a problem forming her thoughts. She said to the woman, “Your little girl looks to be about the same age,” then, to her niece, said, “Look, Vannie, a playmate for Lily.”

	The woman nodded and peered lovingly at the child she held in her arms. “Yes, she just turned a year. We also had a little party with the Hello Kitty theme. She does love kitty cats.” When Savannah continued to stare without responding, the woman took a step back and asked, while covering her mouth, “Do I have spinach in my teeth?”

	“Oh no,” Savannah said. “I’m sorry. It’s just that…well, I thought you were someone I knew.” Just then Lily began to fuss. Savannah shook her head as if to clear it and said, “Excuse me,” as she lifted the baby from the stroller.

  Margaret looked from one to the other of the women. “You know, I think I’ll run over to the hardware store while you visit…and shop. I’ll be back in a flash.”

	“Uh, sure,” Savannah said. She then explained to the woman, “I know I seem to be staring. I’m sorry. You…look a lot like someone I just met…well, you two could be sisters, except your hair is darker red and—wow, curly!” she exclaimed.

	“Yup, that it is,” the woman said, laughing. She put out her hand, “Hi, I’m Mary. This is my daughter Crissy.”

	Savannah shook Mary’s hand, then reached out to the child. “Hi Crissy.” She looked into Mary’s light-green eyes. “I’m Savannah. This is…” she turned and said, “Well, that was my aunt Margaret and this is my daughter Lily. “When was her birthday?” Savannah asked, nodding toward Crissy.

	“Sunday,” Mary said. 

	“They’re just about the same size, aren’t they?” Savannah noticed. 

“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing.

	Crissy pointed at Lily and said, “Ba-by.”

	Savannah smiled. “Now there’s a word Lily hasn’t tried, yet—but she hasn’t been around any babies, except in the church nursery a couple of times.” 

When Lily squirmed to get down, Savannah placed her on the floor. Immediately, Crissy wanted down and her mother lowered her to the floor. There, the little girls stood looking at each other, Crissy clutching a pink plastic purse. Right away, Lily’s eyes were drawn to the purse, but when she reached out and tried to take it, Crissy pulled away from her, holding stubbornly to the purse.

	Lily stared at the child for a moment, then she retrieved her doll from her stroller. She held it out to Crissy, who promptly dropped the purse and took the doll. Naturally, Lily picked up Crissy’s purse and began examining it. 

 “A little negotiator, huh?” Mary said, laughing.

Savannah cringed. “Oh, that was more like manipulation.”

	Mary smiled and looked down at her daughter. “She doesn’t have many children to play with, either. My husband and I just moved here from Frisco and we don’t know a lot of people yet. Her birthday party consisted of us, our landlord, and her two boys—an eight-year-old and an eight-month-old.”

	Savannah nodded. “Same with Lily. She hasn’t been around kids her age at all. In fact, I’ve been wanting to make some connections for her. Hey, would you be interested in doing a playdate with the girls some time?”

	Mary’s face brightened. “I’d love it. Do you live here?”

	Savannah shook her head. Before she could respond, Lily walked away and Crissy started to follow. Both women headed after their toddlers. Once they’d picked them up, Savannah said, “We live in Hammond. Do you ever get over that way?”

	“Not for a long time. But sure, I can drive over and maybe you could come here sometime. We live near a nice playground with a special area for the little guys.”

	“Sounds great.” Savannah took out her phone. “Want to give me your number?” Once she’d typed it in, she gave her number to Mary. “What’s your schedule like?” Savannah asked.

	Before she could respond, Crissy began to fuss in Mary’s arms. “I’d better get my child home. She probably wants lunch, and then it’s nap time.” She leaned toward Savannah. “That’s my time. I get to clean up the messes she’s made all morning.” She gestured toward Savannah. “You know how it is.”

	Savannah nodded. “Sure do.” 

	“Ba-by,” Crissy said, reaching toward Lily with her doll. Lily took it and held it to her, the little purse still in her other hand. When Crissy reached for the purse, Lily squeezed it more tightly.

	“Give Crissy her purse, Lily,” Savannah prompted, moving closer to Mary and Crissy. When Lily frowned and looked down, Savannah apologized. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she could be so stingy. This is a new situation for us. I’m not sure what to do.” She then said, “Wait,” as she dug through her own purse for a few seconds. She pulled out a small coin purse and handed it to Lily.

	Lily stared at it for a moment, then dropped her doll and Crissy’s purse and grabbed the coin purse. Savannah and Mary both laughed. 

“Good move,” Mary said, smiling, as she bent over and picked up the toys.

“Well, I have more shopping to do,” Savannah admitted. “Didn’t want her throwing a fit.” 

“I hear ya,” Mary said, then added, “…to answer your question, thankfully, I’m a full-time mom. My husband works hard to make it possible. So most any day is good for us.”

“Cool,” Savannah said while strapping Lily into the stroller. “It’s supposed to be nice over the next few days. Want to come over sometime this week?”

	“Sounds good. Let’s chat soon and set something up.” Mary started to walk away, but turned and asked, “By the way, could you recommend a good vet in the area?”

Savannah chuckled. “Would you believe I’m a veterinarian?”

“Really?” Mary said, wide-eyed. “Where do you practice?”

She chuckled. “I practice being a mom right now, but my husband runs the Ivey 

Veterinary Clinic in Hammond. And yes, I would recommend him.”

	Mary laughed. “I would hope so.” 

	Savannah creased her brow. “Do you have a sick animal?”	

	Mary shook her head. “No, it’s just time for Regina’s annual vaccine booster. She’s an inside-outside kitty, so I need to keep up with her shots. I’m sure you know what I mean.”

	Savannah nodded, then asked, “How does she travel?” 

“Pretty good, actually, if I don’t box her up. I mean, she likes to have the run of the car.”

“Well, I’ll check on Michael’s schedule and maybe you could bring her when you come for the playdate.” When Mary hesitated, Savannah said, “We have a pet-friendly home and some overly friendly animals.”

“Okay, then. Yeah, let me know when I can get an appointment.”

“Sure, I’ll text you later.” Savannah smiled. “It was so nice to meet the two of you. I can’t wait for our playdate.”

“Your playdate?” Margaret asked as she approached the two women.

“Well, the girls’ playdate,” she corrected.

Mary acknowledged Margaret then turned, waving as she left the store. 

	“Wow, that was fortuitous, wasn’t it?” Margaret said.

	Savannah stared after Mary, tilting her head. “Sure was.” Thinking out loud, she said, “I can’t believe how much she reminds me of Barbara’s daughter Jenna. Don’t you think?”

	Margaret shook her head. “Um, I really didn’t notice.” She grinned at the baby. “A few days ago Lily had no friends; now she has quite a collection, don’t you, sweet thing?”							

	****


It was after ten the next morning when Savannah saw a car pull into their driveway. “Hi, Mary,” she said, walking out to greet her. She looked at her watch. “Regina-kitty’s appointment is in twenty minutes; do you want me to go with you? Then we can come back here afterward.”

	“Sounds good.” She looked toward the house. “Where’s Lily?”

	“Napping. Helena, our housekeeper, is here in case she wakes up.”

	“Okay.” Mary glanced at the mirror she had placed strategically in the backseat to keep an eye on her child. Quietly, she said, “Looks like Crissy’s still sleeping, too.” She smiled. “Good. They’ll be rested for their big day of play.”

	Savannah nodded. “I’ll be right back. Need to tell Helena I’m leaving.”

	Ten minutes later, Mary parked her car outside the veterinary clinic. “In you go,” she said, lifting the cat from Savannah’s lap and pushing her into a small plastic carrier. To Savannah, she said, “She hates her little cage, but she’s impossible to carry someplace she doesn’t want to go…like into the vet’s office. How is it they always know?” 

Savannah shrugged. “The scents, maybe? Cats are pretty observant and sensitive to what’s going on around them. They have a good memory—for some things.” 

Mary nodded. “Here, want to carry her while I get the baby?”

“Sure,” Savannah said, taking the small carrier, which bounced up and down as the cat moved around inside, trying to find an escape route. She peered at the cat through the wire door. “It’ll be okay, Regina. Just a couple of pricks, then you can play with some new kitty friends.”

	“Hi Scarlett,” Savannah said, greeting the receptionist when they entered the waiting room. “This is Mary and her kitty Regina.”

	“Oh yes, Dr. Mike put Regina on the schedule. Please have a seat.”

	After just a few minutes, Michael walked out from the back. “Hi, hon,” he said, leaning over and kissing Savannah. He then nodded toward Mary. “Hello, I’m Michael Ivey.”

“Mary Rice,” she said, reaching out to shake hands.

“And who’s this little charmer?” he asked, smiling down at the sleeping toddler.

“This is Crissy, hon,” Savannah said, “Lily’s new BFF.”

He chuckled. “Cute.” 

When he turned toward the reception desk to pick up a file, Mary raised her eyebrows at Savannah and mouthed, “Wow! He’s hot!”

	Savannah giggled a little. “Don’t I know it.” 

	“This way, ladies; let me take a look at,” he glanced at the chart Scarlett had prepared, “Miss Regina.” He turned to Mary as they walked toward the exam room. “Regina—that’s an unusual name for a cat.”

	“Yeah, when she was a kitten, she reminded me of a girl I knew in junior high who wore a lot of eye makeup and it was always smudged. Her name was Regina.” 

Michael ushered the women into a room and took the tortie out of the carrier. He peered into her face and chuckled. “Yeah, she does look like she has smudged her mascara.”

“That girl, Regina, had a nose kinda like hers, too—pug.”

Both Savannah and Michael laughed.

 “How old is she?” he asked.

	“They told us at the shelter when we got her that she was ten weeks, so she’ll be two next spring.” She dug into her purse. “I had my vet in Frisco send me her records. Here, I almost forgot to give them to you.” 

	Michael studied the chart, then said, “Hey,” when the tortie suddenly stood against his chest and began batting at his stethoscope. 

	“I’m afraid she’s still very much a kitten,” Mary said.

	“I can see that.” Michael reached for a wand with feathers attached and the trio laughed while watching the small cat play with the toy.

	“Now that’s a good idea,” Mary said. “When I play with her, she scratches me all up. See?” she said, showing the scratches on her hands to Michael and Savannah.

	“Ouch,” Savannah said.

	“Yeah, behaviorists recommend against using your bare hands when playing with a kitten,” Michael explained.

	“Hands are for petting,” Savannah said. “Play, for cats, is sort of like hunting practice and they can get kind of rough with their prey.”

	Mary considered the information before saying, “I never thought of it that way. You know, she does play rough with her toys, too. Yeah, I don’t want to be mistaken for a mouse or a gopher. I’ll get one of those feather toys. Good idea.”

	“Here, take this one,” Michael said. “I have others.” After examining the cat, Michael administered the necessary vaccines, then said, “She seems to be in good shape. Her weight’s good. Does she eat okay?”  

	“Oh, yes. Loves mealtime and treats.”

	 “Well, you seem to be doing a good job with her. I guess we’ll see you in a year, unless you have any questions or concerns in the meantime.”

	With that, the cat looked up at Michael and mewed. Michael chuckled. “I’m glad you like the diagnosis.” He tucked Regina back into her carrier and focused on the baby, who was starting to wake up. “So this is Lily’s new best friend?” he asked, smiling down at the child.

	“Yes,” Savannah said. “Isn’t she a cutie? Look at all that dark hair.” She asked Mary. “Did she get that from her daddy?”

	Mary nodded. “Yes…well, the curls are mine, I suppose, but the dark hair is from my husband and, I imagine, my dad. He was half Mexican.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket, tapped on it a few times, then held it toward Michael and Savannah. “That’s Mark, my husband.” 

	“Oh, he does have dark hair and great brown eyes,” Savannah noted.

	“Yeah, his family was from Brazil.”

	Savannah winked at Mary. “…talk about a good-looking guy.” 

	Mary smiled. “Yeah, he is.”

	“Well, let’s get back to our playdate, shall we?” Savannah suggested. “Thanks, hon, for fitting Regina in.” 

	He nodded, then asked, “Where’s our child?”

	“With Helena. She was still napping when we left.”

	“Okay. Well, nice meeting you, Mary. You girls have fun.”


	****


“I love your home,” Mary said as she entered the living room with Crissy in her arms and a diaper bag over one shoulder.

	Savannah smiled. “Okay if I let her out?” she asked, placing Regina’s carrier on the sofa. 

	Mary glanced around. When she saw Lexie dance into the room excited to see people, she said, “She’s kind of aggressive with dogs.”

	Savannah thought for a moment before suggesting, “Let me check on Lily and then we’ll organize the animals so everyone will get along. Just drop your stuff anywhere, Mary, and make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.” 

	Before Savannah could leave the room, however, Helena entered from the downstairs hallway with Lily in her arms.

	“There you are, punkin’,” Savannah said, walking toward them.

	“Ma-ma,” Lily said, reaching out for Savannah.

	“Did you have a good nap?” she asked, taking the baby and glancing at Helena.

	“She just woke up,” Helena responded. “Yes, a good nap.” She ran her hand over the baby’s blond curls. “She slept like a baby.”

	“Helena, this is my friend Mary and her daughter Crissy,” Savannah said. “This is Helena, another one of Lily’s favorite playmates.”

	“Nice to meet you,” Mary said, reaching out with one hand.

	“You, too,” Helena said. She smiled at Crissy, then told Savannah, “There are brownies just out of the oven and fresh lemonade in the fridge.”

	“Thank you. Sounds wonderful.”

	“Gosh, she must be a jewel,” Mary said after Helena had left the room. “She cleans, watches the baby, and bakes for you?”

	Savannah nodded. “Sometimes she makes a casserole or a stew for our supper while she’s cleaning. She’s one good multi-tasker.” Savannah turned toward the dog. “Okay, Lexie, you’ve greeted everyone. Let’s put you out in your pen for a while, shall we?”

	“She’s a sweet dog,” Mary said. “She seems to like babies. She came right to Crissy—made her giggle.”

	Savannah smiled. “I told you we have friendly animals.” She glanced up and saw their grey-and-white cat sauntering in from the kitchen. “That’s Rags.”

	“Goodness, he’s huge!” Mary exclaimed.

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing.

	Mary took Lily’s little hand and said, laughing, “Yes, a giant ki-ki.” She asked Savannah. “What breed is he?”

	“They told me at the shelter he’s part ragdoll. I guess that’s where the size comes from.”

	“Is he…?”

	“Gentle?” Savannah said.

	When Mary nodded, Savannah responded by saying, “Oh yes. He can be a nuisance and a worry, but he is gentle and actually rather a comedian.”

	“Interesting,” Mary said, squatting down and holding her hand out to entice the cat. “Hi Rags,” she said, petting him. She laughed when he flopped onto his side, rolled over, and invited a tummy-rub. After enjoying the massage for a few moments, he jumped to his paws and began sniffing the air. His nose soon led him to the carrier on the sofa and the cat within, who was waiting impatiently to come out. Mary, now almost convinced that Rags was merely curious and not contemplating an attack, put Crissy on the floor and unlatched the carrier door. 

	Upon seeing the large cat peering in at her, however, Regina wasn’t at all sure she still wanted to come out. 

“Well, give her room, you big lug,” Savannah said. “She can’t come out and play with you standing in the doorway.” She eased Lily to the floor and took hold of the eager cat. “Come on, Rags. Let her out,” she said, removing him from the sofa. Both women laughed when they saw Regina ever-so-cautiously peek out through the opening in the carrier.

“What is that, Regina?” Mary said laughing. “Biggest cat you ever saw, isn’t it?”

They watched as Regina stepped out and glanced around the room. She jumped down off the sofa and started to explore, when she spotted Rags walking toward her. She locked eyes with him briefly, then crept under the coffee table. 

“How about a treat?” Savannah suggested. “Come on Rags, give her some space. Let’s get your treats.”

When Savannah and Rags returned to the living room, Mary was holding Regina on her lap. The tortie’s ears perked up when she heard Savannah rattle the treat packet. 

“You’ve discovered her weak spot,” Mary said, watching the cat jump from her lap and trot toward Savannah. 

After both cats had devoured a few kitty treats, Rags head-bumped Regina and promptly darted toward the staircase. As if she understood the gesture, the tortie scampered after him. The two cats slipped between the dowels in the baby gate, raced up the stairs, and quickly disappeared.

	“Can I trust him to be alone with her?” Mary asked, chuckling. “He isn’t some sort of Casanova is he?”

	Savannah laughed. “When it comes to Rags, I can’t make any promises.” She quickly added, “Except to say that I’m sure he won’t hurt her…at least not physically. I can’t speak for his allure.”

	Both women laughed and Savannah motioned toward the kitchen. “Come on, let’s have a brownie, shall we? Can Crissy have a cookie?”

	“Sure,” Mary said.

	“Let’s put the girls here in the dining room with these toys. Have a seat there at the table, if you like. I’ll go get the brownies and tea.”

	The two women didn’t get much opportunity to relax. They found themselves chasing after the toddlers, who both delighted in exploring. What one didn’t think of, the other one did. Mary and Savannah were up and down numerous times throughout the afternoon, trying to divert the toddlers’ attention away from sleeping cats, their water bowls, and from behind the furniture. Crissy spent a good part of the afternoon tossing toys through the baby gate that stretched across the bottom of the staircase, then fussing when she couldn’t reach them. Buffy decided to take her nap on the upstairs landing, where she could watch the children from a safe place. Even Walter changed his daily routine when his sleep on the plum-colored chair was interrupted by inquisitive baby fingers one too many times. 

	Rags and Regina, on the other hand, seemed to thrive on the adventure created by the toddling duo and their interesting array of toys. In fact, the two cats remained on the fringes of the baby activity for much of the afternoon. 

	Despite the constant activity, the two women managed to chat on many topics, including the location of the nearest beauty school where they could get cheap haircuts while supporting hard-working students, the cozy mysteries they’d read lately, the possibility of going on a horseback ride some weekend when their husbands were home, public school versus private or homeschooling, and other subjects of interest to both of them.

	“This has been such fun,” Savannah said as Mary packed up to leave. “Be sure to send me that selfie you took of the four of us, and the one of the girls hugging. I missed that one.”

	Mary laughed. “I think it was more of a stranglehold. Crissy wanted that toy Lily was playing with.” She added, “Send me the one you took of Crissy and your horse. I don’t think she’s ever seen such a big doggie.”

	Once Mary’s car was loaded, she turned to Savannah, who was holding Lily. “Thank you again,” she said, hugging them both. “Next time maybe you can come to our place and we’ll go to the park.”

	“We’d like that, wouldn’t we?” she said to Lily.

	Lily raised her little hand and began wriggling her fingers. 

	“Oh, she’s waving. How cute is that?” Mary said. “Lily, you’ll have to teach that to Crissy.” 

	Savannah poked Lily in the tummy playfully. “And she can teach you patty-cake.” With that, Lily began patting one hand against the other rather awkwardly. “Yeah, patty-cake,” Savannah said.

	“See, she can do it. Big girl,” Mary said. She then pointed toward the house behind Savannah. “Uh-oh, do you want him out?”

	Savannah turned in time to see Rags stepping out through the front door and trotting down the porch steps. “No. Darn it. I guess the door didn’t latch. Rags!” she called, but it was no use; he quickly jaunted off around the side of the house out of sight. “Better go see if we can capture him,” she said. “Drive safely. See you soon,” Savannah called out as she moved, baby in her arms, toward the errant cat.

	Dang, where’d he go? she wondered. “Rags, here kitty, kitty. Rags, where are you?”

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said. 

	“Do you see the kitty?” she asked, glancing around the area.

	“Ki-ki,” the baby repeated while holding her hands out in front of her and shrugging.

	Savannah chuckled and kissed the baby. “Yes, he’s all gone, isn’t he?” She called out again, “Raaags!”

	“Aaag!” the baby shouted, mimicking her mother. 

	Savannah couldn’t help but laugh out loud and snuggle for a moment with Lily. She said, “Well, we’d better go change you, get our jackets, and see if we can find the kitty.”

