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Chapter 1

 


	Savannah tightened her arms against her body. Was she trembling because of the damp chill or from pure fright? After all, she didn't know where she was,
	how to get help for her injured aunt, or the intentions of the strange woman who had emerged from the thick fog.



	She looks a little scary—maybe unbalanced, 
	Savannah thought. But I guess we have to trust her—what other choice do we have? Auntie's hurt pretty bad. She narrowed her eyes and asked, "What
	are you doing out here, anyway?"



	The woman cackled, her voice gravelly. "I could ask you the same question."



	"I told you... " Savannah started.



	"Your story sounds fishy to me." Savannah could feel the stranger's steely-eyed glare as she probed: "What were you doing at the mansion, anyway... with
	a cat? And why would two grown women chase a cat out into the bog... at night?" She pointed a crooked finger. "Maybe you escaped from prison." She
	glanced down at Margaret, who lay still on the ground, holding Savannah's t-shirt against the gash on her forehead. She then studied Savannah before
	adding, "Maybe you're witches, or just plain crazy. ... looking for a cat ... likely story."



	"Please," Savannah pleaded, "can you help us? My aunt needs attention."



	The woman held up her lantern and peered more closely at Savannah, then lit the area where Margaret lay. "What happened to her?" she asked. "Did she fall
	and hit her head?"



	"Yeah, after someone clobbered me," Margaret muttered. She looked suspiciously at the woman and asked in a weak voice, "Was it you?"



	"Twasn't me," she said, "and there's no one else out here." The woman knelt next to Margaret and lifted the bloody t-shirt. "That might need stitches. Keep
	pressure on it like you're doing." She stood and addressed Savannah. "I guess you two are harmless. Can she walk?"



	"I sure don't want to stay here all night," Margaret responded in her usual crusty manner. With obvious effort, she lifted her head and rolled a little to
	one side. "Oooh, I'm dizzy. It hurts," she said, easing back down onto the ground.



	Savannah took a deep breath and let it out. "How far are we going, anyway? Can you tell us where you're taking us?"



	The woman looked briefly at Savannah. "To my home. Or you can stay here all night and catch pneumonia or be eaten by a pack of coyotes."



	Savannah studied the woman, looked down at her aunt, and quietly said, "Okay. Let's go."



	"Ohhhh," Margaret moaned as the two women helped her to her feet. "My head's throbbing."



"Just hang in there, Auntie," Savannah coaxed. "Lean on us; let us help you. You'll be okay."	Gads, I hope I sound more reassuring to my aunt than I do to myself, she thought.



	As the threesome carefully made their way through the marshland and intermittent stands of spindly trees, Savannah thought back to the events leading up to
	this dangerous predicament she and Margaret had found themselves in.



	****



	It was two days earlier. The sun shone down on the old two-story home at 33 Cranberry Way in Hammond, Northern California, but the occupants didn't
	notice. Savannah and Michael Ivey were focused on saying goodbye to their precious baby daughter.



	"You are too much," Gladys said, hands on hips. "You'll only be gone for a few days. She won't even notice. Now just go. Grammy will take good care of
	everything here."



	"Of course you will, Mom," Savannah said between sniffles. She hugged the baby to her. "I'll just miss her so much."



	"I know, honey," Gladys said, gently. "I remember how hard it was to leave you for the first time. You'll be okay once you're on the road." More
	determinedly, she added, "...  and Lilliana will be just fine!"



	"One more cuddle," Michael said, lifting the seven-month old from his wife's arms. "Good-bye sweet girl," he cooed. "Daddy loves you."



	"Mommy loves you, too," Savannah said, taking Lily's hand and kissing it. She took a ragged breath. "Okay, let's go. We have an adventure ahead." She
	hugged Gladys. "Thanks, Mom." Pulling back, she looked into her mother's brown eyes and spoke sternly. "Call our cells if you have any questions."



	"Sure will. Now you two have a good time. No worries, okay?"



	"No worries," Savannah said, kissing the baby one more time before Michael handed their child over to her grandmother.



	"'Bye Gladys," Michael said. "Thank you for coming up and helping us out."



	"My pleasure," she said, holding Lily close and smiling brightly.



	Savannah glanced around the room as she picked up her purse. "Where's Rags?"



	Michael pointed. "In the car. Let's go," he said, ushering her through the front door. "First stop is your aunt's house, right?" he asked, driving out of
	their long driveway onto the open road.



	Savannah nodded. "There's Max bringing out their luggage. Hi!" she called as they pulled onto his property which happened to be right next door. "Are you
	ready?"



	"Sure am," Max answered. He then shouted, "Maggie, they're here!" He looked at Savannah and Michael, who had both stepped out of the car, and said quietly,
	"She's still kissing Layla, Sissy, Gizmo, and who knows which of the other cats goodbye. Can you imagine?"



	Savannah and Michael grinned at each other. He said, "I thought I'd never get my wife out the door this morning—she couldn't stop hugging our daughter."



	"Me? He was as bad—maybe worse," she insisted.



	"What's funny?" Margaret asked when she stepped out onto the porch and heard their laughter.



	"You had to be there," Max said, carrying a suitcase toward the SUV. When Michael opened the back of the car, Max noticed a cat sitting in a large pen. "Hi
	there, Rags. They've got you sequestered, do they?"



	"Sure do," Michael said. "We can't have the star escaping before we get to Frisco." "Pshaw," Margaret said as she walked up to the others carrying an
	overnight bag. "Star? All he did was trot around acting like a cat in front of a film crew. Layla could have done that."



	"But, Auntie," Savannah reminded her, "Layla hasn't made the news like Rags has."



	Margaret chuckled. "You got that right; she minds her own business and stays out of trouble. She certainly doesn't steal things like he does."



	"Did you notice he's dressed for the occasion?" Michael asked, moving out of the way so Max could slide his suitcase in next to the pen.



	"Yeah, in his permanent tuxedo," Savannah quipped.



	Margaret smirked playfully. "Is that what you call it? He looks more like a white cat that someone poured a bucket of grey paint on."



	Max added, "Or a grey cat that drank from a vat of milk and dribbled it down his chin."



	Michael motioned toward the cat. "No, I meant he's wearing a new harness."



	Before Margaret or Max could respond, Savannah said, "You two hurt his feelings. Look how sad he is."



	"He's sad because he's in the pen," Michael reminded her. "He's used to having the run of the car." When he heard the cat let out a meow, he reached his
	fingers through the wire and scratched him around the neck. "Sorry, buddy. You need to be confined for now. Just relax."



	Once the two couples and the cat were on the road, Savannah asked her aunt and uncle, "So, who's taking care of things at the cattery?"



	Max responded from the front seat. "Becky and Glen. Our regular volunteers will pitch in as usual. I'm sure things will run smoothly."



	Margaret pouted. "Only I'm concerned about the inside kitties. They've never been without a lap."



	"Isn't Charlotte coming over to give them some attention?" Savannah asked.



	"Yes, she is," Margaret said, now smiling. "Layla and Sissy love Charlotte's visits. Reba's coming with her. She said she'd bring her laptop and work while
	her daughter plays with the cats. The little sister—what's her name?"



	"Ruby," Savannah offered.



	"That's right, Ruby—she's going to a summer program at the church." Margaret briefly touched Savannah's knee to get her attention. "She's allergic to
	cats."



	"I know, which is why Charlotte can't have one of her own. It's nice for us, though. She's always willing to help out with our cats." Savannah thought for
	a moment before saying, "I considered inviting Charlotte to Rags's documentary premiere this weekend, but thought maybe it would be too much of a
	responsibility."



	"I don't think so," Michael said from the driver's seat. "Even though she has Downs, she's pretty savvy. I think she would have been fine."



	Margaret grinned. "I'm glad you didn't invite her. I'm really counting on her to keep our kitties company." She then asked Savannah, "So the premiere is
	being held at some rich guy's mansion? Why not in the great theater district?"



	"Don't you think a mansion would be more exquisite? Michael pulled it up on the computer." Savannah rolled her eyes for effect. "It's quite a place."



	"Who all will be there?" Margaret asked.



	"I'm not sure. Us... " Savannah turned and looked at Margaret, her blond highlighted hair flaring over one shoulder. "... Iris and Craig will be
	there sometime tomorrow."



	"What about that big burglary case he's been working on?" Margaret asked. "How can he get away?"



	"I think his partner Ramon takes over when Craig's out of town. Craig seems to be kind of semi-retired since he and Iris got married."



	Michael joined the conversation. "Yeah, a part-time detective who can handpick his cases." He made eye contact with Margaret briefly in the rearview
	mirror. "Our friends Peter and Rochelle are invited—not sure if they can make it. They're in the process of moving his art gallery from Southern California
	to Frisco."



	Savannah shifted in her seat. "I imagine the documentary crew will be there, and the investor. Heck, I don't know, beyond that—maybe some Hollywood
	bigwigs."



	"Now, what are you wearing?" Margaret asked, giving her niece her full attention.



	Savannah smiled. "I actually bought a new dress. It has sparkles."



	"Sparkles?" Margaret asked, frowning. "Like diamonds?"



	"Not quite."



	"She'll wear diamonds for the Oscars," Michael teased.



	Max scoffed. "Oscars?"



	"Sure; don't you think Rags will win an Oscar for his performance?" Michael asked, tongue in cheek.



	Margaret laughed out loud. "Only if they leave in that scene where he stole your wife's bra and she ran down the stairs trying to get it away from him."



	Savannah gasped. "They'd better not. That was embarrassing."



	Meow.



	Savannah twisted in her seat and looked back at the cat. "Oh, Rags, do you want out?" Tapping Michael on the shoulder, she asked, "Okay if I let him out
	for a while?"



	"I guess so." He glanced in the rearview mirror. "Can you reach the latch?"



	"I think so," Savannah said, removing her seat belt and leaning over the backseat. "There you go, boy. Come on, Rags," she lured, as he stepped out of the
	pen. "Come sit with Auntie and me."



	The cat promptly jumped up on the back of the seat. He stood there surveying his options, then stepped on top of the pen, where Savannah had folded a large
	blanket for him to lie on. He settled there to watch the scenery rush past.



	"He doesn't want to miss anything, does he?" Max said, peering into the backseat. "Is that what makes him so unique?"



	"That's part of it," Savannah agreed. "As you know, most cats are curious creatures. But Rags takes curiosity a step further, don't you think? He doesn't
	have the common fears that most cats have—of riding in the car, for example. While the typical cat will fight the car-ride experience, he embraces it—seems
	to enjoy it."



	"That's right," Michael said. "He doesn't just sniff, bat, and walk away from something that interests him; he claims it. He takes charge of it."



	"He steals it," Margaret said with flourish.



	Savannah grinned. "That's part of his charm."



	"And it's what made him a star," Michael added.



	Margaret tilted her head and peered into Savannah's green eyes. "So he's being rewarded for his bad behavior?"



	Savannah responded in the cat's defense. "No, he's being celebrated for his creativity and uniqueness."



	****



	It was later that afternoon when Michael announced, "San Francisco, here we are!"



	"Cool," Savannah said, looking out the car windows. "Just as I remembered it."



	"So where's the mansion?" Max asked. "In the city?"



	Michael shook his head. "No, out in the country somewhere. I have the address plugged into the GPS."



	"How neat that we get to stay there," Margaret said, bouncing up and down a little in her seat.



	"Well, I don't think we're staying in the mansion itself, but in a bungalow on the property," Savannah explained.



	"Still pretty exciting."



	Max turned toward Savannah. "Who else will be staying there?"



	"I don't know. I guess the film crew."



	"Sure hope there's not a repeat of what happened when that film crew stayed at your house," Margaret said, hesitantly. "I'm not ready for another
	murder in my midst."



	Michael grimaced. "I don't think any of us are. Oh no, this weekend will go as smooth as silk. I'm counting on it."



	Suddenly the travelers heard a loud meow. Margaret looked at Savannah and began to chuckle.



	Savannah joined her in laughter. "Oh no you don't, Mr. Ragsdale," she said sternly.



	"What's he doing?" Michael asked, glancing briefly in the rearview mirror.



	Savannah made eye contact with the cat, who was back in the pen. "Nothing yet."



	"But he could be planning something," Margaret explained.



	Max turned to look at the women. He frowned. "Planning something?"



	Savannah nodded. "Yes, we're hoping for an uneventful weekend, but we have Rags with us, so... "



	Margaret jumped in. "There are no guarantees with that cat." She suddenly lurched forward. "Yowza! Look at that place!"



	"It's beautiful," Savannah said, swooning a little.



	Max shook his head. "Obscenely extravagant."



	"Hmph, that's what jealous poor people say about rich people's homes," Margaret said. All of a sudden, she turned in her seat and attempted to look out the
	back window. "Hey, was that the guy who plays the doctor on the soap opera I used to watch?" She craned her neck to get a better view. "I'm sure it was. He
	just climbed into that Jag."



	"I didn't see him," Savannah said.



	"Wow, my first movie-star sighting." Margaret gazed out the window again and exclaimed. "Hey, there's Jamie Lee Curtis!"



	Savannah frowned. "No, I don't think so. Kinda looks like her, but that woman just got out of the UPS truck. Look, she's delivering a package."



	Max began to laugh. "Maggie, I think you're star-struck."



	"I am not," she said, indignantly.



	"I hope you don't embarrass us at the premiere tomorrow night, Auntie"



	"How would I embarrass you, Vannie?" she asked, innocently.



	"You're kidding, right? By shouting out if you see a star," she explained.



	Max chuckled. "Or a star look-a-like."



	Margaret sat back and pouted a little. "What do you think I am, some silly teenager? I'm not going to embarrass anyone, or myself. Holy cow!" she shouted.
	"That's the guy who plays on that sitcom—you know, the one—it comes on Tuesday nights. He's the gay guy. That's him, right over there! Slow down, Michael;
	I want his autograph."



	"Maggie," Michael complained, "I can't stop here."



	Savannah started to laugh. "Auntie, that man's a gardener. Didn't you see the logo on the back of his shirt? It matches the one on the little truck parked
	in front of the place." She reached out and patted Max on the shoulder. "We'd better put blinders on her tomorrow night."



	After driving past a handful of large homes separated by expansive, well-manicured grounds, Michael noted, "That seems to be the last of the luxury homes.
	The GPS says to continue on this road." He raised his voice a little. "Hon, what do your written directions say?"



	Savannah pulled a piece of paper from her purse and began to read: "Stay on the narrow road for two miles and follow it straight into the main drive. Turn
	right at the first opportunity. You'll see a series of bungalows. They are assigned as such: the Iveys and the cat, the Hyacinth Bungalow; the Sheridans,
	the Gladiola Bungalow; and the Sledges, the Acacia Bungalow. The film crew can spread out in the remaining bungalows to suit their needs. We will meet in
	the mansion drawing room Friday night at seven for cocktails before dinner. The premiere begins at eight Saturday night in the theater. Meals will be
	served at your bungalow upon request."



	Margaret slapped her knee. "Oh, darn, we missed lunch."



	Max squinted back at his wife. "You had lunch."



	"Yeah, a hamburger at a drive-through. I might have had something more sophisticated here," she lamented.



	"Like what?" Savannah asked, giggling.



	"I don't know; something French that I can't pronounce would be nice."



	Michael suggested, "They probably serve tuna sandwiches and chips." He then commented on the road. "Sure is narrow."



	Max agreed. "One-and-a-half cars wide." He pointed. "That must be the mansion."



	"Where?" Margaret asked, scanning the horizon in front of them.



	"Straight ahead. I see turrets."



	"Wowie, wow, wow!" Margaret exclaimed, as the mansion came into view. "That is some place." Then she groaned. "Oh no... "



	"What?" Savannah asked, creasing her brow.



	"I need to go shopping."



	Max turned in his seat. "What? You brought practically your whole wardrobe—'three dresses, just in case,'" he mimicked.



	"But I can't wear those old rags to this place," she wailed.



	"Why?" Savannah asked.



	"Oh Vannie, I'll look like such a dowd."



	"A dowd?"



	"Yes, dowdy—frumpy... "



	Savannah sighed rather impatiently. "I'll take a look at what you brought." With more enthusiasm, she said, "Maybe we can dress up your outfits with the
	right accessories."



	Margaret frowned. "Like a diamond necklace or tiara, maybe?"



	"The Hyacinth Bungalow," Michael announced. He pointed. "And there's the Gladiola Bungalow. Everyone ashore who's going ashore," he quipped, once he had
	parked the SUV.



	"This is nice," Savannah said, stepping out of the car and trying to take it all in. "Look at the English gardens. Just lovely."



	"Better get your cat out so he can explore those gardens," Michael suggested, lifting the rear door.



	"Are you kidding? We can't let him do his job in there. I hope he used his litter box."



	"Look at him," Margaret said, watching Rags butt his head against the door of the wire pen. "He's sure eager to get out of that prison."



	"Come on, Ragsie," Savannah murmured, opening the pen. As she snapped a leash to the cat's harness, she heard, "Well, there's the star of the show."



	Both couples turned toward the voice.



	"Hello there, Rob," Michael said, reaching out and shaking the film director's hand.



	Savannah welcomed his hug.



	After motioning in greeting to the Sheridans, Rob focused on the cat. "How's he doing?"



	"Good," Savannah said. "Never healthier. Eager for a night in the limelight."



	"What do you have in mind for him tomorrow night?" Michael asked. "I mean, what's his role?"



	Rob adjusted the baseball cap he wore over his fashionably long brown hair. "We want him at the premiere, of course. Guests expect to see him in person,"
	he grinned, "... or in his catness. So bring him on that leash, I guess."



	"Okay," Savannah said. "How many people do you expect?"



	"The theater holds around a hundred. The gallery outside the theater can be used if there's an overflow." He looked at Michael. "To answer your question,
	we'll show the documentary, I'll talk briefly about our plans for the film, and then we'll have a reception where people can interact with the
	cat... and the two of you."



	"So we can leave him in our room until after the documentary showing, right?"



	"Um... well... . the investor—you'll meet him at dinner tonight—he has suggested that Rags stay in the main house in some sort of cat playroom
	tomorrow night—kind of a green room—until we're ready for him."



	Savannah and Michael looked apprehensively at one another. "Okay, I guess," she said.



	Rob gave a thumbs-up. Before walking away, he said, "Hey, you get settled in your bungalows and I'll see you all later." As an afterthought, he announced,
	"Cocktails at seven."



	"We got the memo—looking forward to it," Michael said as he slid the cat pen from the back of the SUV.



	Rob started to turn away, but stopped and added, "Mr. Peyton, the... lord of the mansion, you might say... would like to meet the cat tonight, so
	bring him, okay? Oh, and feel free to use the pool, hike the trails, ride a horse, play tennis or golf... " When he saw everyone's eyes grow large with
	interest, he made a sweeping motion with one arm. "It's all here—like a resort."



	"Cool," Michael said. He smiled when he saw Savannah and Margaret squeeze each other's hands and giggle a little in anticipation of the weekend ahead.
	Then, looking around, he remarked, "It's secluded up here, isn't it?"



	"Yes, there's nothing beyond this place except the ocean to the west and a wooded area on the other side of the bog down that way," Rob pointed, "... on
	the other side of that inlet. The property line also climbs into the foothills to the east."



	"Bog?" Max asked. "Do you mean as in a swamp?"



	Rob rubbed his chin and squinted. "Yes, only it's just wet enough to make the grass soggy. You can hike out there—it's not like quicksand or anything." He
	chuckled. "No crocodiles."



	Max glanced around the perimeter. "This guy must own everything outside the city."



	"He doesn't want any neighbors—that's for sure," Rob quipped, before walking off toward the mansion.



	"This is so nice," Savannah said, leading Rags on his leash into their assigned cottage. "They call this a bungalow? It's more like a chip off the old
	mansion."



	"What?" Michael asked, placing the cat's cage on the floor in their bedroom.



	"Like a mini-mansion." She unsnapped the leash from Rags's harness and threw herself across the four-poster bed. "I feel like a princess."



	"Your phone's ringing, princess," Michael called as he headed out to unload their luggage.



	"Hi Mom; everything okay?" Savannah asked into the phone.



	"Yes, honey. I was just checking to see if you had arrived yet."



	"We just got here. Oh, Mom, it's so luxurious. Can't wait to meet the people who own this place. It's gorgeous—like no resort I've ever seen. Our bungalow
	has two bedrooms, a large living room and kitchen, a beautiful deck out back overlooking the pool and the ocean... " She spun around the room.
	"... and it's furnished exquisitely. The grounds are lovely. I'll send some pictures," she said, excitedly. She then asked quietly, "How's Lily?"



	"Just fine," Gladys said. "She's up from her nap. Your friend, Colbi, is coming for a visit in a little while."



	"Our daughter's expecting guests, is she?"



	"Yes she is. Oops!" Gladys exclaimed, "... that's probably her at the door now. Gotta go. Have fun."



	"Sure, Mom," Savannah said, before realizing her mother had ended the call.



	"What's wrong?" Michael asked when he walked in and saw Savannah staring down at her phone.



	"Nothing. It's just that... "



	"What?" he asked, frowning.



	Without warning, she burst into tears. "I don't think Lily needs us."



	Michael dropped the suitcases on the floor and enveloped her in his arms. "Oh, Savannah... honey, of course she needs us. Why would you say that?"



	"Well, Colbi's there playing with her," she said between sniffles. "Mom says everything's okay."



	He chuckled softly.



	"Michael," Savannah complained, "she's doing fine without us. She doesn't even miss us."



	"Do you want her to be miserable when we're gone?" he asked, trying not to grin.



	"No," she admitted.



	"Do you want her to give your mom a lot of trouble?"



	Savannah shook her head.



	He spoke more softly. "Special people like your mom and Colbi and Iris can take care of her, but no one can take our place with her. She does need
	us—for seventeen more years, she'll need us to teach her how to walk, talk, and ride your horse. She needs us to teach her manners, values, responsibility,
	and how to make good choices. All of that is up to us, and she's counting on us for those things. You know it?"



	"I guess," Savannah murmured.



	"I'm glad she's happy in the care of your mom and our friends who love her. That means we're doing our job to make her feel secure. It's good for her to
	interact with other people." He moved back a little from Savannah and looked into her eyes. "And it's good for us to get away together."



	"I know. I'm sorry, Michael. I guess I'm just being... "



	"You're being a good and caring mommy, that's what. Now, you told your aunt you'd help her with her premiere dress. Why don't you wash your face and go
	over there, okay?"



	"Okay," Savannah said.



	When she returned from the bathroom, Michael held out her cell phone. "It's Maggie."



	"Hi Auntie, are you ready for me to come over?" she asked, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt.



	"I don't know if it'll do any good," Margaret groused, "but yeah, come on over."



	"Okay, see you in a few." Savannah ended the call and walked up to Michael, who was hanging a shirt in the closet. She put her arms around him and leaned
	hard into his back. "Thank you."



	"For what?" he asked, turning toward her and returning the hug.



	"For being such a great husband and father." She kissed him. "I love you."



	He grinned. "I know. Now go pretty up your aunt, will ya?"



	"Hi Max," Savannah greeted when she saw him sitting on the covered deck adjacent to theirs. "Is Auntie ready for a fashion makeover?"



	Before he could respond, Margaret appeared at the French doors. "Makeover; yep, that's what I need. Come on, fashion fairy, let's see if there's any hope
	for me."



	"Oh, Auntie, you're so hard on yourself." Savannah followed Margaret into the oversized bedroom. "Now, what did you bring to wear?"



	Her aunt motioned toward the four-poster bed, where she'd laid three dresses and a pantsuit over the luxurious quilt.



	"I've never seen these outfits, have I?" Savannah asked.



	"Probably not. We haven't been anywhere fancy together since you were a child and we saw the Nutcracker ballet at Christmas."



	Savannah clasped her hands under her chin. "How I loved dressing up in my frills and shiny shoes for plays, and at Easter, and Christmas."



	Margaret smiled. "Yes, we used to dress for special occasions." She shook her head slowly. "Not anymore. We've become a society of down-dressers."



	"Down-dressers?"



	"Yeah, you know, we dress down. We don't get dressed up," Margaret explained.



	Savannah looked more closely at the garments spread over the antique bed. She picked one up and held it toward her aunt, as if imagining it on her. "What's
	wrong with this dress? I love the fabric. Looks like a nice design for you." She squinted a little. "Didn't you wear this to my wedding?"



	"Yes." She pouted. "It never did fit right."



	"Let me see it on you."



	Margaret thinned her lips. "Only if you promise not to take a picture... or laugh."



	"You are so... " Savannah started, shaking her head in exasperation. "Go put it on, will ya?" When Margaret returned, Savannah took a quick look and
	said, "Oh... I see what you mean." Doing her best to discourage the chuckle she felt niggling at her, she walked up to her aunt and pulled at the
	shoulder seams. "It's a bit poufy here." She stepped back. "And the way the skirt hangs isn't very... " she grimaced "... attractive." Savannah
	picked up another dress off the bed and said, "Okay, that one's out. Let's try this one."



	"That one's hideous," Margaret said, refusing to take it from Savannah.



	"Then why did you bring it?" Savannah demanded. She continued to hold it out. "Go put it on."



	Margaret grabbed the plum-colored dress and carried it into the large bathroom. "See, hideous," she said, upon returning.



	"No. It looks... " Savannah narrowed her eyes and examined the dress. "Turn around," she instructed. "It's not bad, actually. With the right jewelry,
	that could look... okay."



	"I want to look better than okay," Margaret wailed.



	"No," Savannah said, backpedaling, "I mean, you'll look... great. Really."



	Margaret scrutinized her reflection in the mirror. "Do you think so? What kind of jewelry?"



	"Maybe... a strand of pearls."



	"And where will I get these magical pearls, pray tell?"



	"I have some you can wear, if you want." Savannah picked up the black pantsuit and held it toward her aunt. "Let me see this on you." When Margaret emerged
	from the bathroom wearing the black silk pantsuit, Savannah said, "I like that, but it's missing something."



	"Like a model."



	"A model?"



	Margaret explained, "A tall, thin model should be wearing it, not a squatty, middle-aged woman."



	"No, it needs something to dress it up. Did you bring any jewelry?"



	"Yes." Margaret picked up a satin pouch, opened it, and poured the contents out onto the bed.



	"There!" Savannah pointed. "This multi-strand silver chain necklace is perfect with it. See?" She held the necklace up against the front of the outfit.



	"That does look nice, but... "



	Savannah let out a sigh. She stared over at her aunt for a few moments, then said, "Iris will be here tomorrow. She knows a lot more about fashion than I
	do. Let's get her opinion. I'll bet she'll have some great ideas for you. Now, what are you wearing tonight?"



	A look of panic flashed across Margaret's face. "Tonight?"



	"Yes, we're going to the mansion for dinner tonight and we should dress for the occasion, don't you think?" Savannah eyed the three dresses and the
	pantsuit, saying, "Why don't you wear the plum dress tonight with my pearls. What shoes did you bring?"



	"The usual," Margaret said. "My tennies, black flats, a pair of flip-flops, and my Mary Jane stubby higher-heeled dress shoes—you know the ones."



	Savannah nodded. "Wear the heels." She took another look at the dress, held it up to her aunt, and said, "You'll look smashing."



	"Next to you," Margaret said with sigh, "maybe smashed is a better word. You, with those long legs and svelte figure, will steal the show."



	"It's not about me, Auntie," Savannah insisted. "It's about Rags and Rob. Michael and I are just... stage parents."



	"Stage parents," Margaret repeated. "That's funny." She looked at her niece. "Yep, I guess that's about the size of it, isn't it?" Her eyes twinkled when
	she said, "Unless they show that scene where Rags ran off with your bra, and... "



	Savannah squealed, "No! That's not gonna happen, so just forget about it."







Chapter 2

 



	That evening at seven, the Iveys and the Sheridans walked from their bungalows toward the main house. Michael carried Rags in his arms. On the way, they
	ran into Rob and his production assistant, Cheryl.



	"Hi there," Michael said to Cheryl. "Nice to see you again."



	"Thanks. Me, too." She reached out and petted the cat. "Hi Rags. You're looking marvelous. You have a big weekend ahead, don't you?"



	"He sure does," Savannah said. "Cheryl, you remember my aunt and uncle, Maggie and Max?"



	"Yes. Hello," she greeted.



	"We don't know where we're going," Savannah confessed.



	Rob gestured with one arm. "Follow us."



	Max chuckled as they approached a side door. "Going in the back way?"



	"Uh-huh, the maids' entrance," Rob joked, rapping on the door to the kitchen.



	After a few moments, a robust woman wearing a white apron over white slacks and a white t-shirt answered the door. She smiled. "Rob, Cheryl; come in."



	"Thanks." Rob turned to the others and introduced them to Celine, one of the homeowners' private chefs. "Celine's in charge of pastries."



	While the others acknowledged her with a nod, Margaret caused a round of laughter by saying, "Nice to meet you. Hope to eat some of your work soon."



	Celine gave Margaret a toothy grin, then motioned toward a door. "Go on in; Victor's in the Wisteria Room ready to serve wine and hors d'oeuvres." She
	noticed Rags and added, "I'm sure he'll make arrangements for the cat."



	"Gosh, this is something else, isn't it?" Savannah whispered to Margaret as they strolled through a hallway into a room that would rival any of the most
	elegant cocktail lounges in some of the most ornate old hotels in this country.