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, as Savannah carried her inside.

	By the time Savannah had Lily strapped into the stroller and had started the trek around the property, her cell phone chimed. “It’s Auntie,” she said to the baby as she answered it. “Hi.”

	“Are you missing a member of your family?” 

	“Yes,” Savannah said. “Is he over there? That darned cat.”

	“Not original, Vannie,” Margaret said.

	“What?”

	Margaret repeated. “That darned cat. Someone already used it in a movie and a book,” she said, laughing. “Yeah, he’s here—came looking for Jack, I guess. Maybe he was trying to escape your guests. Didn’t he like his playmate?”

	“I thought he did. He and Regina seemed to have a good time getting to know each other.” Savannah let out a sigh. “Hey, I have his harness with me. Lily and I’ll come get him. Do you have him corralled?”

	“Oh yes, he’s in the house with me, lounging on the sofa like this is some sort of exotic spa or something.” 

	“I’ll be right there.”

	“Yeah, please do, before he asks for a massage or maybe a facial.”

	“Hi, Rags,” Savannah said as she walked into her aunt’s living room carrying Lily a few minutes later. “Just what do you think you’re doing, anyway?”

	“I guess your company was too much for him,” Margaret said in the cat’s defense, while reaching for the baby. Savannah headed for the cat, harness in hand, when suddenly, Rags slunk off the sofa and ran around behind it.

	“Rags,” Savannah said, sharply. She walked to the right side of the sofa just as Jack sprinted between her ankles, joining Rags.

	That’s when they heard a man’s voice. “What are you two doing?”

	“Oh, hi Max,” Savannah greeted. “Rags escaped and came to visit Jack. I don’t think he wants to go home.” 

	Max laughed. “That cat not only marches to a different drummer, he has a whole diverse orchestra behind him.”

	“So how did things go with Sam?” Margaret asked. Before Max could respond, she explained to Savannah, “He’s taking this mentoring thing with Sam really seriously. Today they went to the cat colony down in the baranca near the old Barrister orchard, didn’t you?”

	Max nodded. “It went well. I believe he’s beginning to understand animals, their needs and requirements, and his obligation to them as a caretaker. I’m feeling rather…positive about his progress.” 

	“That’s good to hear,” Savannah said. “Max, I bet you make an excellent mentor. And you seem to enjoy it.”

	“Yeah, I guess I do,” he said. “I like Sam. He’s a good kid who hasn’t been given many breaks in life.” He cocked his head and turned back toward the kitchen. “Oh, I think that’s my delivery. See you later, Savannah.”

	“Here he comes,” Margaret said from the other end of the sofa. “Hey, he’s got something. Rags, have you been in my jewelry box?” she almost shouted.

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, pointing and squirming to get down.

	“Yes, there goes the kitty with some of my stuff,” Margaret complained, placing the baby on the floor and heading toward the kitchen after the cat.

	“Do you have kitty treats?” Savannah asked.

	“Yes,” Margaret said, reaching into a cupboard. She handed Savannah a packet. 

	“Mmm, your favorite,” Savannah said enticingly as she knelt down and held out a couple of treats for the cat. “Come on, boy.” She frowned and turned toward Margaret, “Hey, I thought you said he had something. I don’t see anything.”

	“Well, he did have something, like a little gold necklace.” Margaret looked around the room, then peered into the living room. “Oh, there it is. Now Lily and Jack are interested in it. No, pretty boy,” Margaret said, rushing to retrieve the item.

	“What is it?” Savannah asked, slipping the harness on Rags.

	“A tiny necklace.”

	“Is it yours?” she asked her aunt.

	“No,” Margaret said, shaking her head slowly. When Lily reached for it, she pulled it away from her. “No, no, baby girl.” She examined it again. “Looks like a baby’s locket on a tiny chain. Is it hers?” she asked, nodding toward Lily.

	Savannah drew closer, narrowing her eyes. “No. She doesn’t have a locket. Gosh, I wonder if it belongs to Mary’s little girl Crissy. Did he have it when he came in here?”

	“No,” Margaret said. “I’m sure he didn’t.” She then chuckled when she saw Lily squat down to peer at two of the Sheridans’ house cats, who slept in matching beds.

	“When did you first see it?” Savannah asked her aunt.

“Well, Rags came out from behind the sofa with it.”

	“And you don’t know where it came from?” 

	Margaret shook her head. “The only baby who’s been in this house is Lily.” She squinted in contemplation. “Hey this might be a long shot, but remember the night we found the note in the basement?”

	“Yeah,” Savannah said, taking Lily’s hand and walking her away from where Layla was eating kibbles. 

	“That night, Rags took the envelope behind the sofa—do you remember that?” 

	Savannah peered at her aunt for a moment. “Yes, but he came out with the envelope, right?”

	Margaret nodded. “Yes, but maybe while he was back there, this dropped out of it and he remembered it and came back to get it.”

	“Oh, Auntie, you should write fiction.”

	“Or,” she said dramatically, “he dropped it that night and didn’t know it and happened to find it there just now.”

	Savannah thought for a moment. She took a deep breath. “Could be. Let me see that,” she said, ushering Lily toward her aunt, who handed the necklace to Savannah and picked up the baby.

	“It sure looks like a baby locket, doesn’t it? It’s engraved with an A. See that?” she showed it to her aunt. “That’s a fancy A, isn’t it?”

	“Where are my glasses?” Margaret complained. “Oh, here they are,” she said, snagging the purple-framed specs off the dining room table and slipping them on. “Yes, that’s an A. It’s not Lily’s or…what’s her name? …Crissy’s.” She grabbed Savannah’s arm in a panic. “Hey, maybe it belongs to the little girl who was kidnapped.”

	





Chapter 5

 

That evening a few members of the Hammond Cat Alliance showed up at the Sheridans for an emergency meeting Margaret had called to discuss the break-ins at their cat-rescue shelter. President Ida Stone was absent, so Margaret ran the meeting. 

After casual greetings among members and a shower of attention given to some of the household cats, Margaret called the meeting to order. “As some of you know, we’re being vandalized here. No cats have been harmed or lost yet, but they are certainly in danger. Whoever is bothering them seems to be working alone, to do what, we don’t know.”

“What is this person doing, exactly?” Kitty Wilson asked.

“Well, he seems to be trying to let the cats out. He…or she…comes in the night and opens the doors to the cat pens. We started locking them. Now he’s cutting holes in the mesh—holes large enough for the cats to escape through.”

A few of the women commented, “Oh no.” 

“That’s awful.” 

“Who could be doing it?”

Margaret continued. “The strange thing is, he hasn’t taken any cats. He simply opens a pathway for them to escape.” She took a breath. “We’ve installed cameras and we’ve caught him on tape, but we still can’t figure out who it is. We’ll show one of the tapes in a few minutes.” She glanced around the room. “Next, I guess we’ll hire a security company. You know how seriously the sheriff’s department takes complaints about cats,” she said sarcastically.

A rumble of voices reverberated briefly, then Betty Gibson spoke up. “Why you, Maggie? Could it be personal?”

When everyone stared at Betty, she explained, “It could be a disgruntled employee…maybe someone wanting to destroy your reputation.”

 “Gosh, could it be another shelter director or someone who wants to start a shelter here?” Colbi suggested.

Savannah spoke up. “Yeah, there are people who don’t understand the ongoing need for out-reach programs to protect cats. They want to help cats, but they don’t understand the magnitude of the overpopulation problem. They might look at other facilities as competition.”

“Sure,” Betty said. “Remember when we had a problem with that among our own members? We worked hard to adjust those attitudes so we could finally work together to help abandoned cats instead of against one another.”

Again, there was a rumble of comments.

Finally Margaret said, “Someone out to ruin our reputation? Gosh, I hadn’t considered that. Do any of you know about another shelter starting up or could animosity be coming from the owners of an already established shelter?” She thought for a moment then said, “I did have what I considered a minor run-in with Sandra Swanson a few months ago—do you all remember that?”

“Yes,” Iris said. “That blond floozy showed up at our fall meeting, right? She had all those questions about laws and regulations, and when you suggested she sort it out with the county, she got kinda huffy.”

“You answered a whole bunch of her questions,” Colbi recalled. “But, yeah. Iris is right. She didn’t seem to accept the answers.”

“Well, she evidently came from a jurisdiction where the regulations were loose,” Savannah said. “She wanted us to give her carte blanche to operate like she had back there.”

“That’s right,” Margaret cut in. “She countered everything we tried to tell her. She definitely had a chip on her shoulder.”

Betty spoke up. “I remember thinking she might even be a detriment to the feral cat population because of the way she seemed to be thinking.” She glanced around the room. “Did they ever open their facility? Does anyone know?”

“I wonder,” Margaret said. “It may be worth checking into.” She cringed a little. “Gads, I’d hate to think we’re being sabotaged by someone from the cat-rescue community, for heaven’s sake.”

“Hopefully not,” Betty said. “Could it be someone from your neighborhood? I think we’ve all experienced complaints from neighbors—cats yowling, a perceived odor, too many people coming and going, and we all know there are people who don’t believe in caging animals, even when it’s temporary and in their best interest.”

“Do you have anyone in the neighborhood who might do this?” Iris asked. She chuckled. “Aren’t Michael and Savannah your nearest neighbors?”

Margaret laughed a little and said, “Yeah, I’m the one who should be complaining about their animals—one of them actually escaped today and came over here.”

“Ha-ha,” Savannah said. She suggested, “It could be that crazy new neighbor of ours.”

“Mr. Crankyshaw?” Margaret said, laughing. “Why would he do it?”

“Why would anyone do it?” Savannah asked, causing the room to become silent for a few moments.

Finally Kitty asked, “So you haven’t lost any cats?” 

 Margaret shook her head. “No, but it’s unnerving to know that someone is trying to defeat the very purpose of our work.”

A collective  “Hear! Hear!” reverberated through the room.

After much discussion and a showing of the videos the Sheridans had recorded of the stranger in the cathouse, the meeting was adjourned and only Savannah, Iris, and Colbi remained.

“Well, girls,” Margaret said, “that didn’t produce the sort of resolution I had hoped for. I think we need to take things into our own hands.”

	Savannah put her arm around Margaret’s shoulders. “Oh, Auntie, you certainly have some concrete possibilities to consider—that odd shelter woman with that wild blond hair, and Mr. Crankyshaw.”

“Why would you suspect him?” Colbi asked.

“I don’t suspect him,” Savannah insisted, “any more or any less than anyone else.” She thought for a moment and added, “It’s just that he seems to have some odd opinions about cats and he doesn’t keep them to himself.”

“But he’s old,” Margaret said. “I can’t visualize him dressing up and coming here in the middle of the night to cut the pens open and let cats out.”

“He walks over this way nearly every day without much effort,” Savannah reminded her. “I think he should be considered a suspect.”

“Could it be an inside job?” Iris asked.	

“What?” Margaret demanded.

“Yeah,” Colbi said, “one of your volunteers who’s holding a grudge or something?”

Margaret thought about that and said quietly, “I sure hope not.”

“So, Maggie, what do you have in mind?” Iris asked. “It sounds like you have a plan.”

“Well,” Margaret said, her eyes flashing, “I believe in woman power and I’d like for us to get together some evening when we expect him and jump him.”

“Jump him?” Colbi questioned wide-eyed. “Us?”

Margaret nodded. “Yeah, jump him, rip that stupid grim-reaper hood and mask off, and find out who it is once and for all.”

“What would we do with him once we catch him?” Iris asked.

“Turn him over to the sheriff’s office, of course,” Margaret said. “They’ll make sure he gets his due comeuppance once they know who he is. They just don’t seem to have time to do the legwork necessary to capture him.” She glanced around the room, an impish smile pasted on her face. “Well, we have legs, ladies. Let’s use ‘em.” 

“You got that right, Maggie,” Colbi said, gazing at Iris’s and Savannah’s long legs.

“So who’s in?” Margaret asked, looking around at the others. “Vannie, I know you’ll be here, right?”

Savannah glanced away, grimaced, then said rather meekly, “I suppose.”

Margaret wrote something on a note pad. “I’ll put you down as a firm yes.”

“If Savannah’s going to be here, I’ll come. Could be fun,” Iris said, winking.

Colbi cringed a little. “Okay, count me in, I guess.”

“Good,” Margaret said. “I’ll contact Brianna. I’m sure she’ll want to be involved.”

 “When?” Colbi asked.

Margaret looked briefly at Savannah. “Let’s wait until after the baby’s birthday party, shall we?” 

Savannah let out a sigh. “That would be great. Thank you.” She looked around at the others and asked, “Did you all get your invitations?” 

Everyone chimed in, “Sure did.”

“So cute.”

“Can’t wait.”

Iris smiled. “We’ll be there with bells on.” She then asked, “Hey, did Craig tell you he made some progress in the child-abduction case?”

	Margaret shook her head. “I didn’t know our favorite detective was on the case, did you, Savannah?”

“No,” she said. “I’ve been busy with party plans. Haven’t talked to him in ages. What did he find out?”

	“Well, he located the people who ran a nursery here on this property, Ferne and Randolph Greene. Ferne Greene says…” 

Suddenly Iris heard giggling. She looked around the room at the others. “What’s so funny?” she asked suspiciously.

	“Oh nothing,” Colbi said, sitting back in her chair, hands in her lap, trying not to laugh. When Iris continued to stare at her, Colbi said, “Well, the name Ferne Greene just struck me funny.” When Iris didn’t respond, Colbi said, “Ferne Greene owned a nursery…ferns belong in a nursery and they’re green…I thought it was rather humorous,” she said, trying to contain her giggles.

	“You and your word fetish,” Iris said, teasing her. 

	“Can’t help it,” she said unapologetically. “Go on.” Still trying to stifle her giggles, Colbi then exclaimed, “Hey, you could be in a nursery, Iris!” 

	Everyone joined Colbi in laughter. They laughed even harder when Colbi got so tickled she began laughing uncontrollably. Restraining herself a little, she said, “So could Lily,” before bursting out laughing again. 

	“Well, at least we have real names,” Iris said, “not something someone made up.”

	Suddenly, Colbi stopped laughing. “Made up?” she said. “What are you talking about? Haven’t you heard of Colby, Texas and Colby, Kansas, Colby Wisconsin and…and…and…” she said, excitedly, “Colby Nolan, the cat that earned an MBA degree at Trinity Southern University?”

	“What?” Margaret said, furrowing her brow. 

	Iris attempted to squelch a chuckle, saying, “No, Colbi, I haven’t heard of any of those places.” She narrowed her eyes. “A cat earned an MBA degree?”

	Colbi nodded. “Sure did.” She leaned toward Iris. “Okay, now we’re ready to hear what Craig said, Ms. Flower…I mean, Iris,” she said, smiling.

	“You’re too much,” Iris said, good-naturedly. “How does my son put up with you?” She paused, then asked, “Okay, where was I?” 

	“He found Ferne, the nursery lady.”

	“Oh yes, she said there was a man living in the basement here for four or five years around the turn of the century. He did light work at the nursery for his room and board. I don’t remember what his name was, but they think it was an alias. Anyway, he died right there down in your basement apartment, Maggie.”

“Ewww,” Margaret said.

“Do they know if he had any children?” Savannah asked.

Iris pondered the question. “That, I don’t know,” she said. “You’ll have to ask Craig.”


	****


“So when’s everyone arriving for the big shindig?” Michael asked the following morning, when he awoke and saw his wife sitting in a chair across the room.

	“Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said. She glanced down at her notes. “Some of them are rolling in tonight. My cousin Jimmy and his wife Belinda are bringing their fifth-wheel. I thought they could park it on that flat spot near the orchard. Okay with you?”

	Michael stretched, sat up on the edge of the bed, and yawned. “Sure, that old barn slab makes a perfect RV pad.” 

	“Mom and Bob are coming sometime today. She wants to help with the preparations.” Savannah chuckled. “If I know her, she’ll spend most of the time entertaining Lily, which will actually be a huge help.”

	Michael nodded. He stood and slipped into a pair of jeans.

	“And I think Aunt Rose and Uncle Don are coming in this afternoon.” She looked at her husband. “Do you know when Marci, Eric, and the kids will be here?”

	“Probably tomorrow morning…they have another commitment. They’ll be here in time for the party, though,” he said. He ran both hands through his hair and asked, “How are we doing for rooms? I’m encouraging them to stay over Saturday night. Can we accommodate them?”

	“Sure,” Savannah said. “In fact we have more rooms than we need. My Aunt Rose and Uncle Don will stay with Auntie, Jimmy and his family have the RV, so we’re just accommodating Mom and Bob; Marci, Eric, and the kids; and my cousin Roxy and her family.”

	“Are Arthur and Suzette going to make it?”

	“I don’t think so,” Savannah said, pouting a little. “They really wanted to, but they’re so busy with the new place and Suzette is trying to transfer to a school closer to where they live.” She looked at her list and said, “There will be around thirty here tomorrow, not counting guests under the age of two. Pray for a pretty day with lots of sunshine.”

	“Oh, so you think I have that kind of power, do you?” he said pulling a t-shirt over his head.

	Savannah stood up and put her arms around Michael’s neck. “You have a magnificent power over me.”

	“Oh yeah?” he said, pulling her tightly to him. “Want to experience some of that power now?” He looked at his watch. “I have an extra half-hour.”

	“Sounds lovely,” she said, pushing a few stubborn strands of his hair off his forehead. She kissed him, then pulled back and said, “But I need to keep to my schedule.”

	At that, Michael grabbed the paper out of her hand, picked up the pen, and wrote something down. “There, now I’m on your schedule,” he said, smiling.

	“Michael,” she yelled as he pulled her toward the bed. “I need to get Lily up.”

	Meow-meow.

	“And the cats…” She looked toward the bedroom door and saw Lexie gazing at them expectantly. “…and let the dog out.”

	When Michael looked dejected, Savannah picked up the pen and paper, saying, “How about this? There!” she showed him, “I penciled you in for ten o’clock this evening.”

	“Well, if that’s the best you can do,” he said, feigning disappointment.

	“Yes, now let’s go have breakfast.” She kissed him on the neck and said, in a throaty voice, “You’re going to need your strength, big boy.”

	****


By ten thirty that evening, Margaret and Max were ushering her sister Rose and her husband out to their car for the short ride to the Sheridan home.

	“Thank you, Max, for the wonderful meal,” Savannah said. “Everyone enjoyed it.”

	“Oh, that was the best beef stew I’ve ever eaten,” Rose said, stepping out through the door after Margaret. She stopped and hugged Savannah. “Thanks for having us. Looking forward to the big party for your little one tomorrow.”

	“Night, Aunt Rose…Uncle Don,” Savannah called. She took a double-take beyond the couple. “Auntie, are you all right?” she asked after seeing Margaret lose her balance momentarily.

	“Yeah, just a little stumble,” she said. “You have too many steps there.” She turned and gestured, slurring her words a little. “…better get that fixed, kids.”

	Michael and Savannah looked at each other and smiled. “Yeah, we’ll fix that, Maggie,” he called out, laughing a little.

	“We’re taking the children out to our home-away-from-home,” Jimmy said as Belinda scurried around picking up their baby’s diapers, blankets, and so forth. He grabbed Savannah in an enthusiastic bear hug. “So nice to see you, cousin, after all these years.” He shook Michael’s hand. “And good to meet you, Michael. You’re a strapping fellow, aren’t you?”

	“Uh…well…” Michael stuttered, when his mother-in-law came to his rescue.

	“Night, Jimmy, Belinda,” Gladys said. “Your baby sure is a sweetheart. Didn’t hear a peep out of her all evening.”

	“Just hope she isn’t up all night,” Belinda said.

	“Me, too,” Belinda’s son Joshua said. He turned to Michael. “When’s your boy coming?”

	“Tomorrow,” Michael assured him. “He’ll be glad to meet you.”

	“Yeah, me, too. Too many babies around here.”

	“Night all,” Gladys said, yawning, as she headed up the stairs to join Bob in their room.	

“Night,” Michael called while turning off lights. 