	"I've never seen anything like it," Margaret said, her eyes wide as she tried to take it all in. "Look at the detail in the woodwork."



	"The furniture is so large," Savannah noted.



	"Well, yeah, if you put regular-size pieces in large rooms like these, it would look like you decorated with dollhouse furniture," Margaret quipped.



	"Hello," the wine steward greeted. "I'm Victor." Upon noticing Rags, he took a step back. "Oh, a cat. Let me call for Rupert. He'll show you where to put
	it." After quietly making a call, he addressed the guests again. "Which wine can I pour for you this evening?"



	Margaret leaned into Savannah. "Don't you wish you could pronounce the name of that wine you like—the one that starts with a G?"



	"Oh Auntie, he's probably never even heard of it—it comes from the grocery store, for heaven's sake."



	Max, a former chef in a high-class restaurant in Chicago, had the prudence to ask, "What do you recommend?"



	After Victor had made a few suggestions and while they were each deciding on a wine, a man dressed in jeans, sport shoes, and a blue lightweight pullover
	sweater entered the room. Victor waved one hand toward Michael. "Take the cat, will you, Rupert?"



	"Hello there," Rupert said upon approaching Rags. He glanced at Michael. "What a handsome fellow. Is he the star of the film?"



	Michael nodded. "That's what they tell me. I hear he was invited here for dinner tonight."



	"That's right. Would you like to come with me to see his quarters for this evening?"



	Savannah's eyes grew wide. "I would." She held out her hand to the middle-aged man, noticing that he was small of stature and sported a neatly groomed full
	head of curly brown hair with a hint of grey, and he wore a close-cropped beard. "I'm Savannah Ivey." She motioned toward Michael. "This is my husband
	Michael. Rags is our cat."



	"Rags," Rupert repeated, as if the word were distasteful. "Does the name stand for something?"



	"Well, it's Ragsdale," she explained.



	Rupert peered down at the cat and said, as if annoyed, "Oh." Glancing up, he focused on Margaret as she approached.



	"I wanna come," she said.



	"This is my aunt, Margaret Sheridan. She and her husband run a cattery for rescued cats," Savannah explained in an attempt to qualify Margaret for a tour
	of the cat room.



	Rupert looked at the two women and then at the cat, which Michael still held in his arms. "Okay, let me show you to the Jungle Room."



	"Jungle Room?" Savannah questioned. "I thought the rooms were named for flowers."



	"Most are," he said. "There's the Wisteria Room, the Rosemary Room, the Camellia Room... but also the Jungle Room, for visiting cats."



	"What's this room called?" Margaret asked as they followed Rupert past a huge table set for a formal meal.



	"The dining room," he said, matter-of-factly.



	Savannah and Margaret exchanged glances as they attempted to contain their urge to giggle.



	"Is this where we'll eat tonight?" Margaret asked.



	"I think you're taking your meal in the atrium this evening," Rupert said, without expression.



	"What's this room called?" Savannah asked, gazing around the enormous room at the bottom of a wide staircase.



	Their guide stopped and faced Savannah. "The great room."



	Once at the top of the stairs, while Michael continued to keep pace with Rupert, Savannah and Margaret slowed at each door and peered into the rooms. They
	alternately raised their eyebrows and smiled in response to the interesting décor. After walking past four open doors—two on each side—they noticed
	that the hallway veered right.



	"Sure is quiet up here," Margaret said. She shivered. "It's kinda spooky."



	"This wing is unoccupied," Rupert explained. "No one has resided on this floor for years." He hesitated and added, "... unless you believe in ghosts."



	Savannah and Margaret exchanged looks. "Ghosts?" Savannah repeated.



	"There have been rumors." He rolled his eyes for effect and then said, as if sharing a secret, "Some members of our staff have wild imaginations."



	Savannah noticed that the third door on the right—a purple door—was closed, as was the door across from it and one at the end of the hall. Rupert stopped
	in front of the purple door. "Here's the cat room." He turned toward the small group and said with emphasis, "The Jungle Room."



	"It's so far away from everything," Savannah remarked. "What if... "



	Rupert sighed. "Nothing will happen to your cat. Someone will be with him at all times."



	The trio watched as Rupert opened the purple door. He invited them inside, closing the door behind them.



	"It's secure?" Michael asked, looking around the room.
	

	Rupert nodded.



	Margaret clasped her hands against her chest. "My, my, this is every cat's dream come true."



	"Gosh, it's amazing," Savannah agreed. "Rags could get lost in here."



	Rupert seemed amused by the comments. "Yes, it is quite elaborate. It's Mrs. Peyton's design."



	"Wow, she must really be into cats," Margaret said.



	Savannah looked around. "Are there other cats in here?"



	"No. There are no cats in the mansion," Rupert said. He walked to the door, opened it, and stepped aside so the others could exit. "Mr. Peyton will call
	for Ragsdale later. I'll bring him then." He reached for the cat. "You go enjoy your cocktails and dining experience."



	"Sure," Michael said, relinquishing Rags to Rupert. He watched as Rupert placed the cat on a floor-to-ceiling cat tree. When Michael noticed Savannah and
	Margaret continuing to ogle at the climbing apparatus in the room—the tunnels, tents, hammocks, toys, and posts—he urged, "Come on ladies. Our wine's
	getting warm."



	"What a place!" Savannah said as they stepped out into the hall. "Rags won't want to come home with us."



	"I don't want to go home, either," Margaret said.



	"What's that?" Savannah asked, turning to look behind her.



	Michael turned around as well. "What?"



	"I thought I heard a cat."



	Michael chuckled. "Surely Rags isn't complaining."



	"I doubt that," Margaret said.



	Savannah shook her head. "No, it didn't sound like Rags." She pointed to the green door at the end of the hall. "It came from that direction." She walked
	slowly toward the sound. "Maybe there's a cat in that room," she said. The others followed rather reluctantly.



	"I don't hear anything," Margaret whispered.



	"Me neither, Maggie, but my wife has supersonic ears. It's uncanny the things she can hear." He took Savannah's arm. "Come on, let's go eat. Did you see
	that spread Victor has down there?"



	Savannah grinned. "Good idea. I'm hungry."



	By the time the threesome had returned to the drawing room, the others were seated at a large round table sipping wine and nibbling on fresh shrimp, lox,
	an array of exotic fruits, colorful vegetables, and a variety of tiny savory pastries. After filling small plates with appetizers and giving Victor their
	wine preferences, the latecomers eased into plush cushioned chairs, joining the others at the table.



	"So who else came from the film crew?" Michael asked Rob.



	"Just us. DeeDee and Raymond might make it. Remember them? She was one of our videographers."



	"Who attends these things?" Max asked.



	"Money people, media, representatives from television channels, maybe a few movie producers," Rob explained. "We might get celebrities who are interested
	in the topic, and pet food and supply executives. It's not exactly open to the public, but we make sure the right people get wind of it." He took a sip of
	wine and continued, "Some of these folks bring family members or friends who are interested in the subject of the film." He looked at Savannah. "In this
	case, those who like cats."



	"So you don't send out invitations?"



	"Sure we do," Rob said. "We send them to the folks we hope will be interested in the
	project—people who might want a piece of the action for advertising or other purposes."



	"You mean Rags might be auditioned to do a cat-food commercial?" Margaret asked. "He could become another Morris?" When she noticed blank stares, she said,
	"Oh, I guess that was before your time." She turned to Max. "You remember Morris, right?"



	"Sure I do. He helped sell a brand of cat food in the early '70s—he was supposed to be the world's most finicky cat."



	"That doesn't describe Rags," Savannah said. "He'll eat most anything."



	Max grinned across at Savannah. "Sounds like he could spark a wage-war among cat food companies—they'll all be upping their offers to get his paw-print on
	their contracts."



	Rob smiled. "It's impossible to predict the response you'll get, but you always hope for a movie contract or a film award. And, yes, the actor may get some
	offers." He laughed. "I've never done an animal film quite like this before, so I'm not sure what proposals may come our way."



	Cheryl nudged Rob. "Tell them about your offer from the outdoor-sports mogul."



	Rob leaned forward. "A few years ago we did a documentary featuring some of the world's most daring extreme sportsmen and women. Last week, a major
	sportswear conglomerate contacted us about using scenes from the film in their advertising. We're in negotiations now." He faced Michael and Savannah more
	squarely. "I hope to get the cat film picked up by the animal channel and then we'll see where it goes from there. We'll know more about the type of
	interest we can garner, and from whom, after the showing tomorrow night."



	"Since the documentary also involves local crime-fighting agencies, maybe some will want to use Rags's story in their training programs," Max suggested.



	"Oh sure," Margaret said, "can't you just see all the recruits running out trying to find cats to train as partners in solving their crimes?"



	Max raised his eyebrows. "Not a bad idea—then more cats would be rescued!"



	"Or someone would start breeding kleptomaniac cats."



	Savannah grinned at Max and Margaret, then focused on Rob. "So what have you been working on since this film?"



	Rob thinned his lips before saying, "Cheryl and I just got back from Alaska. We filmed three generations of natives living their daily lives in the
	wilderness."



	"Like a reality show," Cheryl explained.



	Rob nodded. "It was intense. Those people live off the land in every sense you can imagine. They spend what few decent months they have preparing their
	survival tactics for the rest of the year."



	"How long did you stay there?" Max asked.



	"An entire month. It was brutal, but I wouldn't have traded the experience for anything."



	Cheryl added. "We were there during some of their best weather and... " She shivered a little. "Yes, it was brutal. I sure have respect for those
	people."



	"You look nice, Cheryl," Savannah said, upon noticing her tasteful deep-blue dress with lace sleeves and bodice.



	"Thanks." She grinned. "Different from the get-up I wore when we filmed at your place, isn't it?"



	Savannah winced. "A bit more... conservative, I'd say."



	"Yeah, I can dress up or down—depending on the occasion," she said, running one hand up along her neatly coifed twist. "This is a dress-up occasion."



	"Big difference," Margaret said. "Like night and day. I wouldn't have recognized you. Last time I saw you, you looked like a... "



	"Auntie... " Savannah hissed, poking Margaret with her elbow.



	"What?" Margaret spat. "I was going to say she looked like a teenager. Now she looks... all grown up."



	Cheryl smiled widely. "Thanks." She furrowed her brow. "... I think."



	"I can't even see any of your tattoos," Margaret added.



	"By design," Cheryl said, smiling demurely. She leaned forward and spoke quietly and deliberately to Margaret. "I can't see any of yours, either."



	Everyone watched as Margaret pulled back and grabbed at her chest. When she noticed that all eyes were on her, she cleared her throat and said quite
	innocently, "What?"



	"You have a tattoo?" Savannah asked. She looked at Max and noticed he was smiling smugly.



	Margaret stared into her wine glass. "No," she said, unconvincingly.



	Savannah glanced at Max again. He nodded and winked.



	"How did you know?" Margaret asked, narrowing her eyes in Cheryl's direction.



	Cheryl laughed. "I didn't—but I do now."



	The others joined Cheryl in a round of lively laughter.



	"Busted," Max said, putting his arm around Margaret's shoulders and squeezing her to him.



	Michael teased, "Oh, so that's where your tattoo is, huh, Maggie?"



	"What?" She appeared to be confused.



	"What Max said," Michael explained.



	Margaret was still trying to figure out what everyone was laughing about when they heard a voice ring out from the doorway. "Sorry I'm late."



	They turned to see well-dressed man of about forty-five walking toward the table. "I'm Charles Peyton. You must be Savannah and Michael Ivey."



	The Iveys nodded and each shook hands with their host.



	"So nice to meet you," he said, before glancing at the others.



	Savannah made the introductions. "This is my aunt, Margaret Sheridan, and her husband, Max. I think you've met Rob and Cheryl."



	He nodded at the Sheridans and then said to Rob, "Yes, nice to see you two again." He returned his attention to Savannah and Michael, asking, "Where's the
	cat?"



	"In your playroom," Savannah said, "... with Rupert."



	"Can you join us?" Rob invited.



	Charles Peyton walked around and pulled out a chair across from Savannah. He had no sooner sat down when Victor was at his elbow. "What's your preference
	tonight, sir?"



	As their host made his wine selection, Savannah scrutinized the man.
	
		He's rather nice-looking in a youthful, businessman sort of way. Seems to be a type-A personality—sure is fidgety, like it's hard for him to sit still.
		That's probably how he stays so trim.
	
	She chuckled to herself. I hope I don't have to dance with him, he's not much taller than Auntie—maybe five six or seven.



	Savannah flinched a little when their host suddenly turned his attention in her direction. "So Mrs. Ivey, where did you get this fabulous cat?"



	"Savannah," she said. "You can call me Savannah." She then responded to his question. "At a local shelter."



	"Oh, so he's a rescue?"



	She nodded.



	"And now a movie star," Charles said, revealing small even teeth behind a rather mechanical smile.



	"Do you have cats?" Max asked.



	Charles shook his head. "No, no. Not here. No cats."



	"Then why would you be interested in investing in a film about a cat?"



	"My wife likes cats. We support local shelters and some major rescue organizations." Without warning, Charles stood. "Here's my wife now," he said, rushing
	to greet a tall, overdressed woman of fifty-five plus.



	Savannah chuckled to herself.
	
		Another stilt woman, as Auntie would say. She's probably just about my height—five nine or ten. She towers over Charles. Gosh, looks like she's had a
		lot of plastic surgery work already. And what's with that hairdo from the thirties? Must be a Greta Garbo wannabe. It's rather attractive on her,
		actually. She sure dresses glitzy.
	



	"Hello dear," Charles said, taking her hand and leading her toward the table. "Come meet our delightful guests. Henrietta, this is Savannah and Michael
	Ivey, Margaret and Max Sheridan, and you've met Rob and Cheryl." With a gallant gesture, he said, "My wife, Henrietta."



	The men stood and the women nodded. Henrietta bowed slightly and smiled. "Where's the cat?" she asked, her voice syrupy smooth.



	"He's in the Jungle Room, dear," Charles said. "I've called for Rupert to bring him in."



	Lowering her brow, she asked the Iveys, "He's well-behaved, isn't he?"



	"Well... uh... I guess, if... " Savannah stuttered.



	"Splendid," Henrietta said. She glanced up in time to see Rupert walk in carrying Rags in his arms.



	"Oh, he's striking," Henrietta gushed. She approached the cat and began petting him. Addressing Michael and Savannah, she asked, "Has he eaten?"



	Michael responded. "We were told to bring his food. We left it in the kitchen."



	With that, she said, "Rupert, have Addison bring the cat's supper, would you? And tell him to add some of that fresh halibut we had brought in this
	morning."



	"Yes, madam," he said, placing Rags on the floor and retrieving his cell phone from his pocket. As Rupert moved away from the group to make the call,
	holding fast to the cat's leash, Savannah and Michael exchanged looks.



	Soon, a middle-aged blond man appeared carrying a crystal goblet on a tray.



	"Holy cow, would you look at that?" Margaret said under her breath. "They're treating him like he's royalty."



	Savannah giggled quietly. "Yes, and your point is... ?"



	"Set it down there, would you?" Charles said, pointing to a spot on the floor near where the group sat. He reached out and unfastened the leash from Rags's
	harness and asked Rupert to show the cat to the food.



	Rags looked around at everyone. Suddenly, he noticed an enticing aroma in the air that quickly led him to the goblet. He sniffed the contents for a few
	seconds before diving in and eating his fill of the gourmet meal.



	"Rupert, take him to the litter box, would you?" Charles instructed. "Then bring him into the atrium. He can hang out with us while we dine." He turned to
	his guests and invited, "Please follow us. Dinner is served. Leave your drinks; we'll have a special wine with dinner."



	Charles offered his arm to his wife and the two of them led the small procession into a large room constructed mostly of intricately designed glass and
	filled with many varieties of tropical plants. "Here, you will enjoy Henrietta's gardening interest," Charles explained. "She can even grow plumerias,
	anthuriums, and orchids in this environment."



	"It's beautiful," Savannah said, gazing around the room. "Look at the design on that high ceiling."



	"It's stained glass," Henrietta explained. "There are 300,000 pieces worked into the dome."



	"Wow!" Margaret said staring up at the artwork.



	"You'll have to wander in here during the day," Charles suggested, "in order to get the full effect of the room."



	"But I love it at night, too," Henrietta said. "The white flowers just pop, and I like seeing all the twinkly lights."



	"It is lovely, my dear," Charles said, walking toward a round table set for eight. He immediately took charge. "Michael and Savannah, I'd like you to sit
	on either side of me. Rob, won't you take the chair next to Savannah? Your young woman can sit to your left. The Sheridans can join my dear wife on either
	side of her."



	A few minutes later, Charles saw Rupert leading Rags into the atrium. "Take the leash off, would you? Let him wander. Just keep an eye on him." As an
	afterthought, he motioned to his left. "Show him the bed."



	Savannah looked over at the bed Charles referred to and smiled. "I see you did your homework. He loves canopy cat beds, especially the one belonging to his
	much smaller stepsister."



	Charles smiled and glanced at his wife. "Oh yes, we do want him to be comfortable, don't we, dear?"



	Throughout the evening, Savannah attempted to keep an eye on Rags, which wasn't easy with the distraction of the superb meal in front of her and the
	fascinating table-talk. The cat, in the meantime, wandered in and out among the diners' feet. When he reached up with his paws on Savannah's lap, she
	gently nudged him down, saying, "No Rags. You can't get up here while we're eating."



	He wasn't hungry, anyway. He was probably just looking for a stepping stone to the tabletop. He liked being part of a group. Since an invitation was not
	forthcoming, the cat moved on. He continued to explore the room, sniffing everything he encountered, until he stumbled upon the cat bed.



	Savannah finally relaxed a little when she saw him sprawled across the canopy bed. A short time later, while listening to Henrietta talk about her recent
	trip to Africa in search of some special plants for the atrium, Addison approached and asked Savannah if she was finished with her meal. She nodded and
	smiled. She then craned her neck to check on Rags again. Her heart sank when she saw that the canopy bed was empty. She quickly looked in Rupert's
	direction. Darn, he's staring into his cell phone screen. Oh no, where's Rags? she wondered, glancing around the atrium. "Michael," she
	said, breaking into a conversation he and Charles were having about scientific advances in veterinary science.



	"What?" he asked, sounding slightly annoyed.



	She whispered to him, "I don't see Rags anywhere."



	Michael sighed impatiently, his eyes darting around the large room.



	"What is it?" Charles asked.



	Michael placed his napkin on the tabletop and stood to get a wider view. "Just wondering where the cat is."



	"Rupert," Charles scolded, "where's the cat?"



	The man quickly pocketed his phone and frantically glanced around the room. "I'm sorry sir. He was asleep. He can't have gone far."



	"He could be anywhere," Michael said. "Just look at all the flowers and plants he can hide in."



	Savannah stood, bent on joining Rupert in his search, when Charles reached out and took her wrist in his hand. His eyes almost burned into hers as he
	assured her, "Rupert will find him. Sit. Enjoy your dessert."



	"But you don't understand... " Savannah started, quickly freeing herself from his loose grip and moving away from the table.



	That's when Michael walked up and put his arm around her, whispering, "Hon, Rupert knows where to look. He'll find Rags." He gently led his wife back to
	the table and they both eased into their chairs. Savannah took a bite of the elegant dessert, but she could not concentrate on it or on the conversations
	around her.



	After a few minutes, Rob noticed this. "Excuse me, but I think I'll help Savannah look for the cat, if you don't mind," he said, apologetically. He smiled
	at Savannah.



	"Thank you, Rob," she said as she followed after him calling for Rags and peering in between and behind some of the many potted plants scattered throughout
	the room.



	Rupert had rushed to an adjoining room in his search. However, he returned shortly appearing worried. "I can't find him."



	"He's probably lost in this big house," Savannah said. She turned to Charles. "Okay if we go look for him?"



	Reluctantly, he nodded.



	Margaret and Max stood and offered to join the search.



	At that, their host vacated his chair, and suggested, in his usual take-charge manner, "Savannah and Michael, you two explore the west wing. Margaret and
	Max, take the east route. Rupert, check all of the outside doors to make sure none of them have been left open. Rob, you come with me; we'll search the
	great room and kitchen area. There are a lot of places for a cat to hide in this house." He chuckled. "He's probably having a marvelous time exploring." He
	then turned to Henrietta. "You keep Cheryl company, dear. I'm sure we'll return promptly... with the cat." When Charles noticed Savannah and Michael
	standing in the middle of the room looking confused, he pointed. "West wing; through that door."



	"I knew it was a bad idea to turn him loose," Savannah said under her breath as the couple headed down a long hallway on the ground floor.



	"Yeah, we should have followed our gut on that one," Michael agreed. "Nothing is simple with that cat." He then said, "It looks like there are about eight
	rooms in this hallway. How about you take those on the left and I'll check the ones on the right."



Savannah was in the last bedroom on the west wing ground floor checking closets when she heard something. She stopped and listened.	Sounds like a cat, she thought. She tilted her head. I think it's coming from upstairs. She walked cautiously into the hallway and looked
	in the direction she'd seen her husband go. "Michael," she called, quietly. When she didn't hear a response, she entered the room across the hall. No one
was there. She stepped into the next room —empty.	There it is again. Sure sounds like a cat. I'm going to investigate... if I can find my way back to that big staircase. Ah, there it is. 



Seeing no one around, she ascended the staircase and walked slowly toward the occasional sound she continued to hear.	Sure sounds like Rags. Where is he? she wondered. Maybe he went back to the Jungle Room. She turned the corner in the second-floor
hallway expecting to see him, but the corridor was empty, so she advanced toward the playroom. Slowly, she opened the purple door.It's dark. Where's the light switch? Here, she said to herself as she turned on the light. "Rags," she called quietly. "Rags, are you in here?"	



	Just then Savannah thought she heard the sound of a door closing. When she peered cautiously into the hallway, she was stunned to see Rags sauntering
	toward her. "Where were you?" she said, gazing up and down the eerily quiet hall. When she noticed that all of the doors were still open except for the
baby-blue door across from the Jungle Room and the emerald-green door at the end of the hall, she wondered, Did someone have him in one of those rooms? But Rupert said this floor is unoccupied... except for...  Gads, she thought,	ghosts!? 



	 
	Focusing on the cat now, she whispered, "Come on, Rags, let's join the others and let them know you're okay." She quickly turned off the light in the
Jungle Room and closed the door. That's when something caught her eye.	Someone's moving around in that room at the end of the hall. I see shadows in the light shining from under the green door. Her heart raced.
	
		Who's in there? Ghosts don't make shadows, do they? I don't even know if I believe in ghosts. I think there's someone behind that door and I'm pretty
		sure that whoever it is, had Rags.
	
	Highly curious now, she picked up the large cat and walked toward the door. Readjusting the large cat in her arms, she raised one hand and prepared to
	knock.



	"Savannah, are you up here?"



	Her heart suddenly in her throat, she jumped and turned quickly toward the voice. She relaxed when she saw who it was. "Michael, you startled me." She
glanced back at the emerald-green door. Oh, what does it matter who's in there? she thought.	We have Rags back. Better go join the others. Don't want to cause any waves our first night here.



	"What were you doing?" Michael asked as Savannah approached him with the cat in her arms.



	"Well, I think someone's in that room," she explained.



	"So?" he asked, taking Rags from her.



	"Don't you remember, Rupert told us no one lives up here? But before I saw Rags, I heard a door close and then I saw shadows moving under that door. I
	think someone had him in there."



	Just then they heard another voice. "Hello! Michael! Savannah!" the man called.



	"Down here," Michael replied as Charles Peyton came into view from around the bend in the hallway.



	"Good, there he is," he said. He then frowned. "Where's his harness?"



	Savannah grimaced. "I don't know. When I found him, he wasn't wearing it."



	Charles scratched his head. "Gosh, I'm sorry. This should never have happened. Rupert will be reprimanded. We'll purchase a new harness for him first thing
	in the morning."



	"Don't worry. No harm done," Michael said. "We have another harness, don't we, hon?"



	"Yes," she said. "With Rags, you have to think ahead and be prepared."



	"But how in the world did he get it off?" Michael asked, staring down at the cat in his arms. "He's never shed one of those before—at least to my
	knowledge." He looked to Savannah for her input.



	"No, I've never known him to get out of a harness. He had help," she said, glancing behind her again.



	Charles chuckled. "Maybe he's just more clever than you thought. No one on my staff would remove his harness without permission," he insisted. He glanced
	beyond Savannah toward the end of the hallway. "No one stays on this second-story wing, you know. That's why we have the cat room on this floor. When the
	occasional cat visits, we keep them up here by themselves where their caterwauling can't bother anyone." He glanced at Rags again. "Well, let's go back and
	let the others know we found him. We'll have a nightcap and then you might want to take him to your bungalow and get some rest."



	****



	Later that night, Savannah awoke with Rags on her mind.
	
		He's such a worry. If he's home with us, I worry. If he's traveling with us, I worry. No way can I go back to sleep without making sure he's where he
		should be, doing what he should be doing.
	
	She raised herself up on one elbow and squinted toward his kitty bed. I don't think he's in it, she thought, climbing out of bed and walking over
	to look more closely.  Awww, there he is, sprawled across it. "Hi Rags," she whispered, when he lifted his head and looked at her. She reached
	down and petted him. "Good boy. Now go back to sleep. I'll see you in the morning."



As she headed back to bed, she noticed a glow of light streaming through a split between the drape panels. She stopped and peered out the window.Gads, that mansion is huge, she thought.	It looks eerie at night, the way the fog swirls around the place. The thick mist makes it seem grotesque instead of beautiful. She smiled at her
	wild imagination and started to release the drapes.
	
		Wait, it sure looks like there's a light coming from a window on the second floor. It's dim—like the window's covered or something. I think that's
		where I found Rags this evening.
	
She squinted. I believe that's the room at the end of the hall where I thought I saw shadows moving under the door. She stared.	Strange. Oh well, could be that someone left a light on when they last used that room or when the maid cleaned it. I'd better get some sleep. She
	took one more quick look at Rags before climbing back into the monstrous four-poster bed.







Chapter 3

 



	"Good morning, sunshine," Michael said when his wife entered the living room fresh out of the shower, dressed in jeans and a lightweight yellow sweater.
	"We're having breakfast on the lanai. Are you hungry?"



	"Lanai?" Savannah said, laughing. "That's not a lanai; it's a deck. Breakfast? Sure, I'm ready. What are we having?"



	"Whatever your aunt ordered. We're eating here because she says we have the better view."



	"Cool. Oh, here they are now," she said, opening the French doors. Before she could greet them, there was a knock at the front door.



	"That must be our breakfast," Michael said, taking his usual long strides to let the servers in.



	"Surprise!"



	"Peter! Rochelle! Hey, you guys are just in time for breakfast. Come on in," Michael invited, just as Margaret and Max stepped in.



	"Hi Peter," Savannah said, crossing the room and greeting him with a hug. She reached out for Rochelle. "I'm so happy to see you two. Are you living up
	here yet?"



	"Where's your studio?" Michael asked.



	Savannah jumped in again, "How do you like it so far?"



	"Hey, hey," Peter said, "one question at a time." Before he could respond, however, he spotted Margaret, who had walked toward them. "... but first, I
	want to meet this delightful young lady." Bowing slightly, he extended his hand. "I'm Peter Whitcomb, an old friend of Michael's and a new friend of
	Savannah's." He cocked his head. "You look a lot like Brianna. Are you another sister?"



	Margaret smiled broadly. Keeping her eyes on Peter, she waved a hand in front of her face. "You sure know how to make a girl blush." Addressing Rochelle,
	she asked, "Is he always this complimentary?"



	"Pretty much," she said, smiling. "I didn't get to meet Savannah's sister, but I did meet her mother and you sure resemble her."



	"Close," Savannah said. "This is my aunt, Margaret Sheridan, and her husband, Max. Auntie... Max... meet Peter and Rochelle." She explained, "It was
	Peter's beach house we stayed in last month."



	"Nice to meet you," Margaret said, allowing Peter to take her hand.



	"You had a beach house in Southern California and you left it to live up here?" Max asked.



	"Yes, needed a change in scenery," Peter said.



	Michael clapped his hands together. "Hey, have you two had breakfast?"



	"Actually, no," Peter said. "Are you cooking?"



	Michael chuckled. "I thought maybe you would, like you did our first day at the beach house."



	Rochelle looked at Peter, her eyes wide with disbelief. "You cooked a meal?"



	"Yeah, I did," he said, looking a little sheepish.



	Savannah nodded. "And it was good. Won't he cook for you?"



	"No. He told me he doesn't know anything about cooking anything."



	Michael slapped his friend on the back. "You scoundrel." He turned to Rochelle. "I can vouch for his bacon and eggs."



	"We've ordered veggie omelets, cinnamon buns, and a variety of fruit. How does that sound?" Max asked the couple.



	Peter seemed pleased to have the subject changed. "You're being served?"



	"Yes, we'll eat on the deck," Margaret explained.



	"Sounds great," Rochelle said, looking to Peter for his input.



	Peter shrugged. "Sure, count us in, if it's not too late."



	"No," Max assured the couple, "it's not too late. I'll call the chef."