	“Michael,” Savannah whispered, “what’s your hurry? At least, wait until they’ve left.” 

	He grinned at her. When he saw the younger couple step outside the kitchen door with the baby wrapped in a large blanket, he locked it behind them, grabbed Savannah’s hand, and said, “Come on. We have a date, remember?”

	“Oh, Michael,” she said, pulling back. She slumped her shoulders. “It’s been such a long day. I’m exhausted.” When he turned to look at her, she grinned and ran her hand over his hair and down the back of his neck. “Just kidding. Let me check on Lily. I’ll be right there.”

	“I’ll be waiting,” he said, enticingly.

	Several minutes later, Savannah stepped out of their bathroom, walked across the bedroom, and climbed into bed. Michael grabbed her and pulled her to him, kissing her long and hard, when suddenly, one of the cell phones chimed.

	“Nooo,” Michael moaned. “Don’t answer it.”

	“Michael, it might be an emergency. We have to answer it.” She pushed herself up on one elbow and picked up the phone. Before speaking into it, she said, “It’s my aunt.”

	“Oh, great,” he said, rolling over.

	“Hi, Auntie.”

	“You aren’t going to believe what just happened,” Margaret said, excitedly.

	Savannah looked at Michael and said into the phone, “It had better be good or I’m in big trouble.”

	“Why?” Margaret asked.

	“Oh, never mind. What is it, Auntie?”

	“Well, when we got home,” she said, still slurring her words a little, “guess who was here.”

	“Who?” Savannah asked, sitting up in the bed.

	“None other than the grim reaper.”

	“What?” Savannah asked. “Did someone die?”

	Margaret laughed. “No. But we almost murdered someone.”

	Savannah heard a round of hysterical laughter in the background. “What are you talking about?”

	Speaking more quietly now, Margaret said, “He was here, Vannie. The prowler-vandal-dude. We caught him here.”

	“You caught him?” She asked.

	“Well, no…but almost. He came running out through the cathouse door just as we pulled up in the car.” She laughed. “Rose and I were belting out a round of our high school song, so we weren’t exactly paying attention. But Max saw him and shouted, ‘There he is!’ By the time we all spotted him, he was hot-foo…footing it toward your place.”

	“He was heading this way?” Savannah asked, walking across the room and pulling the drapes back a little. “I don’t see anyone.” She glanced toward Michael and noticed he was now propped up on one elbow listening intently to her side of the conversation.

	“Well, I don’t think he came on your prop…prop…properly...pro-per-ty.”

	“Auntie, have you been drinking?”

	She laughed. “Just a little. Vannie, remember, you gave me a glass of wine in those fancy glasses of yours—that I gave you?”

	“So where’d this guy go?”

	“Well, we chased him…I grabbed the lid off the stew pot, Max had the bread knife, and…” she started laughing, “…Rose and Dan…I mean Don…Dan’s the one she dated, but she married Don. Well, they didn’t know what was going on and they had no weapons. We chased him toward your proper…prop…your place, and that’s when he disappeared.”

	“Did he do any damage?”

	“Not too much. He had one cage almost cut open and one cage all-the-way cut open—where Jack is recuperating. Oh-oh-oh, guess what we found in the cage with Jack?”

	Savannah grimaced for Michael’s benefit. “What?” she asked.

	“You won’t believe this, either, Vannie.” She began to laugh uncontrollably. “Vannie…it’s…hey Rose, what timesit?” Margaret started again, “It’s ten forty-six. Do you know where…your cat is?”

	“What?” Savannah asked. “What do you mean?”

	“Well, I know where he is if you don’t. Vannie, he’s right here sitting in the cage with Jack. Can you believe it?”

	“Wait. Are you saying Rags is over there…in a pen with your cat? Why is your cat in a pen?”

	“Yup. I guess with all of the inning and outing we were doing there tonight, he escaped again and he went in through the hole the vandal-dude cut.”

	“So why is Jack in a pen? Is there something wrong with him?” Savannah asked, apprehensively.

	“Just a minute. Max, what’s wrong with Jack, again?” When she came back to the phone, she said, “He has amnesia.”

	Just then, Max took the phone. “Hi Savannah. Sorry about that. I think that glass of wine got to her.”

	“The cat has amnesia?” Savannah asked.

	“No, an abscess. Michael treated Jack earlier today. He’s not contagious. We put him in an empty pen for his protection, then this…guy comes along and cuts a hole for him to get out, dang it all. Savannah, I think Rags actually kept him inside the pen by sitting in there with him. You should see your cat. He’s acting as if he’s some sort of babysitter or bodyguard, maybe. What do you want me to do with him? Lock him in?”

	“I’m tempted,” she said. 

	“It’s warm in there. He’s safe…since I moved them to a new pen…and he seems to be a comfort to Jack.”

	“Okay, Rags has our permission to have a sleepover, then. Thanks. We’ll come get him in the morning.”

	“All right. Have a good rest of the night.”

	“You, too, Max.”

	“What was that all about?” Michael asked, once Savannah had ended the call.

	“My aunt is bombed…or at least buzzed…the grim reaper showed up and they all chased him over this way. Oh yes, and Rags is going to have a sleepover with Jack. I hear you treated him today for amnesia.” 

	Michael cocked his head, a puzzled look on his face. Before he could say anything, Savannah scrunched down into the bed, wrapped her arms around him, and pulled him to her. 


	****


The Ivey household was abuzz with activity by one-fifteen on Saturday afternoon; almost-one-year-old Lily the star. While Savannah’s mother and aunts watched over Lily and her young cousins, Savannah chatted with Iris’s husband, Detective Craig Sledge. “So have you identified that guy who lived in my aunt’s basement?”

	Craig shook his head. “Not yet.” 

	“Well, what name was he buried under? Doesn’t that have to be a person’s real name?”

	“You’d think so, but the Greenes told authorities his name was Mike Cullen, and if that’s what his personal papers verified, he’d be buried under that name.”

	“So what makes you think he isn’t Mike Cullen?”

	Craig took a deep breath. “Well, it gets complicated, Savannah.” 

	“Are there any clues as to who the child was or what happened to her?”

	Craig shook his head. “Dead ends there, too. All the children missing from around here over the years are either accounted for or they’re the wrong gender or...” He then peered off into the distance and asked, “Who’s that guy?”

	“Where?”

	“Out near the orchard. Looks like he’s hassling Michael’s boy.”

	“Oh, that’s Mr. Crankshaw, our neighbor,” she said, continuing to watch him. “Yes, what does he think he’s doing? Is he scolding Adam and Joshua?” When she started to walk toward the boys, they quickly turned away from the old man and ran back to the house.

“Adam,” Savannah called as he drew near, “what’s wrong?” 

	The boys stopped in front of her, Adam staring down at the ground, wiping at his eyes with one hand. Joshua appeared dry-eyed, but stunned. “What a grouchy old man,” Joshua said. “He just started yelling at us for no reason.”

	Savannah crouched down to the boys’ level. “What did he say?” 

	“He said us kids are making too much noise,” Adam reported. 

	“Yeah, he wanted us to…” Joshua looked at Adam. “What did he say…to take the party in the house or he’d call the cops.”

	“He said we were playing too close to his house and causing his dog to bark,” Adam explained.

	Savannah set her jaw. “Oh he did, did he? Well, this is a free country. We pay our taxes. We have every right to…”

	“What’s going on?” Michael asked, walking up to the trio.

	“Oh that old Mr. Crankyshaw…” Savannah said. “He got mouthy with the boys.”

	“Crankyshaw,” Adam said, laughing. Joshua joined him in laughter.

	Michael ran his hand through his hair muttering, “What’s his problem?”

	“The party’s too loud and his dog’s barking,” Savannah said.

	He let out a deep sigh. “Well,” let’s do our best to stay out of his way, shall we?”

	“Dad, are you afraid of old Mr. Cranky-shaw?” Adam asked.

	Michael frowned. “No. I just think we should try to be good neighbors.” He looked in the direction of the Crankshaw home and said, “Maybe we should invite them over for a piece of cake.”

	Adam cocked his head and peered at his father. “You want to reward him for his bad behavior?”

	Savannah and Michael looked at each other and stifled a chuckle.

	“What?” Michael asked his son.

	“Like you say I do with Rags sometimes when I give him a treat to make him stop messing up my Ninja Turtle game.”

	“Well, it might keep him from calling the police,” Savannah said. “And his wife is really sweet. Michael, why don’t you go knock on their door and issue an invitation?”

	“Oh brother,” Joshua said. He turned to Adam. “Hey, wanna go play in our RV?” 

	Adam looked at Michael. “Um…”

	“Yeah, um, is right, buddy. I think you should stay out here with us and enjoy the party.”

	Savannah tousled the boy’s hair. “Besides, we’re going to have a treasure hunt in a while and I’ll need some help.”

	Adam’s face lit up. “Okay. We’ll help.” He turned to Joshua. “Won’t we?”

	Joshua shrugged. “I guess.”

	“It’ll be fun. Savannah always makes things fun,” Adam said as the two boys trotted off toward where most of the guests mingled around the tables.

	Savannah and Michael grinned at each other, then he headed for the Crankshaw home and she walked toward where her mother and aunts sat entertaining the youngest children. As she approached, Lily, who was sitting on a quilt on the grass, spotted her mother and quickly crawled over to her. Savannah picked up the baby. “Hi, birthday girl! Are you playing with your cousins?” She took a double take. “Oh, and Bradley. There’s Bradley.” She ran her hand over his red hair, then turned to look for Jenna. When she spotted her and her parents, she hurried over to them. “Hi! So glad you could make it.”

	Jenna put her arms around Savannah and Lily. “Thanks for inviting us.” She looked around, smiling. “This is quite a group. Miss Lily certainly has a lot of friends and family.”  

	“Yes, she’s a well-loved little girl, that’s for sure,” Savannah said.

	Jenna turned away for a moment and took the arm of a slightly dark-complexioned man, saying, “Savannah, I want you to meet my husband. This is Cole; Cole, this is Savannah and Lily.” 

	“Hi,” Savannah said, nodding in his direction and shaking his hand. “Nice to meet you. I guess Jenna told you that our daughter bullied your son.”

	He laughed, showing a row of straight white teeth against his tanned skin. “Oh, he can take care of himself.”

	Savannah turned to Jenna. “I see where Bradley gets those cute dimples.”

	Jenna smiled and nodded. “Yup, Cole can’t deny that child.”

	“Oh, here’s my husband,” Savannah said. “Hon, come here; I want you to meet someone.”

	When Michael approached, he nodded toward Jenna, Cole, and Jenna’s parents, Barbara and Allan. “Nice to meet you all,” he said, following introductions. “So where’s your son?”

	“Over there playing with Lily’s toys,” Jenna said, laughing. 

	At that moment, Lily saw her grandmother and she leaned in Gladys’s direction, whining. “Oh, you want to go play with your friends?” Savannah asked, turning to head in that direction.

	“Wait, we have something for the birthday girl,” Jenna said.

	She pushed her straight, light-red hair behind one ear, reached into her diaper bag, pulled out a little package, and handed it to Lily.

	“How nice!” Savannah eased into a chair with Lily and opened the attached card. “Oh look, Lily—a kitty.”

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, staring at the card.

	Savannah turned it over and saw Jenna’s signature on the back. “You made this.”

	Jenna nodded and smiled.

	“I heard your mom say you’re an artist.” She looked the card over again and said, “Gosh, you’re good. This is gorgeous.” She held it to her chest. “I’m going to frame it for her room. Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome—she’s welcome,” Jenna said. “Open the package.”

	“Oh, there’s more?” Savannah said, laughing. 

	Jenna motioned toward her parents. “It’s from all of us.”

	“How nice. Let’s see what it is, Lily,” she said, urging the baby to help her tear into the gift wrap.

	“Books,” Savannah said. “Beautiful books full of animals. Thank you so much. She loves her books.” 

	“Yeah, she won’t be able to tear these.” Michael said as he examined one of the books. “Hey look, punkin’, the critters have fur and feathers you can feel. Cool,” he said, smiling at the others.

	“And check this out,” Jenna said. “When you touch the animal, it makes a sound.”

	“What?” Savannah said. She opened one of the books and touched the cow. Moooooo.

“Oh, these are adorable. Thank you.”

	“Bradley loves his,” Jenna said. “I thought Lily would, too.”

	“Perfect. Well, I’d better get her over to where her friends are playing. Don’t want her to miss out. Help yourself to punch. Helena has prepared a whole table full of finger foods and salads. Hope you came hungry.”

	Savannah promptly returned Lily to the children’s play area, which amounted to nothing more than an over-sized quilt spread on the lawn and covered with toys. The doting grandparents and a few friends circled the blanket and took turns interacting with the babies. “Who’s this?” Savannah asked, smiling at a little boy who sat playing with a race car. 

	Just then, she heard a familiar voice behind her. “Hi Cuz.”

Savannah turned. “Roxy,” she said enthusiastically, hugging her. “Is this your little guy?”

The slightly younger woman nodded and the two women fell easily into a lively conversation. After chatting with Roxy, Gladys, and some of the aunts and uncles for a few minutes, Savannah excused herself and went in search of Michael. When she found him, he was deep in conversation with their gardener Antonio and his wife. She greeted the couple warmly, then asked her husband, “So, are they coming over?”

	Michael grimaced. “Maybe. He said Lenore isn’t feeling well. They might come later if she feels like it. In the meantime, we should keep things down for neighbors who want to sleep…or think,” he mimicked, using a grouchy tone. 

	Savannah shook her head slowly. She then said, concern in her voice, “I hope Lenore is okay. Maybe I should check on her later. I don’t think they have any family around.”

	Just then, they heard Craig say, “Well, I’ll be. Look who’s joining the party.”	“Arthur, Suzette,” Savannah called, as she approached them. “I’m so glad you could be here.” She hugged them both. “You’ll make Lily’s day.” 

	“Oh, I’d say her day is already pretty special—look at all the guests, balloons, food…” Arthur said. “What a festive party. Are Ms. Colbi and Damon going to write it up for the newspaper? Looks like the social event of the year.”

	“Hi guy,” Craig said, as he joined the group. He shook hands with Arthur, then gave him a one-armed guy-hug before warmly acknowledging Suzette.

	“Where is she?” Arthur asked, holding up a large package. “We brought her something.”

	“Thank you,” Savannah said. She turned and pointed toward the quilt, then frowned. “Good question, where is she?” She shaded her eyes and scanned the area, finally saying, “Oh, there she is. Damon’s pushing her in her new swing. Come on,” she gestured. “She’ll be glad to see you.”

	Just then, ten-year-old Adam rushed up to Savannah with Charlotte and Joshua. “We’re ready to play the treasure-hunt game. Can we do it, huh?”

	“Well, hi, Charlotte,” Savannah said, hugging the girl. “I didn’t see you come in. Is your mom here?” 

	“Yeth,” she said. She pointed. “Over there with my thithter…getting drinkth.”

	“Oh yes, I see them at the punch table.” When Reba glanced in her direction, Savannah shouted, “Hi! Welcome!”

	Reba returned the wave.

	Savannah turned her attention back to the kids. “So, you think it’s time for the treasure hunt?” She smiled as Adam and Charlotte bounced up and down and nodded. Joshua was more reserved. “Okay, there’s a stack of treasure maps on the kitchen counter. Want to get them? And bring those little bags, too, please.”

	She watched as the trio scampered off toward the house.

	“Cute kids,” Suzette said. 

	“The taller boy with the dark hair is Michael’s son Adam,” Savannah explained. 

	“Oh yes, I can see that,” Arthur said. “Spitting image.”

	“The other boy is my cousin’s stepson and Charlotte is a good friend. Arthur, you’d get along well with her; she adores cats. She’s really good with them…helps my aunt out at their shelter a lot.”  

	Arthur stared in the direction the kids had run. “Does she have Down syndrome?”

	“Yes. She’s a delight.”

	“Seems like it,” Suzette said. 

	“How old is she?” Arthur asked.

	“She’s around sixteen now, I think.”

	“Hmmm, cute little girl,” Suzette said.

“Okay, come surprise the birthday girl,” Savannah said, leading the couple to where Damon was pushing Lily in the swing, and now Cole pushed Bradley in the second swing.

	“Looks like you’re putting her to sleep,” Arthur said as he approached Damon.

	“Oh, hi there Arthur,” Damon said, reaching out for a handshake. “Good to see you again, guy.” Damon looked around for Colbi. When he spotted her, he called out, “Colbi, Arthur’s here.”

	Colbi rushed to greet the young man and he introduced her to Suzette. “Gosh, you’re even smaller than I am,” Colbi said to the petite woman, and they both laughed. 

	“Not by much,” Suzette said.

	“Yeah, you could be matching bookends,” Damon observed.

	“Hey, you’re right,” Arthur said. “…same size, same hair style.”

	The two women smiled at one another.

	“We brought you something, Lily,” Arthur said. 

	Damon stopped the swing when he saw Lily hold her arms out toward Arthur, who handed the package to Suzette so he could pick up the baby. 

	Together Arthur, Suzette, and Lily tore into the package and Lily’s face lit up when she saw that it contained a little ride-in, push-car just her size. Arthur placed her in it and proceeded to push her around as she held onto the steering wheel.

	By then, the older children had returned holding a handful of treasure maps. 

“Good job,” Savannah said. “Now, let’s find out who wants to play, then we’ll have them choose teams. We’ll give them a map and they go out and find the items. Whoever finds the most items gets a prize.”

	“We want Rags on our team,” Adam said.

	Charlotte nodded excitedly. “Yeth, we want Ragth on our team.”

	“Who’s Rags?” Joshua asked. “That cat in there?” He looked puzzled.

	“He’s not a usual cat,” Adam said earnestly. “He finds things all the time. He’s a good hunter.”

	“Yeah,” Charlotte agreed. “A good hunter.”

	“But he can’t read a map,” Savannah reminded the children with a smile. When they insisted on taking Rags with them, she said, “Well, I guess it’s okay, but be sure to hold on tightly to his leash. He’s been a little too adventurous lately.”	

	Adam glanced at Charlotte. “We will. Come on; let’s go get him.” 

When the children returned, Savannah handed Adam a large bell. “Here, clang this to get everyone’s attention.” 

Savannah looked around at the crowd and cringed upon seeing the guests’ reactions to the clanging. Some of them covered their ears with their hands. She saw Arthur pick up Lily out of the push car and hold her to him when she cried from fright. “Oh no,” she said, stopping Adam from ringing the bell. “I think maybe that was overkill.” When the kids looked confused, she said, “It scared Lily and hurt some of our guests’ ears.”

	Adam gazed out over the group, appearing concerned for a moment. He then said, “Well, it worked. Everyone’s looking.”

	“Yeah,” Charlotte said, “tell them about the game.”

	“Okay,” Savannah said more loudly. “Now that we have your attention…” She cringed a little. “Sorry it was so loud.” She glanced in Arthur’s direction and saw that Lily was sitting on his lap playing with a large rag doll Craig and Iris had given her. “We’re going to have a treasure hunt. Everyone who wants to go on a treasure hunt can choose teams, then come up here and get a map.”

	“What’s the prize?” Craig called out.

	“What does it matter?” Michael asked, playfully.

	“I’m not going to participate if the prize isn’t worth it,” he said.

	“Oh Craig,” Savannah urged, “come up here and choose a team. It’s a good prize. You’ll see.”

	Almost everyone started creating teams, and the children handed out the treasure maps.

	“Who drew the map?” Margaret wanted to know.

	“I did,” Savannah said, proudly.

	“I thought so,” Margaret chuckled. She then asked, pointing at the cat, “What’s he doing out here?”

	“He’s on our team, Aunt Maggie,” Adam explained.

	“Oh, unfair advantage,” Max said, grinning. 

	Adam retorted playfully, “You have lots of cats, Uncle Max. You can go get one of yours if you want.”

	“I want to be on Adam’s team with the cat,” Craig said.

	“No, you’re on my team,” Iris said. “You have to keep me from falling in gopher holes with these shoes.”

	Savannah lifted one finger in the air. “Which reminds me, Iris.” She walked to the wrap-around porch and snagged a pair of walking shoes. “Here, fashionista. Put these on. I don’t want you breaking your neck out there.”

	“Heck with my neck. I don’t want to break a heel off my new designer thrift-store shoes.” She took the sport shoes and smiled at Savannah. “Thanks, girlfriend.”

	Savannah watched as almost everyone headed out across the property, following copies of her crudely-drawn map. 

	“This is hilarious,” Michael said, putting his arm around his wife. “They’re having a blast out there. Good idea, hon.”

	“And you thought…” she started.

	“I know, I was skeptical. But look how much fun everyone’s having. Even Craig is getting into the game.”

	“Well, it’s right up his alley, being an investigator and all. He might even win.”

	Just then Jenna walked up to the couple. “What a cool idea—look at my mom and dad out there beating the bushes for those treasures.”

	“Why don’t you join them? I’ll watch Bradley.”

	“Oh no. He’s a little overwhelmed by the crowd. I think I’ll let him have a quiet moment. Maybe he’ll fall asleep.”

	Savannah looked over at the boy. “He’s enjoying all of Lily’s new toys, isn’t he?”

	“Yes. He especially likes the little piano. I guess he’s going to be a musician like his father.”

	“Cole is a musician?” Savannah asked.

	“Yeah,” Michael cut in, “he told me he has a band and they actually play in lounges.” 

	“Cool,” Savannah said. “After working hours? I mean, he sells insurance, doesn’t he?”

	Jenna nodded.

	“It looks like Adam and Charlotte could use some help. I think I’ll join them,” Michael said, excusing himself.

	“Let’s go sit down and relax, shall we?” Savannah suggested. She glanced around to check on Lily, then said, “Looks like Arthur and Suzette are taking good care of her.”

	“How do you know them?” Jenna asked.

	“Oh, it’s a long story. Rags, the cat out there with Michael’s son, was featured in a documentary and we were invited to this amazing mansion in Frisco for the premiere.” She hesitated. “We met Arthur there. He lived in the mansion, actually.” She scanned the area with her eyes. “He and Suzette were both burned as children and met in a burn center. They’re really wonderful people,” she added.

	“They seem to be. Cole and I enjoyed chatting with them.”

	Savannah peered at Jenna, then said, “You know, I met someone who looks a lot like you the other day.”

	“Really?” Jenna chuckled. “I’ve heard that we all have a double somewhere.”

	“Yes. I actually mistook her for you at first, but she’s a little thinner and her hair’s darker and…well, a very different style.”

	Jenna looked off into space. “Sometimes I dream of having a sister.”

	“Oh, you wish you had a sister?” 

	She looked at Savannah. “No, I mean I dream that I actually have a sister who looks like me. We’re children and we play together all the time and have so much fun. Before I wake up, my dream turns dark and it ends leaving me feeling really awful. I hate that dream.”

	“Does it happen often?” Savannah asked, concern in her voice.

	Jenna thought for a moment, then said, “A handful of times every year—especially around my birthday. I almost hate to see June fifth come around every year, because I know I’ll get that dream.”

	“Your birthday’s in June? Me, too. So you’re a Gemini—a twin, huh? It’s the sign of communication and creativity.” Savannah thought for a moment and said, “You communicate through your art, don’t you?”

	Jenna smiled. She picked up her son and placed him on her lap. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

	Suddenly, Savannah looked out toward the orchard. “What’s going on?” she asked, standing and shading her eyes.

	“Oh, they’re probably fighting over one of the treasures,” Jenna said, laughing.

	Savannah was quiet for a moment. “No. No, Jenna, I think there’s something wrong. I’d better go check,” she said, rushing toward the group that had gathered just south of the orchard.

	When she saw Craig walking away from the crowd, his phone up to his ear, she suddenly felt sick. God, someone’s hurt, she thought. “Lily! Where’s Lily?” she shouted.

	Just then, she felt Michael’s hand on her arm. “She’s fine. She’s right there with your sister and your mom.”

	Savannah relaxed a little and turned toward her husband. “What happened? Is someone hurt?”

	He nodded. “It’s Lenore Crankshaw. She’s lying unconscious out behind their house. It looks like she might have been on her way over here. She was carrying a little gift bag.”

	“Good gosh, Michael, unconscious? Does it look like she fell or did she faint or something? Her husband told you she hasn’t been feeling well.”

	He shook his head. “Hard to tell. Max went to get Mr. Crankshaw and Craig has called for an ambulance.” Michael looked out toward the highway. “Before they arrive, Savannah, let’s divert the children’s attention, shall we?” He took her arm and led her toward the group. As they approached, he said, “Come on, everyone, let’s see what you’ve all found and hand out some prizes, shall we?”

	When Savannah noticed Allan and Margaret kneeling next to Lenore Crankshaw, she said to all the others, “Yes, come on. It looks like you’ve found most of the treasures. I see some of you carrying bulging bags.” 

As she turned toward the house, two of the older children caught up to her, Charlotte carrying Rags and Adam holding both of their bags. He reported, “We found marbles, an old fork, this cool disappearing-ink pen, and a magnifying glass.”

	“Ragth helped find that bag of cat treatth,” Charlotte said, placing him on the ground and taking hold of his leash.

	“Do you think we won?” Adam asked, excitedly.

	Savannah smiled. “Could be.”

	“Suzette should win the prize,” Craig said, catching up to Savannah and the children. “She’s the one who found the poor woman.”

	“Awww,” Adam complained. 

	Joshua came running up about then and asked, “What is the prize, anyway?”

	“Yeah, what is it?” Adam prodded.

	Michael grinned and said for all to hear, “The winner gets to wash the dishes after the party.”

	While everyone else laughed, Adam and Joshua cringed and made faces at the very idea.

	Once everyone had gathered around the tables and chairs, Savannah dug into a large bag and pulled out three kites, handing one each to the children, who whooped and hollered as they headed to a clearing beyond the orchard to fly them.

	“Wait,” Michael called.

	“What, Dad?” Adam asked.

	He reached out and took Rags’s leash from Charlotte and pointed. “How about you fly the kites out in the front yard today? You can go out to the orchard after the ambulance leaves, okay?”

	Savannah watched as the kids raced toward the circular driveway in front of the house. When she saw Rags sniff the air around the large bag she held, she ruffled his fur, then reached in and retrieved a small wooden box filled with three jars of her preserves. “Suzette, you’re the winner. I hope you like apricots and plums.”

	“Love them,” she said, taking the box in her hands. “Thank you. Thank you. But Savannah, it was really Rags who found the woman. When I saw that Rags wasn’t cooperating very well with the kids, I took his leash for a while and he led me out where the woman had fallen.”

	“Good God,” Craig said, shaking his head. “The cat did it again!”

	Just then, Deputy Jim walked toward the guests. “Sorry to disturb your gathering,” he said to Michael. “I’d like to ask a few questions. Who found Mrs. Crankshaw?”

	“I did,” Suzette said. “…well, Arthur and I and Colbi, actually.” 

	Jim glanced at Michael and Savannah. “Is there someplace where we can talk?” 

	Savannah nodded. “Sure, just make yourself comfortable up there on the porch—or go on in the kitchen, it you want. We’ll serve the cake down here.” She then asked, concern in her voice, “How is Lenore? It looked as if she was on her way over here with a little gift for Lily’s birthday when she…,” her voice trailed off.

	The deputy stared out toward the ambulance as it edged its way out of the Crankshaw’s driveway. “Not good. This may, in fact, turn into a murder investigation.”







Chapter 6 

 

“Have you heard anything more about Lenore’s condition?” Michael asked over breakfast the following Monday morning.

	Savannah shook her head. “She’s in a coma. They’re calling her condition grave. There’s still the question of possible foul play. They don’t know if she fainted from dehydration and hit her head or if she was attacked. Evidently, no one here at the party saw anything.”

	“Well, she was kind of hidden from view. She probably headed over here about the time everyone was crowded around you getting their treasure maps.”

	“Yes, that’s what I thought. I just hope she wakes up and can tell authorities what happened.”

	He took her hand. “So how are you feeling after our big weekend? You must be exhausted.” 

“Other than that one awful…incident, it was a fabulous weekend. I’m so glad we did it and that the weather cooperated. It was chilly by summer standards, but sweater-perfect.” She leaned, elbows on the table, her chin in her palms. “I already miss everyone.”

“You’ll be staying in touch with your cousins, right?”

“Yes.” Her face brightened. “It will be wonderful to communicate with them more often. Wasn’t Jimmy’s and Belinda’s baby adorable?”

“Yes,” Michael said. “Made me want another one.”

“That’s my phone,” Savannah said, leaving the table to retrieve it. “Hi Auntie. Are you and Max back to normal after our wild weekend?”

“Wasn’t it great? I had such a good time catching up with my sisters and some of my nieces and nephews. Did you know we called your Uncle Ray while we were all together and talked to him and his wife?”

“Yes, Mom told me. I think everyone will have happy memories of Lily’s first birthday for a long time.” 

“Oh yes.” Margaret paused. “Hey, I was talking to Craig Saturday about the abduction and he said they don’t have any leads. He says he’s pretty certain this girl didn’t go missing from here. Now that things have calmed down, I’m wondering if we should check old newspapers in other areas.”

“Gosh, it may have happened in another state or another country, for that matter. That could be an endless task.”

“Well, if you’re not up to it, then…”

“Wait,” Savannah said, “I didn’t say that. I’m as curious about this as you are. I’m just wondering if we’d be wasting a lot of time running around to other cities looking for clues. And there’s the fact that we don’t know if this little girl is twenty-five now or fifty…was he twenty when he took the child or sixty? …was it in the seventies that he took her or the nineties? But, hey, it could be…interesting. I’m game if you are. Not today, though. I have plans.”

“Oh, something more fun than hanging out with me?”

“Of course not, Auntie. It’s for Lily. It’s a playdate. We’re going over to Straley for a picnic with Mary and Crissy.”

“Who?”

“You know, the woman I met at the party store with the little girl Lily’s age.”

“Oh yeah. Didn’t you invite her to the party?”

“Yes, I did. They had other plans. Hey, gotta go. When do you want to check out the missing persons and where?”

“Let me think about it. I’ll devise a plan.”

“Okay.”


	****


“The sun feels good. I’m glad the wind died down,” Savannah said once they had arrived at the little park near Mary’s house.

	“Yes, it really whipped all night,” Mary said, pulling out a large quilt. “What did you bring for lunch?” 

	Savannah grabbed one end of the quilt. “Egg-salad sandwiches and fruit. Lily loves egg salad and just about any fruit. I also took some of my jelly-filled cookies out of the freezer to share.”

	“Sounds delicious. You bake?”

“Yeah, quite a bit. The fruit is from our orchard. I canned it over the summer.”

“Wow! You are Dolly Domestic, aren’t you? Did your mother teach you how to do all that stuff?” Mary asked as she pulled a couple of toys out of a tote bag.

	“Yeah. Plus, when you find yourself living with an orchard on your property, you kind of have an obligation to use the gifts,” Savannah explained.

	“Gifts?”

	“You know, the fruit.”

	“Oh yes. I get it.” 

Savannah looked at Mary. “Do you like to bake and cook?”

“Actually, baking is one of my hobbies. I’m self-taught. It’s just one of those things I love doing…like my art.” She then said, “Oh, wait, I almost forgot. Crissy has a little something for the birthday girl.”

	“Oh, you didn’t have to do that,” Savannah protested.

	“We wanted to. I hope she’ll enjoy it—eventually.”

	Savannah frowned. “Eventually?”

	“Yes, you may enjoy it more now,” Mary said, laughing. She put a small gift in her daughter’s hands and told her, “Give it to Lily.” She walked Crissy toward Lily and repeated, “Give Lily her present.”

	Before Mary could react, Lily took one look at the package in Crissy’s hands and reached for it. Crissy wasn’t about to turn loose, and a tug-of-war ensued. Within a few moments, the wrapping tore and the children were each left holding a handful of tissue paper.  

	“Ki-ki,” Lily said, squatting down and looking into the eyes of the Himalayan cat that had been hand-painted on a wooden plaque. “Ki-ki,” she repeated.

	Savannah kneeled next to Lily and picked the gift up off the ground. “It sure is a ki-ki, isn’t it, honey. It’s beautiful, Mary,” Savannah gushed, studying it more closely. “Hey, it looks just like Buffy.”

	“I hope so,” Mary said, smiling. “I copied it from a photo I took of her at your house last week.”

	“Oh my gosh, you are good,” she said standing. She hugged Mary. “This is gorgeous. Thank you.” She then leaned over and hugged Crissy, kissing her on the cheek. “Tell Crissy thank you, Lily. Can you give Crissy a hug?”

The two women smiled as Lily wrapped her arms around Crissy, almost knocking her off her feet. 

“This will hang in Lily’s room forever,” Savannah said. “She’ll never outgrow it.”

	“That was my intent. I hope she likes it.”

	Savannah studied her friend for a moment, then asked, “Do you happen to be a Gemini?”

	Mary looked askance. “No, why?” she asked.

	Savannah frowned. “Really? Um…well, your art…Geminis are supposed to be creative, so I thought…”

	Mary smiled. “No, I’m a Taurus…May tenth.”

	“Oh,” Savannah said, suddenly caught up in her own thoughts. When she saw Mary scattering toys on the quilt to keep the kids entertained, she rushed to help. “So what did you bring for lunch?” she asked.

“Something my dad used to fix me when I was a kid. It’s a veggie and macaroni medley.” She laughed. “He’d serve it warm on cold nights, but I like it cold—like a salad. Crissy likes some of the veggies and pasta. I packed a yogurt, in case she’s in the mood for that.”

“I know what you mean about being in the mood,” Savannah said, placing some of Lily’s toys on the blanket and setting her down next to Crissy. “Now you share, Lily,” she scolded.

Once the children were engaged in play, the two women sat in beach chairs near them and Savannah initiated the conversation. “So tell me about your parents. They must adore Crissy. Do they like being grandparents as much as my mom does?”

Mary took a breath and looked down at her daughter. “I didn’t know my mother. My father raised me.” She leaned toward Savannah. “You know, he was an older dad and not all that well. He died while I was still in college.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, and I sure do miss him now that we have Crissy.” She looked at Savannah. “Oh, don’t get me wrong, I have the most wonderful husband and we just adore our little girl, but I yearn sometimes to share it all with my dad.”

Savannah got up out of her chair and retrieved a toy Lily had tossed into the grass, checked her diaper, and then sat back down. “So you don’t have any family?”

“No. No one. And neither does my husband, if you can believe it. We’re both…orphans.” She looked at Savannah. “Do you have family? Well, I met your aunt, right. That was your aunt?”

“Yes, Aunt Margaret.” Savannah chuckled. “Oh, we have family, all right. We just celebrated Lily’s birthday with oodles of them.” Her smile faded. “My dad is gone now and I sure do miss him, so I know that feeling of loss.” She looked up into the sky. “How he would have loved meeting his granddaughter.”

“How do you know he didn’t?” Mary asked, quietly.

Savannah tilted her head as if confused. “Huh?”

“Maybe they met on the other side before she came to you. Maybe he hand-picked her for you.”

Savannah stared at Mary for a moment, then she smiled. “What a beautiful thought. I love it. Is that how you feel about your dad? Is that how you keep from being sad?”

She nodded. “Yeah, it helps.” She reached toward her baby and said, “Crissy Mullen Rice, shame on you.”

“What did she do?” Savannah asked.

“She threw that toy at Lily.”

“Oh, I don’t think it hurt her. She’s fine.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want her to be a bully.” Mary addressed the child again, “No, no.”

“No-no,” Crissy mimicked.

	Both women tried to hide their laughter.

All of a sudden, Savannah stood and raced after Lily, who had toddled off toward the swings. “Want to swing, Lily?” She turned to Mary. “There are two baby swings. Would Crissy like to swing?”

“Sure,” Mary said, standing up and walking with her daughter to the swing set. 

Once they had the girls secure and they began pushing them ever so slowly in the swings, Savannah said. “I like your scenario. Thanks for sharing that. To think that Dad met Lily and even chose her for us is comforting.” 

“It’s all I have.” She tipped her head and said, “Well, I have friends. But most of them have no children or their children are older. I’m so glad to have met you, Savannah, and you, Lily,” she said, patting the baby as she swung past her. 

The women had been quiet for a few moments when Mary said, “Savannah, since we’re on the subject, could I share something else with you? I don’t know why I feel like I can open up with you, but it feels good. Women need good friends, don’t you think?”

“Oh yes,” Savannah said. “I don’t know what I’d do without my girlfriends, and that includes my aunt. She and I have a lot of fun together.” She looked at Mary. “What is it you want to share?”

“Well, I don’t quite know what it means, but my deep sadness didn’t actually start when my dad died. I’ve felt it all my life. Of course, I kept it buried as much as I could. I always figured it was my mommy-loss—that I missed my mom or missed having one.”

“You never knew her?” Savannah asked.

“No. She died in childbirth.” She faced Savannah. “It could be mommy-loss, I don’t know…but for as long as I can remember, I’ve felt this underlying sadness as if something crucial to me is missing. Know what I mean?”

“I think so,” Savannah said. “I experienced something that’s maybe similar when Lily was born. It was like I was finally complete. I didn’t know I’d had an empty spot. I didn’t feel like I was missing anything. But when I was carrying her and we were bonding, even before she was born, I felt as if I’d finally found an essential part of myself that had been missing.”

“Then you do know what I’m talking about.”

“I think so—at least to a degree.” She tilted her head and said, “Uh-oh, someone’s getting cranky. Lily didn’t eat much breakfast; she’s probably hungry. Shall we eat?”

 “Yeah, let’s do. Come on Crissy, let’s have some of Papa’s special dish.”


	****


That evening over dinner, Michael asked, “So did Lily have a good time with her new friend? What’s her name?”

	“Crissy. Oh yes, they enjoyed playing with each other’s toys and swinging…”

	“You put her in a swing?”

	“Well, yeah, they have baby swings at most playgrounds now. She loved it.” Savannah dished up a spatula full of lasagna. “The girls didn’t interact very much; they kind of played side by side. It’s interesting to compare Lily with another child her age. It seems that her development is right on track. Although she’s a little more daring than Crissy.”

	“Daring? What did she do?”

	“Oh, you know, she was eager to walk off by herself.”

	“You didn’t let her…”

	Savannah laughed. “No, Michael. You know what it’s like with her. You spend a lot of time chasing after her.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Well, Crissy sat and played more contentedly. She wasn’t quite as busy as Lily is. But they were both very good girls—agreeable. Easy to entertain. You should have seen them when I sang to them—Crissy got a big kick out of, Itsy Bitsy Spider. Very cute.”

	Michael smiled. “So do you think you’ll meet with them again?”

	“Yes. We already have a date set up. She’s coming here next time.” Savannah was silent for a moment, then she said, “You know, there is just something haunting about Mary. I mean, I like her and all, but something about her and her past…well, it…”

	Just then, her phone rang. She looked at Michael. “How does he always seem to know when we’re eating dinner?” She laughed and then took the call. “Hi Craig.”

	“Did I catch you in the middle of dinner?”

	“Oh, no,” she lied.

	“Well, I have a bead on that guy who lived in Maggie’s basement. I think he was Keith Mullen. Ever hear of him?”

	Savannah shook her head. “He used other names over the years, Ken Buchanan, Mike Cullen, but his real name was Keith Mullen.”


	****


It was seven thirty the next morning when Savannah called Margaret. “Auntie, I’m sorry to call so early, but I just had to talk to you.”

	“What is it? Is the baby sick?”

	“Oh no. She’s fine.”

	“How was your playdate yesterday?” Margaret asked.

	“A lot of fun…and that’s sorta what I’m calling about. I talked to Craig last night and he told me the name of the man who used to live in your basement.”

	“Did you know him?”

	“No. Maybe you did—his name was Keith Mullen.”

	“Nooo. I don’t remember that name.”