	"Come on out and make yourselves comfortable," Savannah suggested, leading the couple to the deck. Margaret and Max followed.



	The sun had just cleared the first turret on the Peyton mansion as the small group gathered around the table. "Shall I open the umbrella or do you ladies
	prefer the sunshine?" Michael asked.



	The three of them agreed that the sun felt good.



	After engaging in small-talk for several minutes, Peter grinned and asked, "Where's the bus-riding, escape-artist, bathing-suit-stealing cat?"



	Michael chuckled. "In solitary confinement."



	"Resting up for his big night," Savannah added.



	"Bus-riding, bathing-suit-stealing?" Margaret repeated. "Vannie, you didn't tell me about that."



	"Here's our breakfast," Max said, when he saw the parade of chefs marching toward the deck carrying large trays.



	Once everyone had been served and the servers had left, Margaret turned to Savannah. "Now what's this about Rags riding a bus and stealing bathing suits?"



	"Didn't you tell her about that?" Michael asked as he spread butter on a warm cinnamon bun.



	Savannah shook her head. "He gets a bad enough rap without us adding to it."



	"I'll tell you, Margaret... " Peter started.



	"It's Maggie," she corrected in a slightly flirty manner.



	He smiled. "Okay, Maggie. Well, you see, on the cat's first day at the beach house, I accidentally let him out and he ran off and stole a gal's
	bathing-suit top."



	"Took it off her?" Max asked, chuckling.



	"That's what I wondered," Peter said, winking. He continued, this time, using a mock-serious tone, "His last night there, he went for a bus ride... "



	"What?" Margaret exclaimed. "By himself?"



	Peter started laughing. "Yes, can you imagine? The police brought him home... "



	Savannah held up one hand. "Not the police. It was a security guard."



	"How did they know where he belonged?" Max asked, now completely enthralled by the story.



	"Well, you see, Max," Michael said, "the cat developed a reputation while we were living in the beach community. Someone at the fish restaurant where he
	stopped to eat recognized him and knew where he was staying."



	"Oh my gosh," Margaret said, practically doubled over laughing. "That is just too far out, even for Rags." She thought about it for a minute, shook her
	head, and asked, "He actually climbed on a bus and what? ... jumped off when it stopped at a restaurant that had fish on the menu?"



	"It appears that's exactly what he did," Savannah said, a bewildered look on her pretty face.



	Max looked across the table at Savannah. "He is too much. What a character."



	After cleaning their plates, the three couples continued a lively conversation while enjoying their coffee and tea, when they heard a new voice. "Good
	morning."



	Michael craned his neck to see who had issued the greeting. "Oh, good morning, Rob... Cheryl."



	"Hi, you two," Savannah said. She scooted her chair out to face them. "These are our friends, Peter and Rochelle. This is Rob and Cheryl, the producers and
	directors of the film we'll be seeing tonight."



	Suddenly, Rob pointed at Peter. "Hey, you're Peter Whitcomb."



	Peter cocked his head and said, hesitantly, "Guilty."



	"I met you at a gig down south—near Atlanta. You were showing your art. I was filming some of the artists. I actually have you on tape talking about your
	work."



	"Oh? Was that at the Connover Plantation?" Peter asked.



	Rob nodded.



	"Yes, I remember. What did you ever do with that clip, anyway?"



	"Nothing, yet. Otherwise, I would have contacted you... for permission, you know." Rob peered at Peter. "Hey, how's your... what is
	she... publicity gal... ?"



	"Dawna?" Savannah said, recalling her less-than-pleasant last encounter with the woman. "Yes, how is she doing?"



	"She was a dynamo," Rob recalled. He chuckled. "She reminded me of a teacher I had at Catholic school-no-nonsense, down-to-business. Does she ever lighten
	up?"



	Peter shook his head. "Not so you'd notice." He swallowed hard. "She's doing her own thing, now. Showing her art."



	"Really?" Rob said. "I didn't know she was an artist, too."



	"Neither did I until... "



	"Until what?" Rob pushed.



	"Until she told me she didn't want to represent me anymore; that she'd rather represent herself."



	"So you've broken ties with her completely?" Michael asked.



	Peter took a sip of coffee and placed the mug on the table. "It's better that way."



	After a few moments of silence, Savannah asked Rob and Cheryl, "So, what are you two doing out and about this morning?"



	"Hiking... getting to know the area," Rob said.



	"Where did you hike?" Michael asked. "... down in the marshland or up in the foothills?"



	"Today, we walked down through the meadows... as you said, the marshland. It's not too soggy this morning. Tide's out and it was an easy walk."



	"We walked almost to those trees you can see way out there," Cheryl said. "I was scared the tide would come in and I made Rob turn around so we wouldn't be
	stranded."



	Margaret twisted in her chair and looked in the direction Cheryl pointed. "That's quite a walk. What time did you get up?"



	"Oh it wasn't bad—only three or four miles, maybe," Rob estimated.



	Cheryl frowned. "Seemed more like ten." She addressed Margaret, "It's hard walking in all that wet grass."



	"Come join us for coffee," Michael invited. "There's fruit left and a few cinnamon buns, if you're hungry."



	Rob stepped up on the deck. "Sure, I worked up an appetite." He pulled two chairs closer to the table and he and Cheryl settled into them.



	While Margaret and Rochelle cleared the table—placing the dirty dishes on the large trays and setting them aside, Savannah retrieved clean dishes and
	utensils from the kitchen for their guests.



	"So what do you figure, there's about a hundred acres here?" Max estimated.



	Rob looked out over the land below. "Yeah, or more," he said, reaching for the pitcher of orange juice.



	"We saw a cat out there," Cheryl said. "... a wild one."



	"Feral," Rob corrected.



	"I thought there were no cats on the property," Margaret said.



	Rob took a sip of his juice. "I guess they had cats here at one time. They had people who did nothing but care for them; Rupert was in charge. He set up
	the playroom and managed the cats' schedules, diets, and all. As I understand it, it got to be too much. Henrietta wanted to keep the cats, but Charles had
	had enough and banned them from the house. Today, there are just a few ferals on the grounds."



	"You know, that's just plain odd that he doesn't have cats in the house anymore," Savannah said. "I can totally understand being overwhelmed by too many
	cats, but... " she started.



	Margaret swiped her napkin across her mouth. "Especially if they're high-maintenance cats like yours."



	Savannah crinkled her nose up at her aunt before finishing her line of thought. "You'd think he'd keep one or two of them. He seems to like cats."



	Rob cleared his throat. "That's the nature of Charles Peyton. He's either 100-percent in or 100-percent out. There's no middle ground with him. He invests
	in and supports many cat-related programs and he seems to like having cats visit." He turned toward Margaret and then glanced back at Savannah. "Hey, you
	ladies should tell him about your cat group—what's it called?"



	Margaret responded: "The Hammond Cat Alliance."



	"He might be interested in helping fund some of your projects."



	"Good idea," Margaret said. She was silent for a few moments and then she spoke quietly. "Do you know what else runs around out here besides feral cats?"



	"What do you mean?" Rob asked. "I suppose wild animals live out there in the brush and trees—raccoons, squirrels, snakes... "



	"Bears?" she asked.



	Rob frowned. "I don't know about that, why?"



	"Well, I looked out the window last night and thought I saw something. It could have been a bear carrying another animal."



	"Like what?" Savannah asked.



	"A spider monkey, maybe. I don't know. It was dark and a little foggy. I just saw the outline of something walking along on its hind feet carrying
	something."



	"A bear, Maggie?" Max questioned.



	"Well, it was hard to tell; it was sort of lumbering along outside my window. Bears lumber, don't they?"



	"Uh-huh, but not normally on two feet," Max said.



	Rob looked skeptically at Margaret. "Where would a bear get a spider monkey, anyway? Maybe it was a bear cub."



	"No. It was shaped differently than a bear cub. It was more like I said, a small monkey or fox." Her voice became accelerated. "... maybe a weasel. It
	could have been a weasel."



	"Oh Auntie, you're too much," Savannah said. "Talk about imagination!"



	Max smirked lovingly at Margaret and then turned to Rob. "I'm curious; why would Mr. Peyton leave Rupert on if they no longer have cats? Just to supervise
	visiting cats? Do they have many cats visit here?"



	Rob set his empty juice glass in front of him. "As I understand it, Rupert does other jobs now. He's Henrietta's driver, he keeps the cars clean and in
	good running order... things like that. He also helps Victor serve guests when they have parties."



	"Hey, what do you know about Mrs. Peyton?" Margaret asked.



	Rob peered at Margaret over his coffee cup, then leaned forward. "Henrietta? She's the one with the money. He married into it... was evidently a nobody
	until he married her. As I understand it, now he spends most of his time squandering all that money. She doesn't seem to mind. She's not interested in the
	businesses. She just wants to live the good life here and abroad." Rob glanced at his watch. "Hey, we have a meeting in the city."



	"Another documentary?" Michael asked.



	He winked. "Hope so." He then asked, "What are you all doing today? Going sightseeing? Playing a little tennis? Taking the cat for a walk?"



	Michael stretched back with his hands behind his head. "Maybe absolutely nothing."



	"That would be my choice," Rob said, laughing. He turned to Cheryl. "Are you ready? We don't want to be late. Traffic in Frisco can be gnarly."



	After Rob and Cheryl left, Peter looked at his watch, saying, "We have a meeting in the city later, too... with the gallery designer. We can't agree on
	the design." He patted Rochelle's hand. "You have time to finish your coffee." Then he lowered his brow. "So tell me, Savannah, what sort of documentary
	are we seeing tonight? Rochelle and I've been trying to figure out how someone could put a documentary together about a cat." He grinned playfully. "Did he
	get acting lessons or something? Does he have any lines?"



	Savannah laughed. "Well, you know about some of Rags's unusual habits."



	"Yes, but how would someone make a documentary about a cat that carries things around in his mouth? And why would they?"



	"Because some of the things he's found have helped solve crimes. The documentary is about Rags, but Rob also interviewed people who've been affected by
	some of his uncanny actions. He came up with a clue that helped authorities find our friend Colbi when she was kidnapped and almost killed by some evil cat
	hoarders. He identified a murderer in a police line-up once. And he helped to discover a body of a man who'd been missing for a long time."



	Michael put his hand gently on Savannah's knee and joked, "Hon, don't give away the plot; you'll spoil the show for them."



	"That's incredible," Rochelle said. "He's obviously unusual and clever, but I didn't know he was also helpful in cracking criminal cases."



	Peter agreed. "No, I thought he was pretty much self-serving. But he actually does things that help others? That's wild."



	"Well, yes, Remember when he brought Dawna's bloody necklace to us at the beach house? He saved her life that night."



	"Doggone, he sure did," Peter said.



	"He's pretty well thought of down at the sheriff's office," Michael said.



	Margaret snickered. "But they don't have to live with him and try to keep him out of trouble."



	Peter stood and stretched. "Wow, that's going to be quite an interesting film. Can't wait to see it." Addressing Rochelle, he said, "Hey, we'd better
	scoot."



	"What was wrong with your studio design in LA?" Savannah asked.



	"Evidently, they do things differently in San Francisco and the gal is trying to get me to conform. I think maybe to conform is to get lost in the
	sameness—to blend in. I don't want to blend in here, I want to stand out!"



	Michael rose out of his chair. Slapping Peter on the back, he said, "Don't worry, buddy, you stand out."



	"Meaning... ?" Peter asked, suspiciously.



	Michael looked innocent. "Meaning nothing. You're a standout, that's all."



	"So what time is it?" Savannah asked Peter.



	"Ten thirty."



	"Hey, gang, Iris and Craig should be here soon. Let's have the dishes cleared away. I also want to check on Rags—maybe give him some fresh air." She turned
	to Peter and Rochelle. "So neat to see you two again. Look forward to this evening."



	"Wouldn't miss it," Peter said.



	"Neither would I," Rochelle said, hugging Savannah. She then pulled back, furrowed her brow, and said, "Do keep a close eye on him... the cat, I mean."
	She thought for a moment before continuing, "I don't know what it is, but something is calling to him and he is... listening."



	"What was that all about?" Margaret asked after watching Peter and Rochelle disappear around the side of the bungalow, heading toward their car.



	"Huh?" Savannah said, appearing to be a little shaken. She took a deep breath and focused on her aunt. "Oh, well, Rochelle is a psychic and I guess she
	picked up on something and wanted to warn me." She stared off into space for a moment. "Gads, I hope we aren't facing a Pandora's box with him this
	weekend."



	****



	Savannah and Margaret had just returned from a walk in the rose garden with Rags on his leash when they saw a car pull up. "It's Craig and Iris," Savannah
	said, waving enthusiastically.



	"Wow!" Iris said, exiting the car and hugging Savannah. "You just keep moving up, don't you? A classy beach house last month and now this." She motioned
	toward the mansion. "It's... breathtaking."



	"Wait 'til you see the inside of that place," Savannah confided. "It's like a storybook palace."



	"And you're the princess, right?" Craig asked, hugging her warmly.



	"Of course," she said, hugging him back.



	Craig reached out and squeezed Margaret's hand. "Hi there, Maggie."



	Iris greeted Margaret cordially, as well. She then looked down at Rags and laughed. "So you're out walking the star?"



	"Yeah, practicing his walk on the red carpet," Margaret joked. Then in a more serious tone, she asked, "Iris, what are you wearing tonight?"



	Iris's eyes lit up. She smiled broadly. "My little black dress with the deep V-neckline and sassy flared skirt." She leaned in as if sharing something
	confidential. "I have these darling red-and-black stilettos I've been dying to wear in public and the most exquisite ruby-red knock-off Swarovski
	necklace."



	Margaret slumped rather dramatically, muttering, "Crap."



	"What's wrong?" Iris asked, looking from Margaret to Savannah.



	Before they could answer, Craig broke in. "While you girls talk fashion, I'll take the bags in and see if I can find a cold beer."



	"Sure," Savannah said, you're right there—the Acacia Bungalow. The guys are on our deck, around the other side of the Hyacinth Bungalow."



	As Craig walked away, Iris asked again, "Maggie, what's the problem?"



	"She needs help from the fashionista," Savannah explained.



	Margaret pouted. "I want to look like a fairy princess tonight, not the ugly stepsister."



	When Savannah and Iris tried to stifle their laughter, she continued, "Not funny. Look at this body. How does it compete with... you two tall, skinny,
	model types?"



	"Who's competing, Auntie?" Savannah said, not expecting a response.



	Iris made eye contact with Margaret. "Hey, show me what you brought to wear and maybe I can give you some ideas."



	"Yikes!" Savannah yelped. "What's that?"



	Margaret jumped back, her hands against her chest. "What?"



	Savannah picked up the cat. "I don't know," she said. "I thought I saw Rags with something in his mouth, but where'd it go?"



	"What did it look like?" Iris asked, staring at the ground, apprehensively.



	"Well, some sort of a... spider monkey, maybe, or weasel," she said, bending over laughing.



	"That's not funny," Margaret insisted.



	Iris appeared completely confused. "What?"



	Savannah put her hand on Iris's arm and winked. "My aunt saw a bear carrying around a spider monkey—or weasel—out here last night."



	"You just wait, young lady," Margaret scolded. "I'll show you what I saw. You come to my bungalow tonight and we'll look out the window. You'll see."



	Savannah chuckled. "Okay, but I guess I'd better have a few drinks beforehand, right?"



	Iris shook her head, then grabbed both Savannah and Margaret by the arms. "Come on, you two. Let's forget about things that go bump in the night and take a
	look at Maggie's wardrobe, shall we?"



	"Well, what do you think?" Margaret asked after showing Iris the outfits she'd packed for the premiere.



	Iris stood silent for a moment, then rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. "Sistah," she said to Margaret, "I think we need to go shopping."



	"I can't afford... " Margaret started.



	"Hey, you're not going to pay retail, girl... "



	"We're going to shoplift?" Margaret asked, her eyes wide.



	"No!" Iris said, emphatically.



	"Negotiate for a better price?" Savannah asked.



	Iris's eyes lit up. "Well, perhaps, actually. But I know some great secondhand stores in the city that carry designer labels."



	"Thrift stores?" Margaret shouted in disgust. "Hand-me-downs? Other people's discards?"



	"Yes, and they could be your treasures, Maggie. We're not talking garage sale stuff, but classy, name-brand, once-loved attire. Come on," Iris urged,
	"let's go shopping!"



	"Oh, I don't know," Margaret said.



	"You might find something worn by a celebrity," Savannah teased, a playful glint in her eye.



	Margaret looked at Savannah and then Iris. "Really?" she asked, excitedly.



	Iris nodded. "Sure—maybe Meryl Streep or Marie Osmond... "



	"Yeah, when they were overweight," Margaret lamented.



	"What time is it?" Savannah asked.



	Iris glanced at her watch. "Just after noon."



	"Do we have time to shop and be back here by six thirty? We're hosting a cocktail party at seven, before the premiere."



	"Oh yes, no sweat," Iris said.



	"Then how come I'm sweating?" Margaret asked.



	Thirty-five minutes later, the three couples were seated in the Iveys' SUV—the gals on a serious shopping mission and the guys interested in seeing some
	sights.



	"There's a cat!" Max said from the front passenger seat as they drove slowly toward the estate exit.



	"Where?" Savannah and Margaret asked, peering out through the car windows.



	"He went that way," he pointed, "into those shrubs." Max turned to face Savannah, a puzzled look on his face. "It looked like he was wearing Rags's
	harness—that blue one he had on last night."



	Michael creased his brow. "Now that doesn't make sense. Are you saying Rags gave it to a cat he met at the mansion?"



	Margaret snickered. "Yeah, one of the scullery cats?"



	"Rags gave his harness to another cat?" Iris asked. "How did he do that?"



	"You got me." Savannah faced Iris and Craig, who sat in the third seat in back. "He wore it to the mansion last night for dinner. Then he got lost, and,
	when we found him, he wasn't wearing it."



	"Well, that's strange, isn't it? How do you suppose that happened?" Iris asked.



	"Some sort or skullduggery?" Margaret quipped.



	"I'm curious," Michael said, pulling the car to the side of the road. "I'd like to find that cat."



	"Michael," Savannah whined, "we want to go shopping."



	"I know, just give me a few seconds. Come on, Craig, Max—let's see if we can spot the cat."



	The three men moved through the brush in the direction Max had seen the cat dash. They'd just about given up their search when Craig called out, "Hey, look
	here!"



	"Did you find it?" Michael asked.



	"Not exactly," Craig said. When the duo caught up with him, he was leaning over behind a row of shrubs.



	Max rubbed his chin. "Well, I'll be."



	"A gravestone," Michael said. He moved closer and knelt down. "Karen," he read. "Is that all it says?"



	After examining the stone more closely, Craig said, "That's it. Karen."



	Michael stood up and ran his hand through his straight dark-brown hair. "Isn't that odd? Why would it be out here like this?"



	"It may be a grave for one of their cats," Max suggested.



	Michael let out a breath. "That's probably it. Hey, guys, we're keeping the gals waiting. Let's go to the big city, shall we?"



	"Did you plug the address into the GPS, Michael?" Iris asked, when they were at the edge of the city.



	"Sure did. Now, let's hope we can find a parking place. San Francisco is famous for parking—that is, no parking," he emphasized.



	Margaret patted Michael's shoulder. "No problem. You can drop us off and drive around the block until we finish shopping."



	"I'll bet we can find a parking place in front of a bar," Craig offered.



	Iris gave him a sideways glance. "As long as you have a designated driver, babe." "There's a museum near where you girls want to shop," Michael said. "If
	we can park anywhere in the vicinity, maybe we'll walk over there and look around."



	"Why not park in the museum lot and the girls can walk to the dress shop," Max suggested.



	Savannah glanced at the other women for their reaction. "Okay with us."



	"Easy for you long-legged people to say," Margaret grumbled.



	Once Michael had located the museum and found a place to park, Iris pulled her phone out of her purse and activated her GPS. "Okay, girls, looks like the
	shops are just a few blocks east." The trio had reached the first thrift store on Iris's list when she addressed Margaret. "Now Maggie, I want you to go
	into this store with an open mind. Let me ferret out some things and I don't want any negative vibes coming from you until you've tried them on. Okay?"



	Margaret scowled. "Okay, I'll try, but... "



	"No buts. Now come on," Iris said, leading the others toward the front door. "Let's go see what dazzling things we can find in your size."



	The trio stepped inside the small shop and scanned the area. Iris then marched over to a rack of evening gowns and started moving them aside, one by one.
	"Hmmm, nothing suitable on this rack." She charged to another section of the store and continued shoving each outfit to the left mumbling, "No. Not quite
	right. Not that one." Suddenly, she pulled something off the rack, held it up, and announced, "This might work."



	A well-dressed, expertly coiffed clerk heard her and approached the women. "May I help you find something?"



	Iris acknowledged her. "Hi. We're looking for something enchanting for our friend here." She motioned toward Margaret. "She's attending a movie premiere
	this evening and must look amazing."



	The woman, whose name badge read, Hildegard, smiled. "Exciting! For what film?"



	Margaret tugged on Savannah's sleeve. "What's the name of the film, Vannie?"



	"Um, I think they're calling it, The Cat and Mouse Detective."



	Hildegard frowned. "I haven't heard of that one. Which theater?"



	"It's showing at the Peyton Mansion," Margaret responded.



	"Oh my." The clerk looked Margaret up and down. "Yes, you will need something wonderful to wear, won't you?" She examined the garment folded over Iris's
	arm. "That's a superb choice. Would you like me to start a room for you?"



	Iris handed over the dress. "Sure."



	The woman studied Margaret again, saying, "I have something that I think would look stunning on you—an all-black silk pants ensemble." She looked her up
	and down. "With black satin platforms to give you some height, and multi-strands of silver layered down the front, you would be absolutely striking with
	your dark hair and eyes."



	Iris nodded. "That's what I'm talking about. Please show us."



	The trio followed the woman toward the back of the store where she pulled a silky black pantsuit from a crowded rack, then took a silver necklace from a
	display and held it at the neckline. Margaret and Savannah looked at each other and started to laugh.



	"What's funny?" Iris asked.



	"That's just about exactly like one of Auntie's outfits back at the mansion. She even has a silver necklace like that."



	Margaret nodded. "All I lack are the tall shoes."



	"Well, then," the woman said, gazing at Margaret's feet, "let's see if I have what you need. What size do you wear?"



	"Seven-and-a-half or eight."



	Hildegard excused herself. When she returned, she announced, "It's your lucky day. We actually have your size." She held the shoes out for Margaret to see.



	"They're perfect," Iris said almost reverently. "Come on, Maggie, sit here and try them on."



	Once Margaret had buckled the shoes, she stood up, wobbling a little. "I'll need to practice walking in these things. But hey, I think I like the altitude
	up here." She looked at Iris and Savannah. "Now if you gals wear your flats tonight, I'll actually look tall." She continued to walk back and forth in
	front of a mirror in the high-heeled shoes, checking her image. Finally she stopped and asked Hildegard, "How much are they?"



	The clerk picked up a tag she'd removed from one of the shoes. "Only $50."



	Upon hearing the price, Margaret stumbled. Savannah reached out to steady her. "Holy cow," Margaret said. "That's more than my whole outfit cost me back
	home, and I bought it new."



	Savannah whispered to Margaret, "How many years ago?"



	Ignoring her, Margaret addressed the clerk suspiciously. "These are secondhand shoes?"



	"Yes, gently used; much loved."



	"And originally around $250," Iris added.



	Margaret took a deep breath. "Well, I'm sorry girls, but I love them. I must have them. They make me feel so... well... "



	"Tall?" Iris suggested, smiling.



	"Yes. I'll take them. In fact, I'll wear them." She looked from Iris to Savannah. "... if you two will spot for me."



	Iris looked confused. "Spot for you?"



	"You know, be there in case I fall off these things."



	All three women laughed.



	"So how far away is that museum?" Margaret asked as they exited the store. "Do either of you remember?"



	"It was about two blocks from the museum to where we are now, "Savannah said, "so probably about two blocks back." She laughed. "Do you think you can walk
	that far on those platforms?"



	"Or we could stop in here and have a cup of coffee," Iris suggested, motioning toward a small coffee house. "... and have the guys come pick us up."



	"Coffee sounds good," Margaret said. "... and so does sitting down. I don't want to walk blisters on my feet before the premiere."



	Savannah retrieved her cell phone. "I'll text Michael and ask them to meet us here when they finish their tour."



	"Or their beers," Iris said. Suddenly she stopped and shouted, "Wait!" She grabbed Margaret's arm and pulled her in the direction of another store.



	"What?" Margaret complained. "Hey, be careful, I don't want to fall from way up here."



	Iris continued to pull Margaret along. "You'll need something sparkly in your hair. Let's go see what we can find in this place."



	After several minutes, the trio emerged from the accessory store with another package.



	"I love that accent," Iris said. "You can really pull it off with that dark hair of yours."



	"You're sure it's not too... young? I am over fifty, you know."



	"Yes, I know, Maggie—way over fifty—we graduated together," Iris reminded her. "Of course, it's not too young. It's fresh... fun... "



	"It does look nice," Margaret agreed. "But... "



	"But what?" Savannah asked. "You'll look amazing tonight."



	"Yeah, but it's costing me a fortune... $50 for shoes, $15 for the sparkly hair dodad-things I may never wear again."



	"Don't be silly," Iris said. "I wear my sparkles and designer shoes to the grocery store if I want—to the dentist—around the house."



	Margaret frowned. "Around the house? Pshaw! If our kitties saw these shoes coming at them, they'd run for cover." She smiled and stretched one arm up over
	her head. "Hey, I might be able to reach things on the top shelf in our kitchen, though."



	****



	"So how was the museum?" Savannah asked as the three couples headed home from their outing in San Francisco.



	"Interesting," Michael responded. "Only Craig got tired of looking at art."



	"You've seen one piece of art, you've seen them all," he complained.



	Savannah grinned. "Don't appreciate fine art, huh Craig?"



	"Fine art, maybe, but I don't get it when someone splatters paint on a canvas, draws a nose or an ear, and calls it art. I just don't get it."



	Without warning, Michael stepped lightly on the brake. "Hey, isn't that Henrietta Peyton?"



	Savannah strained to look out the car window. "Yes. Who's that she's talking to?"



	"Looks like a beggar-woman," Margaret said.



	Iris laughed. "Beggar-woman? In this ritzy neighborhood?"



	"Heck, if I was gonna beg, I'd be doing it here. This is where the money is."



	"She's probably one of the servants," Max said. "She's all covered up with that hooded thing; can't see her face. Ole Henrietta sure looks angry."



	"Yes, she does," Michael agreed. "Hey, isn't that where you spotted the gravestone, Craig?"



	"Yeah, I believe it is."



	"Strange," Savannah said. "Should we stop and offer Mrs. Peyton a ride? It's quite a walk back to the mansion."



	Michael thought about it for a moment. "Naw. I'm sure she can get a ride if she needs one. That conversation looks private. We'd better not interfere."







Chapter 4

 



	It was ten minutes after seven that evening when Savannah heard a rap at the door. "Michael, would you get that, I'm washing Rags's face."



	"You're what?" Margaret asked, who, along with Max, had already stepped in.



	"Washing his face for his big debut," she said, as she continued to wipe and blot his eyes and nose gently with a damp cloth.



	"Pshaw! He's so spoiled," Margaret said.



	"And our kitties aren't?" Max asked, playfully. "Who brushes their teeth, brings them treats and toys when you've been gone for more than two hours, runs
	fresh water so Layla can drink from the spigot... ?"



	Margaret waved her hand in the air. "Oh, everyone does that." She quickly changed the subject. "Well, he does look nice in his pajamas."



	"Don't ruffle his fur," Savannah snapped good-naturedly, when Margaret reached out to pet the cat. Savannah faced her aunt and demanded to know, "What do
	you mean, pajamas?"



	"Don't you remember, Maggie? He's wearing his tuxedo tonight," Michael said. "Now what can I get you two to drink?"



	Max stepped up to the spacious counter dividing the kitchen and living room. "Do you have a plain ole beer?"



	"I'll have red wine," Margaret said. She then saw a large display of hors d'oeuvres spread over the wide counter. "Wow, have you been cooking all
	afternoon?"



	"Yeah, right," Savannah said. "No. This is compliments of the Peytons." She smoothed Rags's fur with the damp cloth, then stood and giggled a little. "They
	might join us."



	Margaret's eyes grew large. "Really. That would be interesting—the Peytons in your bungalow."



	Savannah focused on her aunt. "I love, love, love your look. It is so... you, and so attractive on you."



	Max gave his wife a gentle squeeze. "Doesn't she look great? And look how tall she is."



	Savannah smiled brightly. "Like a goddess."



	"Or a basketball player," Michael exaggerated, entering into the conversation from the other side of the counter.



	"Hi ya'll," Peter called into the room as he pushed on the slightly open door and peeked inside. He ushered Rochelle in ahead of him.



	"Hi," Savannah said, walking toward the couple. "You look gorgeous."



	"Well thank you," Peter said, grinning.



	Savannah hugged him. "You look nice, too, Peter."



	"And so do you," he said.



	Michael chuckled. "We're all beautiful. A big change from how we dressed at the beach."



	Just then Craig and Iris stepped into the room and greeted everyone. Craig generated a chuckle when he edged toward Margaret and asked, "Do I know you?"