	“Auntie, what I want to talk to you about is…”

	“Oh, wait. Max needs me out in the cat room. Can I call you back?”

	“Sure. Don’t forget, now.”

	“I won’t forget. I’ll call you in a bit.”

	“Who was that on the phone so early?” Michael asked, entering the kitchen.

	“Auntie,” she said as she placed a platter of French toast on the table. “Want an egg?”

	Michael shook his head. “Just fruit and this great-looking toast with your apricot jam. Do we have any more apricot jam?”

	Savannah chuckled. “Yes, right there at your elbow.” She had just lifted Lily from her high chair and placed her on the floor when her phone rang. “It’s Auntie,” she muttered, putting the phone up to her ear. “Everything okay out in the cattery?”

“Yeah. Max just needed me to hold one of the kittens while he administered some medication. So what’s up?”

	“Well, as I told you, the guy’s name was Keith Mullen, and would you believe…” Just then Savannah heard Lily screech. She spun around, asking Michael, “What’s wrong?”

	“Oh, Buffy slapped her and she didn’t like it. She’s okay,” Michael said as he examined the baby’s hand. “I think she cornered Buffy and the cat gave her a warning slap. I don’t see where any claws got her.” 

	“Ma-ma,” Lily said pitifully through her tears. She reached her little hands out to Savannah.

	“Auntie, can I call you back? We have a situation here.”

	“What happened?” she asked. “I hear Lily crying.”

	“Nothing serious. I think it’s a case of hurt feelings.”

	Once Lily had settled down, Savannah tried the phone call to her aunt once again. “Hi. Let’s hope there are no more interruptions. What I wanted to share with you is that I think baby Crissy’s middle name is Mullen. I’m pretty sure I heard Mary call her Crissy Mullen Rice.”

	“Sooo?” Margaret said.

	“Mary told me she was raised by her dad and her mother died in childbirth. I just wonder…”

	“Wonder what?” Margaret asked impatiently.

	“Well, like I told you, the man whose letter we found, his name was Keith Mullen and Crissy’s middle name is Mullen.”	

“Oh Vannie, you have the wildest imagination. What are the odds of your new friend being the abducted girl he mentioned in his letter?” She paused and added, “You know how when you buy a red convertible, all you notice on the road after that are red convertibles?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

	“Or you start dating a man with a moustache and everywhere you look, there’s a man wearing a moustache,” Margaret continued. “It’s like your mind wakes up to something and that’s all you notice after that.”

	Savannah was quiet for a moment, then she asked, “Do you know if your friend Barbara ever lost a child?”

“What?!” Margaret almost shouted. 

“It’s just that my two new friends, Jenna and Mary, look so much alike. I wondered if…”

“Stop it! Do you know how lame that sounds? No, I’m certain that if she’d had a child taken, I would have heard about it. You are simply jumping to the silliest conclusions, Vannie.” She sighed deeply. “Listen, you were gone yesterday—so maybe you don’t know. We’ve set the day…or I should say night…for the stakeout.”

	“Oh, so the guy returned?” 

	“Yes, dammit. Two of the older cats went out. We found them inside the larger enclosure, but it was obvious they’d been out carousing. You know that big cat with all the fur? She was full of stickers from that old shrub we took out. Is Antonio going to get rid of that for us?”

	“Oh yes. Sorry. I forgot to send him over.”

	“So, can you make it tomorrow night? Dress warm in something dark so you can’t easily be seen.”

	“Uh, yeah, I’m sure I can make it. What time?”

	“Come around eight thirty.”


	****


“You’re going to do what?” Michael asked the following evening over dinner.

	“Try to identify the cat burglar,” she explained.

	“Savannah, Savannah,” he said, blowing out a long breath and shaking his head slowly.

	“What?” she asked innocently, an impish smile on her lips. “I won’t be alone—Iris will be there, Brianna, Colbi, Auntie. Just think of it as a hen party. You know we’re going to be gossiping and carrying on like we always do. The stakeout is simply one element we haven’t done before. It’s just a matter of getting a look at this guy once and for all.”

	“Then you’ll call the sheriff?”

	“Absolutely,” Savannah assured him.


	****


By nine forty-five that night, the five women had taken their places for the unofficial stakeout in the Sheridans’ greenhouse turned cathouse. The wait was excruciating. It wasn’t easy for these women to be in such close proximity and remain silent. Each of them harbored various thoughts, most predominantly:  

Why the hell did I volunteer for this boring job? 

I gotta pee. I gotta pee. Shouldn’t have drunk that whole cup of tea.

That guy better come tonight, ‘cause I’m not doing this again.

And there were more frivolous thoughts:

Oh, I forgot to tell everyone about my latest thrift-store bargain. They’re gonna freak out when they see what I got for $19.95.

I miss my guy—I hope he feels frisky when I get home tonight.

Suddenly everyone froze, their busy minds focusing on the sound of the greenhouse door creaking open. The women saw a beam from a flashlight as the figure, dressed all in black, edged toward the cat pens. When he reached the first one, he placed the light on the floor, and that’s when the women became aware that he had bolt cutters in his hand. He raised them and began to cut the links on one side of the pen when Margaret shouted, “Secure the door, Iris!”

The figure spun around so fast that he dropped the bolt cutters and, being closest to where he stood, Savannah darted out from her hiding place and grabbed them before he could. She tossed them aside and then faced the cloaked figure, trying to decide what to do next. Just then, Margaret came around from behind Savannah and joined her. At the same time, Brianna raced toward them and stumbled, falling on all fours behind the intruder. Before she could get up, he began to retreat from Savannah and Margaret and he fell over Brianna onto the cement floor. 

Savannah and Margaret jumped on him. “You damn creep!” Margaret screeched into his masked face.

Brianna struggled to get up, then joined her sister and their aunt, screaming, “You stepped on my fingers, you clumsy idiot!” 

When Savannah saw that Colbi was frozen in place not knowing what to do, she called out, “Colbi, make the call! Make the call!”  

“I’m calling,” she said, pulling out her phone. “Hello, sheriff,” she said, her voice two octaves higher than usual, “we caught the vandal here at the Sheridan place. Come and get him! Yes, we’re holding him down. Hurry!” She looked down at Margaret. “Hey, what’s your address? They want to know this address.”

“Well, hell,” she said, “35 Cranberry Way. Hurry!” she called out, hoping the dispatcher would hear her.

Just then, the intruder began to kick so hard that his body twisted and Margaret lost her grip. “Hold him!” Savannah shouted. 

“I’m trying,” Brianna said as he twisted away from her. He stood and began swinging wildly at the women. Savannah didn’t have a choice. She had to turn him loose and get out of the way. 

“Iris,” Margaret shouted. “Watch out—coming your way.”

When Iris saw him coming, she darted away from the door, which he easily opened before racing out into the night. 

“What kind of car does he have?” Margaret shouted, as she, Brianna, and Savannah ran outside after him. 

“Where’d he go?” Margaret asked. “Hit the floodlights!” she yelled.

“I’ll do it,” Savannah offered, rushing back inside and flipping the switch. When she rejoined the others outside the greenhouse, she asked, “Did you see which way he went?”

	Brianna pointed. “Toward the highway, but I didn’t hear a car start.”

“Darn it,” Margaret said. “Did anyone get a look at his face? Who was that creep, anyway?”

Everyone shook their head. “He must have had a black mask on under that big hoodie,” Iris said. 

“Or he’s black,” Brianna suggested. “Did anyone see skin?”

Everyone responded, “No.” 

Just then they heard sirens. 

“He got away,” Margaret said sullenly when she saw two officers exit the patrol car, each with a hand on their sidearm. She pointed. “He ran off in that direction.”

“Can you give us a description?” Deputy Ben asked.

Margaret shook her head as if in defeat. “No,” she said, “except to say that he was wearing a cloak-type coat with a hood like the grim reaper. It was probably a costume, actually.”

“Yeah,” Brianna said, “like that cloaked Walking Dead character.”

“I’ll bet that’s Michael,” Savannah said with a slight grin, retrieving her phone from her pocket. “Yes, we’re all just fine, hon. We caught him, but he got away before the sheriff could get here. He ran off toward the highway. No, we didn’t get a good look at him. Still don’t know who it is, but Bri thinks he’s from that Walking Dead show. Yeah. I’ll be home shortly. No worries.”

	“Well, there may be one identifying mark,” Colbi said quietly, once Savannah had ended her call.

	All eyes were on the petite woman.

	“I got him with my diamond file as he ran out the door.”

	“You did?” Margaret said. “Are you sure?”

	“You stabbed him?” Officer Jim asked.

	“Oh no. I was just holding it and he ran into it,” she said innocently.

	Iris raised her hand for a high-five, punctuating it with “sistah!” 

	“All right,” Brianna said. 

	“Where did you—I mean, what part of him ran into it?” Ben asked, grinning a little.

	“His left arm,” she said.

	“Let me see that thing,” Jim said. “Mind if we take it in? There may be evidence left on it.”

	Colbi nodded. “Sure. I have another one.”

	“If we’re lucky,” Jim said, “we’ll be able to identify him. Now ladies,” he spoke more sternly. 

	Margaret cringed a little. “I know, I know.” Her tone accelerated as she continued, “But you guys aren’t doing anything and it’s our livelihood he’s messing with, and those cats’ lives.”

	Jim sighed. “I understand. Truly I do. As you can see, we do take you seriously—we came as soon as we got the call. Maggie, please get a security guard out here, will you? You ladies go back to your homes and stay out of this. Let a professional take care of it.”

	Margaret nodded. The women watched as the officers left in their squad car, then they stepped back into the house to finish their beverages.

	“Hmph,” Brianna said, I thought we did a pretty good job, actually—we caught him, wrestled him down, and stabbed him. I doubt he’ll be back.”

	“Are you sure he’s a man?” Iris asked, adding to her glass of red wine.

	“No,” Margaret said.

	“It’s a woman?” she asked, her eyebrows raised.

	“I don’t know,” Margaret said, deferring to her nieces.

“Well, you should know—you had your hands all over his body,” Iris insisted. “Did he have…”

“Iris!” Savannah said, pouring wine into an empty glass. “We didn’t either have our hands all over his body.”

	“Well, did he have boobs?” she asked, 

	Savannah, Brianna, and Margaret looked at each other. Brianna responded. “Actually, I don’t think so. No, I didn’t feel anything female…or otherwise,” she said laughing.

	“And you, Dr. Brianna, know your anatomy,” Colbi said, placing her cup in the microwave to reheat her tea. She looked at her phone and laughed. “I have a great picture of you three. Check it out. I think I’ll put this on the front page of tomorrow’s newspaper.”

	“Let me see that,” Margaret insisted, setting her wine glass on the kitchen counter. “Oh my Gawd, Colbi. Don’t even think about it. That’s awful. You can practically see my tonsils.”

	Savannah looked over her aunt’s shoulder. “That’s hilarious. You look like some sort of kung-fu guy.”

	“Well, look at you, Ms. Rodeo Queen,” Margaret responded.

	Savannah looked more closely at the phone screen. “Gads, I do look like I’m riding a bull, don’t I? Gross!” She looked at her sister. “Bri, you…” she pointed at the phone screen and began to laugh.

	“What?” Brianna said. “Tell me. Show me…” then she covered her eyes. “No, I don’t think I want to see. What were you doing taking pictures anyway, Colbi?” she asked.

	“For your family album. This ought to at least go on Facebook for your mom and cousins to see,” she said, chuckling. She held her phone out toward Iris. “What do you think?”

	“Oh that’s funny. Yes, definitely, Facebook,” she said doubling over laughing.


	****


The following morning, Margaret called to tell Savannah, “Max is furious about what went down last night.”

	“And you’re surprised about that?” Savannah asked. “He just can’t leave you alone, can he?” she teased.

	“No. I’m glad he found that out. Maybe he won’t go away again and leave me with all the work. One of our volunteers didn’t show up today, so I had an extra load.”

	“How’d you get time to call me?”

	“Can’t a lady take a break?” Margaret asked, sarcastically.

	“When is Max coming home?”

	“Late today.”

	“So what’s up?”

	“Just mulling over what we did last night.” She chuckled. “I have to admit it really was kinda fun, don’t you think?”

	Savannah hesitated. “You are such a rowdy. Fun? I’m sore this morning. I think that guy got me when he started kicking. I have a bruise on my shin.”

	“Is that your only war wound?” Margaret asked. “I had to soak in a hot bath before I could even move this morning, I’m sore all over.”

	“Oh, sorry to hear it.”

	“Yeah, but it was fun while it lasted.”

	“So did you call a security company?” Savannah asked.

	“Not yet. But I will. I will. Hey, I wonder if I could get a job working for that company.”

	“Are you kidding? Do you know what they do most of the time? Walk around, stand around, sit around. There’s rarely a rumble.”

	“Then no thank you. So what are you doing today?”

	“Mary and Crissy, Lily’s new best friend, are coming over. She was going to come later in the week, but things worked out for today and it’s warm enough that the girls can play out on the lawn.”

	“Cool. What time are they coming?”

	“Between eleven thirty and noon, why?”

	“I just thought we’d do a little investigative work this morning.”

	“What kind of investigative work?”

	“You know, search for footprints, fingerprints, blood spatters…things like that.” When Savannah didn’t respond right away, Margaret said, “We might just find a clue as to who was here last night.”

	“I guess I could come over for a few minutes. Is now good? Lily just finished her bath.”

	“Okay, come on over.”

	Savannah arrived to find Margaret kneeling just outside the greenhouse-turned-cathouse door. “Did you find something?” she asked as she removed the baby seat from the car and set it on the porch where Lily could watch them.

	“Yeah, a shoeprint. Come look.”

	“It’s rather nondescript, isn’t it?” Savannah asked. “No clear design on the sole of the shoe.”

“But look how big it is. It must belong to a tall man, don’t you think?”

After eyeing the print left in the mud, Savannah stepped into it with her right foot and smirked at her aunt. “That’s my shoeprint,” she said. “I must have made it when I ran out after the guy last night.”

	“Well, drats!” Margaret spewed. She then pointed. “Is that your blond hair, too?”

	“Where?” Savannah asked.

	“Over there on that tree limb. See that clump of hair?”

	“I see a few strands that may be hair,” Savannah said, examining it more closely. “Nope, not my hair.” She looked at it again. “Too light to be Colbi’s. Do you have any blond volunteers?”

	Margaret shook her head. “Not that shade of blond and not all frizzy like that is.”

	Savannah lowered her brow. “I didn’t see any blond hair on that…intruder last night, did you?”

	Margaret shook her head. “But maybe the hood came off when he ran under that tree branch.” She faced Savannah. “Vannie, I think we’re dealing with a woman, after all.” She then said, “Hey, come on, let’s keep looking for clues.”

	After another few minutes with no additional discoveries, Savannah said, “I’d better go. Mary could arrive any time and I want to put a batch of cookies in the oven.” She turned toward Margaret. “Auntie, why don’t you join us—even if for just a glass of tea or something? I really want you to meet Mary and see if you notice the resemblance. You met Barbara’s daughter Jenna at Lily’s party.” She hesitated, then added, “Well, you actually met Mary, too, but only briefly.”

	“Yes, I don’t remember much about Mary, but Barbara’s daughter is a pretty thing—kinda reminds me of you with those light-green eyes and fair skin, only she’s not as tall, of course. Her little boy’s cute.”

	“Yes, he is. So you’ll come over this afternoon?”

	“Yeah, if I can get away. It’s a busy day and, as I said, we’re short-handed.”

	“What happened to your volunteer—did she call in?”

	“It’s a guy and, no, Sam just didn’t show up—something we don’t tolerate here and it’s not going to look good on his record. We have to keep a daily report for the courts.” She than sucked in a breath and said, “Back to work. Hey, I’ll probably see you later today.”


	****


It was nearly three in the afternoon when Margaret arrived at Savannah’s. Mary was just gathering Crissy’s things and preparing to leave. 

	“Sorry I’m late,” Margaret apologized. “It’s been a hectic day. But I wanted to get over here and meet Lily’s new friend.”

	Mary motioned toward the car seat still in the living room where baby Crissy was sleeping soundly. “I’m afraid she’s pooped.”

	“Lily’s napping, too,” Savannah said. “They had a great time.” When Savannah realized that her aunt was staring at Mary while she continued to pack her carry bag, she hissed, “Auntie.” 

	“Uh…yes, well…” Margaret stammered. She reached her hand out to Mary. “It’s nice to meet you more…formally. Maybe we’ll get to visit next time you come out this way.”

	Mary smiled. After visiting for a few more minutes, with Savannah’s and Margaret’s help, Mary packed her car and drove off.

	“Wow!” Margaret said. “I’m speechless…and, as you know, I’m not usually speechless.”

She raised her eyebrows. “She could be Jenna’s twin—only her hair’s curly and a different shade of red, and she’s thinner. Otherwise—wow!” 

“Yeah,” Savannah said, “Mary told me she had a health emergency earlier this year and lost some weight, which she hasn’t been able to put back on.”

Margaret was quiet for a moment, then said, “I’m going to ask around about Barbara. This is just too weird. Did you ask Mary about her father’s name?”

	“Not really,” Savannah said. “Didn’t want to open a can of worms. It’s so far-fetched—like you said, too much of a coincidence. Besides, do I really want to be the one to insinuate that the man she considered her father may have kidnapped her? Oh no, that’s too touchy.”  She took a breath. “But she did use that middle name again—Mullen. That’s what it is. I asked her about it this time and she said it’s a family name. I just left it at that.” Savannah paused, then asked, “So are you still ready to go check newspapers in nearby cities?”

	Margaret thinned her lips as if in contemplation. “Well, let’s go at it from the other direction, first. Let me do some digging into Barbara’s past. Surely, if she had a child taken, someone close to her would know.”

“Okay. I’ll be eager to find out what you learn. Hey, any news about your cat burglar?”

Margaret shook her head. “But I’ve been thinking about who it could be. I don’t believe I told you that crazy cranky guy came walking by again the other day. I was outside cleaning litter boxes. He came up to me and started making all sorts of accusations about keeping cats in pens with fancy food and water, making them soft so they can’t hunt on their own, taking the cat out of the cat and turning them into worthless creatures. Oh my God, he was on a rampage.”

“Isn’t he a miserable human being?” Savannah said.

“Yeah, well, I wonder if he might be the one visiting us at night trying to give the cats their freedom.”

“But what about the blond hair you found?” Savannah asked.

“Been thinking about that,” Margaret said. “A couple of gals came to the cattery last week looking for a lost cat and they were both blond. One of them probably walked under that branch.”

Savannah was silent for a moment before saying, “Well, if old Mr. Crankyshaw is your burglar, he won’t be bothering you for a while. He’s been arrested for his wife’s murder.”

“Arrested? Murder?” Margaret said, eyes wide.

Savannah nodded. “Yes, Craig called earlier. She died. They still don’t know what killed her, but they suspect some sort of foul play. We’re boarding their dog at the clinic.”

“That poor woman,” Margaret said. “I just wonder what hell he put her through. It never occurred to me he would harm her.” She faced Savannah. “Well, we’ll soon find out if he was our prowler, won’t we?”







Chapter 7

 

It was mid-morning the next day when Savannah received a call from Margaret. “So what did you find out about Barbara, Auntie?”

	“Nothing. A big flat nothing.”

	“What do you think?” Savannah asked, hesitantly. “Are you game to approach her?”

	“And say what? ‘Hi Barbara, tell me, did someone take a daughter of yours thirty years ago?’”

	“If she isn’t her daughter, no problem,” Savannah reasoned. “We simply made a mistake. But if she is, don’t you think Barbara would want to know? I’m certain that Jenna would love to have her sister back.”

“Have her sister back?” Margaret said. “Did she tell you she had a sister?”

“No,” Savannah said, “but she told me about a dream where she has a sister, then the dream turns dark and her sister disappears.”

	“Really?” Margaret was silent, then said, “Okay, wanna go with me to see Barbara? I’ll call to find out if this is a good time. I don’t think she has any children at the day care on Thursdays.”


	****


An hour later, Savannah drove into the Sheridans’ driveway and greeted her aunt. “I forgot to tell you, Vannie,” Margaret said as she stepped into the SUV, “guess who I saw at the market yesterday.”

	“Who?”

	“That blond floozy, wannabe cat rescue woman.”

	“Who?”

	“You know, Sandra Swanson…the gal who caused a ruckus at our meeting a while back.”

	“Oh yes, one of the suspects in your cat burglar conundrum. Did you talk to her?”

	Margaret nodded. “Yeah, actually, she seemed overly friendly…told me all about her new facility…even said she wants to join the Hammond Cat Alliance…that phony.”

	“You didn’t believe her?” Savannah asked.

	“Not really.” Margaret turned toward Savannah and narrowed her eyes. “Vannie, she just seemed too icky sweet.” She shook her head. “No, I don’t trust her as far as I can throw her.” She chuckled and added, “…which wouldn’t be very far. She’s a big woman.”

	“Big?” Savannah questioned. “I remember her being tall, not particularly big, though.” She glanced at her aunt. “Did you tell her what’s been going on at your place?”

	“No, but I did quiz her a little,” she said smiling.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Oh, I asked a few questions about how her operation works, where she gets her cats, her adoption process.”

	“And what did you find out?” Savannah asked.

	Margaret slumped a little in her seat. “Nothing, really.” She sat straight when adding, “But I still consider her a possible suspect. She’s one shady character, if you ask me. Yeah, I could see her wearing that get-up and trying to create havoc at my place.”

Savannah thinned her lips and shook her head. Within a few minutes, the two of them stood on Barbara’s front doorstep. Lily was in her mother’s arms. Barbara greeted them warmly. “How nice of you to stop by. When you said you were coming, I put on some water for tea. Would you like a cup?”

	“Sounds nice, yes,” Margaret said.

	“Come into the kitchen, I’m frosting a cake for the church social. You and Max are going this evening, aren’t you?” she asked over her shoulder.

	Margaret nodded. “Yes. Vannie and her husband belong to the church, too—but we don’t see them there very often.”

	“Really?” Barbara said. She turned to Savannah. “I don’t recall seeing you there at all.”

	“I’m usually listening from the nursery. We plan to attend more often once Lily’s a little older.”

	“What’s Max making for the social?” Barbara asked “I always try to get some of his baked goods. He’s a fabulous cook and baker. Often someone who can cook can’t bake all that well. It seems to require a different mindset and skills, don’t you think?”

	Margaret and Savannah nodded.

	“Well, Barbara, you are a wonderful baker and you must enjoy it,” Margaret said. “When I see you in the market, your cart’s always filled with baking essentials—flour, spices, sugar…”

	“I do love to bake,” she said. She giggled. “…and to eat all those goodies.” Barbara continued to chatter on about some of the baked goods she’d enjoyed at past church socials, some of the people who attended and so forth, while Margaret and Savannah remained relatively quiet. 

	Finally, Margaret said, “Barbara, can you sit down for a minute? I have something I want to ask you.”

	“Sure, Maggie. What is it?” she said, wiping her hands on her apron and easing into a kitchen chair. “Is something wrong?”

	“I don’t know. Something just might be right. Barbara.” Margaret hesitated for a moment. “Now, you left Hammond for a while after you married, didn’t you?”

	“Yes. My husband got a job as manager at a large factory over in Stratton and we lived there for several years. We returned to Hammond when Jenna was ten.”

Margaret looked at Savannah and then at Barbara. Finally she said, “Barbara, I’m sorry I’ve got to ask; did you have a little girl who went missing?”

	Barbara gasped. Took in a deep breath and stared across at Margaret and Savannah. She shook her head and said quietly, “No. What makes you ask such a question? No,” she said defensively. “I have just the one child. You know Jenna. She’s my only child.” She stood and began puttering again. “Why would you ask this, anyway?”

 	When Margaret looked at her niece pleadingly, Savannah said, “I have a new friend who looks an awful lot like Jenna. Her name’s Mary. We thought maybe…”

	Barbara faced Savannah and peered at her for a moment. She then turned away, saying, “You’re mistaken.”

	Margaret nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s just that…well, we believe this woman may have been abducted as a child, but she doesn’t know it. When we saw how much she looks like your daughter, we thought…”

	Barbara spun around and stared at the two women, finally saying, “Well, you thought wrong.” She stood silently for a moment, then said, “I’d really better get this cake finished. I have other things to do. If you don’t mind…”

	Promptly standing up, Margaret said, “Yes, we need to get going.” She looked at Barbara and started to reach out to apologize, but the woman walked hastily past her, leading them toward the front door. She opened it, stepped back, and said sweetly, “Thank you both for coming by. Savannah, I hope to see you at church soon…and do bring Lily over to play with the children again sometime.”


	****


“Wow!” Margaret said, once the two women were seated in Savannah’s SUV. “That was intense.”

	Savannah stared at the steering wheel. She took a breath through pursed lips. “Yes, I kind of wish we hadn’t done that. Talk about a can of worms.” She looked at her aunt. “We definitely hit a nerve with her, didn’t we? She was nervous as a cat.”

	Margaret nodded. “Yes, something’s not right. If she didn’t lose a daughter, why would she act that way? If she did, why would she not want to know about Mary?” She looked Savannah in the eyes. “Okay, I’m hooked.”

	“What do you mean?” Savannah asked as she started the car and pulled away from the curb.

	“I want to pursue the mystery. Let’s go to Stratton and see what we can learn about a possible abduction, shall we?”

	“Now?”

	“Why not?” Margaret asked.

	“Uh, well…” Savannah hedged. “Let me see what Iris is doing today. If she can watch Lily, yeah, I could go today.”


	****


An hour later, Savannah and Margaret were on the road to Stratton. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Margaret asked.

	Savannah glanced at her aunt. “Having second thoughts?”

	She nodded. “How about you?”

Savannah sighed. “I’m not sure this is a good idea, either. But, knowing what we know—or what we think we know—I can’t imagine not doing it.” Then, changing the subject, she asked, “So things have been quiet around your place since you hired the nighttime guard?” 

	“Yes, and since our weird neighbor was put in jail.” Margaret faced Savannah and said sternly, “I just imagine it was him—you know how he hates seeing us lock up and harness our cats.”

	“He’s crazy, all right, but do you think he’d actually sneak over to your place in that get-up at night and bother the cats? And do you think he actually killed his wife?”

	“Hard to tell what someone as crazy as he is would do,” Margaret said. She began giggling.

	“What?” Savannah asked.

	“Well, I just wonder how all of us women could have let that worm squirm out of our grip that night.”

	“If it was him, he’s wiry, that’s for sure,” Savannah agreed. “He can run pretty fast, too. Only…”

	“Only what?” Margaret asked.

	“Where was that cane he carries when he walks past here with his dog?”

	“Could be that it’s not a cane, but a weapon to keep coyotes away from his poodle.”

	“Yeah, as gruff as he is, I think he actually likes Princess.”

 “Is that her name? She seems like a nice dog.”

	“Yes, I wonder what will happen to her if he’s put in prison,” Savannah said.

	“Lexie would probably like to have a pal. After all, the cats outnumber the dogs in your family.”

	“I don’t think we want to go there,” Savannah said, smirking playfully at her aunt. “We’re not in the market for any more pets.”	 

An hour or so later, the two women walked into the Stratton Library. Margaret pointed. “There are the old newspapers. What time span are we looking for?”

	“Well, Jenna is a year younger than me—born in 1982.”

“Do you know Mary’s birth date?” Margaret asked.

“Yeah,” Savannah said, frowning. “She says she was born May tenth.”

Margaret looked at Savannah. “What’s Jenna’s birth date?”

“June fifth,” Savannah said, quietly.

Margaret took in a deep breath and exhaled. “So what the hell are we doing here, Vannie? They don’t even have the same birthday.”

Savannah shrugged. “Maybe they aren’t twins. Maybe they were born a year apart.” 

“Or maybe we’ve got it all wrong,” Margaret said, gritting her teeth. “Vannie,” she said sternly, “I don’t have time for a wild-goose chase. Are you sure…”

“I’m not sure about anything, Auntie, except that, in my mind, there’s enough evidence to continue this pursuit.” In a take-charge manner, she said, “Now, for someone to not remember being taken, they would have to be under two, don’t you think?” 

	Margaret peered at her niece impatiently for a moment, then said, “Okay, we’re here. Let’s see what we can find.” She then responded to Savannah’s question. “Yeah, two or three, maybe. Do you have any memories of when you were three?”

	“Yeah, I think so—or else I just remember what I’ve been told.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure. Anyway, we probably want to look in newspapers from 1982 through 1985.”

	The two women scoured through newspapers for nearly two hours before Savannah said, “Bingo!” she quickly put her hand over her mouth, realizing she’d spoken too loudly for the library environment.

	“What did you find?” Margaret asked quietly.

	“Twin daughter of Barbara and Allan Bryant disappears. Neighborhood combed. The toddler, age nineteen months, was playing in the front yard with her sister when their mother stepped inside the house to grab a towel. At first they thought the child had wandered off. It says the gate was open.” Savannah looked at her aunt. “How horrible for that family.”

	“Why did Barbara deny it? That’s what I want to know,” Margaret said.

	“Guilt, perhaps? Who knows?”

	“Doesn’t she want to find her child?”

	Savannah said, “This might be the answer right here. In a subsequent article, it says that the family has been bombarded by look-alike child spottings. Maybe they didn’t want another false alarm. Look at this baby picture. She sure looks a lot like Bradley, doesn’t she—with all that curly red hair?”

	“Okay,” Margaret said. “What should we do with this information now that we’ve got it? Confront poor Barbara again?”

	Savannah thought for a moment. “Maybe show it to Jenna.” She stared off into space, then said slowly, “There’s someone else who’s going to be shocked by the truth and may find it hard to digest.”

	“Who’s that, Vannie?”

	“My friend, Mary—the one who thinks the man who raised her was her father.”

	“And maybe he was, kiddo. Remember, the girls don’t even have the same birth date. We could be totally barking up the wrong tree.”


	****


“So you gals are actually going to get involved in this family’s private business?” Michael questioned as he sipped his coffee the next morning.

	“Hey, those people need to know what we learned about their daughter, and Mary should have the opportunity to know her family,” Savannah insisted.

	“If that is her family. Savannah, all you know is that Barbara’s and Allan’s daughter was kidnapped. What proof do you have that Mary is their child?”

	“Oh, Michael,” she said, “we have almost positive proof.”

“Almost?” he challenged. “You said the girls don’t even have the same birth date.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I’ve been thinking about that, actually. If the man who took Mary didn’t know the family, he wouldn’t know when her birthday was. It’s like finding a kitten. You sometimes have to guess what day it was born. Also, as you know, the man who confessed to abducting a child has been identified as Keith Mullen. Mary said that Crissy’s middle name—Mullen—is a family name. She’s been told that her mother died at birth and you saw how much she resembles Jenna. What more proof do we need?” 

	“Well, it’s not conclusive, Savannah. You’re still dealing with some loose ends.”

“Which will be tied into a perfect bow once we introduce Mary to her family,” Savannah insisted.

Michael ran his hand through his hair and said, frowning, “I really don’t like that you’re doing this without Craig’s okay.”

	“Doing what?” she asked, being coy. “…visiting friends and bringing them some news they may want to hear?”

	Michael shook his head. “Okay, okay. I just hope you know what you’re doing.” He then said, “By the way, Mr. Crankshaw is out of jail. He came and got his dog.”

	“Oh really?” Savannah said. “Do they have the autopsy report back?”

	“Don’t know. He’s out on bail; I don’t think he’s completely in the clear. He sure seemed edgy when I saw him at the clinic.”

	Savannah chuckled. “More so than usual?”

	He nodded. “Yeah, actually.” He focused on Savannah as she finished feeding Lily and asked, “So what time are you and your aunt doing the deed?”

Savannah smirked light-heartedly in his direction. “She’s picking me up around ten.” She turned to face Michael. “So what do you and Lily have planned for this morning?”

	“Oh, since it’s raining, I guess we’ll play inside. I’ve been wanting to organize all her new her toys—maybe we can make it a daddy-daughter project.”

	Savannah grinned. “Good luck with that.”

	“Why?”

	“It’s just that usually when I want to take care of a chore, she has her own agenda. If I’m putting things away, she takes them out. If I’m taking them out, she scatters them around the house. Then you have Rags and Buffy to deal with. Rags finds every excuse to be in the way and Buffy crawls into boxes and drawers when you’re not looking and you sometimes close her in. One day last week, she didn’t show up for lunch—she always joins Lily for lunch. I went looking for her and finally found her closed up in a box of my summer clothes that I had packed to store upstairs.”

	“Poor Buffy,” Michael said, reaching down and scratching the cat behind one ear. “Was she crying to get out?”

	“No, she just stays put until someone happens to find her, then she looks at you like, ‘What took you so long?’”

	“Okay, you convinced me,” Michael said with a sigh. “I think Lily and I will do some reading this morning. We shouldn’t lose any cats or trip over any cats while pursuing that calm, quiet activity.”


	****


 “Are you ready for this?” Margaret asked as Savannah climbed into the passenger side of her aunt’s Jeep Liberty.

	“As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.

	“Where’s the baby?”

	“She and Michael are going to do some reading.”

	“Where are we meeting Jenna?” Margaret asked, pulling out of the driveway.

	“She invited us to her home—out on the bluff overlooking the meadows. It’s on Beechnut. Are you familiar with that area?”

	“Oh yes, I’ve been up there corralling cats a time or two.”

	“One thirty-five…right here with the topiary dinosaur out front. Cute,” Savannah said, smiling. She then said, “Oh, there’s Jenna and Bradley. They must have been for a walk.” She looked around. “Nice area to walk in. Hi,” Savannah called as she climbed out of the car.

	“Hi,” Jenna said. “Nice to see you two. Come in. Can I get you a cup of tea, soda, coffee?”

	Margaret stepped into the house behind Jenna and Bradley. “How about coffee?”

	“I’ll have tea, if it’s no trouble,” Savannah said.

	“No,” Jenna said, placing her son on the floor and pulling off his jacket. “It’s a might chilly out this morning.”

	Margaret shivered. “You got that right. At least it stopped raining. The weather is confusing lately.”

	“Confusing?” Savannah asked.

	“Yes, warm enough for a light windbreaker one day and chilly to the bone on the next.”

	Once the two women were seated at the kitchen table sipping their beverages, Jenna brought out a plate of chocolate-chip cookies and joined them.

	“Yum,” Margaret said. “They look good.”

	All three women glanced at Bradley when he began to fuss. “I think I’ll put him down,” Jenna said, lifting him off the floor. “He’s been a little cranky; maybe he’d like a nap. I’ll be right back.” 

	When she returned, she said, “He zonked out almost immediately. Thank heavens for the binky.”

“Binky?” Margaret asked, looking confused.

“Pacifier,” Savannah explained. The room was quiet for a few moments, then Savannah said, “Jenna, did your mom tell you we came by to see her yesterday?”

	Jenna shook her head slowly, lowering her brow. “No, she didn’t.”

	Savannah glanced at Margaret, a puzzled look on her face, then asked Jenna, “So she didn’t say anything to you?”

	“No.” Jenna looked from one to the other. “What’s this about, anyway? Is something wrong? You seem all mysterious.”

	“Nothing’s wrong,” Savannah insisted. “We hope to make things right again, actually.”	“Now don’t jump the gun, there, Vannie,” Margaret suggested. 

	“Okay,” she said, looking down at the copy of the newspaper article she’d pulled out of her jacket pocket. She took a deep breath and handed it to Jenna.

	“What is this?” she asked.

	“It’s an article published in the Stratton Daily Times in 1984 about your twin sister’s abduction.”

	“What?” Jenna said, standing abruptly. 

“Read it,” Savannah suggested gently.

The two guests sat quietly, watching Jenna’s expression as she read the newspaper story.

Suddenly, she eased into a kitchen chair. “My God. It’s true. I did have a sister.” Her eyes welled with tears and her voice cracked. “It isn’t just a dream; it’s true.” When she looked up, the others could see the tears streaming down her cheeks. “But why?” she asked. “Why did my parents keep this from me? Why?”

Savannah stood and walked behind Jenna, putting her hands on her shoulders. 

“I don’t know whether to be angry or thrilled,” she said sobbing. “A twin sister. I can’t believe it. My gosh,” she said, standing and pacing, “I wonder if there’s any way we could find her…I mean with the Internet and all.”

She swiped at her eyes with her sleeve, saying, “This changes everything…my history, my future…everything.” She looked at the other women. “I must confront my parents. It was unfair of them to keep this from me—what in the hell were they thinking?” She shook her head slowly. “What was the point in keeping this a secret? I don’t get it.” Suddenly, she stood rigid and spoke quietly. “Is she dead? Do you know? Was she killed?”

“I don’t think so,” Savannah said. “In fact I want you to know that we may have located your sister.” 

“What?” she asked, straightening her posture, her eyes wide. “Where? Where is she? I want to see her. Take me to her.”

	Savannah put her hand on Jenna’s arm. “She doesn’t know what happened to her all those years ago. She believes that her abductor, who raised her, was her father. Like you, she doesn’t know what happened thirty years ago.” She spoke more softly now. “And like you, Jenna, she has a definite sense that something is missing from her life. I believe it’s your bond. The bond the two of you shared so intimately in the womb and then for nearly two years of your life. That must be one strong bond.”

	Jenna began sobbing again. She then looked at the picture of her sister in the paper and said, “Alicia. Her name is Alicia.” She held the article to her and fought back another barrage of emotion. Just then they heard Bradley fussing in the other room.

	“Oh, nap time’s over,” she said, dabbing at her eyes. “That was short.”

“I’ll get him,” Savannah offered, “if you don’t think I’ll scare him.”

	“Thanks,” Jenna said. She handed Savannah a stuffed bear. “Here, take Mr. Teddy.”	In a few moments, Savannah returned with a dry-diapered toddler hugging his favorite bear toy. When he saw his mommy, he held out his arms and she took him and hugged him to her. “Let me fill his sippy cup, then I need to go talk to my parents.”

She gazed at Margaret and Savannah. “Would you go with me? I just don’t think I can do this on my own.” She straightened her posture. “What if they deny it? Obviously, they’re in denial, but why? Why did they keep this from me, of all people?”


	****


“Alicia…” Allan Bryant said, attempting to hold his emotions in check. His voice cracked. “You found Alicia?”

	“I think so,” Savannah said. She glanced at Barbara, who sat with the article on her lap, weeping into a handkerchief. 

	“Mother, why didn’t you tell me?” Jenna asked. “You have my picture all over this house and not one picture of my sister. Why? Why did you keep her from me? Why did you want to forget her?”

	“Don’t be too hard on your mother,” Allan said, gently. “It was rougher than you can possibly imagine and she didn’t do well under the stress of it all.” He took a deep breath. “There were sightings, false hope, constant questions…it was more than we could take. When we were convinced she wasn’t coming home, we buried Alicia’s memory and tried to forget.” He rested his hands on his daughter’s shoulders. “We especially didn’t want you to be hurt by all of this. We felt we…had to make a choice. Alicia was gone—we decided to sacrifice her memory for your life.  We thought it best that you didn’t know. You couldn’t miss someone you didn’t know existed.”

	Jenna took a defiant stance. “Oh, Dad, you are so wrong. I’ve missed her every day of my life. I just didn’t know who it was that I missed so much—why there was such an empty spot in my heart.”

	Allan looked into his daughter’s face and he began to weep. He pulled Jenna to him, held her tightly, and said into her hair, “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I had no idea.”

	Suddenly, Barbara stood. Straight-faced and stoic, she said in a monotone, “Does it never end? Yes, now you know, Jenna. Savannah and Maggie know, but what does that change, except only to cause more heartache for more people?”

	“Wait,” Savannah said. “As I told your husband, we think we’ve found your daughter.”

	Barbara’s eyes lit up and then the light was quickly extinguished. “False hope. That’s all we’ve had is false hope. No, Savannah. No! No! No! I do not want to meet this girl.”