	"Gads, do I look that different? I'm not sure that's a good thing."



	Iris put her hand on Margaret's arm. "You look stunning, Maggie. Good job." She spoke quietly, asking, "Do you like the look? How do you feel?"



	Margaret glanced around the room at the others to make sure they weren't still focused on her. She giggled a little. "I feel fabulous." She hugged Iris.
	"Thank you for the makeover and the new elevation." She laughed. "It's nice up here in the clouds."



	A few minutes later, Rob and Cheryl joined the jubilant group. As everyone chatted, Savannah kept a close eye on the star of the evening. Rags always
	enjoyed a party; crowds didn't bother him. In fact, he seemed to be born to entertain.



	"Uh-oh," Savannah said at one point, moving toward Craig when she saw him offer Rags a dollop of crab dip. "Don't feed him junk."



	"Junk? You're serving us junk?" he asked, jokingly.



	"Well, it's junk to him. We don't want him upchucking during his autograph session."



	"Is this where the party is?"



	Savannah turned in time to see Charles Peyton entering the room through the French doors. "Yes, come in and join us," she invited. She looked around behind
	him. "Is Mrs. Peyton with you?"



	"No, she isn't quite ready." He leaned toward her. "She had a little accident while out walking this afternoon and that threw her off schedule. She's a
	very scheduled woman."



	"We actually saw her this afternoon. I didn't know she was in distress or we would have stopped."



	"Oh?" he said, a surprised look on his face. "Well, the accident must have occurred after you passed her by. She's okay. Just shook up for a bit afterward,
	that's all." He looked around and spotted Rags, who was perched on a bar stool watching the activity. Charles smiled. "Well, look at him—he's part of the
	group, isn't he?"



	"He thinks he is," Savannah said, grinning.



	"Can I approach him?"



	"Certainly. He loves attention." Savannah walked with Charles toward the cat.



	"I brought him something," he said. "Nice color for him, don't you think?"



	"It's gorgeous," Savannah said, examining the deep blue harness Charles had handed her. "Oh my gosh, it has his name on it spelled out in silver. How
	classy is that?" She smiled at Charles. "Thank you. I was just going to put his old faded red one on him. This is great. He'll look smashing tonight."



	Charles glanced around the room. "Like the rest of his party."



	"Hello, Mr. Peyton," Margaret said upon approaching him.



	"Mrs. Sheridan," he said, with a slight bow.



	"It's Maggie."



	"Okay, Maggie. You can call me, Charles, if you want."



	Just then, Max walked up behind his wife and addressed Charles. "Mr. Peyton, I have a question. I'm sure I saw a cat this afternoon wearing Rags's harness.
	Do you have any idea how that could have happened?"



	Charles cocked his head and looked confused. "This one?" he asked, motioning toward the harness Savannah held in her hands.



	"No, his old one. The one that went missing last night."



	Charles laughed. "Well, that would be rather impossible, don't you think? I mean, even if Rags came in contact with a cat on the property—which is
	doubtful, since he was inside—how would two cats get the thing off one and onto another?"



	Max shook his head. "Heck if I know. Alls I'm saying is, it sure looked like Rags's harness racing past us this afternoon—on a large black cat."



	Before Charles could respond, he noticed Henrietta being ushered into the room. "Here's my wife," he said, reaching his hand out to her. "Hello dear. How
	are you feeling?"



	"Just fine." She looked around. "What a lovely party."



	"Well, your staff prepared all the goodies for us. That was sure nice of them," Savannah said.



	Henrietta waved a hand in the air. "Oh, they adore preparing for parties."



	She looks different somehow, 
	Savannah thought. She's wearing a new hairstyle. Is it a wig? she wondered.
	
		Now that's quite a change. But her face looks... puffy. Gads, she really did hurt herself this afternoon. I wonder what happened. That eye must be
		black and blue, she's sure wearing a lot of make-up to cover up something.
	
	Savannah thought about asking what had happened, but decided that if Henrietta went to that much trouble to hide it, she probably didn't want to talk about
	it.



	After several minutes of lively chatter among friends and acquaintances, Charles announced, "We'd better mosey over to the theater."



	"Sure," Savannah said. "Just need to get Rags ready."



	Michael overheard her comment. "I'll take care of him, hon. You don't want to get fur on that dress. Where is he?"



"He was right here on the stool," Savannah said, her eyes darting around the room. "Oh, there he is," she pointed, "begging for some of Rob's shrimp."	Sure hope he didn't give him any, she said to herself. She handed Michael the new harness before disappearing into the bedroom to freshen her
	lipstick.



	A few more minutes had passed by the time the small group arrived at the mansion. "Cool," Margaret said, "we're going in the front door this time."



	"Doors," Max corrected. "I don't believe I've ever seen doors this big."



	"They are massive," Craig agreed. "... like at the White House, maybe, or the Parliament building, or... "



	Once they were in the great room, Rupert approached Michael and reached for Rags. "I won't let him out of my sight," he said to Savannah and Michael, loud
	enough for his boss to hear.



	"You'd better not let anything happen to that cat," Charles threatened under his breath before ushering the party through the house and into the theater
	gallery. He led Savannah and Rob to the open theater doors and pointed. "You and your party will sit down there in the reserved section. You might want to
	mingle before being seated—greet some of the guests as they arrive." He shrugged. "Or not. It's up to you." He turned his attention toward the gallery
	entrance. "There's an associate of mine; I need to speak with him. Would you please excuse me?"



	"Certainly," Savannah said.



	A moment later, Margaret caught up with her niece. "This is so exciting. I love being up where I can see everything. You know," she said more seriously, "I
	think I'll have lifts put in all my shoes. This is fun, except... "



	"Except what?" Savannah asked.



	"Except these are not easy to walk in."



	"Practice," Iris said, upon joining the other two women. "It takes practice."



	Suddenly Margaret grabbed Iris's arm. "There's Kevin Costner."



	"Where?"



	"Over there in the dark suit."



	Iris shook her head. "That's not Kevin Costner."



	"Sure looks like him," Margaret insisted. "Who's that he's with—holy cow, it's Jennifer Aniston. I'd recognize her pretty hair anywhere." She glanced at
	Savannah. "It reminds me of Vannie's hair."



	Savannah made brief eye contact with Max. "I told you we'd need blinders for her."



	"That is not Kevin Costner and that is not Jennifer Aniston, Maggie." Iris raised her eyebrows. "But I do see a movie star."



	"Where? Who?" Margaret asked, looking in the direction Iris indicated.



	"Oooh, I can't remember her name. You know who that is." She looked to Peter and Rochelle. "What's her name? Isn't she the one who played in that movie set
	in Australia a few years ago?"



	"By golly, it is her." Margaret grabbed Iris's arm. "I want her autograph; will you come with me?"



	"No I won't," Iris said, stubbornly. "We're here with the stars of this film; it would be tacky for us to go out asking other people for autographs."



	Her enthusiasm quashed, Margaret said, "I guess you're right." She then perked up. "Hey we're in the film, too. Well, I am and Craig is." She lifted her
	chin a little, saying, "After the show, all of those people will want our autographs."



	"Sure are a lot of people here," Savannah said. "I wouldn't think there'd be so much interest in a little documentary about a cat."



	"There are millions of animal lovers in the United States," a woman standing near Savannah said. "Don't you know that? I'm sure they had to turn people
	away. Hey, it's about to start. Now you watch this and you'll see why there's so much interest in such films. I understand this cat is quite amazing."



	Savannah and Michael smiled at one another and then walked with the rest of their group to their reserved seats. As Savannah started to slip into her seat,
	she felt a tap on her shoulder. It was the same woman. She said, "Those seats are reserved for the artists and stars of the film, dearie."



	Rob overheard this and grinned. He then leaned toward the woman and politely said, "Thank you, we are the artists and the cat belongs to this
	young lady." Once everyone in the party was seated, Rob winked at Savannah and mouthed, "I hope you enjoy the show."



	"Where are you going?" she asked.



	"Closer to the stage. I have to say a few words when the film's over."



	"Break a leg," Craig said as Rob walked away.



	Margaret turned in her seat and glared at Craig. "What an awful thing to say."



	When she noticed Iris, Cheryl, and Rochelle all laughing, she asked, "What?"



	"It's okay," Iris said. "It's good luck."



	When Margaret still looked puzzled, Rochelle explained, "In theater, it's considered bad



	luck to wish someone good luck."



	"Or in horse racing," Craig added.



	"Oh," Margaret said, continuing to appear confused.



	****



	"So what did you think?" Rob asked when he was reunited with the others ninety minutes later.



	"Well done," Michael said, reaching out to shake his hand.



	"Thanks."



	"Unbelievable," Savannah said.



	"Unbelievable good or unbelievable bad?" Rob asked, appearing a little worried.



	"Good! Very good," she said. "I hardly recognized Rags, you did such a good job of telling his story."



	"It was like a real documentary you'd see on TV with music and narration in that soothing voice," Margaret said. "It was so professional. I felt like I was
	at the actual movies."



	Rob tilted his head. "That's the idea." He frowned at Margaret. "Did you think we were some fly-by-night outfit?"



	"Uh... well... " Margaret started.



	Rob put his hand on her shoulder. "That's okay, Maggie. I'm glad we impressed you."



	"Very much," she said, a little sheepishly.



	"I can see this on one of those animal programs," Iris said. "It's so... well done. Good job, Rob."



	"Thanks guys," he said. He looked around at the milling crowd, then addressed Savannah and Michael. "So are you ready for what comes next?"



	"What's that?" Savannah asked.



	Rob grinned. "You'll see."



	Just then a middle-aged woman hurriedly approached them. She put one hand on Savannah's arm. "You've gotta tell me how you trained your cat to do all of
	that stuff."



	Before she could respond, a couple joined them. The twenty-something woman looked at her companion and then at Savannah. "We have a bet. He says that was
	all staged for the film—the cat didn't really do that stuff." She narrowed her eyes. "It was real, wasn't it?"



	Savannah nodded. "It was real. Rags really does all that stuff."



	"That and more," Margaret said. "He's always in some kind of trouble."



	"Or helping someone out," Savannah said in his defense.



	The woman poked her companion in the chest with her finger. "I told you. Cats are smart and clever!"



	He shook his head. "Hard to believe. Now if it was a dog, maybe... "



	The young woman leaned in and confided. "He wants to marry me, but how can I even consider living with someone who doesn't appreciate the feline mystique?"



	"Don't even think about it," Savannah advised. "Doesn't sound like a marriage made in heaven."



	"Will we get to meet the cat?" another woman asked over the din in the large gallery.



	"Yes, he's here some place," Michael said. "I think they're bringing him down to greet everyone." He looked around briefly and added, "Here he comes, now."



	As if on cue, Rupert walked up to Savannah and Michael carrying Rags. "Please come with me," he invited. "Mr. Peyton wants him over here." He led the
	couple across the room to a small carpeted stage set up with a padded stool for Rags and chairs on either side for Savannah and Michael. Rupert looped the
	end of Rags's leash under one leg of Michael's chair. "Just in case he tries to slip away," he explained.



	"Good idea," Savannah said. "He can be wily, that's for sure." She glanced around and noticed that some of the others in their party had followed them to
	the stage area. She started to speak to her aunt when someone shouted, "There he is! It's Rags!"



	"Yikes, are you going to be mobbed?" Margaret asked quietly. "I thought this would be a more sophisticated audience."



	Max chuckled. "Looks like you've got some groupies."



	Once Savannah and Michael were seated, Cheryl walked up and handed them each a stack of programs and a couple of pens, saying, "People will want your
	autographs."



	She motioned for Margaret and Craig to move closer to the stage. "You, too."



	Margaret looked confused. "Us too what?"



	"People may want you to autograph their programs. Here are extras in case you need them." She slid two chairs close to the platform. "You can sit here."



	Margaret looked at Craig and then back at Max and Iris, who stood by egging their spouses on.



	****



	An hour had passed when Rob approached the two couples and said, "Well, I think that's all. Golly, you were flat-out bombarded, weren't you?"



	"I have writer's cramp," Margaret complained.



	Craig laughed. "I never heard so many stories about cats. Everyone has a story, don't they?"



	"Yes, people do like talking about their pets," Margaret agreed. She nudged Craig playfully. "I heard you telling stories about your cute kitty, Tommy."



	His smile widened. "Yeah, I guess I did talk about him, didn't I? I saw you showing pictures of your cats."



	"Guilty," Margaret said. "... just happened to have them in my pocket."



	"Good job, everyone," Charles Peyton said enthusiastically as he approached the others. He held his hand out to Rob. "Congratulations! I think your show
	was a success."



	"Yes, it seemed to be well-received," he agreed, shaking the man's hand. "There are a couple of pet-supply people who want to meet with us."



	Charles had news to share, too. "I was just chatting with a TV producer. He's eager to talk to his people about this film." Just then, Charles peered
	around Rob and asked, "Hey, where's the cat?"



	Savannah glanced at the padded stool. Empty. She gasped, then relaxed a little and said, "Oh, I'll bet Michael has him. The leash was looped under the leg
	of his chair. He went to get us something to drink; he must have taken the cat with him."



	Before Rob could respond, Peter and Rochelle approached. "That was spectacular," Peter



	said, smiling.



	"Amazing," Rochelle said. "He really is fascinating. I have only one complaint."



	"What?" Savannah and Rob asked in unison.



	"I wanted more," she said beseechingly. "I didn't want the film to end."



	Peter chuckled and said to Savannah, "Hey, we have to go. I wanted to tell you and Michael goodbye; we may not see you again before you leave. When are you
	going home?"



	"Tomorrow," she said. "Michael should be right back—here he comes." She frowned. "But where's the cat? Michael," she called, "I thought you had Rags."



	"Why would I take the cat to get us beverages?" he asked.



	"Well he's gone," she said. "How could he pull his leash loose by himself?" She covered her mouth with her hands. "Oh my gosh, do you think someone took
	him?"



	Michael studied the chair where he'd been sitting and grimaced. "I may have accidently moved the chair off the leash. He's probably mingling," he said,
	setting the drinks down on a small table next to the remaining programs. "Let's go look for him; he can't have gone far."



	Peter reached his hand out to Michael. "Before you go, I want to say goodbye."



	"Hey, thank you guys for coming! It was great seeing you again. Stay in touch, will you?"
	

	Peter winked. "I will if you will."



	****



	Margaret and Max had been involved in a lengthy conversation with a representative from a pet-supply conglomerate whom they'd met at a conference, when
	Margaret glanced up and saw Savannah frantically darting through the room. She excused herself. "Vannie, what's wrong?"



	Savannah whispered, "We can't find Rags."
	

	"What?" Margaret asked. "Not again... Where do you think he went?"



	"If I knew, I'd look there," she snapped. "Rupert helped us look through the house. I'm getting ready to go outside and call for him."



	"Where's Michael?"



	"He's in the front yard. Rupert's with him, I think." She grasped her aunt's arm. "Come with me, will you?"



	"Oh Vannie, I don't know. I'm having such a nice time and it's so warm in here—well, except for the cool air coming in through those big French doors."



	"Exactly," Savannah said. "Big open doors, leading to the big outdoors. Auntie, I'm scared to death he got out—or someone took off with him. Won't you help
	me look for him?" "All right," Margaret said, letting out a long sigh. "Where do you want to start?"



	"Just follow me," Savannah said, leading the way out to a large patio. Within a few minutes, the two women found themselves walking across an expanse of
	lawn. "Dang, my heels keep sinking into the wet grass," Savannah said. She looked back at the mansion. "You know, most of the guests have left. I think
	I'll change my shoes and get a jacket."



	"Me too. I don't want to ruin my new elevator shoes the first time out," Margaret said. She looked around. "You know, I'm going to put on my jeans; who
	knows where the search will take us?"



	Savannah thought about it. "I hope not far. Darn cat. Yes, jeans is a good idea." They walked as fast as they could toward their bungalows. "Now hurry,
	Auntie; I don't want him to get too far away from us," Savannah said. "Gosh, I wish I knew where he went."



	"Come on Savannah, you couldn't lose that cat if you tried. He'll probably come be-bopping back here before you've unzipped that sparkly dress."



	"Is he back?" Savannah asked her aunt when they met on the deck outside her bungalow a few minutes later.



	"I haven't seen him."



	"Well, watch for him." She glanced out into the darkness. "I'm going to get our flashlight out of the car."



	Margaret winced when she saw the dim glow of the flashlight. "It's not very bright, Vannie."



	"I know. But we aren't going far. At least it works. It'll be fine," Savannah assured her. "Rags!" she called. "Rags, come here, boy. Come on Rags, kitty,
	kitty, kitty!!"



	"The fog's coming in," Margaret observed as they continued walking into the darkness. "Glad I brought my jacket."



	"Glad I wore my tennies and socks," Savanna said. "It's kinda soggy out here."



	"Yeah, I don't like this. Maybe we should go back and look for him in the morning."



	"Wait, what's that?" Savannah shouted.



	"What? I don't see anything."



	"That shiny thing. See?" Savannah said, holding the flashlight steady on an object some distance in front of them. She walked swiftly toward it and
	exclaimed, somewhat hysterically "Oh my gosh! Rags!"







Chapter 5

 



	"You found him?" Margaret asked breathlessly as she made her way through the waterlogged marsh grass to where her niece stood.



	"Well, I thought so... but no, dang it," she said, reaching down and picking up something off the ground. "It's his new harness!" she exclaimed,
	examining it. "We're obviously on the right track, but how did he get it off?" She shined the flashlight around the area. "And where's the leash?"



	"Is it cut? Are there teeth marks on it?" Margaret asked, shuddering.



	"Teeth marks?"



	"Well, yeah, a wild animal could have gotten him."



	Savannah looked at her aunt, fear in her eyes. She handed Margaret the flashlight. "Aim it over here," she said, taking the harness in both hands and
	examining it more closely. "It isn't chewed or broken. The buckle's undone." She looked around and whispered, "Auntie, someone took it off him. Rags must
	be out here somewhere." She took a few steps forward. "Come on, let's keep looking."



	Margaret let out a deep sigh. "I don't know, Vannie."



	"You don't know what?"



	"How we'd ever find him out here."



	"Well, you know Rags; he'll probably find us. We'll just keep calling him."



	****



	Nearly thirty minutes had passed when Margaret said, "It's hopeless, Vannie. Can't we go back? I'm tired and cold."



	"Yes, I am too; it's miserable out here, and my feet are soaking wet, but we have to find Rags. We can't leave him out here. She glanced around the
	horizon. "Oh no!" she exclaimed.



	"What now?" Margaret asked, already wishing she hadn't.



	Savannah's voice quivered. "Auntie, I don't know where we are."



	Margaret looked quickly in all directions, her eyes wide. "Damn. The fog has really come in thick. It's like pea soup." Her voice became shrill. "I can't
	see a thing." She grabbed Savannah's arm. "What are we going to do? How will we get back? We can't even see the damn castle."



	"First of all, we have to stay calm," Savannah said, not sounding calm at all.



	Margaret loosened her grip on her niece's jacket. "You're right. Let's think logically." She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "Okay now, we've been
	walking the whole time in this direction, so the mansion has to be right behind us—that way," she pointed. "... I think."



	Savannah stood perfectly still for a few moments and then pointed off to the right. "I'm pretty sure it's that way. I think I hear the ocean behind us.
	That means the mansion is that direction."



	Margaret cocked her head and listened intently. "I don't think that's the ocean, Vannie. That's wind blowing through those trees we can see during the
	day."



	"We haven't walked that far, have we?" Savannah asked, her voice becoming shrill with fright. "Those trees looked to be miles away from the mansion."



	"Listen carefully," Margaret said. "That ocean sound you heard is rustling leaves, I tell you... and that means we've gone past the point of no return."



	"What are you talking about?"



	"There's no way in hell we can get back to the mansion in the dark and in this fog with no light!" she shouted. "... and no damn compass."



	"We do, too, have a light," Savannah insisted. She looked at the dim glow still emitting from the flashlight, shook it a few times, and let out a sigh. She
	choked up a little. "We've done it again, haven't we?"



	"What?" Margaret asked.



	"We've gotten ourselves in a horrible pickle."



	"If you weren't so damned adventurous, Vannie... " Margaret started.



	"Me, adventurous?" she spat.



	"Yeah, you and that misfit cat of yours... " She stamped her feet. "Damn! Damn! Damn!!"



	"Feel better?" Savannah asked after a brief pause; a hint of a grin showing through her tears.



	"No," Margaret said, emphatically. "I'm still cold and tired."



	"Look at the bright side," Savannah said softly.



	"Bright side? Are you out of your mind? What bright side?"



	"You didn't wear your new shoes out here." Before Margaret could respond, Savannah grimaced, saying, "I guess we'd better call our husbands. Can you
	imagine how angry they'll be at us?" She reached for her phone and realized it wasn't in her back pocket where she usually carried it when she went
	anyplace without her purse. Panicked, she checked her other pockets. "Darn, did I lose it or forget to pick it up?" she asked, talking more to herself than
	to her aunt. She held her hand out to Margaret. "Give me your phone."



	"I already thought about that, Vannie," she said quietly. "I don't have it."



	"What? We came out here without a phone?" Savannah said. She dropped her head. "I don't believe this."



	"Well, we didn't know we'd be hiking to the other side of the planet," Margaret complained, "... on a foggy night... in the dark... "



	"Okay then," Savannah said, "we'll go to plan B. If we're lost, we might as well keep going. I just have to find Rags. Rags!" she called. "Here kitty? Come
	on big boy... "



	"You don't even know if he's out here, Vannie."



	Savannah turned to her aunt and insisted, "Why would his new harness be out here if he didn't wear it out here?"



	"To throw us off his trail?"



	"Are you saying Rags masterminded an elaborate plan to escape?"



	Margaret looked up at Savannah with a smirk. "Sure. Maybe it's a publicity stunt." She sounded more serious when she said, "There were a lot of people
	interested in him tonight. Someone could have gotten their hands on him... " Suddenly, she grabbed Savannah's arm. "What was that?"



	"What? Where?" Savannah asked, shining the faint light in the direction her aunt pointed. "Maybe it's a cat."



	"Sounds too big to be a cat," Margaret whispered.



	"Well, I'm going to take a look," Savannah said, holding the flashlight out in front of her and walking cautiously toward the sound. Margaret reluctantly
	followed close behind.



	When Savannah stopped, Margaret whispered, "Is it Rags?"



	"I'm not sure. Get down," she said quietly.



	"There!" Margaret said, pointing excitedly. "It's Rags. I know it. That's him. I saw the white on his chest. He ran into that bush."



	"Rags," Savannah called. "Come on, boy." Suddenly, she grabbed Margaret's jacket sleeve. "Auntie, did you hear that?" she whispered, struggling to calm her
	voice.



	"I'd have to be deaf not to," she whispered. "What is it?"



	"I don't know. I hope it's Rags."



	"Shhhh. There it is again. I think someone's out there. Turn off that damn flashlight," Margaret whispered. "It's no good, anyway." She took a deep breath
	and cocked her head. "Yeah, Vannie, I think that is a cat—a large and clumsy cat. He'd never run away from you, Vannie. Call to him again. Maybe he'll
	come."



	"Rags," Savannah called out in a loud whisper. "Rags, are you out there?"



	The two women remained crouched, listening and watching. "There," Margaret said, grabbing the flashlight and aiming it out in front of her.



	"Where?"



	Margaret continued to aim the flashlight. "Dang, it's gone."



	"I don't think that was a cat. It looked more like a raccoon or beaver."



	Margaret slapped the side of the flashlight. "Drats! Dang thing's running out of juice fast."



	"At least we're out of the mushy grass," Savannah said. "The ground here under these trees is relatively dry, but it's hard to walk because of the debris
	and rocks."



	"Are you saying we should keep going in this direction?"



	"Seems more promising than trying to navigate the marshland in the dark, don't you think?"



	"I'm beyond thinking, I'm so cold and tired," Margaret grumbled. "Maybe we should lie down and sleep on this dry ground and wait until daylight to decide
	what to do." Then she whispered loudly, "Listen. There's something in the reeds back there." She shined the light and took a few steps in that direction
	calling, "Rags? Kitty, kitty."



	"Wait," Savannah pleaded as she saw her aunt disappear into the mist.
	
		My gosh, she's hallucinating. What's she doing heading out by herself like that? I'd better go catch up to her. We sure don't want to get separated.
	
	"Auntie, where are you?" she called.



	"Oh, my God," Margaret said.



	"What?" Savannah hissed. "Where are you?" What she heard next caused her to freeze in her tracks.



	Kerwhack! Thud







Chapter 6

 



	In the meantime, back at the mansion Michael and Max waited and worried. "Where the hell could they be?" Michael asked again as he paced back and forth on
	the deck outside their bungalow.



	"Rupert is sure he saw them walk off in that direction," Max pointed. He shook his head slowly. "Why would they go out into the marsh like that? A cat's
	not going to walk around in swamp land."



	Michael stopped pacing. "You never know about Rags—he actually likes getting his feet wet. But I haven't known him to wander into the wilderness. He
	usually stays close to populated areas." He ran his hands through his hair. "This is just too weird. I can't imagine those two staying out in the cold and
	dark for this long, unless... "



	"We've already gone over all of the what-ifs and unlesses, Michael. It's no use. Either they're out there or they aren't and if they are... " he
	hesitated. "... if they are, they probably got stuck on the other side of the inlet Rob told us about and they can't get back because of high tide."



	"Possible, of course."



	"Anything?" Charles Peyton asked as he approached the two distraught men.



	They shook their heads.



	Charles stared out into the darkness and said under his breath, "That is no place for two women... at night." He turned to Max and Michael. "I'd send
	helicopters up, but the pilots wouldn't see anything in this marine layer." He dropped his head. "The best I can do is send my security people out in the
	morning, when this lifts. Tide will be out come morning. Some are prepared to walk out from here. Others will drive in from the other side of the forest,
	in case they made it that far."



	"Fresh coffee," Rob announced as he came from Michael's bungalow with a tray of coffee mugs. "Where are Craig and his wife?" he asked, looking around.



	Michael motioned toward the Acacia Bungalow. "They went to bed. I promised we'd call them if we hear anything." He glanced toward the Sledge's bungalow.
	"I'm sure they're not getting much rest." He took one of the coffee mugs. "Thanks," he said, staring out into the darkness. "Looks like it's going to be a
	long night."



	****



	What was that? 
	Savannah wondered. "Auntie, I hear you—come this way. I'm over here." Gosh, I hope that's Auntie I hear moving through the trees. She crouched,
	listened, and waited until the rustling sound faded. "Auntie," she called in a whisper. "Where are you?"



	Nothing.



	I have to find her, 
	she thought. She may be hurt. Savannah began moving slowly and deliberately toward where she had last seen her aunt. Suddenly she caught a glimpse
	of what looked like Margaret's turquoise jacket. She rushed toward it as quickly as she could over the uneven terrain. "Oh my gosh Auntie, what happened?"



	There, she found Margaret slumped facedown over a large rock, lying eerily still, her hand still gripping the flashlight. Savannah's heart pounded in her
	chest. It was difficult to breathe. "Auntie, Auntie," she called, as she checked for a pulse. Thank God, she's alive, but she's hurt—how badly? 
	she wondered. Using what little light was available from the flashlight, she could see that Margaret was bleeding from a wound on her head. Savannah sucked
	in a deep breath and glanced around her. Now what? she asked herself. I've really blown it this time. Through gritted teeth, she growled,
	"Damn cat!"



	Just then she heard Margaret moan.



	"Auntie, what happened?" Savannah asked as she helped Margaret move onto her back. Savannah eased her to the ground so she was leaning against the boulder.



	Margaret rolled her head from side to side. "Vannie?" she said in a weak, strained voice.



	"What happened?" Savannah asked again. "Did you fall?"



	Margaret put her hand up to her head and winced. "Yeah, after someone... smacked me with a... bat or something."



	"Who?" Savannah asked, dropping to her knees and looking around.



	"Don't know. Didn't see... " Margaret tried to sit up straighter and then slumped. "I don't feel so good."



	Savannah gently pushed some of Margaret's hair aside, and shined the dim light on her forehead. "Gads, no wonder you don't feel well. Someone really
	clobbered you." Savannah quickly removed her own jacket and pulled off her t-shirt, which she used to dab at the gash. "Hold this against your head-can you
	do that?"



	"Yeah, just let me lie down."



	Savannah stood up and looked around the area as she slipped back into her jacket. "I guess this is as good a place as any. At least it's relatively dry
	here." She helped Margaret lie back flat on the ground and rest her head on the hood of her jacket.



	"Did you see who hit you?" Savannah asked. "Where'd they go, anyway?"



	"I don't' know where he came from or where he went, but he sure packs a wallop."



	"I hate to think there's someone like that out here," Savannah said, as if to herself. She looked at her aunt. "Maybe you ran into something in the dark."



	When Savannah saw her aunt roll her head back and forth and heard her moan, she felt herself start to panic. "We need help, Auntie." She slumped down next to Margaret. "Sure wish we had a cell phone or matches."



	"Matches?" Margaret asked, her voice labored.



	"Yeah, we could start a fire and maybe someone would see it and rescue us. I wish those rich people didn't live so far away from everyone and everything,"
	Savannah complained. She perked up a little as she realized. "We could be near civilization and not even know it."