	“Please, Mama,” Jenna said. 

	Savannah hesitated before saying, “I have a picture. Would you like to see her picture?”

	All three Bryants stared at Savannah. They glanced at one another. Choking up, Jenna said, “Yes.” Allan nodded. Barbara turned her back and remained silent.	

	Savannah quickly located the picture on her phone and handed it to Jenna, who burst into tears. She ran her fingers over the image and then handed the phone to her father.

“Alicia,” he said. “She’s thin, but I’d know her anywhere.” He turned to his wife, “Honey, please look,” he said, holding the phone toward her.

The distraught woman held her breath for a moment, then let it out. She walked closer to her husband and peered at the screen on the phone he held. She gulped air and then finally broke down crying. Once she’d gained some control of her emotions, she said, “Okay.”

	“Okay?” Jenna repeated in a questioning tone. 

	“Okay, bring her to me and let me decide.”

	





Chapter 8

 

“I’m so glad you could come on short notice,” Savannah said, ushering Mary and Crissy into her living room the next day.

“I appreciate the invitation—I hate it when Mark works the weekends.” She placed Crissy on the floor and glanced up at Savannah. “I do want to be home before dark, though.”

“No problem.”

“Where’s your husband?” Mary asked, glancing around the room.

“He had an emergency at the clinic, actually. He should be back shortly. Would you like a cup of cocoa or tea? What sounds good?”

 “Oh, the cocoa sounds wonderful,” Mary said, smiling, as she removed Crissy’s plush pink jacket.

“Come on into the dining room, I have cookies in the oven,” Savannah invited. She picked up Lily and placed her on a quilt on the dining room floor. “Here are your toys, baby girl; now share with Crissy.” She addressed Mary, “Sit there at the table with the girls, if you like, I’ll bring it in.”

 Mary started to sit down when she noticed Rags on the buffet. “Savannah,” she called, “Rags is digging in your purse.” 

Savannah walked to the doorway between the kitchen and dining room and peered in at him. She started to reach for Rags and lift him off the buffet, when she suddenly remembered something. “Oh, the cookies. I think they’re burning.”

“Were they burned?” Mary asked, when Savannah returned with a plate of cookies. “They smell wonderful.”

“Just a little scorched. I think they’re all right.” She then looked at the buffet and noticed that Rags had moved on, so she started to head back into the kitchen.

“Here, I want you to have this,” Mary said, handing her something. 

“Oh, those pictures of the kids. How sweet. Thank you.” Savannah studied the gift. “This frame is adorable, where did you find it?”

“I made it.”

“That’s right, you’re an amazing artist.” Savannah said almost breathlessly. “Do you sell your art?”

Mary nodded. “Yeah, I take my paintings to juried shows and set up booths at community events.”

“Gosh, thank you, Mary,” Savannah said hugging her. “I will treasure this—for the adorable photo and also the gorgeous frame.”

Once Savannah had poured the cocoa, she joined Mary at the table. “Now what’s he doing?” Savannah asked, when she noticed Rags sitting on the floor in front of Mary and staring up at her. 

Mary looked down and petted the cat, then said, “It looks like he brought me something.” She leaned over and picked up a fine gold chain with a tiny locket hanging from it. “Well, isn’t this precious?” she said, holding it up for Savannah to see. “Is it Lily’s baby locket?”

When Savannah saw what Mary held, she took in a sharp breath. “Oh my gosh. I’d forgotten about that.”  She struggled with what to reveal…what to say…when suddenly it became unnecessary. 

“It’s mine,” Mary said in a strained voice. “Where did you…? How did he...?” She glanced around, her brow knitted. She seemed weak. “Where did this come from? Savannah, what’s going on?”

	“It’s yours?” Savannah asked. “Are you sure?”

	“Yes,” Mary whispered. She then explained, “My father gave it to me when I was a baby. The A on it, he said, stands for Angel. I was his little angel.” She held it to her chest, tears welling in her eyes. “Isn’t that sweet?”

	“Yes,” Savannah said.

	Mary wiped her eyes and turned the locket over. “He etched an M in the back of it for Mary,” she said, running her hand over the faint engraving.

	Just then Crissy crawled to her mother and stood, wanting to be picked up. Mary lifted her onto her lap and proceeded to clasp the necklace around the baby’s neck. “There you are, Crissy, Mommy’s little angel.” She turned toward Savannah again. “Where, in heaven’s name did he find it? How did Rags get his paws on my baby necklace? It used to be in my room, hanging over my baby picture. I haven’t seen it since before Mark and I got married. I looked all over for it when Crissy was born.”

	“Mary, when was the last time you saw your dad?” she asked. “Do you know where he was living when he died?”

	“Yeah, actually, he was living somewhere here in Hammond.” She pressed her lips together before saying, “He didn’t want me to visit. I was in college and he came to see me a few times, but I never saw where he lived when he was here. He was kind of sick by then and I…guess he didn’t want me to see him at his worst—didn’t want to burden me.” 

	Savannah stood and opened a drawer in the buffet. She knelt near Mary and put her hand on her knee. “Your locket was with this letter,” she said, handing it to Mary. “This is a copy of a letter presumably written by your…father. The police have the original.”

	Mary frowned, slowly opened the letter, and began to read. After a few moments, she asked, “What does this mean? It’s not signed. How do you know…?” She helped Crissy down to the floor and the baby toddled off toward Lily. Mary slumped in her chair. “Kidnapped? How could that be?” She tossed the letter on the table in front of her and stiffened. “No,” she said defiantly. “I don’t believe it!” After sitting quietly for a few minutes, however, she said, “Well, it does answer some questions for me…but…oh my God, Savannah, do you know what this means?” Before Savannah could respond, Mary said, “My whole life has been a lie. Who am I?” she asked, weakly.

	“Who are you?” Savannah said. “You’re the same beautiful woman you have always been. Nothing can change that, Mary.” She then said gently, “When you’re ready, I want you to read this newspaper story.”

	The woman looked at Savannah and blinked. She glanced at her daughter, who was sitting on the floor with Lily, playing with a musical toy. “What is this?” she asked hesitantly, taking the article from Savannah. 

“Just read it,” Savannah urged. “It will explain a lot.”

Mary fought to hold back a flow of tears, took a deep breath, and began to read the article. When she finished, she dropped her hands into her lap and stared down, a blank look on her face.

	“Mary, I recently met the Bryants. Their daughter…your sister…and I have become friends.”

	After taking a ragged breath, Mary said, “I remember you telling me you knew someone who looked like me. Did you know about this then?”

	“Oh no. It all came to light within the last few days, actually.” She hesitated before asking, “Would you like to meet your family?”

	“Uh, gads, that’s a tough one, Savannah. I mean, can you imagine what it would be like to suddenly learn that you are not who you thought you were—that your real family is made up of strangers and the man you called ‘Daddy’ was a criminal?”

	Savannah shook her head slowly. “No. I cannot imagine it. But can you imagine going through the rest of your life without knowing your birth family? It isn’t as if they abandoned you. They loved you and still do.”

	Mary shook her head. She stood and moved across the room. “Hell, I thought I knew my family—my father.” She turned abruptly to face Savannah. “My life was going along just fine until you decided to drop this bombshell.” She pressed her lips together and shook her head angrily. “Why, Savannah? Why did you find it necessary to interfere? I was okay until you did this to me.”

“Were you, Mary? What about that nagging feeling you get—that piece of you that’s missing? Don’t you want to find out what that’s all about? Don’t you want to know?”

	Mary sat down and looked at the article again. “This sure looks a lot like the baby pictures I have at home, only I’m older. The earliest picture I’d ever seen of myself was taken when I was around two.” She put her hands up to her mouth. “My God,” she said, shaking her head slowly and sobbing. 

When Savannah noticed the toddlers wandering toward the kitchen after Buffy, she rushed to intervene. Taking both girls by the hand, she walked them back to the dining room and enticed them with some of the toys. She heard Mary say in a croaky voice, “I may be damned if I do and damned if I don’t.” She raised her eyes to meet Savannah’s. “I guess I really should at least meet them and see for myself. I…can’t go through the rest of my life knowing, yet not really knowing. Okay, Savannah,” she said, “I’ll meet them. But what if…?”

	“I can’t answer any of your what ifs, Mary; you know that. I can’t make any promises. But I agree, you should find out. This may just be the opportunity of a lifetime for you and for Crissy.”

	“Yes, Crissy,” she said, softly. “If there’s someone out there who loves us, I shouldn’t deprive her, should I?”

	Savannah shook her head. “Go wash your face, Mary, and let’s take a ride, shall we? I think I heard Michael pull up. He can feed Lily and put her down for her nap.”  		


	****


Thirty minutes had passed by the time Savannah parked her SUV in front of the Bryant home. 

	“Do they know we’re coming?” Mary asked.

	Savannah nodded. “Your sister does.”

	Mary stared at the house for a moment, then eased out of the car, opened the back passenger door, and released the restraints on Crissy’s car seat. She smoothed down the child’s curly brown hair and said, “Well, baby girl, this could be a life-changer.” Mary then took Crissy in her arms and walked slowly behind Savannah toward the house. 

Savannah’s knock was answered immediately. “Come in,” Jenna said. When she glanced past Savannah and locked eyes with Mary, she saw herself staring back at her. “Hi,” she said rather breathlessly, as she held the door open for them. “I’m Jenna.” 

Neither young woman could keep her eyes off the other. Finally, Jenna burst into tears and rushed to hug Mary. “It really is you…the sister I’ve dreamed about.”

	“My God,” Mary said, pulling back from their eager embrace, “I think I’m dreaming now. You look…we look…oh my God, could it be?” 

Savannah reached for Crissy. As the two young women embraced, then stepped back to stare at one another again. Both of them crying tears of joy, Mary said, “You’ve highlighted your hair. I like it.”

	“Yes,” Jenna said, studying her sister’s hair, “but I was thinking of going darker like you. I like that, too.” She laughed and said, “We have the same cowlick.”

	Mary put her hand up to her forehead. “Yes, does it drive you crazy?”

	“Uh-huh. Hey, am I the only one who got freckles?” Jenna asked.

	“Oh no,” Mary said laughing, “I’m wearing makeup to hide mine.”

	The two women hugged again and then Jenna said through her tears. “Come in and meet the folks. They’re waiting for you.” She leaned toward Mary. “Mom’s having a hard time with this—can’t bring herself to believe it. Please don’t be offended if she isn’t…”

	Just then, Allan stepped into the doorway. He stared at both women as they walked toward him, their arms looped together, and he couldn’t hold back his emotion. “Ali,” he said, reaching out for her.

Mary hesitated, then moved forward into his embrace.

	He pulled back and said. “Seeing you two together again…it’s a miracle.” 

“This is our dad,” Jenna said, smiling through happy tears.

Mary looked suspiciously at him. “What did you call me?”

“Ali.” He hesitated, then said, “Your name is Alicia.”

Mary put her hands over her mouth. “That’s right—I saw that in the newspaper article.”

When she began to choke up, she said, “I’m sorry. This is all so…overwhelming.” 

“I know,” Allan said, putting his arm tightly around Mary. “Come in, there’s someone else you need to meet.”

As the trio entered the playroom, Savannah hung back with Crissy. She carried the baby to the large box of toys and engaged her in play. In the meantime, the other three walked slowly toward Barbara, who sat on the sofa staring down at her hands. 

“Barbara,” Allan said gently, “Ali’s back.” 

Barbara shook her head, refusing to look up.

Jenna spoke excitedly. “Mama, this is my sister. I know she is. Look at her, Mama.”

When Barbara still didn’t respond, Mary knelt in front of the older woman. “I’m frightened, too. Please look at me and tell me whether or not it’s true.”

Barbara raised her eyes ever so slowly. When she looked into Mary’s face, she gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. “There’ve been so many disappointments,” she said. “I can’t bear another one.” 

Choking up, Mary stood and turned away. She picked up her daughter and held her tightly as Jenna led them to a chair across the room. Jenna sat down next to them. “She’s beautiful,” Jenna said, reaching out and running her hand along Crissy’s face. Suddenly, something caught her eye. She touched the locket hanging around the baby’s neck and her eyes welled up. She looked at Mary and asked quietly, “Where did you get this?”

Mary said, “Uh, Savannah gave it to me this morning. She said…”

When Mary hesitated, Savannah explained, “It was in the envelope with the letter from the man who claimed he…abducted a child.”

“…and I remember it hanging on the frame with one of my baby pictures all throughout my childhood. In fact, I was wearing it in the picture—I think I was around two then. My…father told me he had bought it for me.”

Jenna’s eyes lit up. “Wait here,” she said, disappearing into a hallway. When she returned, she opened her hand, displaying an identical locket. “Mine has a J on it,” she said. “Yours has an A. Did you notice that? The A is for Alicia.” Jenna reached out for Crissy. “May I?” she asked.

Mary nodded. 

Jenna carried the baby to her mother and said, “Look Mama, she’s wearing my twin sister’s locket.”

Barbara glanced across the room at Mary, then examined the locket. She then took the baby from Jenna, held her close, and began weeping. “She was wearing it when…” she murmured. She kissed Crissy’s cheek then handed her to Jenna. Standing now, she walked slowly toward Mary, wiping at her eyes. Taking a breath, she held her hands out. Mary promptly stood and Barbara embraced her, saying, “You’re finally home. Oh my God, after all these years, my family is complete again.” She reached out for her husband and he joined them in the hug. Jenna, tears in her eyes as well, joined them with Crissy and fell into the embrace, all of them weeping long-time-coming tears of joy.

When they pulled back from one another, Barbara dabbed at her eyes with her apron and said, “Can I get anyone a cup of tea?” Without waiting for a response, she asked, “Girls would you like to help me?”

Mary looked from Barbara to Jenna and said, “Sure,” as she headed off arm-in-arm with her sister and her mother.

Savannah blotted around her eyes with a tissue, and glanced up at Allan, who was rubbing his palms into his eyes. “Thank you, Savannah,” he said, reaching out and pulling her to him in a big bear hug. “This means the world to our family.”

She shook her head. “I just happened to be at the right place at the right time.”

“I don’t care how you explain it, I’m most grateful.”

“Allan,” Barbara called out as the trio returned with trays of tea and cookies, “Ali…I mean Mary…bakes. She has my baking gene.”

“Cool,” he said, smiling.

“And she has your aversion to flavored teas,” Jenna said, chuckling. 

Everyone laughed and Allan said quietly, “We have a lot to learn about each other, don’t we?”

“Maybe you do, but I know my sister inside and out,” Jenna said, sitting down on the sofa. “I can’t wait to share all of those sister things I’ve thought about for all these years.”

“Like piercings and tats?” Allan said, grinning.

Mary, who sat in an over-stuffed chair at Jenna’s left with Crissy on her lap, wrinkled her nose. At the same time, Jenna wrinkled hers. “I hate them,” the two women said in unison, causing an uproarious round of laughter.

“You two even have the same mannerisms,” Savannah said in disbelief. “I didn’t notice that before.” 

Almost giddy now, Jenna said, “What about your choice in men?”

“Huh?” Mary asked, a surprised look on her face. She smiled coyly and said, “Well, my hubby is a hunk…tall, built…and good looking.”

“Do you have a picture?” Jenna asked.

Mary nodded and pulled her phone out of her jeans pocket. 

Jenna took one look at it and said, “You’re not going to believe this.”

“What?” Mary asked, her eyes dancing.

Jenna walked across the room and dug her phone out of her purse, pushed a few buttons, then turned it toward Mary, saying, “This is Cole, my husband.”

Mary put her hands up to her mouth. “My gosh, they could be…cousins.”

Suddenly, Jenna turned toward the hallway again. “I think that’s Bradley,” she said, quickly heading in that direction. When she returned, she carried a still sleepy-faced little boy. “My son,” she said, walking with him toward Mary. “Honey,” Jenna said, “this is your aunt.” She ran her hand gently over Crissy’s face, “…and your cousin.”

“What a doll,” Mary said. 

 “I never noticed how much they resemble each other,” Savannah said. “…big brown eyes, lots of curly hair…”

Barbara, who sat quietly taking in all that was happening around her with a huge smile on her face, suddenly stood and left the room. She returned carrying an album. She dusted it off with one hand, then invited, “Girls, come sit with me. Bring my grandchildren.” 

When she opened the album, Jenna looked stunned. “Mama, you never showed these to me. It’s both of us. You only showed me pictures of me alone.”

“I know.” Barbara cringed a little. “Some of those pictures of you are actually Ali…I mean Mary.” She turned to Mary. “What are we going to do about your name?”

Mary looked stunned for a moment. “Um, I guess that is something I’ll have to decide. What would you like to use?”

Barbara, Allan, and Jenna looked at one other. Jenna finally said, “I like Sis.”

Mary smiled at her sister, then said to Barbara, “You named me Alicia. I like it.” She was quiet for a moment before saying, “In fact, I almost named Crissy Alicia. It was at the top of my list of perfect baby names. Now I guess I know why. I must have still carried the memory. Yes, I’d like to be Alicia. After all, my life as Mary was pretty much a lie, wasn’t it?”

Barbara reached her arm around her daughter and hugged her tightly. “Not really, dear. It looks as if you’ve grown up well. Your life as Mary was real to you and those who loved you. There’s nothing to regret. There’s no going back. What was, was. Now it’s a new phase in your life and we’re going to move forward…together.”

Savannah took in a deep breath. “You know, I’d better get home to my little one. She’s probably up from her nap. You left your car at my place, Mar…I mean Alicia,” she said smiling. “Do you think you can get a ride back there when you’re ready to go home?”

Alicia glanced at the others. 

“Absolutely,” Allan said. He smiled at his wife and the two girls, then down at the children at play. “Although I don’t know if we can let her out of our sight ever again.”

Alicia rose from the sofa and hugged Savannah. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“You’re most welcome. See you soon?”

“Most definitely,” Alicia said as Savannah left to shouts of, “Thank you so much!”


	****


“You’re cheerful tonight,” Michael said as he watched Savannah pull dinner together later that evening.

	“I’m flying high. What a day it was.” 

	“I can just imagine.” He thought about it for a moment and said, “What a life-changing day for that family.” He chuckled. “I have to say, I was skeptical, but you were right on. I’m proud of you, hon.”  

	“Well, thank you.” She then turned and listened. “Was that the doorbell?”

	“I think it was. I’ll get it.”

	When Michael returned, he was not alone. 

“Hi, Ma…Alicia,” Savannah said, smiling. 

“Savannah, Dr….Michael…, I’d like you to meet my husband Mark.”

 	“Very nice to meet you,” Savannah said, reaching out for his hand. He grinned and pulled her in for a hug. “You get more than a handshake,” he said, “for all you did for my beautiful wife.” He pulled back and peered into her eyes. “Thank you so much.”  

	Savannah beamed. “I’m just pleased that it worked out.”

	“I’ve never seen her so happy. And what a great family she has.”

	Alicia bubbled over with excitement. “Yes, we’re moving here to Hammond as soon as we can. Mark’s job is about to end and my…father…Allan knows some people who might hire him here.”

	Savannah squeezed Alicia’s arm. “Oh that would be great. I’ll love having you closer.”

	“I know!” She bubbled over with excitement. “Oh Savannah, I just can’t get enough of my family. There’s so much catching up to do. Mark came over and we had dinner and talked and laughed. It was wonderful.”

	“Yeah,” Mark said, “okay if we leave one of our cars here? I don’t want my wife driving that road at night. We’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

	“No problem,” Michael said. 

	Just then they heard a cell phone. “It’s mine,” Savannah said. “I’ll get it later.”

	“Well, we aren’t hanging around. Need to get Crissy home. She had a big day, too—playing with her cousin.” Alicia laughed. “We think both kids are going to be left-handed. Isn’t that a coincidence?”

	“Sure is,” Savannah said. “Did you meet your…brother-in-law?” 

	“Yes. He and Mark really hit it off.”

	“Yeah, Cole likes sports and fishing. We’re going dirt-bike riding this weekend,” Mark said.