	"What?" Margaret asked, sounding groggy.



	"There could be someone out there, but we just can't see them because of the fog. Heck, we might be standing in someone's backyard right now." She thought
	for a moment and added, "Maybe I should keep walking in the direction we've been going and see if I can find someone."



	"No, don't leave me," Margaret begged. "Let's wait until daylight."



"I think you need help. We have to get you some help." Savannah looked at her aunt and began to tremble. No! she told herself,	I can't give in to my fear. I have to be strong. Maybe I shouldn't leave her. I may not find my way back. "Okay then," she said out loud, "there's
	something else I can try." She stood, took a deep breath, and began calling loudly, "Help! Help! Someone help us, please!"



	Margaret reached up and grabbed at Savannah's leg. "Shhh. He might come back."



	"We have few choices, Auntie. You can't lie on this damp ground all night in the mist, bleeding like that." She checked her aunt's wound, dabbed at it, and
	then began calling again, "Help! Help!"



	"It's no use, Vannie," Margaret said, tears streaming down her face. "No one's going to come. We don't even know where we are. I'm going to die out here in
	the swamps of San Francisco because of... a caaat," she wailed.



"Shhh, Auntie. Take it easy. Don't get upset. We'll be okay," Savannah soothed. I don't know how, she thought,	but we will be okay. We will be okay. She folded her arms against herself and continued to look around the area, hoping to see even a hint of life
	somewhere—hoping that someone would come to their rescue. "Help! Help!" she shouted out into the night.



	The fickle fog drifted in and out, intermittently enshrouding everything within four feet, then lifting and creating brief windows into the distant
	darkness, and Savannah continued to search the horizon for some sign of life. Suddenly, she called out, "A light. Auntie, I saw a flicker of light. I'm
	going to walk in that direction. I think there's someone out there."



	Margaret grabbed at Savannah. She rolled her head slowly from side to side. "No! Don't leave me, Vannie. Don't go."



	"I have to get help, Auntie. You're losing a lot of blood." She took a few steps toward the glow she'd seen through the fog. "Dang, where is it? I can't
	see anything now. Darn fog!" Cupping her hands around her mouth again, she called as loudly as she could. "Help! Help!" She stared into the darkness,
	trying her best to catch another glimpse of the light she thought she'd seen. Nothing. Dropping down next to Margaret, she said, "It's gone. I can't see it
	anymore. Maybe it was my imagination." She began to cry. "What are we going to do, Auntie?"



	"It'll be okay, Vannie," Margaret managed through her wooziness and pain. "Just relax. I'm tired. I think I'll go to sleep."



	Savannah sat up and leaned over her aunt. "No. Don't go to sleep. Come on, let's talk about something. Let's sing. You can't go to sleep... "



	"Is that what you tell your animal patients?" Margaret asked, slurring her words a little.



	Savannah smiled weakly through her tears. "Sure, but they rarely listen... especially the cats. They do love their catnaps."



	"So your patients are stubborn like your aunt, huh?" Margaret asked, trying to make light of a serious situation.



	Savannah wiped the tears from her cheeks. "Yeah, some of them are." Suddenly, she straightened a little, cocked her head, and listened. "What's that?"



	"What?" Margaret asked, trying to sit up a little.



	"Lie still. Listen." She pointed. "I hear something moving around down there."



	Margaret grabbed Savannah's arm and whispered loudly, panic in her voice. "It could be a bear or a wolverine."



	Savannah chuckled in a rush of hysteria and said, "No, I think it's a person."



	"Get down, Vannie," Margaret coaxed. "It could be... "



	Savannah ducked next to Margaret. She continued to hear the rustling and crunching of leaves and twigs. Closer and closer it came. "There," Savannah
	whispered. "It's over there. I see a light moving through the trees." She spoke cautiously, "I just hope it's someone who can help us." Mustering as much
	courage as she could, she lifted herself to a standing position and shouted, "Hello. Is someone there? Please, we need help."



	"Where are you?" came the response.



	"That's a woman's voice," Margaret whispered.



	Savannah took a ragged breath. "Yes, I just hope it's someone responding to our call for help and not the person who hit you." She swallowed hard, then
	shouted, "Here! Over here!"



	But the stranger did not move forward. "Who are you and what's your problem?"



	"We're lost and my aunt is hurt. We need help," Savannah said, trying to keep her voice from quivering.



	"What are you doing out here, anyway?" the woman asked as she approached Savannah and Margaret. "No one comes out here at night, unless they're hunting
	possum or ghosts." She held up her lantern and studied the women. "You don't look like the possum-eating kind. Are you ghost-hunters? There are plenty of
	them around here," she said, sarcastically.



	Savannah shook her head. "We're looking for a cat. He escaped from the mansion." She glanced at Margaret. "Someone hit my aunt and she needs attention."
	She then focused on the woman, noticing that she wore khaki slacks, a fleece-lined denim jacket, and leather work boots. Savannah squinted toward the
	stranger. "We need help getting back to the mansion. Our husbands must be worried sick."



	"Oh, you can't go back there tonight. Fog's in, tide's in. You could drown walking through the bog. You got here just in time."



	Savannah groaned a little. She then asked, "Do you have a phone?"



	"No. Haven't had a phone in years."



	Savannah tightened her arms against her body. Was she trembling because of the damp chill or from pure fright? After all, she didn't know where she was,
	how to get help for her injured aunt, or the intentions of the strange woman who had emerged from the thick fog.



	She looks a little scary—maybe unbalanced, 
	Savannah thought. But I guess we have to trust her—what other choice do we have? Auntie's hurt pretty bad. She narrowed her eyes and asked, "What
	are you doing out here, anyway?"



	The woman cackled, her voice gravelly. "I could ask you the same question."



	"I told you... " Savannah started.



	"Your story sounds fishy to me." Savannah could feel the stranger's steely-eyed glare as she probed. "What were you doing at the mansion, anyway... with
	a cat? And why would two grown women be chasing a cat out into the bog... at night?" She pointed a crooked finger. "Maybe you escaped from prison." She
	glanced down at Margaret, who lay still on the ground holding Savannah's t-shirt against the gash on her forehead. She studied Savannah before adding,
	"Maybe you're witches, or just crazy. ... looking for a cat... likely story."



	"Please," Savannah pleaded, "can you help us? My aunt needs attention."



	The woman held up her lantern and peered more closely at Savannah, then lighted the area where Margaret lay. "What happened to her?" she asked. "Did she
	fall and hit her head?"



	"Yeah, after someone clobbered me," Margaret said, weakly. She looked suspiciously at the woman and asked, "Was it you?"



	"Twasn't me," she said, "and there's no one out here but me." The woman knelt next to Margaret and lifted the bloody t-shirt. "That might need stitches.
	Keep pressure on it like you're doing." She stood and said to Savannah. "I guess you two are harmless. Can she walk?"



	"I sure don't want to stay here all night," Margaret said, in her usual crusty manner. With obvious effort, she lifted her head and rolled a little to one
	side. "Oooh, it hurts," she said, easing back down onto the ground.



	Savannah took in a deep breath and let it out. "How far are we going, anyway? Can you tell us where you're taking us?"



	The woman looked briefly at Savannah before saying, "To my home. Or you can stay here all night if you want and catch pneumonia or be eaten by a pack of
	coyotes."



	Savannah studied the woman, looked down at her aunt, and quietly said, "Okay. Let's go."



	"Ohhh," Margaret moaned as the two women helped her to her feet. "My head is throbbing."



"Just hang in there, Auntie," Savannah coaxed. "Lean on us; let us help you. You'll be okay."	Gads, I hope I sound more reassuring to my aunt than I do to myself, she thought.



	The trio edged deeper into the forest, stepping carefully through the rough terrain. Fifteen minutes had passed when the woman finally said, "There's my
	place, on the other side of the tree line. We're almost there."



	"How're you doing, Auntie?" Savannah asked.



	"Okay. I'll be okay, once I can lie down on something softer than that rocky ground."



	"Look, there's a cat," Savannah said.



	"Yeah, I have cats," the woman replied. "You said you're looking for one?"



	"Yes, my cat escaped from the mansion."



	The woman stopped suddenly. Margaret and Savannah looked at her. "What's wrong?" Savannah asked.



	"I'm just wondering why you and your cat were at the mansion."



	"Let's get my aunt comfortable and I'll tell you. Please? Can we go on?"



	The stranger peered at Savannah, and said, "Okay. I guess."



	Gosh, this seems awfully far from any civilization, 
	Savannah thought. I wonder why she lives out here like this. What's her story? 



	"How much farther?" Margaret asked, her voice growing weaker.



	"Not far. Just lean on us. We'll get you there."



	"Where do you live, in a tree or a stilt house?" Margaret asked, sounding groggy.



	"Stilt house?" Savannah repeated, chuckling.



	"Yeah, you can't build in a swamp," Margaret reasoned.



	The woman shook her head. "Oh, I'm not in the swamp. Don't worry about that."



	"By the way," Savannah said, "I'm Savannah and this is my aunt Margaret."



	Margaret grunted, "Maggie."



	"Okay, Maggie and Savannah," the woman repeated.



	After a measure of silence, Savannah asked, "Aren't you going to tell us your name?"



	"I'd rather not, but I guess I should, under the circumstances. Looks like I'll be operating on one of you."



	Savannah felt Margaret flinch a little, and she caught a glimpse of her sideways glance toward the stranger.



	"I'm Pearl," she said. "What am I doing out here? That's a story for another time—or maybe never." She stopped and took a few breaths. "Now, we have to go
	through a rough patch. Watch for fallen logs, rocks, and badger holes."



	Margaret looked up at Savannah, who assured her, "We'll take it slow."



	When she felt Margaret balk, Pearl said, "Look, Maggie, you can see my house from here. Just watch—the fog will lift a little now and then and you'll see
	the lights. We're almost there; really."



	"Oh, I see it," Margaret said. "Thank heavens." She shook her head slowly. "I don't think I could have made it any farther." She squeezed her helpers
	around their waists and said, "Let's go. Come on, I just gotta lie down."



	"Not too fast," Pearl said. "Watch your step. There are rocks out here, and cats."



	Soon the trio could clearly see the house.



	"What a lovely sight," Margaret whispered.



	As they approached, Pearl warned, "Now there are a few steps up to the porch. Take it slow."



	Margaret looked up briefly. "Yeah, quite a few steps, I'd say." She stopped and slumped a little. "Can't I just lie down out here somewhere?"



	"No, you can't," Savannah said. She readjusted her grip on Margaret. "Come on, you can do it. You have to do it." She looked around. "Wow, who would have
	thought you'd find a house like this way out in the... "



	"Boonies?" Pearl said. "Why not? It's as good a place as any to live and not be bothered."



	"Well, I guess so," Savannah said. She tightened her grip on her aunt. "Come on Auntie, let's get you inside."



	Margaret groaned as she stepped up onto the first step.



	"You okay?" Pearl asked.



	"Yeah, I think so," she said, quietly. "Let's just do it, shall we?"



	"Five... six... and seven," Pearl counted. "That's all the steps; seven. Now, come on inside and let's take a closer look at your head wound."



	Once inside the house, Savannah chuckled. "I guess you do have cats. Auntie, do you see that? You'll be right at home here."



	"Uh-huh," she responded unenthusiastically. "I just want to sleep. Just let me sleep."



	"Hold on to her, will ya?" Pearl said. She walked over to a daybed and gently nudged two cats off onto the floor. She pulled back the blankets and fluffed
	the pillow. "Let her sit here while I get her a glass of water." She asked Savannah, "Do you want some, too?"



	"Sure do," she said, eagerly.



	Before leaving the room, Pearl looked Margaret up and down. "We need to get you out of those wet, muddy clothes. You're a might bit shorter than me, but
	I'll bet my PJs will fit." With that, Pearl continued on her mission to bring water to her guests, then she shuffled down a long hallway, returning with a
	pair of flannel pajamas. She instructed Margaret to remove her wet, mud-encrusted shoes, jeans, and jacket. Savannah and Pearl helped in the process. Just
	as Margaret prepared to lie down, a small tabby hopped up next to her. "No, Cornelia, you can't sleep here tonight," Pearl said, gently lifting the cat.
	She placed her in a cat bed near the smoldering fireplace, saying, "You can sleep in Miss Kitty's bed." She then scooped up a grey cat off the foot of the
	small bed. "No Julep, someone else needs the bed tonight." Once the daybed was free of cats, Pearl helped Margaret lie down and covered her with two wool
	blankets. She said, "I think she'll feel better once she's comfortable."



	"Thank you, thank, you," Margaret said, sinking into the bed and resting her pounding head on the pillow.



	Without responding, Pearl promptly left the room and returned with a heavy towel. "Here, let's put your head on this," she said, folding it several times
	and easing it under Margaret's head.



	That's when Savannah noticed the woman's hands. Burns, she thought. Gads, those are awful scars. She watched as Pearl examined Margaret's
	head wound in the light.



	"I'll get some soapy water."



	"What can I do to help?" Savannah offered.



	"Sit with her. I'll be right back."



	Savannah took a closer look at the wound. "Just bleeding a little," she told her aunt. "You may need stitches."



	"You're not going to put stitches in my head, Vannie."



	"Why not?" she asked. "I am a veterinarian, you know."



	"And I'm not a cat or a horse!" she replied indignantly.



	Savannah peered more closely at the wound. "Oh Auntie, that must really hurt."



	"That's what I've been telling you. Whoever hit me was no weakling."



	"Are you sure someone hit you? We didn't see anyone out there. Maybe you ran into a tree limb; it was awfully dark. Or maybe you fell and hit your head on
	that big rock. What did you see right before it happened? Do you remember?"



	Margaret rolled her head to face Savannah and looked at her for a moment. She closed her eyes. "I don't know. Let me think... black," she murmured.
	"... all black."



	"There's no one out in the swamp, I can tell you that," Pearl said, when she returned with a tub of water. "If there was, I'd know about it." She placed
	the tub on a nearby table and stared off into space for a moment. "People come and visit my swamp and sometimes take away stories." She focused on Savannah
	and spoke with conviction. "... all figments of their imagination—images created by the mist as it dances with the trees and reeds, no doubt." She
	insisted, "If what they think they see is real, I'd know about it."



	That was the first time Savannah noticed Pearl's face.
	
		She was probably pretty when she was younger. What is she, seventy-five, maybe? There's something familiar about her. I can't put my finger on what it
		is.
	
	"Well, what do you think happened to her?" Savannah asked.



	"Like you said, she may have run into a branch or she fell and just doesn't remember it." Pearl then instructed, "Here, clean the wound, will you? I'll go
	get my supplies and we'll fix that up."



	"You're going to sew my head?" Margaret asked, meekly.



	Pearl stopped, turned, and glared at Margaret. "What if I am?"



	"But... how do I know you... "



	"What choice do you have, lady?" Pearl snapped. She smiled. "It's your lucky day. For your information, I'm a nurse—or I was. I've done lots of suturing."
	She patted Margaret's shoulder. "You're in good hands; don't worry."



	"Just relax, Auntie," Savannah said as she squeezed excess warm soapy water out of a clean rag and proceeded to dab gently at the wound.



	****



	"She's sleeping," Savannah said quietly when Pearl returned to the living room after cleaning her instruments. "You did a great job. Thank you."



	"I doubt that she'll have much of a scar. I'm glad I didn't have to use sutures. Those butterfly bandages seemed to do the trick. I imagine she'll have a
	black eye, the wound being there on her forehead and all." She looked at Savannah. "You're a mess. I don't have anything that would fit you right, but I'm
	sure what I have would be more comfortable than those muddy duds you're wearing."



	Savannah looked down at her jacket, jeans, and sport shoes. "Gads, I shouldn't have worn these into your home."



	"You didn't have much choice." Pearl turned and headed back down the hall, saying, "I'll see what I can find." She returned with a flannel nightgown and
	wrap-around robe. "Go on in the bathroom and clean up. You can wear these. The robe's long on me, so should be okay for you. I put a washboard in there in
	case you want to wash out any of your things. We can dry them in front of the fireplace overnight." When Savannah hesitated, she said, "Go on now; I'll
	brew us some coffee. Are you hungry? I made some bread pudding this afternoon."



	Savannah shook her head. "Coffee sounds wonderful. I'll be right back." She hesitated and then walked swiftly toward the hallway feeling tears well up in
	her eyes.



	****



	When Savannah returned, fresh out of the shower, wearing dry nightclothes, she found Pearl wrapped in a robe, sitting next to the roaring fire petting a
	black cat. "Coffee's ready—help yourself," she said, motioning to a coffee pot sitting on a side table.



	Once Savannah had settled into a chair, a coffee mug in her hands, she said, "I feel so much better. Thank you. Only... "



	"Only what?" Pearl asked.



	"Only my husband has got to be so worried. Is there any way... any way at all I can get word to him that we're okay?"



	The woman shook her head. "Nope. Even if you had one of those little pocket phones, it probably wouldn't work out here."



	"What do you do in case of emergency?"



	"Take care of it the best way I can, then wait 'til morning when it's easier walking," Pearl said matter-of-factly. She studied Savannah for a moment and
	asked, "What were you doing at the mansion... with a cat? And what were you doing out in the bog at night?"



	Savannah peered at the woman over her coffee mug. "Well, we could ask you the same questions about living out here in this remote area alone. How far are
	you from civilization, anyway?"



	"'Bout five miles, by mostly dirt road, from the nearest neighbor. The closest town is ten miles and the hospital is another five miles beyond that. Why do
	I live out here?" She looked at Margaret. "It's gonna be a long night. We can swap stories while we keep an eye on your aunt. We need to wake her every few
	hours to make sure she's coherent. In the morning, the tide will be out and you can walk back to the mansion for help."



	"How far is it? It seems like we walked forever."



	"The Peytons are my closest neighbors—so five miles." She snickered, "... a rough five-mile walk, as you know."



	"How long have you been living out here like this?"



	"Long enough to know I need to be prepared for emergencies. Just last week, I had to stitch up Brownie, over there. He got too close to a badger." She shifted her gaze to Savannah. "So tell me about the cat you're looking for."



	Savannah felt a chill when she thought about how worried Michael and Max must be and began choking up when she considered the danger Rags could be facing
	out in the wilderness. She wept quietly, then took in a ragged breath. "Our cat was featured in a documentary and Mr. Peyton invited us to his home for the
	premiere. Rags—our cat—escaped, and my aunt and I were looking for him."



	"Why did you think he'd come out here? Did he tell you?"



	Savannah gazed at Pearl, her brow furrowed. "Well, no. We couldn't find him anyplace else, so we started looking out this direction. We thought we saw him,
	and we continued after him." She reached over near where her shoes dried next to the fire, and picked up the harness. "We found this—he was wearing it when
	he disappeared—so we're pretty sure he's out here somewhere." She shrugged. "... or was."



	"But you didn't see the cat?"



	"No. After we found his harness, we noticed that the fog had come in and we lost our sense of direction."



	Pearl sat quietly for a moment, rocking back and forth in her chair. She then said, "My cats sometimes escape and they tell me they've been to the big
	house."
	

	"The mansion? They tell you?"



	"Well, yes—doesn't your cat give you mind pictures?"



	"Um... "



	"Blackie came home wearing a new harness yesterday," she said, smiling down at the big cat in her lap.



	"Oh?" Savannah leaned forward a little. "What did it look like?"



	"It was... well here, I can show you. Sesame is wearing it today. She likes it." Pearl stood, placed the black cat in the chair, and walked to the back
	of the house. When she returned, she carried a brown-and-white cat wearing a blue harness.



	"Oh my gosh, that's Rags's harness."



	Pearl perched on a wooden chair with the cat and stared at Savannah. "What do you mean? This belongs to your cat? Then how would Blackie get it?" She
	glared at Savannah. "Did you put it on him?"



	She shook her head. "I sure did not. But obviously someone did."



	Pearl was silent for a moment and then said defiantly, "Sesame doesn't want to give it back."



	Savannah waved her hand in the air. "That's okay. She can have it. It's the least we can do... " She thought for a moment before speaking again. "I'm
	surprised that a cat would walk all the way to the mansion from here. Most house cats don't travel too far from home."



	Pearl ran her hand over Sesame's fur several times before saying, "If you really want to know, most of my cats came from the mansion. They were turned
	loose and became feral. Some of them like to go back and visit sometimes... and they bring me stories."



	"Stories?"
	

	"Yeah, of the people they meet there, the handouts they get. They watch. They see a lot and they show me mind pictures."



	When it seemed as though that was all Pearl had to say on the subject, Savannah said, "May I ask about your scars? What happened?"



	Pearl placed Sesame on the floor, then picked up Blackie out of the chair and settled down with him on her lap. "Burns," she said, holding one hand out and
	gazing at it. When she saw Savannah staring at her, she said, "There was a house fire." She continued to rock and pet the black cat, seemingly retreating
	into another time and place. After a while, Blackie eased off her lap and Pearl stood. She rushed toward the kitchen. "I'll have some bread pudding now;
	you'll join me, won't you?"



	"Sounds nice. Yes. Can I help?"



	"No," she said, turning and looking sternly at Savannah. "You stay there. I'll bring it."



	The fire sure feels good, 
Savannah thought. She looked over at her aunt. Seems to be sleeping peacefully. This is a nice house, she glanced around the room.It's warm in here, but the décor is kind of cold. She grinned.	They say that the way we decorate and maintain our living space says a lot about who we are. She shivered.
	
		Gosh, Pearl seems nice enough, in a rather eccentric way, but her surroundings tell a different story. I hate the colors—everything's so drab and
		uninteresting. And the furniture is mostly metal. Ick!
	
	She chuckled to herself.
	
		They say that one person's trash is another person's art, but the accessories in this room are ridiculous—I mean, a mason jar full of beans, fake
		Spanish moss around a few candles, a stuffed rat...  Is that a rat?
	



	Curious now, she walked over to where it sat on a shelf. She couldn't resist touching it, but when she did, it toppled over onto the floor. "Darn!" she
	said under her breath. Hope I didn't break the thing. When she knelt to retrieve it, something caught her eye.
	
		Hey, what's this? It appears to be the most tasteful thing in this room—I wonder why it's shoved under the shelf, collecting dust. It looks like
		pewter—an exquisite pewter picture frame.
	
Savannah edged it out and wiped some of the dirt off with her hands.	Gads, it's been collecting dust bunnies for a long time. I wonder why? "So you never forget," she read from a piece of paper covering the frame.
	Beneath the note was a photo of two children obviously posing for a professional photographer. A brass label under the photograph identified the children,
	"Karen and Arthur."



	 
	"What are you doing?" Pearl demanded when she returned with two bowls of the bread pudding. "Do you usually snoop when you're a guest in someone's home?"



	Savannah quickly attempted to shove the frame back under the freestanding shelf, when the hanger caught on the carpet. She reached for it again and Pearl
	screeched, "Leave it. Just leave it." The woman set the bowls on an ottoman and rushed to the shelf where Savannah now stood. "Go eat your pudding. I'll
	take care of this," she said, retrieving the photograph and placing it face-down on the shelf.



	Several minutes passed before Savannah broke the awkward silence. "Your bread pudding is delicious. I didn't know I was so hungry."



	"Want more?" Pearl asked, as if nothing had happened between them. "There's more."



	"No, but thank you," she said, glancing over at her aunt. "Is it time to wake her? She might want something to eat and another glass of water."



	This was the second time they'd roused Margaret. Savannah helped her to the bathroom while Pearl poured a glass of water for her and dished up a little of
	the bread pudding. "Feeling better?" Savannah asked, keeping her aunt steady as she walked down the hallway.



	"Not really. Sure am glad to be in a bed, though," she said.



	After Margaret drank half glass of water and ate a few bites of the pudding, she lay back and soon fell fast asleep.



	"I'm going to bed," Pearl told Savannah. "You can sleep in the spare room at the end of the hall," she motioned.



	"I'd rather stay here and keep an eye on my aunt, if you don't mind. Is it okay if I just curl up on the sofa?"



	Pearl thought for a moment and said, "Okay. I'll bring you some blankets."



	"Thank you," Savannah said as she pulled the blankets up over herself. She was exhausted, but she couldn't fall asleep. Thoughts of her husband and baby
	daughter filled her head. I can't think about that right now, she told herself. I must relax and get some sleep. But soon, something else
	interrupted her attempt at slumber.
	
		What is Pearl's story, really? Who are those children? What happened? Was the gravestone we saw this morning for the little girl in the picture? Why
		was it over on the Peyton's property? Why does Pearl have Karen's picture in her home and who is Arthur?
	







Chapter 7

 



Savannah awoke to the sound of a man's voice. When she opened her eyes and glanced around, the memory of the night before jolted her upright.	It's daylight. Auntie, she thought. How is she? Savannah quickly threw the blankets aside and rushed to the daybed where her aunt still
	lay sleeping.



	"Hellooo," came the male voice again.



	In the meantime, Pearl rushed from the hallway, muttering, "Oh, hold your horses," as she tied the sash on her dingy robe. She unlocked the door and
	greeted the man gruffly, "Come in before you catch your death."



	Savannah grabbed the robe she'd worn the night before and slipped into it. When she looked up, she saw a man wearing a uniform entering the home.



	He did a double take when he saw her. "Are you Savannah Ivey?" he asked.



	"Yes," she said, breathlessly.



	"Where's Margaret Sheridan?" he asked, glancing around the room



	Savannah pointed just as her aunt began to stir.



	Margaret moaned. "Vannie?" she said, raising herself up slightly. She grimaced when she saw the man. "Who are you?" she asked in her husky morning voice.



	"Security for the Peyton place. Been lookin' for you ladies. Your husbands are terrible worried." He narrowed his eyes. "How'd you end up here, anyhow?"
	That's when he noticed the bandage on Margaret's forehead. "What happened to you?"



	"Please," Savannah said, "can you get word to our husbands?"



	He nodded. "Yeah, I can do that. Do you want a ride back to the estate?"



	"Yes, but first call our husbands, will you? Let them know we're okay." She grimaced in Margaret's direction. "... well, pretty much okay."



	"I'll do that right away, ma'am," the security guard said, moving toward the front door to make the call from his car.



	"And ask them if they found our cat," Savannah said.



	He shook his head. "I can tell you, they did not. The cat's still missing." He started to open the door, but turned back. "He's makin' headlines.
	Everyone's lookin' for him, hopin' to get the reward, you know."



	Savannah looked at her aunt, who stared wide-eyed. "Reward?" she said. "Michael put up a reward?"



	"Not your husband; Mr. Peyton," the guard said, before stepping out through the front door.



	Savannah stood stunned for a few seconds while digesting the information she'd just received. When she saw her aunt toss back her blankets, she walked over
	to her. "How are you this morning?"



	"Gotta pee. Gotta pee," Margaret said. "Where's the facility?"



	Savannah slipped one arm around her aunt. "Here, let me help you," she said, guiding her to a standing position.



	"Whoa," Margaret said. "It's pounding a little." She then urged, "Hurry, Vannie, gotta pee."



	When the women returned to the living room, Margaret walking slowly under her own power, the security guard had returned. "Your husbands want you home
	ASAP. Are you ready to go?"



	Savannah reached out and felt the clothes they'd spread around the fireplace the night before. "Everything seems to be dry. Let us get dressed and we'll be
	right with you."



	"Roy, how about a cup of coffee while you wait?" Pearl asked.



	"Sounds good."



	"Come on in the kitchen," she invited.



	"Move, Sesame," Savannah said, gently nudging the cat off her jeans. "Gotta get dressed."



	"Hey, isn't that Rags's harness?" Margaret asked, pointing at the brown-and-white cat.



	Savannah nodded. "Yes, evidently the black cat came home wearing it yesterday and Pearl put it on this big girl."



	"Now that's odd, isn't it?" she said.



	Savannah handed her aunt her clothes. "You go first. Wait, do you need help?"



	"No, I think I'm okay." She started to walk toward the bathroom when she turned and asked, "Who's Pearl?"



	"Our hostess," Savannah said. "You met her last night. She treated your wound. Don't you remember?"
	

	"Oh, I thought that was a dream. Her name's Pearl?" She thinned her lips, then said, "Okay."



	Ten minutes later, the two women were dressed and ready for the ride home with the security guard.



	"Pearl, thank you ever so much for helping us out," Savannah said. "Is there anything you need that we can bring out to you?"



	"Yeah, groceries, more cats... ?" Margaret quipped.



	Pearl smirked a little. "No thanks. I'm okay." She leaned into the women. "If I were you, I'd stay away from the bog at night."



	"You don't have to worry about that," Margaret said.



	Savannah shook her head. "Yeah, I just wish we'd found Rags." She faced their hostess and asked, "Would you keep an eye out for him? He's large—dark grey
	and white."



	Pearl nodded.



	****



	Within twenty minutes, the two women stepped out of the car and into the arms of their anxiously waiting husbands. Once Michael was sure they were not
	seriously hurt, he scolded, "Savannah, what were you thinking, walking out into the swamp at night?"



	"In the fog," Max added. "... without a cell phone."



	"Shoot, we didn't even have a decent light with us," Margaret snipped. "That flashlight Vannie dug out of your car was less than useless."



	Savannah walked over to her aunt, took her arm, and said, "Before the third degree, let's get Auntie inside where she can sit down."



	"Yeah," Margaret said, "and can we get something to eat? I'm starved."



	"I'll call the chef," Max said. "What do you want?"



	"Food," Margaret responded, rather impatiently. "You choose."



	"Savannah! Maggie! Thank God!" Iris said as she and Craig emerged from their bungalow. "Where have you been? We were all worried sick."



	"Hi guys," Savannah said. "Let's get Auntie inside and we'll tell you all about it, okay?"



	Before they could walk through the front door of the Hyacinth Bungalow, they heard someone else call out, "Oh, there you are."



	"Hello Mr. Peyton," Savannah said, wincing. "I'm sorry we caused everyone to worry. We didn't mean to... " suddenly she felt overwhelmed and her eyes
	welled up with tears.



	Charles's stiff stance softened a little. He walked up to Savannah and put his hands on her shoulders. "I know. We're just awfully glad to have you both
	back." When he noticed the bandage on Margaret's forehead, he asked, "Good God, what happened?"



	"Someone hit me over the head," Margaret explained.



	"Yes, we need to get her inside. Would you like to join us?" Savannah invited.



	He looked from one to the other of the couples. "For a moment, yes."



	Once Margaret was seated, Savannah poured herself and her aunt tall glasses of water. She eased down on the loveseat, taking Michael's hand and pulling him
	down next to her. After drinking most of the water, she placed the glass on a side table and rested her head on Michael's shoulder. He squeezed her hand.



	"Okay, what happened last night?" Craig asked when Max returned from making the call to the kitchen.



	Savannah pointed. "Okay, we walked out that direction looking for Rags and we... "



	"... got lost," Margaret said.



	Savannah nodded. "That about sums it up. The fog came in and we couldn't see to come back. When we lost sight of the mansion, we got all turned
	around—didn't know where we were or which way to go."



	"That damn flashlight quit working... " Margaret said.



	"Yes, and someone hit Auntie." She took a breath. "If it wasn't for Pearl, we would surely have... "



	Charles looked at Savannah inquisitively. "Pearl?"



	"Yes, do you know her? She lives way out on the other side of the bog. She was a nurse. She put those butterfly bandages on Auntie's head and let us spend
	the night in her home."



	Charles leaned toward Margaret. "So who do you think hit you?"



	"Darned if I know," Margaret said.



	"You didn't see who it was?" Craig asked. "Do you remember anything?"



	Margaret thought for a moment. "All I remember is seeing something black in front of me. Then the lights went out."



	"Like someone wearing black or black fur?" Craig pressed.



	Max looked from Margaret to Craig. "Black fur?"



	"Yeah, like a bear. Didn't you see a bear out here one night?"



	"No. I don't think it was a bear that hit me," Margaret said slowly. "I think it was human, but I can't be sure." She touched her forehead. "He packed a
	wallop, that's for sure."



	"Do you think this... Pearl... hit you?" Craig asked.



	Both women shrugged. Savannah said. "I don't think so. She didn't seem like someone who would do that."



	Margaret spoke up. "But who else would be out there in that gawd-awful place at night?"



	"Well, I'm just glad you two are all right," Charles said. He peered at them. "No sign of Ragsdale, though?"



	Both women shook their heads, then Savannah said, excitedly, "We found his harness—the new one you bought him, Mr. Peyton."



	Margaret jumped in. "Yes, out in the swamp. I thought a wild animal must have gotten him, but it wasn't chewed or anything."



	"Yeah, see?" Savannah said, pulling it out of her jacket pocket.



	Michael examined the harness before handing it to Charles.



	Savannah glanced around at the others. "So have you looked everywhere for Rags?"



	They nodded.



	She slumped in her seat. "Where could he be? He never stays away this long unless... "



	"Unless what?" Charles asked.



	"Unless someone has him. Maybe he was taken." Her voice became accelerated as she said, "Maybe someone picked him up and ran off with him last night." She
	hesitated. "They tossed the harness out in the bog to throw us off their trail... "



	"Could be," Craig said. "Could be."



	Michael squeezed Savannah's hand. "Mr. Peyton has offered a reward for Rags's safe return. If he was taken for nefarious reasons, this might entice the
	catnapper to bring him back."



	Savannah turned quickly toward Michael and said, "Oh, and we found his old harness. Remember, Max saw a cat wearing it? Well, one of Pearl's cats had it
	on. She said Blackie came home with it day before yesterday."



	Charles sat with his own thoughts for a moment and then he stood up. "Well, I must be going. So glad you're safe." He glanced at Margaret. "I'll have my
	physician out to take a look at you this morning."



	"Oh," Margaret said, taken aback. "I'm... "



	"Yes," Max said with an air of authority, "that would be a good idea." He looked his wife in the eyes. "We will be right here, resting."



	Margaret shrank down a little in her seat.



	"Goodbye, then," Charles said, giving a quick offhanded salute. "Do take care... all of you. We should get word about your cat soon... that is, if
	someone took him for money... or if someone finds him."



	Once Charles Peyton had left, Savannah faced Michael and grimaced. "I'm sorry, hon. I sure didn't mean to cause you worry." She looked at Max. "Neither of
	us did. We thought we were on Rags's trail, and then we got lost."



	Michael put his arms around her. "It's okay. I'm not mad at you." He hugged her to him. "I'm just glad you're okay."



	Savannah looked at Craig and Iris. Wiping at her eyes, she said, "I thought you were leaving early."



	"We had to make sure you two found your way back," Iris said, choking up a little.



	"They're okay," Craig said. "Shall we go?"



	Savannah walked across the room and hugged them both tightly. "Thanks for everything."



	Iris pulled back and picked at Savannah's jacket with her fingers. "Are you cold? Why don't you take your jacket off?"



	Savannah glanced briefly at her aunt, saying, "I lost my t-shirt someplace."



	"What?" Michael asked.



	"I'll tell you about it later," she said.



	"Okay, then. See you back home," Iris said. She then scolded, "No more shenanigans, okay, girlfriend?"



	She shook her head. Once the couple had left, Savannah turned to the others and asked, "Did Rob and Cheryl leave?"



	Michael responded. "They're catching a plane to New York tomorrow morning. Oh," he said excitedly, "Rob has two offers for the documentary."



	"Cool," Savannah said, her eyes wide. She then sighed deeply. "But the victory is not so sweet when our Rags is gone."



	"Missing," Max said. "He's not gone, just missing. I think we'll find him."



	Savannah asked weakly, "You do?"



	"Yes," he chuckled. "He's kind of like a bad penny—always shows up."



	She laughed a little. "Yeah, I guess you're right." She looked down at her clothes. "Auntie, how about we get into some clean clothes?"



	"Yes, you're both a bit grungy," Max said.



	Savannah walked over and play-socked Max in the arm. "Thanks a lot." She then turned to her aunt. "I'll go with you to pick out some clothes and help you
	get your shower, if you want."



	"Oh, I don't think I need that much help," Margaret said, waving her hand in the air. However, when she stood, she wobbled a little and took hold of
	Savannah's arm to steady herself. "Well, maybe I do."



	****



	An hour later, the two couples had just pushed back from their catered breakfast when Savannah rose to answer a knock at the door. "I'm Dr. Reynolds, the
	Peytons' personal physician. I've come at Charles Peyton's request to see a... " he referred to his notes, "... Margaret Sheridan." He glanced around. "I
	went to the Gladiola Bungalow and... "



	"Yes, she's here. Come in, please," Savannah said, ushering the stout, sixty-something man into the room. He removed his herringbone flat cap revealing a
	crop of coarse gray hair.



	As the doctor had examined Margaret, he said, "You got quite a lump there, young lady. Did you see what hit you?"



	"No. I didn't see it coming."



	"Looks like maybe a rock—something at hand, not a planned attack, perhaps."



	When everyone looked puzzled, he said, "It doesn't appear to be a bat or tire iron or butt of a gun, so I doubt that whoever did this was out there with
	premeditated intentions of harming her." When everyone continued to stare, he explained, "I was medical examiner for a large police department for many
	years." He looked at Margaret. "Who applied the bandages?"



	"A woman named Pearl. She lives out... "



	"I know Pearl. She's a fine nurse—or was before the accident. Now she stays pretty much to herself, I guess. You couldn't have stumbled across a more
	capable person to care for you, in my opinion." He looked at both women. "You walked all the way from here to her place... in the dark?"



	"Yes, I guess we did," Savannah said. "Unintentionally."



	He raised his eyebrows. "Pretty gutsy."



	"Pretty dangerous," Michael said, under his breath.



	"Yes, the marshland has swallowed up more than one victim."



	"You mean like quicksand?" Margaret asked.



	Dr. Reynolds laughed. "No, it's the tide and the fog that catch adventuresome souls off guard." He focused on Margaret and then Savannah. "The Peytons' own
	daughter lost her life out there. Karen was only seven years old." He stared across the room for a moment.



	That's when Max leaned forward. "Do you know, Doctor, who else might be out there... other than this Pearl woman?"



	Dr. Reynolds thought for a moment and said, "There have been rumors... " he looked Max in the eye, glanced at the women. "... but they're only
	rumors, mind you... "



	"What rumors?" Savannah asked, expressing keen interest.



	He sat back. "Well, I believe it's more of a myth." When he noticed everyone watching him and waiting, he said, "Oh you know, many communities have
	cryptids—there's the Loch Ness Monster, the Kachina Spirit in these San Francisco Mountains, and Char Man in Ojai, a small town I visit often in Southern
	California."



	"Big Foot?" Michael offered.



	"Yes," Dr. Reynolds said. "The one here is known as Swamp Man. He supposedly roams the swamps at night doing his best to discourage anyone else from
	sharing his space. He's reported to have thrown things at teens who party down there or hunters who go out before daylight to hunt water fowl. One college
	fraternity staked a couple of recruits out there and those two told some frightening stories of a stooped, grotesque figure they saw fading in and out of
	the fog. Yes, there seems to be something out there, but no one knows quite what it is. Some believe it's purely imaginary. And then something like this
	happens every once in a while." He looked squarely at the women. "The swamp is no place to be at night."



	"I think they found that out," Max said. He stood and reached into his pocket. "How much do we owe you, Doctor?"



	"Oh no," he said, closing his medical bag. "I'm on retainer for the Peytons—in fact I need to take a look at one of the servants—fell down the stairs last
	night. Said something on the second floor frightened her and she slipped trying to run away."



	Savannah and Margaret exchanged knowing looks.



	Max reached out to shake the man's hand. "Well, thank you, Doctor."



	"Yes, I appreciate you coming by," Margaret said.



	He looked at her. "Now, you take it easy for a few days." He handed her a packet. "Take these for pain." He made eye contact with Margaret and then Max. "I
	wouldn't travel, if I were you—at least not until, say, tomorrow afternoon or the next day."



	Michael and Savannah looked at each other. "We aren't going anywhere until we find Rags," she said. She then lurched forward. "Michael, did you call my
	mother?"



	He watched as Max walked the doctor to the door before responding. "Yes. I told her we decided to stay another day. Didn't want to worry her about
	your... about you going missing. She called me this morning, though, and wondered why she couldn't get through on your phone. I haven't been answering
	your calls. She saw a story on TV about Rags." He looked squarely at Savannah. "I told her you were out and you'd call her later. You'd better do that
	now." He pointed. "Your phone's on the kitchen counter, charging."



	"Thanks," she said, kissing him quickly. She looked into his eyes, then threw her arms around him and squeezed tightly. "Gosh, it's good to be back."



	"Amen," Margaret said. She then suggested, "Hey, it's sunny outside; how about we finish our coffee on the deck?"



	"Good idea," Savannah said over her shoulder. "I'll meet you all out there after I talk to Mom."



	"Hey, you're back," Rob said several minutes later as he stepped up onto the deck outside the Hyacinth Bungalow, where the two couples sat drinking coffee.
	"What happened?" he asked, seeing Margaret's head wound.



	"Some monster cracked me over the head with a rock, I think," Margaret said.



	"Where were you guys, anyway?" he asked.



	When no one spoke, Michael said, "Max and I'll tell you all about it on our way to the car-rental place. Are you ready to go?"



	Rob nodded. Cheryl looked from one to the other of the women, frowning, then followed Rob out to the parked car.



	"See you after a while," Michael said, kissing Savannah. He looked at her and sucked in his breath. "Stay put until we get back, will you?"



	Savannah avoided eye contact and nodded. She glanced over at Margaret, who gave Savannah a "you'd better not have something up your sleeve" look.



	Once the others had left, Margaret said, "Now why are they going to the car rental place? I thought Rob and Cheryl had a car here."



	Savannah grinned. "I asked that, too. Michael said they were using one of the Peytons' cars. They need a rental car to drive to the airport tomorrow, in
	case we're able to head home in the morning, which I'm counting on."



	After a while, Margaret noticed that Savannah was staring up at the mansion. "What devilish, dangerous plan are you scheming now, may I ask?"



	Rather defensively, Savannah started, "What makes you think... " When she saw her aunt's knowing grin, she sighed. "Just wondering."



	Margaret's gaze followed Savannah's to a second-story window. "Oh, so you think he's up there somewhere—with those imaginary cats you thought you heard?"



	Savannah nodded. "Didn't you hear what the doctor said? Something up there scared one of the servants." She was silent for a moment, then leaned forward in
	her chair and peered into Margaret's eyes. "I want to check it out. Are you game? Do you feel like going up there with me?"



	"You mean break and enter the mansion?" Margaret said so loudly that she quickly covered her mouth with her hand and looked around to make sure no one
	heard.



	"We're guests, aren't we?" Savannah reasoned.



	"Yeah, guests who have permission to stay in the bungalows, not wander around in the private residence."



	Savannah took on a more serious tone. "I think I left my purse in there when we went out looking for Rags last night."



	"No you didn't, I saw it in... " Margaret started. When she noticed the look on Savannah's face, her eyes lit up a little and she said, "Oh, I get it.
	Well in that case, maybe we should ask if we can retrieve your purse."



	"Good," Savannah said, quickly standing. She then looked down at her aunt. "If you're sure you feel up to it."



	"Yeah," she said. "I feel pretty good after eating and getting rehydrated. Much better." She laughed a little. "That pain pill the doctor gave me didn't
	hurt, either."



	Savannah looked down at her aunt's feet. "Go change into your tennies, will you? Those flip—flops will make too much noise."



	Margaret thought about her niece's request. "Okay. I'll be right back."



	Within a few minutes, the women approached the kitchen door to the mansion and knocked. They were relieved when Celine opened it and greeted them. "Oh,
	glad you made your way back. Where were you, anyway?" she asked. "We heard rumors that you were missing. We thought maybe you'd been kidnapped along with
	the cat."



	Savannah shook her head. "Naw, just got lost. We're back. Hey, I think I left my purse in here somewhere. Would it be okay if we look around for it?"



	Celine raised her eyebrows. "Oh sure. Come on in. Where do you think you left it? In the theater gallery?"



	"Probably."



	"Want me to send someone to help you look?"



	"Oh no, that won't be necessary. I'm pretty sure I know where I left it."



	"All right, then. I'll get back to my baking." She grinned at Margaret and Savannah. "Puff pastries for lunch."



	"Gosh, we just pigged out on your biscuits and gravy," Margaret said. "But save us some for later, okay?"



	"Sure thing," Celine said as she watched the two women walk through the kitchen into the hallway toward the theater gallery.



	When they reached the living room, Savannah stopped and looked in all directions before darting up the staircase to the second-floor landing.



	Margaret trailed after her at a much slower pace. When she caught up with Savannah, she whispered, "What will you say if they catch us up here?"



	"We're looking for Rags again in the cat playroom," she said. "Now shush."



	They walked quietly down the hallway, turned right at the corner and headed straight to the door at the end of the corridor. Savannah said, "Now, the
	window to this room is the one I can see from the deck, don't you think?"



	Margaret nodded.



	"Sometimes I see a dim glow through that window, like there's a lamp on, or maybe the light from a TV through dark curtains."



	The two women stood in front of the door, listening. "Are you going to knock?" Margaret asked.



	"I don't know. What do you think I should do?"



	Margaret shrugged. She then whispered loudly, "What's that?"



	"What?" Savannah looked toward the bottom of the green door, where Margaret pointed.



	"A cat," Margaret whispered.



	"A cat?" she questioned, looking confused.



	"I saw a paw come out from under that door," Margaret insisted. "See?" She pointed again.



	"Rags," Savannah whispered, when she saw the white tip of a paw swipe across the threshold under the door. "It looks like Rags's paw," she said. "Rags,"
	she called, slightly louder.



	"What are you doing up here?"



	Savannah scrambled to a standing position and the two women turned to face Henrietta Peyton walking swiftly toward them.



	"I asked what you're doing up here," she demanded.



	"Um, looking for my purse," Savannah said.



	"She left it in the gallery last night," Margaret explained, her eyes wide.



	Savannah nodded. "We heard a cat and thought Rags might be back up here in the playroom."



	"So we came up to see if it was him," Margaret added.



	Savannah peered at the woman, "Did you know there's a cat in this room?"



	Henrietta shook her head. "I'm afraid you're mistaken, Savannah. There are no cats on the grounds except those few ferals who live outdoors. Now, let me
	escort you to the gallery and we'll see if we can find your pocketbook."



	Savannah glanced behind her. "I saw a cat stick its paw out from under that door," she insisted. "My aunt and I both saw it."



	"Well, I think that's what I saw," Margaret said, meekly.



	"I know that's what I saw," Savannah stated, emphatically. "There is a cat in that room, and I'm sure it's Rags."



	Henrietta took on a more patronizing tone. "Dear, you must be exhausted from your ordeal last night. You are mistaken. Please, let's go see if we can find
	your handbag." She took Savannah by the arm and ushered her toward the staircase, with Margaret trailing behind.



	****



	"Well, that didn't go well," Savannah said, once the two women had returned to the Hyacinth Bungalow. "You saw it, didn't you?"



	"I think so, but it was pretty quick." Margaret gently touched her bandage. "My eyes might be playing tricks on me."



	"I did see that paw come out from under the door. I'm positive. There is a cat in that room. Why does Henrietta deny it?"



	"Maybe Henrietta doesn't know there's a cat in there," Margaret suggested.



	"Then why wouldn't she let us take a look inside? If she would just open the door... " She thought for a moment and continued, "I wonder if we can get her
	to do that. If not for us, then for Michael and Max. Do you think she or Charles would open that door for them or for Rob, maybe?"



	****



	Later that afternoon, the two couples snacked on puff pastries and salads in the Iveys' bungalow. Michael couldn't help but notice that his wife seemed
	distracted. "Hon, you're quieter than usual, and you're just picking at your food. Are you feeling all right?"



	Savannah dropped her fork onto her plate with a clatter. "No, I'm not. I miss my daughter and I want my cat back." She looked at her husband. "Michael,
	he's up in that room; I'm sure of it. Please, please see if you can get someone to open it up. Maybe no one knows he's in there—a maid accidently locked
	him in, or something. He may be starving to death up there and no one is helping him." Suddenly, she felt the rush of burning tears, and she quickly
	excused herself from the table.



	Michael glanced across at Max and Margaret. Pursing his lips, he laid his napkin on the table and headed after Savannah. "You're so distraught," he said,
	as he embraced her and held her tightly against him.



	"Of course I am," she said, indignantly. "I'm stuck here against my will and someone is holding my cat hostage." She sobbed into Michael's shoulder.



	When she had settled down a bit, Michael lifted her chin and said, "Okay, Max and I will see what we can do about getting into that room. Will that ease
	your mind?"



	"Yes, Michael," she said, pulling away from him. "I'm just sure he's in there. We've got to get someone to let him out."



	When Michael and Savannah returned to the table, he addressed Max. "Well, buddy, want to go see if we can solve a mystery?"



	"Uh, if it doesn't involve spending the night in the bog," Max responded, chuckling. He then asked, "What do you have in mind, Michael?"



	"My wife is sure that the cat is in that room on the second floor, and I promised her I'd get someone to open that door."



	At that, Max addressed the two women. "Did you try the door? Are you sure it's locked?"



	Savannah shook her head. "We didn't get the chance."



	Max pushed away from the table and stood. "Well, okay, let's go check it out."



	****



	Twenty minutes later, Savannah saw the two men returning along the path from the mansion. "Well?" she asked eagerly, as they approached the deck where she
	and Margaret waited.



	Michael shook his head. "There's nothing in there."



	"What?" Savannah shouted.



	He cleared his throat and spoke more slowly. "There was no one and nothing in the room. Victor said that room isn't occupied and hasn't been for quite a
	while."



	"Michael, something is terribly wrong. I know there's someone in that room." She stared up at the window. "I often see a light coming from there. Oh yes,
	someone is using that room."



	"Maybe a couple of the servants are doing a little hanky-panky in there when they think no one's watching," Margaret suggested.



	Savannah crinkled her brow. "What?"



	"You know, using that room for a little extracurricular activity—getting a little action—having an afternoon delight... " she said, chuckling.



	"How crude, Auntie," Savannah said, turning away. "I guess you could be right, but why then... "



	"Why what?" Michael asked with a sigh.



	Savannah spoke with emphasis. "Michael, we saw a paw reaching out from under that door."



	"I don't know what to tell you," he said.



	"Michael," Max said, "take a look up there."



	"What?"



	Max pointed. "I don't think that's where Victor took us just now. Didn't we go down a hallway on the left of the mansion?"



	Michael scratched his head. "I think you're right, Max. We did go a different direction. Savannah, are you sure that's the room you girls visited today?"



	"Yes! I'm certain. It's behind the green door just down the hall from the cat playroom."



	"Wow!" Michael exclaimed. "Either Victor didn't know where he was or he played the old bait-and-switch trick on us. Max is right; where Victor led us this
	evening is not where we took the cat Friday night. Now that's just strange." He turned to the others. "Maybe there is something mysterious, or
	even criminal going on here."



	"Or maybe Victor was confused about which room we wanted to see. Should we go ask to see this wing of rooms?" Max suggested.



	Michael grimaced. "I'm not sure. Maybe Victor had a reason for taking us on a wild-goose chase."



	"Yeah," Savannah said, "maybe someone in the mansion is holding Rags hostage and Victor knows about it."



	Michael took her hand. "Now that's a bit far-fetched, don't you think?"



	At that, she snapped, "do you have a better explanation?"



	"Looks like the Peytons have guests," Margaret said. "A car just pulled in. Oh, here comes another one."



	Max grinned. "I guess we weren't invited to this party. Okay with me. I'm not crazy about the high life—not that high, anyway."



	"Hey," Michael said. "Anyone interested in playing a board game? I saw some in the hall closet."



	"Oh, I don't know," Savannah whined.



	"Come on, it'll get your mind off things. There's nothing we can do right now, anyway," he reminded her.



	****



	"That was fun," Margaret said as she settled into a chair on the deck with a cup of coffee two hours later. She reached for a lemon-filled pastry.



	"Yeah, any game's fun when you're the winner," Savannah groused playfully. She took a sip of coffee, then said, "It's a pretty night. Look—no fog. You can
	see forever."



	"Yeah, probably could make that walk without your crummy flashlight tonight," Margaret quipped.



	"That window's still dark," Savannah said as she stared up at the mansion. "But keep an eye on it; you may see what I've seen—a glow of light coming from
	there."



	What are you doing out here?" Rob asked as he and Cheryl approached the Sheridans and the Iveys on the deck. "It's after eleven, you know? Doesn't anyone
	over here ever sleep?"



	"Oh hi, Rob... Cheryl," Michael said.



	The others nodded in greeting.



	"We're spying, I think," Michael said. He turned toward Savannah. "Is that what we're doing, hon—spying?"



	She smirked at him. "Well, I'm staking out that window—that's what I'm doing." "Why?" Rob asked, looking up at the mansion. "Which one?"



	Michael pointed. "Next to that turret."



	"Those turrets are just for decoration, aren't they?" Cheryl asked. "There's no real purpose for them, is there?"



	"I think you're right," Rob said. "Charles has taken me all over the mansion, but we never went inside one of those things. Yeah, I think they're just for
	design's sake."



	"Hey want a cup of coffee?" Max offered. "It's fresh made."



	Rob and Cheryl exchanged glances. "Sure," she said, easing into a deck chair.



	Rob nodded before taking a seat. He looked at Michael and Savannah. "So why are you staring up there?"



	"Rags is in that room," Savannah said, insistently.



	"What makes you think so?" Rob asked. "Did you see him in the window?"



	"No, but I saw his paws from under the door."



	Rob suddenly became very interested. "Did you knock on the door—check to see if it was unlocked?"



	"No, before we could, ole Henrietta chased us out of there, insisting there are no cats in the place and nothing in that room."



	Margaret chimed in. "Then Victor took the guys up there, and it was empty."



	"But the girls don't think we were taken to the right room," Max explained, while handing him a mug of coffee. "And the more we think about it, we're
	inclined to agree."



	"Wow!" Rob said, shifting position to get a better look at the window. "So, Savannah, you think someone is holding the cat up there?"



	"I don't know. According to everyone we've talked to, there are no cats in the place at all and Auntie and I know for a fact that all of them are lying."



	"Or maybe the Peytons don't know. Maybe someone who works for them is hiding the cat." Cheryl said.



	Savannah faced Cheryl and grinned. "Wow! That could be."



	"Good girl," Rob said. "You're starting to think like an investigator."



	She laughed. "Been hanging around you too long, I guess."



	"I'm intrigued," Rob said. "I've been wanting to film a mystery—I mean in real time, not just a reenactment." Thinning his lips, he added, "Maybe this is
	my chance." He looked at Cheryl. "Hey, what do you say we postpone our trip in the morning and see if we can figure out what the deal is with that room,
	the cat's paw, and what seems to be an intentional deception?" Before she could respond, he leaned forward in his chair and addressed Savannah and Michael.
	"So what's the plan?"



	"I don't think we have one," Savannah said. "We just keep going around in circles. Maybe you can come up with something."



	"Yeah, since you know the layout of the mansion better than we do... " Max said.



	"What do we need, then?" he asked. "Access to that room? Maybe an ally."



	"An ally?" Margaret asked.



	"You know, someone from inside who we can trust."



	"Hmm, do you know of anyone?" Savannah asked.



	Rob raised his eyebrows. "I don't, but maybe Cheryl does," he said, smiling at her.



	"What?" she asked, defensively. When she noticed his rather impish smile, she said, "Oh no you don't. That ain't gonna happen, Rob." When he continued to
	leer at her, she said, "No! I won't do it."



	"Even for a good cause?" he pleaded. "You may save Rags; you'd be a hero—um, a heroine. And you'd sure make Savannah happy. I know you would like to see
	Savannah happy, right?"



	Cheryl looked at Savannah and sighed deeply. "What would I have to do?"



	"Yeah," Savannah said furrowing her brow, "what do you want her to do?"



	"Scale the turret and climb in that window?" Margaret said.



	Michael chuckled. "Yeah, and lower Rags down to us on a rope."



	"Not quite that daring," Rob said, chuckling.



	Cheryl pouted. "Easy for you to say."



	While everyone waited for an explanation, Rob put his hand on Cheryl's knee. "You see, your cat handler, Rupert, is quite fond of my girl, here. Maybe you
	didn't notice, but last night after the show, he couldn't get enough of her. And tonight—every time I'd turn my back, he was hovering around her."



	"He creeps me out," Cheryl said, shivering. "He's always staring, asking to fill my wine glass...  Once he even cornered me and tried to proposition
	me."



	"When she told me about it," Rob said, "I was ready to call him out. But you know what? I think we should take advantage of the situation."



	"Yeah, at my expense," she complained. She looked up at the star-filled sky. "Lordy, what am I in for?"



	He reached over and hugged her tightly. "Could be some good material for your diary." He pulled back, adding, "And a great opportunity for a true-mystery
	film." He glanced in Savannah's direction. "And don't forget that our main concern is getting the cat back, right?"



	"I hope so," Savannah said, weakly.



	"So what's the plan?" Michael asked. "What do you want us to do?"



	"Well, I happen to know that the Peytons will be out of town for a few days." He smiled at the group. "How fortuitous is that, folks? They had a little
	cocktail party earlier—you probably saw the cars coming and going. Cheryl and I were there for a while. Charles told me they were leaving by limo after the
	party. I think it ended about twenty minutes ago. Now Rupert will probably be helping Victor put the wine away. They always do an inventory thing after a
	shindig like that." He looked at Cheryl. "Sooo, if you were to slip in through the kitchen and go to the lounge, you'll probably find him there. Tell him
	you lost an earring and wonder if he could help you look around for it."



	"Good!" Savannah said.



	"Then she would entice him to take her upstairs to see that room?" Margaret asked.



	"Sure. So what else is up there on the... what is that, the second floor?" he asked.



	"The Jungle Room where they entertain visiting cats," Savannah explained. "Otherwise, it's supposed to be empty, but we know it's not. The room we're
	interested in is behind the bright emerald-green door," she said, making eye contact with Rob and then Cheryl.



	Rob turned to Cheryl. "Okay, have a drink with Prince Charming and tell him you're curious about that wing of the house. You want to see the cat room, for
	one thing, and then ask questions about the room at the end of the hall, where Savannah saw the paw under the door. When you get to that place, put your
	phone on speaker so we can hear the conversation. Maybe you can even get permission for Savannah and Michael to go in and look around. Play it by ear,
	darlin'. You know how to turn on the charm and get what you want." He grinned. "You got me, didn't you?"