	“And I’m going to have my hair highlighted like yours and my sister’s. I’ve wanted to for a long time,” Alicia said. “Jenna’s taking me to her hair salon.”

	Mark smiled at his wife. “Come on honey-bun, let’s let them finish their dinner. We’ll be back soon.”

	“Super,” Savannah said. She hugged Alicia. “I’m so happy for you.”

After the couple left and the Iveys had finished dinner, Michael asked, “So did you check to see who called you?”	

“Yeah, Auntie. I’d better call her back. I’m sure she wants to hear all the details of my day.” 

When she returned from making the call, Michael was dressing Lily for bed.  “Was she as excited about the reunion as you are?” he asked. Before she could respond, Michael said, “What was that?” 

	“Yeah, what’s he so excited about?” Savannah asked, as they watched Rags run from window to window. 

Michael stood. “Better check. Could be someone out there.” When he returned, Savannah was cuddling with Lily in the overstuffed chair reading a book to her. “Look what I found,” he said.

	When she glanced up, she saw that Michael held a black cat in one arm and a brown-and-white cat in the other. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Oh my, where’d you get them?”

	They were wandering around outside. One was on the porch pillows. Do you suppose they belong to your aunt and Max? Did she mention escapees?”

	“No, she didn’t. I’ll call her.”

When Savannah ended the call with her aunt, she said, “Yup, the creep struck again and Auntie didn’t know it. She said they were back in the bedroom watching TV, so it must have looked as though they were asleep. When they checked, though, they found another hole in one of the cages and two cats, fitting these guys’ description, were missing. Michael, can you take them over there?”

	He hesitated, then said, “I’m waiting for a call from a client. Do you mind taking them? I’ll get a carrier out for you. They seem calm enough.”

	“Sure.” 

As they slipped the two cats into the one large carrier, they noticed that Rags was still interested in them. “He’s clawing at the door like he’s trying to let them out,” Savannah said. “Hey, maybe he’s the cat burglar who’s been terrorizing Auntie’s and Max’s cattery.”	Michael smiled at his wife’s sense of humor. Then he lifted the carrier and said, “I’ll put them in the car for you.” When he noticed Rags following along, dancing around excitedly and trying to peer into the carrier, he asked, “Wanna take your cat with you? He hasn’t been for a car ride, lately.”

	“Yeah, I guess,” she said, lifting him into her arms before grabbing her phone and car keys.

	Savannah pulled her car into her aunt’s driveway, cut the engine, and shut off the headlights. What’s that? she asked herself, when she saw a silhouette of someone back-lit against the greenhouse wall. Is that Max? she wondered. Good gosh, it looks like that ghoul who’s been harassing Auntie and Max. I wonder if he hid inside there when they came out to check on the cats. She lowered her car window a little and listened for any tell-tale sounds. When she didn’t hear anything, she stepped gingerly out of the car.  Oh no, here he comes. What now? she wondered, as she crouched behind her car. He’s going to walk right past me. Should I trip him? It’s too late to alert Max. She looked around for something she could use to stop the cloaked intruder.

	Before she could react, however, he moved quickly past her. What happened next was like something from a swashbuckler movie. A grey-and-white streak suddenly flew past Savannah and landed on the back of the intruder. “Rags, my gosh, what are you doing?” All she could do was watch as the wily cat stood on the figure’s back, clawing at the hood until it fell around his shoulders. Then the screaming started. “Ouch! Stop it!! Please, stop!”

	Gads, that sounds like a woman’s voice. “Rags!” Savannah shouted, hoping to get him to back down. Just then the floodlights came on and Max charged out the front door. 

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“Get that cat off me!” the intruder shouted. 

Savannah stared wide-eyed at the figure. Look at all that blond hair. Who is that? she wondered. Suddenly, she realized that Max was shouting to her. 

“Savannah, get your cat,” he said.

When she looked up, she saw Rags standing a few feet from the intruder, growling as Max held the cloaked figure in a chokehold. 

“Maggie, call the sheriff,” he shouted.

Savannah jumped into action. She rushed toward Rags, picked him up, and put him back in the car, jumping in after him and closing the door while she turned the key and raised the window. She picked up her phone and called 911, just in case her aunt wasn’t able to do it.

“Who is it?” Margaret called out from the front porch as she watched Max struggle to hold onto the figure.

	Savannah got out of her car again, ran to Margaret, and whispered, “I think it’s a woman. Looks like a woman,” she said. “Rags pulled the hood off and exposed all that blond hair.”

	“Holy cow,” Margaret said. “Did you call the sheriff?”

	Savannah nodded. “Hope we don’t have to wait too long.”

	“You got your wish; I hear them coming.”

	“They’d better send an ambulance,” Max yelled. “Your cat drew a lot of blood.”

	“What’s he doing here?” Margaret asked.

	“Oh, has Rags worn out his welcome?” she asked, laughing nervously. “Well, he was so interested in the two guys we have in the carrier, I decided to let him ride shotgun with me. Good thing, right?”

	“Max,” Margaret said, sounding rather hysterical, “we didn’t need to hire those security guards, we should have just invited Rags over for the week.”

	Max grinned and nodded. “Just settle down,” he snarled when the intruder tried to twist out of Max’s grip. “You’re not going anywhere.”	

“Who is that little creep, anyway?” Margaret asked, stepping closer. She leaned forward, trying to peer into the face that was partially hidden by a head of thick blond hair. “Sandra Swanson,” she snarled. “Is that you, you floozy?” She then stepped closer. “Wait—that’s not real hair; that’s a damn wig.” She reached out and tugged on it and it came off in her hand. Margaret then ripped the black mask off the intruder’s face and stood there, dumbstruck. “Well, son-of-a-…it’s Sam,” she said disgustedly. 

	“What?” Max said, spinning the young man around to face him. “Sam. Why?”	

“I never took any of them out,” he complained. “I gave them a choice. You don’t give them a choice. You make them stay in those pens whether they want to or not. I wanted to give them the choice to stay or to go—to live the life they want. It should be up to them, not you. You’re not God,” he ranted.

	Savannah and Margaret stood stunned as Max said, “Well, Sam, I guess if you don’t understand it by now, after all the time and energy I’ve put into teaching you, there’s no way we can explain it to you.”

	“This is your prowler?” Jim asked when he and Deputy Ben saw the tall, lanky, young man standing next to Max.

	“Yeah, it seems so,” Max said.

	“So you caught him yourself?” Ben asked.

	“Um, the cat…” he pointed.

	Jim began to chuckle. “That’s the same cat that…”

	“One-and-the-same,” Margaret said. “The one and only.”

	Jim grinned, then asked Margaret and Max, “Do you want to press charges?” 

	Max shook his head. “Naw, as long as he gets help. You know, his thinking is screwed up. Can you get him a psych evaluation or something? …and his father should be alerted to what he’s been doing.” He then addressed the boy. “Sam, you’re no longer welcome here. If we see you on our property or we have any more trouble, we will have you arrested.”

	The trio watched the taillights on the squad car disappear into the night before Savannah broke the silence. “Gads, I can’t believe we beat up on that kid.”

	“Well, Vannie, I’m sorry, but he deserved it—damn loony tunes.”

	She glanced at her aunt, then moved swiftly toward her car. “By the way, I brought you some kitties.”

	“Oh thank heavens,” Margaret said. 

	“Yeah, Rags told us they were wandering around outside and Michael found them lounging on our porch.”

	Everyone chuckled. 

	“I hear you had quite a day,” Max said, as he took the carrier from Savannah’s car. “What a cool story of the twins’ reunion. Gosh, that family must be on cloud nine tonight.”

	“Yeah, it was an amazing day. I’ve never witnessed anything quite like it.” She choked up. “Unbelievably heart-wrenching.”

	“So what now, Vannie?” Margaret asked. “How will you top this day?”

	Savannah shook her head. “I have no plans or desire to try topping it. I just want to go home and live quietly and peacefully—no more drama, please.”

	Margaret grinned. “In your world? Yeah right!”


	****


“What a day,” Savannah said as she settled into bed that night with her husband. 

	“Yeah, two mysteries solved,” Michael said. “Now can we get back to normal?” he asked in a pleading manner.

	“Oh yes,” Savannah murmured as she snuggled against him. After a few moments, she asked, “Do you mean the average person’s normal or this family’s normal? Because I kind of think that we attract unusual people and circumstances. I don’t think we’re destined to…”

	Before she could finish her thought, Michael groaned. “Oh no. Your phone.” When he felt her move to pick it up, he said, “Nooo, Savannah. Let it go. There’s nothing more important than…”

	“Sorry, hon,” she said. “For someone to call this late, it has to be important. I couldn’t sleep if I didn’t answer it.” She kissed him on the forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

	“Hello,” she said into the phone. 

	“Hi, just calling to check on you…and your cat.”

	“Oh hi, Craig. We’re fine. You heard about our little tussle tonight?”

	“Yes.” He paused, then scolded, “What are we going to do with you, Savannah?”

	“What do you mean?” she asked innocently.

	“You can’t be taking the law into your own hands like that.” Before she could respond, he said, “And I hear that you and your aunt went on your own investigation regarding the child-abduction case.”

	“Yeah, we reunited a family. Was that a bad thing?”

	“Well, what if this isn’t their child—then what?” He spoke more sternly now. “If they have a DNA test down the road and find out they aren’t related, they’ll suffer another heartbreak.”

	“Craig, are you mad at me?” she asked quietly. “Or are you jealous because my aunt and I cracked the case…actually, two cases?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” Craig said.

	“Well, you sound grumpy and mad, when you really should be pleased and happy. I am.”

	After a long silence, Craig said, “I just worry about you, that’s all. What does Michael say about all this…stuff you get yourself involved in?”

	Savannah chuckled softly. “Well, he isn’t all grumpy and scoldy, anyway.” She then went out on a limb. “I think you just feel bad that you weren’t in on all the excitement. Don’t worry, Craig, I’ll be sure to include you next time we have a case.”

	There was another long silence. Then he laughed. “Yeah, you do that…the next time you have a case.” He then changed the subject. “Hey I guess your neighbor is off the hook.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Evidently, Mrs. Crankshaw died of accidental poisoning.”

	“Oh no,” Savannah said. “What happened?”

	“Yeah, well, sometimes older folks get things mixed up and she mistook a poisonous substance for one of the spices or powders she likes to cook with and it slowly poisoned her system. It doesn’t appear that her husband knew anything about it, although the DA wants to investigate further. I think he’s an innocent bystander. In fact, he had this stuff in his system, too, only he evidently didn’t eat as much of it as his wife did. He said that she put it in her health drink every day.”

	“Oh, that poor woman,” Savannah said. She looked at Michael as he lay in the bed, hands behind his head, watching her. “Hey, it’s late. Gotta go. Thanks for calling, I think.”

	“Sure. Goodnight, Savannah. Hey, I’m sorry if I came on too strong. It’s just that Iris and I care about you and Michael and that little Ivey of yours. But hey, let me know if you ever want to join the force. You and your cat.” He cleared his throat and coughed before saying, “You’d be an asset.”

	“Wow,” Savannah said after hanging up the phone. “Craig sure chewed me out.”

	“Good,” Michael said, smiling.

	She grinned. “Then he complimented me. Invited me to join the force.”

	“What?” Michael said, pulling back. “You’re not…”

	Savannah shook her head vigorously, her blond hair swishing from side to side. “No way, Michael. I love my life as a mother and wife,” she said, kissing him. Then she whispered in his ear, “…but a good mystery to unravel sure can spice things up.”

	 

						 

	






Other books in the Klepto Cat Mystery series


Catnapped (Book 1)

When Savannah Jordan agrees to help her aunt while she recovers from a broken foot, she doesn’t expect to walk into a mystery, become part of a not-quite-legal surveillance team, be kidnapped by a deranged stranger and meet a steaming hot veterinarian. 

Beloved neighborhood cats are missing—the community can only guess at their fate—and Aunt Margaret’s life is being threatened. Is it because she has a clue to the missing cats or is it something more sinister? Of course, as in all of the Klepto Cat Mysteries, Rags, an ordinary cat with a most unusual habit, has a paw in saving the day.

If you like light mysteries with only a little terror, if you’re infatuated by interesting cats and if you love a love story, you must read this book.


Available at Amazon.



Cat-Eye Witness (Book 2)

Savannah and Aunt Margaret open the old Forster home to the Hammond Cat Alliance for a fundraiser to help rehabilitate the abused horses rescued months earlier from the catnappers.

Before the afternoon is over, the collected funds go missing and someone is murdered in an upstairs bedroom. 	

Suspicion surrounds Iris, a local waitress and Savannah’s new best friend. The only witness to the murder is Rags, Savannah’s cat. With the assistance of a cat psychic and Rags’s good friend, Charlotte (the young girl with Downs), the cat helps to “paw” the killer… but not before an attempt is made on Rags’s life. The case is solved only after Rags comes face-to-face with the killer for the second time. 

Detective Craig Sledge is new to this book, as is Damon, Iris’s errant son. Sledge finds this to be one of the muddiest cases he has ever worked, with inconsistent clues and no apparent motive. He’s constantly surprised, perplexed and impressed by the cat’s uncanny ability to come up with clues he has missed. His fascination with the attractive Iris Clampton also mystifies the detective. 

In this story, one of the rescued horses goes into labor and there’s a night of high drama at the ole corral as veterinarians Savannah and Michael work to save the foal. This experience renews Savannah’s deep interest in horses and riding, which ultimately serves to help her bond with a very important surprise character who finds his way into her life and Michael’s just as they prepare to say their wedding vows. 	

While Rags is the animal star, he isn’t the only animal featured in this story. Layla is back in all of her tangerine feline beauty. And Rags makes friends with Buffy, a perky almost Himalayan cat and the inseparable duo, Walter, an all black cat and his sidekick, Lexie, a charming Afghan mix dog. Savannah’s new ride, Peaches, also debuts in this story. An incident with this mare adds another dimension to Savannah’s and Michael’s relationship. Can he hold her with open arms? 

Some say this is a love story with a mystery in the background. And it’s a story of family and friendship as newlyweds Margaret and Max continue to be a meaningful part of Savannah’s and Michael’s world.

Available at Amazon.





Sleight of Paw (Book 3)

In this story, Michael Ivey, the local veterinarian (Savannah’s new husband) is attacked by an enraged client and then later accused of this man’s murder. The evidence quickly stacks up against Michael, until Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat, starts digging up clues implicating the unlikely suspect. 

Coinciding with the details of this challenge is the discovery that the old house, which the couple purchased from Savannah’s aunt, is cursed. Is this why the couple has not been blessed with a child? 

Savannah’s sister Brianna comes for a visit. She teams up with the Iveys’ vet tech, Bud, to discover how to break the gypsy spell and they fall hard for each other. Will their courtship be strengthened or weakened by a frightening carjacking incident? 

Detective Craig Sledge is prominent in this story as the lead investigator in the murder case. As usual, he engages in some creative tactics to get the information and the confessions he’s after. He has also become embedded in Savannah’s friend, Iris’s family. He’s dating Iris and helping with her son, Damon’s rehabilitation in prison. If you read the 2nd in the series, you know that Rags (the cat) helped to put Damon in jail.


Available at Amazom.




Undercover Cat (Book 4)

A popular local journalist goes missing just before she has the opportunity to turn in her story exposing unscrupulous cat hoarders. Not only is Colbi a friend of Savannah’s and Michael’s, Damon (now out of prison and employed by the local newspaper) has a strong personal interest in her. In fact, Damon breaks some rules and some trusts in his search for Colbi.

	Is this a love connection? It’s doubtful because Colbi is a strong advocate for the feral cat population and Damon hates cats—or so he believes. 

	Colbi’s rescue is almost too late. She needs time to heal both physically and emotionally. So the Iveys invite her to recuperate in their home. Just when Colbi begins to feel safe, a body is discovered in the Iveys’ orchard and Rags (their kleptomaniac cat) goes missing. Can someone in a nearby homeless camp shed some light on the evolving mystery? 


Available at Amazon.


The Colony Cat Caper (Book 5)

Savannah Ivey, a veterinarian out on maternity leave; her aunt Margaret, the founder of the Hammond Cat Alliance; and Colbi Stanton, a reporter for the local newspaper take on a cat colony at an old, abandoned building. Odd activity around the place makes them wonder if it actually is vacant; some believe it’s occupied by something other-worldly. 


When a stranger comes to town and suggests the Alliance open the old building to a fund-raiser, everyone gets involved, including Rags, Savannah’s kleptomaniac cat. He finds something that day that stirs a lot of people—both law-abiding and crooks—into action. Are the feral cats and their caretakers in serious danger? What (or who) lurks inside the old building? What secrets does it hide? And who has the key that unlocks the mystery?  

Available at Amazon. 


The Celebrity Cat Caper (Book 6)

Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, opens up a whole new bag of tricks, when he becomes a therapy cat in a children's reading program. A documentary film crew arrives to capture the cat in action and they get more than they bargained for. Find out how Rags handles his sudden celebrity status.


In this story, Savannah and Michael Ivey invite strangers into their home during a torrential rainstorm and learn that one of them has a sinister past. Someone is murdered, Savannah is stalked, Michael's life is threatened, and Rags helps to uncover an old mystery that, until now, has everyone baffled.


The Iveys' baby Lily is three-and-a-half-months old and, along with nine-year-old Adam, provides some sweet and warm moments throughout this fast-moving story with many twists and turns.


Avalable at Amazon


The Corral Cat Caper (Book 7) 

The Corral Cat Caper    features a lot of horse energy. It's rich in adventure of the feline as well as equine sort. In one scene, Rags attempt to save their sweet kitty, Buffy,     from a catnapper and Savannah helplessly watches this drama unfold via a surveillance camera app on her phone.



    This story is full of sweet and evil surprises, unexpected twists and turns, and plenty of action and adventure.

Available at Amazon



The Gallery Cat Caper (Book 8) 

An old friend of Michael’s, who has become a successful artist, invites the entire Ivey family to his beach house. But their vacation is not all fun-and-games. It appears that someone is out to get the artist; and the Iveys and their friends keep stumbling upon clues to the tangled mystery.


Rags is up to his old klepto tricks, and it’s a good thing because, not only do his uncat-like antics prove to be amusing, he manages to save two lives.



Join the hilarity and suspense as this mystery unfolds. Enjoy some of your favorite human and animal characters as well as a few new ones, all of them giving this story a light and rich quality.

Available at Amazon


Mansion of Meows (book 9)

Rags's documentary is scheduled to debut. The showing will take place at the investor's San Francisco mansion, where the Ivey family and film crew will stay. Of course, the mansion holds secrets and Rags is instrumental in letting the cats out of the bag.


Savannah and Aunt Margaret share another daring adventure and, of course, find themselves in deeper than they expected.


This mystery may be the most eerie in the Klepto Cat Mystery series.

Available at Amazon


PAWtners in Crime (Book 10)

When Michael and Savannah invite young burn victim and heir Arthur Spence into their home, they don’t expect danger to follow. The sensationalism around his family’s dark secrets have the paparazzi in a photo-snapping frenzy and the young man isn’t yet equipped to deal with their shenanigans. Are they issuing the unnerving threats to Arthur’s life, or is it a beloved family member? Rags, the kleptomaniac cat, has a new PAWtner in fighting crime and what a team they make. They delight in sticking their noses and digging their claws into the facts of the frightening matter. Hold onto your seats—there are some harrowing moments in this story, and some startling surprises.

Available at Amazon

PAWSitively Sinister Book 11

The Ivey family travel to San Francisco to help Arthur and his long-time friend, Suzette, clean out the mansion. News of the massive estate sale lures a variety of people, including former residents and long-ago visitors, each carrying stories of bizarre activities occurring there in the past.
When the klepto cat, Rags and his pawtner Koko make some ghastly and ghostly discoveries, everyone goes into research mode and they’re stunned by what they uncover - evidence of people gone missing, a treasure-trove of loot, and spirits unable to rest. This is by far the most PAWSitively Sinister story in the series.

Available at Amazon.
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