	"Ha ha, funny," she said, obviously not amused. She took a breath and let it out before standing. "Okay, here goes nothing."



	"Hey," he said grabbing her arm. "Unbutton your blouse some, will ya?"



	She smirked at him and complied.



	"Make it a good show. I'm sure he'll be putty in your hands." She started toward the mansion when Rob said more seriously, "Hey, one more thing. If he
	tries anything you're not okay with, call me. I'll be right there."



	"So all we can do is wait?" Savannah asked as she watched Cheryl walk away.



	"Yup," Rob said. "And if you think that's hard for you, just imagine how difficult the next several minutes... or hours... will be for me. I'm in
	love with the girl, you know."



	"And you can send her to the wolves like that?" Max asked.



	Rob grinned. "I'm in love with my career, too."



	Margaret rolled her eyes for Savannah's benefit.



	Savannah responded by raising her eyebrows.







Chapter 8

 



	Twenty minutes had passed when Savannah said, "I'm so nervous. I wonder what's going on up there?"



	"I'm about to fall asleep," Margaret complained.



	Suddenly, Rob put his phone up to his ear. "Wait, listen." He switched to speakerphone and everyone moved closer. Next, they heard a man's voice slurring
	his words a little. "I don't know what's so interesting about this room. But if it will make you like me better, I'll take you to the moon."



	Savannah smirked when she heard Ruppert's giggle.



	"That would be nice," Cheryl said. "But all I want to see tonight is what's in the room behind the bright green door. Do you have a key, Rupie?"



	"I have keys to all the rooms," he bragged.



	"Where do you stay?" she asked. "Do you live here?"



	"Yeah, wanna see my place?" he asked, enticingly.



	"Maybe I do. After I see this room, maybe we could go to your room and get to know each other a little better."



	"Yeah, we can sure do that. Okay, here's the key."



	The eavesdroppers heard the sound of metal against metal as the lock disengaged. The door creaked as it opened. Then they heard Cheryl ask in a frantic
	whisper, "What was that?" "What?" Rupert asked.



	"I thought I heard something on the other side of that wall."



	"I doubt it. There's no one up here. Never has been... well, since the children... "



	"Since the children what?" Cheryl asked. "There were children living here?"



	"Oh, that was a long time ago. You aren't interested in that... "



	"What if I say I am?" she said in a throaty voice. "Then would you tell me the story?"



	Rupert let out a guttural chuckle. "Hey, do that again and I'll tell you any story you want to hear."



	The snoopers back on the deck exchanged glances as they listened for Cheryl's response, "Not just yet, Rupie. Be patient. You need to give me what I want,
	first. Remember our little deal?"



	"Yeah, I remember."



	"Then hands off, okay?" she said rather sternly.



	He sighed. "All-righty then. Here's the story: When Charles married Henrietta, she had two kids. They lived on this wing. The kids loved cats, so Henrietta
	had the cat playroom built as part of their quarters. Karen's room is on the other side of the hall."



	Savannah's eyes widened upon hearing Karen's name. The group listened intently as Rupert continued. "This was Arthur's room, next to the cat room. I was
	the overseer for the children's cats and some of the kids' activities as they got older."



	There was a pause, then Cheryl asked quietly, "Did something happen? You seem upset."



	"They were good kids. Karen loved to ride her pony. I took Arthur fishing at the inlet a lot." He chuckled. "Karen didn't like to go down there and get her
	pretty shoes all soggy." He sounded as if he were choking back tears. "They're both gone now, you see. Karen drowned and Arthur died in a fire. I haven't
	been in here since... "



	Cheryl sounded sincere when she said, "I'm sorry. How horrible for you. When did this happen?"



	"They died on the same weekend. Karen was seven and Arthur was ten." His next words were slightly garbled. "They were good kids. There was no reason for
	this to happen." Now he sounded angry. "If only I'd been here, but Charles sent me and their nanny away that week. He thought we needed a vacation from the
	kids. It never would have happened if I'd been here watching over them."



	All of those in the group listening in on the conversation were stunned. They solemnly looked from one to the other, unable to speak.



	Cheryl asked, "When did this happen, Rupert?"



	"It was seven years ago next month. Seems like yesterday." He took a ragged breath. "If only I'd been here." He paused and then said, "But at least I
	didn't have to go through the interrogation everyone else went through."



	"Interrogation?" Cheryl questioned.



	Rob said under his breath, "Good girl, Cheryl." He looked at the others and whispered, "She's asking all the right questions."



	They heard Rupert respond, "Yes, everyone here was suspect. Even Charles and Henrietta—oh, and his mother. She was with the children when they... died.
	She always had the children when their nanny and I weren't here. I think investigators finally determined that Charles's mother was probably
	negligent—maybe had too much to drink or something and wasn't watching them closely enough, but Charles got her off. That didn't seem to sit well with
	Henrietta. She hates that woman. Charles has to sneak around to see his mother, which I don't think is very often. I hear she's become a hermit of sorts."



	After a long silence, Cheryl could be heard saying, "Fascinating story, Rupert. So this was Arthur's suite and Karen's was across the hall there?"



	"Yes."



	"Can I look around?"



	"Help yourself," he said without much enthusiasm.



	"It's spacious. Nice decor—looks fit for a little boy. I can see the bungalows from this window—cool," she said. "Why is the window covered in black
	cloth?" she asked.



	Rupert's voice was softer now. Rob explained to the others, "He's probably across the room and his voice isn't picking up well. I think he said something
	about respect for the dead."



	"This is strange," Cheryl said. "There's a wad of what looks like cat fur here in the wastebasket."



	They heard Rupert more clearly now. "Hmmm. I guess they left things the way they were. Arthur always had cats in here."



	"Seems fresh to me," she said.



	"YES!" Rob said quietly, celebrating Cheryl's investigative skills.



	The eavesdroppers heard no comment from Rupert.



	A few seconds later, Cheryl said, "This sure is a spacious suite. It has everything a ten-year-old boy could want—TV and game room, toy room. Look at all
	of the toys." She paused then said, "I wonder why they didn't donate them to a children's hospital or an organization that collects toys for kids?"



	There was no response. They heard her ask, "Where does this door lead?"



	"Huh? Well, I don't know. I don't remember seeing that door before. Let's find out where it goes." After a few seconds, he said, "Locked. It's probably a
	closet or something."



	"Don't you have a key, Rupert?" Cheryl asked sweetly. "You said you have keys to every room in this castle."



	"Let me see," he said. Several minutes passed before they heard him say, "Nope; none of my keys fit that lock. That's just plain strange."



	"Can I see Karen's room?" Cheryl asked.



	"Good girl," Rob said under his breath.



	"Um, well... maybe," was Rupert's response. After another minute or so of silence, he said, "Just as she left it," and he choked up again. "You know,
	I'd rather not do this now. Can we just go?"



	"Sure," Cheryl said. "I'm tired, anyway. I'd better get back; I'll be missed. Thank you for showing me around. I enjoyed it."



	"Yeah. I didn't," he said. Minutes later, he was heard saying, "Maybe we can get together another time?"



	"Sure, Rupert."



	"Wow," Savannah said when Cheryl returned to the bungalow, "that was incredible."



	"Hey, good job, girl," Rob said, high-fiving her.



	"I'm glad he got out of the mood," Margaret quipped.



	"Me too," Cheryl said. "That couldn't have worked out better. Except... "



	"Except what?" Rob asked.



	"Except I wish we could have opened that locked door." She became more animated. "Savannah, I believe there have been cats in that room recently. That wad
	of fur I saw in the wastebasket was not seven years old. Don't you think it would have been covered in dust particles by now?"



	"But where are the cats?" Savannah asked no one in particular. "Why didn't you find anyone or any cats in there?"



	Cheryl appeared to be contemplating the question. "I think that locked door is the key. I walked through the entire suite. Rupert said it was left as it
	was seven years ago and every indication is that it was. But I have proof that someone is still using that room."



	"Proof?" Savannah asked with intense interest.



	"Yes," Cheryl said. "I also found this. It looks like it has little teeth marks on it."



	The others moved closer to Cheryl, eager to see what she had pulled from her pocket.



	"I spotted it in the wastebasket and picked it up when Rupert was distracted." She held it out. "It's a receipt for cat food, dated two days ago."



	"Wow!" Savannah exclaimed. She took the receipt. "Sure looks like kitty teeth marks, doesn't it?" She gazed up at the window. "Rags is up there, I'm sure
	of it! Why? Who has him?"



	"Well, Vannie, things are looking up," Margaret said.



	"What do you mean?"



	Margaret smiled. "At least you know they're feeding him."







Chapter 9

 



	"So can we get a search warrant?" Savannah asked into the phone after telling Detective Craig Sledge what Cheryl had uncovered the night before.



	Craig chuckled. "So the cat has found himself in another interesting predicament, huh?" He cleared his throat before saying, "Gosh, I don't know about a
	search warrant to look for a cat in a mansion, Savannah." When she didn't respond, he said, "I'll tell you what; I know some officers up that way. Let me
	see what I can find out. When are you coming home?"



	"Not until we find Rags," she said. She spoke more softly. "Craig, would you ask Iris to go by and play with Lily? I want her to see familiar faces—people
	she loves—while we're away." She started to choke up. "I miss her so much."



	"I know you do, honey. We'll go see her and tell her Mommy misses her."



	"Thanks, Craig," she said sniffling. "You're the best."



	****



	"Are you ready?" Savannah called through the French doors to the Sheridan's bungalow later that morning.



	"Yeah, let's go for a hike," Margaret said.



	"Are you sure you're up to it?" she asked. "Michael said he'd go with me if you don't."



	"Yeah, I feel fine," Margaret said. "Only this time, I'll have my charged-up cell phone with me in case I need a lift home."



	"Me, too," Savannah said. "And we'll be home before dark."



	"So why are we going to look at the gravestone?" Margaret asked as they walked down the road away from the mansion.



	"Curiosity," Savannah said. "Aren't you curious about what Rupert told Cheryl? That gravestone we saw on the edge of the rose garden was evidently Karen's.
	But where's Arthur's? I told Rob I'd see if it was there, too—for his documentary, you know."



	The two women trudged through the brush, walked around in the rose garden, and came to the same conclusion: "There's only one grave marker, and it's
	Karen's," Savannah said. "Poor little girl. It really is a sad thing when a child dies." She stared down at the marker. "She must have been so scared."



	"What about Arthur?" Margaret asked. "Didn't Rupert say he died in a fire? That would be more frightening and painful than drowning." She looked up. "Oh, here are our hubbies."



	"Ready?" Michael asked through the open car window.



	"Yes," Savannah said, climbing into the backseat of the SUV. "There's only the one marker. We looked everywhere around here. What are Rob and Cheryl doing
	this morning?" she asked, once she and Margaret had fastened their seat belts.



	"He wants to quiz some of the staff," Michael said. "He'd like to speak with as many as he can before the Peytons return."



	"You doing okay?" Max asked Margaret.



	She nodded.



	Savannah glanced down at her phone. "Oh, Craig's calling. Hello Craig."



	"Hi. Boy, have you fallen into a can of worms."



	"What? How?" she asked, glancing around at the others.



	"The case around the children's deaths—you know that they died within a few days of one another. It was a huge case... got tons of publicity and then it
	was over—like it was swept under a big rug."



	"What are you talking about, Craig?"



	He coughed and cleared his throat. "Charles Peyton was a prime suspect in the children's deaths. The day before they planned to officially charge him, the
	case just kind of went away."



	"What?"



	"Well, they decided the deaths were accidental and no one was at fault. They did slap his mother's hands for being negligent and not watching the children
	more closely. A strange thing, Savannah... I talked to an old colleague of mine up there and he said they had an eyewitness to the girl's death."



	"Who was the eyewitness?" she asked.



	"Her brother, Arthur Spence. But before they could get him to talk, he died in that house fire."



	"Gads," she said. "So what do you think?"



	"I don't know, but I got the impression that my colleague believes there's a murderer running loose on the Peyton compound. He confided that shortly after
	the accusations went away, his superior retired to some exotic island, never to be heard from again."



	"Got paid off, huh?"



	"It appears that way," Craig said. "So what are you up to today?"



	"We're headed to the library to see what clues we can find."



	"What, exactly, are you looking for?" he asked.



	"I want to know about the mansion, the Peytons, and especially that room upstairs. I figure we might find the original plans for the place, either at the
	library or the museum. Craig, someone's keeping cats up there, and maybe Rags is one of them. That room is not empty." She then asked him, "Do
	they know where Charles's mother is now? I wonder if she secretly lives up there in that room."



	"Could be, I guess." He chuckled. "Castles seem to always have secrets, don't they?"



	"Yeah, why is that?"



	He thought for a moment then said, "Probably because some rich people have dirty laundry. They're accustomed to getting their way and they can pay their
	way into or out of just about anything."



	"So you think Rags is hiding in a bunch of dirty laundry?" she asked, laughing. "Something like that, Savannah. Something like that."



	****



	Two hours later, as the foursome drove home from the library, Savannah said, "Rob's going to find this information very interesting, don't you think?"



	"Oh yes," Margaret agreed. "I can't believe they ended up determining the children's deaths were coincidental accidents."



	Michael glanced at Savannah in the rearview mirror. "Did you see that bit about the boy—Arthur? One journalist reported that he was so traumatized by his
	sister's drowning death that he sort of had a nervous breakdown. Before he was able to answer any questions, he died in that awful fire."



	"I'll bet he was scared speechless," Max said.



	"By what he saw?" Savannah asked.



	"Or by what happened to him that day. They say he nearly drowned trying to save his sister."



	"Or someone drowned her and tried to drown him, as well," Margaret suggested.



	Michael glanced at Max. "The only one who knows for sure is the grandmother, Charles Peyton's mother. I wonder where she is."



	Savannah leaned forward. "Yeah, but she wasn't actually with the children when Karen drowned. Remember, she said she had walked back to the cabin where
	they were staying and told the kids to sit on the bank. She figured Karen had fallen in and when Arthur tried to pull her out, he fell in. But he was able
	to swim to safety."



	"It sure could have happened that way," Max said. "Or someone else could have been out there with the children. Maybe Peyton's mother left the kids with
	another adult that day."



	"Like Charles Peyton, himself?" Margaret asked.



	"Perhaps," he said. "But what about the fire—the cabin where they were staying burned, right?"



	"Yes, the same weekend." Michael shook his head. "Imagine two children from the same family dying under suspicious circumstances within days of each
	other."



	Max shifted in his seat. "But they didn't find Karen's body until after the fire." He thought for a moment then said, "Strange how the grandmother got out,
	but the boy couldn't. The fire must have been more intense where he was sleeping."



	Margaret nodded. "But some hunters were able to get him out. Did you see that report saying that when they showed up, the grandmother was standing outside
	just watching the fire? When she saw them, she started screaming and carrying on about a boy being inside, so one of them went in and got him out."



	"Step—grandmother," Savannah corrected. "She was not a blood relative. And the boy didn't die in the fire. The family announced a few days later that he
	had died in a burn center. But where is Arthur's gravestone?"



	"Do you think the children are actually buried on the property, or is that stone just a memorial for Karen?" Max wondered.



	Savannah picked up her phone. "Oh, a text from Craig. He says he's coming up here to meet with his colleague and see if he can get a search warrant for
	that room. He believes me that Rags could be in there. Yay! He says he'll be in Frisco this evening. He won't be staying at the mansion and he suggests we
	move out, too." She glanced up at the others before reading more slowly. "He says, 'You could all be in danger if you're too close to stumbling upon some
	truth that could incriminate someone in the family or on the staff.'"



	"Holy cow," Margaret said.



	"Okay, Savannah, start checking for motels in the area," Michael instructed. "... and you'd better let Rob know."



	After sending and receiving a couple of text messages, Savannah announced, "Rob wants to meet with us and compare notes this evening. I told him I'd let
	him know where we're staying."



	****



	Late that afternoon, Savannah ushered Rob and Cheryl into the suite she and Michael had reserved at the Courtyard Inn.



	"This place isn't as plush as your former digs," Rob observed.



	"No, but I'd rather be safe," Savannah said. "Only, I wish I knew Rags was safe, too. I'm really worried. I don't like being so far away from him."



	Just then her phone rang. "It's Rochelle," she announced, as she walked away from the others to take the call. When she returned, everyone was seated in
	the small sitting room talking about their findings at the library. Savannah squeezed in on the sofa between her aunt and her husband.



	Michael patted her knee. "We wouldn't let Rob tell us his news until you came back. Everything okay with Rochelle and Peter?"



	"Yes," she said. "They were just checking in to see if anything had changed since we spoke last night. Rochelle was fascinated when I told her about our
	weird discoveries." She glanced around to make sure everyone was listening. "She's psychic, you know. She said Rags is okay and that he is close by. She
	advised that we continue on the path we're taking, but in order to protect him, we must fly under the radar. Otherwise... in her words... we could
	inadvertently tap into a hornets' nest."



	"That's a bunch of clichés—do you know what it means?" Max asked.



	"Well, I guess just to be careful who we trust and how we conduct this... " She paused, then asked, "What do you call what we're doing?"



	Max responded, "A clandestine operation? A secret mission?"



	"Illegal espionage?" Margaret offered. She giggled and nudged Savannah with her shoulder. "And if there are hornets, it's your cat that's responsible for
	stirring them up."



	Savannah grimaced, then asked Rob, "Well, what did you find out?"



	"We had a few conversations with some talkative people today who had stories to tell; others didn't want to talk to us at all. We learned that Charles
	never did accept Henrietta's kids. They were quite young when he and Henrietta married. He thought of them as a nuisance. In fact, one source thinks he was
	jealous of them and considered them a risk to his share of Henrietta's money. Most of the money came from her marriage. She may have been having an affair
	with Charles when her husband died in a car accident, and in fact, Charles thought the little girl could be his. No one knows the results for sure, but
	they think he probably found he was not the father."



	"Gads, who gave you all of that personal stuff?" Margaret asked.



	Rob smiled. "Best if I don't reveal my sources."



	Savannah put up her hand. "Yeah, suits me fine. I'd rather not know." She lowered her voice. "So do your sources think Charles Peyton killed the kids?"



	"Or had them killed... " Max suggested.



	Rob nodded. "Those are some of the theories. But the fact that the investigation stopped has some people believing he had nothing to do with the children's
	deaths." He stared down at his hands and then looked up. "Maybe they were coincidentally accidental."



	Savannah swallowed hard before speaking. "I talked to our detective friend Craig Sledge today. I can't reveal everything he told me, but he has some
	connections at the local police department. He's going to try to get us a search warrant for that room."



	"Cool," Cheryl said.



	Rob smiled. "All right!"



	"He said we could be opening a can of worms."



	"Is that so?" Rob said, smiling even wider. "I need to sit down with Craig."



	Savannah looked at Michael's watch. "He'll be here just about any time."



	"Tell me, Rob," Michael said, "do you know who has a key to the door in that room upstairs?"



	"Not that I can track down, yet," Rob said. "But the more I looked at that area from the outside, the more I think that door could lead right into the
	turret." He shook his head. "I don't think it's a closet."



	"Yeah, that was my thought," Michael said. "From what Cheryl observed, it seems like it's in the right spot to go into the turret."



	"And who locks a closet door?" Max added.



	"So you think they keep cats in those turrets?" Margaret asked. "I wonder if Charles Peyton knows about that. He seems adamant that there are no cats on
	the property."



	Max nodded. "True. ... and Henrietta, too."



	"One of them may be lying," Savannah said. "I can't imagine there's something going on in that place that they're both oblivious to. There's a mystery and
	one of them is privy to it." She cocked her head to the side. "Maybe both of them."



	Max looked askance. "Yes, that place sure seems to harbor secrets." He laughed. "And if they want to keep those secrets, they're messing with the wrong
	cat."



	"... and the wrong family," Savannah added.







Chapter 10

 



	"So what's the plan?" Savannah asked after pouring Craig a cup of coffee in their motel room later that night.



	"I had a chance to discuss that with Bob Walker, my source on the force. He's going to push for a search warrant, but he's not sure we can get it. Even if
	we don't, I think it's worth investigating that part of the house... " Craig focused on Savannah. "... one way or another." He took a sip of coffee.
	"Now, have any of you seen lights in the windows of that west turret?"



	"Actually, no," Savannah said. "And that's strange, because the others are dimly lit at night." She turned to Rob. "Did you ever see lights in those
	windows?"



	He shook his head. "Not that I recall."



	Craig stared into space. "If there were stairs inside the turrets, which there usually are, you might be able to go from the ground floor to the third
	floor."



	"Always clockwise," Max muttered.



	Craig looked confused. "What?"



	Max spoke up. "I read in something at the library that old turret and tower staircases always spiral clockwise so any ascending warriors have the
	disadvantage—unless, of course, they're left-handed swordsmen."



	"Hmm," Craig said, only partially digesting that bit of trivia. He then said, "If someone's using that turret as a passageway, for example, they might have
	the windows blacked out."



	"And there could be another way in and out of it, right?" Rob suggested.



	Michael studied Rob for a moment, then said, "Yeah, that's always a possibility. Let's see, as I recall, the bottom of that turret looks like it's right
	next to the kitchen. Did anyone see a door in the kitchen that might lead into it?"



	"There's a large pantry in that area," Cheryl said. "I went in there with Rupert."



	Rob squinted in Cheryl's direction. "You did?"



	"Yeah, Rupert went there to get a flashlight before we headed up the stairs that night."



	"A flashlight? What for?" Margaret asked.



	Cheryl shrugged. "I don't know, he never used it. But that is one big pantry."



	"Did you see a door inside the pantry?" Craig asked.



	She shook her head. "Didn't notice one."



	"Got a call," Craig said, picking up his phone from the table. He walked away while



	taking it and came back looking disappointed. "Can't get the warrant," he said, soberly. "Okay, let's move on to plan B." He looked around the room.
	"Anyone have a plan B?"



	"Kick the door down?" Rob suggested.



	"Two doors," Michael said. "We don't even have a key to the green door."



	"And those are some heavy-duty doors," Cheryl said. "I think you'd need a blowtorch or a hand grenade to get them open."



	After a brief silence, Savannah asked quietly, "What or who do you think we'll find in there? I mean, there must be someone with Rags and there must be
	more than one cat, according to how much cat food was purchased."



	Craig looked up from the notes he was writing. "How do you know cat food was purchased?"



	"Cheryl found a receipt for cat food up in that room—dated last week!"



	He turned quickly toward Cheryl. "Do you still have it?"



	"Yeah." She reached for her oversized purse and removed a manila envelope. After sifting through the papers, she said, "Here it is, why?"



	Craig studied the receipt. "It gives the date and time of day the purchase was made. I'd like to visit the store. It's recent enough that maybe someone
	will remember who bought that much cat food. What time is it?" he asked.



	Michael checked his watch. "Seven fifteen."



	"I think I'll bop over there now. Someone at that house knows who or what is in that room and I want to find out who it is."



	A little while later Savannah got a call from Craig. "Do any of you know who Ruth is?"



	"I don't," she said. "Wait, I'll ask."



	When she came back to the phone, she reported, "Rob says she's Henrietta's personal maid. Why?"



	"Someone at the store knows Ruth and says she's always the one who buys the cat food."



	"Have you talked to her?" Michael asked Rob after Savannah had ended the call with Craig.



	"Yes, and she seemed a little nervous when I questioned her about that room upstairs. I made a note to meet with her again, actually. I think she knows
	something."



	"I wonder if she'll help us get into the room," Savannah said.



	Rob frowned. "I don't know. She's kinda scared and meek. I guess it depends on how much her job—and maybe her life—means to her."



	Upon Craig's return, Rob asked him if he had any ideas for motivating Ruth to help them get into the room.



	"Maybe we could get keys from her without her knowing it," Craig suggested. "Is there anyone inside you can trust with a job like that?"



	"Well, Ruth seemed to like Cheryl. Maybe she could attempt to socialize with her and somehow get the keys."



	Everyone looked at Cheryl, who stared back at them, eyes wide. "Hey, I didn't sign on to be a spy, you know. I'm a mere film producer's assistant."



	Rob patted Cheryl's knee. "You got that right, honey bun. The operative word here is 'assistant'. You assist me with whatever I need, right?"



	Craig smiled at Cheryl. "It would be really helpful if you could pull it off."



	"Michael and I would be forever in your debt," Savannah said.



	"Well, I'll give it a try," she said. "How should I proceed? Call her and say, 'I'd like to chat—oh yes, and bring your ring of keys?'"



	Everyone laughed.



	"Yeah," Savannah said, "go to her room if you can; she's liable to remove her apron—does she wear an apron? And you can get the keys from her pocket."



	Rob straightened himself in his chair. "Hey, Cheryl's a massage therapist."



	"Are you thinking what I think you're thinking?" Savannah asked, smiling.



	"I think so. Cheryl, here's how it could work," Rob said, "... run into her at the mansion and tell her you notice she seems tense—maybe needs to relax
	more. Offer to give her a massage." He thought for a moment. "Here's an idea—tell her you need to put in time giving massages in order to get your
	certificate. Convince her she'll feel so much better afterward. When she takes her clothes off and is relaxed, slip the keys out of her pocket and into
	yours. Could you do that?"



	She pursed her lips. "Could work, I guess. Sure, I'll try it. When—tomorrow?"



	Rob nodded. "Yes, the sooner the better. Shoot, it's not too late tonight. Let's get back over to the mansion and maybe call for her to bring us something
	out to the bungalow."



	"Hold your horses, there, cowboy," Cheryl said. "Ruth's Henrietta's private maid. She's not on call for guests. She'd know something was fishy if we asked
	her to bring us a bar of soap or a cup of coffee."



	"Right," Rob said, slapping his leg. "We'll just tell her we have a few questions."



	"Uh, Rob," Craig said, "we want Cheryl to go to her room, if at all possible. She's more apt to set the keys down someplace where Cheryl can get to them."
	He thought for a moment, then addressed Cheryl, "Why don't you just call Ruth and ask if you can come to her room to continue the interview?"



	Rob patted Cheryl's knee. "Think that would work?" Before she could respond, he said, "Let's go give it a try."



	"Hey, good luck, Cheryl," Michael called out. He then spoke quietly. "Thank you for doing this. The cat means a lot to us."



	"And the story that could come from this means a lot to us," Rob said, kissing her. He turned to the others. "Will you be staying up for a while?
	Do you want a report tonight?"



	"Absolutely," Savannah said.



	Craig nodded. "If we get those keys tonight, we should really try to use them tonight, while the Peytons are gone."



	"Okay, guys. We're on it. We'll be in touch later tonight, then."



	****



	Two hours had passed when Savannah got a call from Rob. "She's got 'em," he said, excitedly.



	"Wow!" she said into the phone. She spoke to the others in the room. "Rob says Cheryl has the keys."



	Craig reached for the phone. "Let me talk to him." Into the phone, he asked, "Does she know if the key to that room is on the ring?"



	"No," Rob said. "We're just crossing our fingers on that one. Hey, Craig, we'd sure like to get those keys back to Ruth before morning."



	"I hear ya. Um, let's leave them conspicuously somewhere around the place—on the kitchen counter where she may think she left them or on the grounds where
	she'll think she dropped them. We sure don't want to cast any suspicion on Cheryl. Tell her not to worry."



	"Thanks," Rob said.



	Craig hesitated for just a moment. "Okay, Rob, here's what I want to do. I'll come out to the mansion and bring Savannah."



	Savannah's heart raced. She glanced at Michael, who scowled in her direction.



	Craig turned to the others. "How far away are we?"



	"About thirty minutes," Michael said.



	Into the phone, Craig said, "We'll be there in forty minutes. Stay put, will ya?"



	"Sure."



	"Why do you want to take Savannah?" Michael asked when Craig ended the call.



	"If the cat's there, he'll most likely respond to her. Our main objective is to get the cat out, right?"



	Michael nodded. He stared down at his hands for a moment and then addressed Craig. "Let me go with you. What if there's trouble?"



	"I've got her covered, Michael," Craig said, his voice deeper now. "No harm will come to your wife, I promise; and we'll have a better chance of getting
	the cat." He looked at Savannah. "What do you think?"



	"Yes, I want to go." She turned to her husband. "I'll be okay, Michael. I would love to bring Rags home tonight. He must be so scared."



	"Is there any reason why we can't go over there with you?" Michael asked the detective. "We can stay in Rob's bungalow, out of sight. What do you think,
	Craig?"



	He mulled the idea over and then said, "I guess there's no harm in that. But here's what I want you to do. Park down the road a ways and walk in quietly. I
	don't want extra cars alarming someone. Do you have a flashlight?"
	

	"Yes, I bought a new one; it has fresh batteries."



	"Okay, then, keep it low as you walk in—on the ground in front of you. Go behind the bungalows to Rob's and stay there until we return from the mansion.
	Savannah and I will drive in and park behind Rob's bungalow. Once we believe the coast is clear, we'll make our way over to the mansion. It should be no
	problem exploring the second floor, since none of the staff stays up there—supposedly, anyway." Craig looked around the room. "Is everyone clear?"



	"Yes, sir," Margaret said in jest.



	Craig grinned half-heartedly at her, then turned to Savannah. "Dark-colored clothes." In a sweeping glance, he said to the others, "I want everyone to wear
	dark-colored clothes. Savannah, wear rubber-soled shoes that don't squeak."



	"Got it covered, captain," she said with a salute.



	He grinned at her and shook his head.



	Craig was deep in thought as he drove toward the mansion. Savannah was glad, because she had something she wanted to do on the way. She spent the next
	several minutes visualizing a successful outcome for Rags. She envisioned opening the green door and finding him unharmed, picking him up, and carrying him
	to safety. As Craig parked the car behind Rob's and Cheryl's bungalow, Savannah took a deep breath.



	"Good luck," Rob said, handing Craig the rather large ring of keys Cheryl had taken from Ruth's room.



	Craig held it up. "Hell, this could be an all-night deal." He turned to Savannah. "Let's go, partner." Before stepping out through the bungalow door, he
	pulled his phone from his pocket and turned it off. He instructed Savannah to do the same.



	She motioned with her head. "I left it back there in my purse."



	"That's strange," Craig whispered upon trying the kitchen doorknob. "It's unlocked." He eased slowly into the room. Savannah followed quietly, both of them
	looking around in the near darkness to make sure they were alone. There was just enough light that Craig could see the pantry door that Cheryl had
	mentioned. After opening it, he shined his pocket flashlight inside. "Look for a door," Craig whispered. "Could be concealed." Suddenly, he heard something
	and quickly shut off the flashlight, motioning for Savannah to back out of the doorway. He ushered her to a refuge on the other side of the commercial
	refrigerator.



	There was enough pale light shining into the kitchen from outside the windows that she could see Craig put his finger to his lips in a shushing gesture.
	She was sure the sound of her beating heart could be heard in the next county as she waited to see what or who was moving around inside the pantry.
	Finally, the wait was over. The pantry door opened and a figure emerged into the kitchen. Savannah peered around the refrigerator in time to see what
	looked like an elderly man or woman dressed in all black, a hood covering his head. He's stooped a little and walks with a slight limp, she
	noticed as he left the mansion through the kitchen door. Craig and Savannah moved cautiously toward a window and watched the figure disappear rather
	swiftly into the night.



	They exchanged glances, then Craig motioned for her to follow him back into the pantry. He began pushing and pulling on the shelves inside, until finally
	one of them gave a little. He quickly found a latch, disengaged it and the shelf moved aside, revealing a door. "Aha," Craig whispered, taking the key ring
	out of his jacket pocket. Being careful to keep the keys from jangling, he prepared to try each of them until he found the one that would unlock the secret
	door. In the meantime, Savannah reached around him and twisted the knob. To their surprise, the door opened. He raised his eyebrows, smiled at her, and
	winked.



	Craig slowly pushed the door open and eased through it, motioning for Savannah to stay put. When he gave her the signal to follow him, they promptly found
	themselves inside the ground floor of the west turret. The pair approached the spiral staircase, with intentions of climbing to the second floor, but
	something stopped the detective. He stepped back and shined his light toward his feet where he saw a crumpled rug at the base of the staircase. Craig,
	having seen something like this before, quickly pulled back the rug. "Well, I'll be," he said quietly, glancing up at Savannah. "Isn't this a nice
	surprise?"



	"What?" she asked frowning.



	"Watch," he instructed as he lifted a hidden trap door. 



	Savannah could see a glow emitting from the depths below them. Before she could get a good look, Craig motioned for her to stay back.



	"Well, I'll be damned," he said under his breath, as he peered into the secret room.



	"What?" she whispered.



	"Cats," he said, leaning back so Savannah could take a look.



	"Oh my gosh!" she exclaimed. She felt a surge of excitement. "Can we go in?"



	After quickly scanning the area, he whispered, "Why not?" He put his hand up to stop Savannah and mouthed, "Me first." Savannah watched as Craig stepped
	down the ladder. It seemed like an eternity before he motioned for her to join him in what appeared to be someone's living quarters—someone who obviously
	liked cats.



	"This is huge," she said. "It must encompass the entire expanse of the mansion. And look at all the cat jungle gyms and kitty perches. This is absolutely
	wild!"



	"Do you see your cat?" Craig asked.



	Suddenly remembering the reason they were there and the risk they were taking, she began to focus. She glanced around the large room then stepped into
	another room and another—each had a few cats at slumber or play. There was a TV and game room, a bedroom, bathrooms, a sauna, a gym, a small swimming pool.
	And there were cats.



	"Call him," Craig suggested.



	"Rags," Savannah called in a loud whisper. "Rags, come here, boy, come on Rags, come to Mommy." She spotted a couple of Siamese cats lounging on a cat
	tree, a black cat stepped out of a cozy kitty bed, a couple of orange tabbies darted off into another room, and a black-and-white tuxedo cat trotted toward
	her. She acknowledged some of the cats and kept calling for Rags.



	Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a familiar movement. She looked to her right, and that's when she spotted Rags stepping out of a tunnel
	attached to an elaborate feline jungle gym. He stretched and then trotted over to Savannah. "Meow!" he said loudly. "Meow!"



	"Oh Rags," she whispered as she knelt down and began petting him vigorously.



	"He seems as happy to see you as you are to see him," Craig said, watching the cat rub up against her and happily butt her with his head. "Okay, mission
	accomplished," he said. "Let's get out of here before he or she comes back."



	"Wait!" Savannah hissed. "Rags, come back here."



	The pair watched as the cat trotted toward the large cat tree. He dove into the tunnel and came out carrying something in his mouth.



	"What's that he's got?" Craig asked.



	"I don't know. Looks like a letter. Bring it here, Rags," she coaxed.



	Instead, he walked toward Craig and dropped the envelope at the detective's feet. Savannah rushed to the cat and quickly picked him up. "I don't want you
	getting away from me again."



	Craig, in the meantime, scooped up the envelope. He looked it over. "Hey, we'd better not press our luck. Let's get him out of here." He started to toss
	the envelope aside, but decided, instead, to stuff it into his jacket pocket.



	"How will we get him up that ladder?" Savannah asked in a strained whisper.



	Craig scratched his head. "I'll go up and you can hand him to me. Will he let me take him?"



	She nodded. "I think so."



	Once Craig was at the top of the ladder, Savannah climbed up one rung with Rags in her arms. Craig stretched is body out on the floor above and reached
	down toward the cat until he was able to grasp him with both hands. He then cradled Rags in one arm while lifting himself to a standing position and waited
	for Savannah to scurry up the ladder. She took Rags in her arms as they rushed out the same way they'd come in. After closing the pantry door behind them
	and pushing the cabinets back in place, Craig said, "Go on, Savannah. I'll be right there. I want to leave these keys so someone's bound to find them."



	"You got him!" Rob exclaimed when Savannah entered the bungalow with Rags in her arms. After releasing him, she collapsed on the nearest sofa and feigned
	extreme exhaustion. In reality, she was extremely happy, and Rags seemed to be, as well, as he strutted around the room rubbing up against everyone,
	inviting neck rubs and petting.



	"Where was he?"



	"Where's Craig?"



	"Did you see who took him?"



	"Hey, enough with the questions," she said. "Wait for Craig and we'll tell you all about it." She turned to Rob and Cheryl. "Boy, you guys may have quite a
	story to film, after all." She reached down and scooped up the large grey-and-white cat. "Oh, Rags. I am so glad to have you back." She looked up at the
	others and announced, "He found something."



	"What?" Margaret asked.



	"We don't know, yet. Craig has it."



	"Where's Craig?"



	"Depositing the keys." She turned to Rob and Cheryl. "We didn't even need those keys."



	Cheryl scowled. "Well, for Pete's sake. You mean I gave that massage for nothing?"



	When Craig returned, he was a bit breathless. "Kill the lights," he hissed, reaching for the light switch on the wall just inside the door. Rob turned off
	a lamp. Savannah eased Rags to the floor and rushed to switch off the kitchen light.



	"What is it?" Michael asked, joining Craig at a window that overlooked the expanse of land between the bungalow and the ocean.



	"I want to see who that character is out there," Craig whispered.



	"Who? Where?"



	"The guy we think was holding the cat," he explained quickly. "I thought I saw him heading back this way." He pointed. "Wait, is that him?"



	Savannah had joined the men at the window; the others peered out another window. She said, "I don't think that's him. That guy's walking upright—the one we
	saw was sorta hunched over."



	"Oh, I guess you're right."



	"That's Rupert, isn't it?" Cheryl asked.



	"Yeah," Rob said, "out looking for you, sweet thing."



	Cheryl slapped Rob. "Stop it!"



	"Well, that other guy has to come back sometime. Let's stake out the place and see if we can catch him," Craig suggested.



	"And then what?" Margaret asked. "Arrest him for taking the cat?"



	"No. I just want to talk to him." He turned toward Margaret, who, with Max, Rob, and Cheryl, was still at the window. "Don't you want to know who's living
	secretly in the basement of that mansion and why?"



	"In the basement?" Margaret asked. "I thought... "



	"Yeah, he has this great suite that takes up the whole basement of that place," Savannah explained.



	"So did you find out if he has access to the second floor through the turret?" Michael asked.



	"It appears so," Craig said.



	Margaret turned toward Craig. "Vannie said you found something."



	He slapped his jacket pocket. "Oh yeah, the cat brought it to us."



	"What?" she asked.



	"I don't know yet. Someone keep watching for that guy and I'll take a look at it."



	"I'll watch," Rob volunteered.



	The others gathered around Craig as he turned on a small lamp and retrieved the envelope. "Could be just a grocery list or someone's tax return," he said,
	as he lifted the flap of the envelope, pulled out the contents, and unfolded it. He was silent as he scanned the document. Then, "Good God."



	"What is it?" Savannah insisted.



	"There he is!" Rob interrupted. "He's dressed in black and hunched over a little."



	Craig tossed the letter onto a table and took off toward the front door of the bungalow. He opened it slowly and stepped out. The others rushed to the
	closest windows.



	"Holy cow, Vannie," Margaret said, "that's the creature I saw out there that night."



	Savannah chuckled softly. "You mean the bear that was carrying the spider monkey?" Margaret nodded. "See, doesn't he look like a bear?"



	Savannah raised her eyebrows. "Yeah, he kinda does, as a matter of fact." She watched as Craig moved with almost fluid grace through the shadows toward the
	figure, reaching the kitchen door before he did.



	"Stop!" Craig commanded.



	"The guy looks scared," Savannah whispered. "He's trying to decide what to do—whether to run or not."



	"I just want to talk to you," Craig said in a soothing voice.



	The figure stood in front of Craig, looking from side to side, apparently for an escape route. But he didn't run. He faced Craig, saying nothing.



	"Who are you? Do you work here?" Craig asked. "What were you doing in the basement?"



	When he didn't respond, Craig asked, "Why are you out here so late?" He walked closer to the figure and shined his flashlight toward him.



	"No!" the stranger said, turning away. "Shut off that light. I can't stand light."



	Craig took a few steps back and quickly switched off the flashlight. "Okay, okay." He tilted his head slightly. "What are you, some sort of vampire?"



	The figure laughed a little. "You wish. No... I work here... like you said," he spoke hesitantly, "... I work here and... live in the basement.
	Now let me go; I need to get my sleep."



	"What's your name? I don't recall seeing you here before."



	The figure hesitated, then demanded, "Tell me who you are first. What are you doing out here. Are you some sort of cop?"



	"My name's Craig Sledge. I'm visiting friends in the bungalow. I'm a friend of Charles Peyton's."



	At that, the man darted for the kitchen door, attempting to push past Craig, but Craig grabbed him.



	"Let me go, let me go. I have to get back. Please! Don't tell Mr. Peyton about me. He can't know about me. He's evil."



	As Craig tried to hold him, the figure continued to struggle. Finally, he managed to get free of Craig's grip. He rushed through the kitchen door and into
	the pantry. Before Craig could catch up to him, he disappeared through the secret door and Craig heard a lock engage. He stood silent for a moment and then
	calmly walked back to the bungalow, turning on the light switch as he stepped inside.



	"Well, who is it?" Savannah asked.



	Craig just stared into space for a moment, creasing his brow. He then spoke slowly and quietly, as if he couldn't believe what he had seen. "A boy... a
	badly scarred boy." He looked at the others. "Evidently Charles Peyton doesn't know he's living in the mansion."



	"He lives there?" Margaret asked.



	"It appears that the whole lower floor is his domain. He lives down there with a bunch of cats... secretly, it seems."



	"Gads, I wonder who knows about him?"



	"I wonder who he is?" Cheryl asked.



	"I'd say he's Arthur Spence," Rob said quietly, "Charles Peyton's stepson."



	Craig looked at Rob. "Bingo. That would be my guess."



	"So he isn't dead? He didn't die in that fire?"



	"Apparently not," Craig said. He hurried to the table where he'd left the letter, but it was gone. "Where is it?"



	"Oh, the letter? I haven't seen it," Savannah said. She looked around at everyone in the room. They all shook their heads. Suddenly, Savannah turned toward
	the bedroom and called in a long drawn out tone, "R-a-a-a-gs?" She darted into the room and found Rags lying on the bed surrounded by pages of paper. "Oh
	Rags," she said, walking toward him. She petted him and then began to collect the pages and put them in order. She handed them to Craig with an apology.
	"Sorry; Rags thought it was his."



	"So what does it say?" Max asked.



	Everyone gathered around the room facing Craig, who read, "'To whom it may concern: This is a copy of a letter on file with my attorney. In case the
	original doesn't materialize, I've given this one to my son for safekeeping. Yes, he is alive, and, upon his eighteenth birthday becomes heir to my estate,
	as was intended upon the birth of my two children. Karen is dead, but Arthur lives and the legacy handed down through the generations shall also live on.
	Just as the royal offspring are granted the right to the throne in succession, my son has been granted the right to my inheritance upon his eighteenth
	birthday. If he does not produce any heirs, when he dies the entire estate, all monies and all holdings, will go to'... and she names some animal
	organizations."



	Aghast, Savannah said, "Wow!"



	Margaret sucked in a deep breath. "Holy cow!"



	"But there's more," Craig said. "According to Henrietta, she will continue to receive the same allowance she gets now from the estate for the remainder of
	her life, but her son—when he turns eighteen—will control the estate. Once she dies, her allowance will also go to her son."



	Rob chuckled a little. "That's going to be a shock to ole Charlie Peyton."



	"Well, that sure gives ole Charlie motive for killing those kids off," Max said.



	Craig pursed his lips. "Yeah, with them out of the way, as long as Henrietta's alive, he's still on the gravy train-in control of the money."



	"But when she dies, he's out of the picture, right?" Cheryl asked.



	Craig nodded. "Sure seems so, since the next in line for the estate are these animal organizations."



	Rob shook his head. "Man, this whole thing is just bizarre."



	"Your mystery is getting more mysterious, isn't it, guy?" Craig said, winking.



	"You got that right. This may be the story of the year—or the century!" Rob exclaimed.



	Suddenly, the occupants of the Azalea Bungalow heard a light knock at the door.



	Rob stood. "It's two in the morning. Who in the hell could that be?"



	"Well, go find out," Cheryl urged.



	Rob walked cautiously toward the door, opened it, and stood stunned, staring at the unlikely visitor.







Chapter 11

 



	"May I speak with Craig Sledge, please?"



	"Who shall I say is calling?" Rob asked, wishing he hadn't and feeling foolish for having behaved so overly nonchalant, when he was actually a bundle of
	excitement and nerves.



	Craig ambled to the door. "Arthur, come in."



	The boy glared at Craig suspiciously. "How do you know my name?"



	"You are Arthur Spence, aren't you?"



	He nodded. He then glanced at the others and back at Craig. "I want to talk to you."



	"We're all friends here, Arthur. We want to talk to you, too. Please, won't you come in?"



	As the young man stepped into the room, one hand went up to shade his face. "Can you turn that light off? I can't stand bright light." He pulled a pair of
	dark glasses from his pocket and put them on.



	"Sure," Craig said, flipping the switch. He motioned to Rob. "Shut that lamp off. Just leave the bedroom light on."



	Craig faced Arthur. "Is that okay?"



	He nodded.



	Craig moved aside and motioned for the boy to sit down. He chose a straight chair close to the door. Once the visitor was seated, Craig also sat down. He
	then said, "This is Rob and Cheryl. They came here to show a documentary about a cat."



	"Yes, I saw it in my quarters," he said. "Good story."



	"This is Margaret and Max. And Savannah and Michael. The cat in the film belongs to them."



	Arthur looked in their direction. "You got your cat back?"



	Savannah nodded, then demanded, "Why did you take him?"



	Craig put up his hand toward Savannah, motioning for her to take it easy.



	"It's okay," Arthur said. "I shouldn't have done it. But he wanted to come in and see the other cats. He likes it at my place."



	Just then, Rags strolled up to the young man, rubbing against him and butting him with his head. Arthur petted the cat. "I didn't hurt him. I took good
	care of him."



	"But he isn't your cat and you knew that," Savannah scolded. "Shame on you."



	He looked down, saying, "I'm sorry." He then glanced up at Savannah. "I'm glad you got your cat back. He's a cool cat."



	"Thank you," Savannah said. "How many cats do you have, anyway?"



	Arthur snickered. "Lots of them. I don't actually know how many there are now. How many do you have?"



	"We have three cats and a dog."



	"And a baby girl," Michael added, smiling.



	Arthur studied Michael and Savannah. "Nice," he said.



	"So what did you want to talk to me about?" Craig asked.



	"You were in my suite earlier and you took something. I want it back."



	Craig sighed. "Oh, yes. Sorry about that. The cat brought it to us and I accidently carried it back here."



	"I noticed the cat really does steal things like in the movie," Arthur said, laughing a little.



	Craig picked up the document off the table and handed it to the boy.



	Arthur stared at him. "You read it didn't you?"



	Craig nodded. "... just the letter your mother wrote."



	"So you know."



	"We know that you are heir to her fortune."



	"And you know that my sister was killed."



	Craig took a deep breath and leaned toward the boy. "Who did it, Arthur? Do you know?"



	He nodded. "I was intended as the next victim, but my mother saved me and hid me away without Mr. Peyton knowing."



	"Did he kill your sister?" Craig asked.



	The boy hesitated before answering. "My mother doesn't want to lose her status. She likes being on the arm of a gallant gentleman in public. She likes
	things just the way they are and she's good at keeping secrets."



	"This shouldn't be about her, Arthur," Craig said. "You have a voice. You can demand justice for your sister and for yourself."



	He hung his head. "And betray my mother, who has done everything for me?"



	Craig studied the boy for a moment. "Do you have any friends? Do you ever go out?"



	"I go out into the swamp at night. I have animal friends. The deer let me watch them graze. There's a badger family that's coming around me more and a
	couple of foxes... "



	"Did you hit me with a rock?" Margaret asked, bringing her hand up to the wound on her forehead.



	Arthur peered at her for a moment. "I... don't know. Was that you?"



	"Yes, it was me. Why did you do that?" she demanded.



	"I... don't know... I feel so much freedom when I'm in the bog. I become a gladiator. My imagination... "



	"So I was a figment of your imagination?" she asked.



	"I really am sorry. Are you all right? I truly don't know what happens when I go out at night like that."



	"I think I know," Craig said. "You've had no other outlet for what—seven years?"



	Arthur nodded. "My mother says I can't go out in public during the day. I would scare people." He seemed a little confused as he made eye contact with
	everyone in the room. "You don't seem to be frightened."



	Craig scowled. "Another tactic of your dear mother's to protect her precious lifestyle, no doubt."



	"You know, you could get plastic surgery for your burn scars," Savannah said.



	"Oh no. My mother says my burns are too severe."



	Craig thought for a moment and then explained, "Well, son, that's probably part of her plan—she can't get a plastic surgeon involved. The more people who
	know about you, the greater chance of Charles Peyton and others finding out."



	Savannah added, "And, as long as you have the scars, the less inclined you'll be to go out and tell her ugly secret."



	"I guess," Arthur said. "Only I sure yearn to be with people like some of those I see on TV. I just seem to get lonelier and lonelier."



	"How old are you, Arthur?"



	"I think seventeen. I remember having my birthday parties in July, so almost eighteen." He glanced around the room again and said, "Well, thank you for
	giving this back to me. I'd better be going."



	"Thank you for giving us our cat back," Savannah said, smiling.



	He looked down. "I'm sorry about that. I shouldn't have... "



	She stopped him. "It's okay. No worries. So what do you think you'll do, Arthur?"



	"About what?" he asked.



	"About your life," Craig explained. "Will you keep living for your mother or will you tell the authorities the truth and take your life back?"



	He peered at Craig through his dark sunglasses. "Do you have a cell phone?"



	Craig nodded.



	"Mother lets me have one, too. Can I have your number in case I want to talk to you sometime?"



	"Sure." Craig recited his number as Arthur typed it into his phone.



	The boy then walked to the door, turned, and said, "Thank you for being so nice." And he disappeared into the night.



	After several minutes of silence, Rob spoke. "Wow!"



	"Yes, wow!" Margaret said. "Craig, do you think he'll call you?"



	"I hope so, Maggie. I hope so." He took a quick breath and faced Savannah and Michael. "So what are your plans? When are you heading home?"



	"Tomorrow," Michael said, glancing at Savannah for her input.



	"Yes, the sooner we get this Houdini home, the better," she said, petting Rags, who had jumped up on a side table next to her. "I'm ready to hold my baby,"
	she added.



	Craig flipped the light switch on. "I may stay a couple of days. I want to do more sleuthing. Maybe there's a way I can help Arthur."



	"That would be great," Savannah said. "Keep us posted on what you find out, will you?"



	"Sure will. But it's gonna be up to Arthur. He's the one who knows the truth. It has to begin and end with him. He has to decide if he wants to remain
	loyal to a mother who would sacrifice her son for a glamorous lifestyle."



	"If she's innocent of Karen's murder, she would have a glamorous lifestyle with or without Charles," Margaret said. "It seems it's the man she doesn't want
	to lose."



	"Boy, is she hard up," Max said. "I mean, if he's guilty of murdering her daughter and maiming her son, how could she even be in the same room with him?"



	Cheryl dabbed her eyes with a tissue. "Yeah, and how can she watch her only child suffer like that?"



	Craig yawned widely. "I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm exhausted."



	"It's been quite a night," Michael said. "Let's head back to the motel and get some sleep. Thanks, Rob and Cheryl, for your hospitality."



	****



	It was eleven fifteen the following morning when Savannah's cell phone rang. "Are you up?" Craig asked.



	"Not really," she said.



	"You sound croaky—kinda froggy."



	"Sorry, that's my morning voice. What's up? And what are you doing up so early? Did you even go to bed? What time is it, anyway?"



	"It's nearly lunchtime. I've been up for hours." He hesitated before saying, "Arthur called."



	Savannah sat straight up. "Arthur called? What did he say?"



	Michael heard Savannah's side of the conversation and he propped himself up on one elbow.



	"He wants to make things right," Craig said.



	"You mean, expose the killer?"



	"Yes. I'm meeting with him this afternoon. His parents aren't due home until Thursday."



	"Wow! That's big, Craig. Do you know what your MO will be? How will you proceed?"



	"I guess I need to hear his story first; then decide." He paused. "Uh, Savannah, I have a favor to ask."



	"What?"



	"I'd like you to be with me when I meet Arthur."



	"Me? Why?"



	"He seemed to like you and... well, I think I need a woman's touch with him. I understand your eagerness to get home. If Michael and the Sheridans want
	to go on home, I'll make sure you get home as soon as... "



	"As soon as what?" she asked.



	"Well, as soon as we've done what we can to help Arthur." He let out a sigh. "I'd also like to talk to Ruth, the gal who has access to him. I need to know
	if she's on his side or Henrietta's. You could help me with that."



	"Oh gosh, Craig, I don't know. Let me talk to Michael, okay?"



	Once she'd ended the call, she dropped the phone into her lap and looked at Michael.



	"Uh-oh, I get the feeling you're going to spring something on me that I'm not going to like one bit."



	Savannah grinned sheepishly.



	"Okay, out with it. What is it?" he asked. "Are you and Craig running off to Mexico together?"



	Savannah laughed a little. "No, Michael."



	He took her hand. "Tell me, hon."



	"Arthur called. He wants Craig's help. Says he wants to take his life back and he obviously has reason to fear for his life if he makes this bold move."



	"And... " Michael prompted.



	"Craig wants me to stay for a few days to help him with Arthur."



	"Why you?" he asked, frowning.



	"I don't exactly know. He says he needs a woman's touch."



	Michael thought about it. "Yeah, Craig is kind of gruff sometimes and the boy is probably fragile. I can see where you could be an asset in the situation,
	but... "



	She interrupted. "I'd like to do what I can for the boy, if it's only to find him an ally. Craig can bring me home when we finish here. Or, you can stay.
	We can send Margaret and Max home in our car and you and I can fly home, or both of us can ride home with Craig."



	Michael looked at his wife. "And do what with your cat?"



	"Oh, that is a concern, isn't it?"



	Michael took Savannah's hand. "I'd like to get him home and settled back in his routine. I'm sure your aunt and Max are eager to be home, too. And your mom
	is probably ready to go back to her life. You stay, if you want. I know you're in good hands with Craig. I'll take the cat home and relieve your mom."



	"Or she might want to stay with Lily while you go back to work," Savannah said.



	"That's a good idea, if she can." He stood and ran one hand through his hair. "What's she going to say when I arrive home without you? She won't be happy
	to learn that you're playing detective in San Francisco."



	"Thank you, Michael," Savannah said, quietly.



	"For what?"



	"For trusting me. And for letting me follow my passion."



	"So your passion is sleuthing now?" he asked, a playful grin on his handsome face.



	"You know I have a fascination for puzzles—people-puzzles—mysteries. And you've said before, I'm pretty good at solving them."



	"Yeah, you have instincts—at least for finding your cat." He glanced around the room. "Where is he now?"



	"In the cage. No more roaming free in Frisco for Rags."



	****



	After lunch and goodbyes, Michael, the Sheridans, and Rags left for home.



	"What time's our appointment with Arthur?" Savannah asked Craig.



	"Three."



	"Where?"



	"At the mansion."



	"How will we get past all the staff without being seen? Doesn't he usually become visible only after everyone has retired for the night?"



	"Yes. He said to come up to the second-floor room. We'll meet in there. Easier to slip past any suspicious servants."



	"Then I have time to... "



	"To what?" Craig asked.



	"Either do some laundry or buy a new outfit. I've worn the same clothes for four days. Most of my outfits are dirty or too fancy for day wear."



	"Sure; want to go to the shopping district? We could probably find a mall."



	"Just take me to the thrift store where we went with Iris. I can find something there."



	He winked at her. "Learning from the expert, huh?"



	"Yes, Iris does have things to teach about how to dress fantastically on a budget."



	It was two thirty by the time Savannah had chosen a pair of slacks and two blouses. She also tossed in a lightweight jacket, saying, "Mine doesn't match
	these new duds."



	"Good enough reason to spend, I guess," Craig said. Thirty minutes later, he suggested, "We'll park at Rob's bungalow and go in the front door of the
	mansion."



	"How will we get past that main maid?" Savannah asked.



	He rang the doorbell, saying, "Watch and learn." Within seconds, a plump, middle-aged maid answered the door. "Hello," he said, "you may remember, I'm
	Craig Sledge and this is Savannah Ivey. We're with Rob, the director of the film that premiered Saturday night."



	"Yes, Mr. Sledge." She nodded at Craig and smiled at Savannah.



	"Rob is quite sure that he left a piece of equipment in the cat room upstairs when he filmed Savannah's cat for a follow-up segment."



	"There will be more movies of Rags? Some of us got to see the film. I love that cat!"



	Craig nodded. "Yes, the original was so popular that Rob plans a sequel. He got some great shots of Rags in the cat playroom."



	The woman clasped her hands together under her chin. "Oh, I can't wait." She stepped aside and started to usher the couple toward the staircase.



	"You don't have to accompany us," Craig said, smiling. "I'm sure you have things to do."



	"As a matter of fact," she said, leaning in as if confiding in the guests, "I was dusting books in the study so I can watch an animal segment on the TV in
	there."



	Craig smiled broadly. "Well, that's more important than our tripod. You go enjoy yourself. We know our way."



	Once they'd arrived at the green door at the end of the hall, Craig knocked lightly. The door opened almost immediately.



	"Thank you for coming," Arthur said, moving aside and allowing the couple to enter. "Nice to see you, again, Ms. Savannah."



	"Oh, you brought some cats up with you," Savannah said, noticing two Siamese cats lolling on a sofa.



	Arthur walked over and petted one of the cats. "This is Karen—named for my sister, of course—and her littermate, Clem."



	"They're beautiful."



	"Sit down," he offered, motioning toward an attractive arrangement of furniture.



	Savannah sat in one of a pair of wingback chairs and Craig took the other. Arthur eased down next to the cats, picking up Karen and placing her in his lap.



	"So you've decided to gain your freedom?" Craig asked.



	Arthur nodded. "Yes, and the price doesn't matter to me anymore. It's my turn to live. I don't believe that my life was spared so I could live like a
	prisoner."



	"I'm sure not," Craig said. He leaned toward the boy. "Tell me, Arthur, who can you trust? Is Ruth on your side or your mother's?"



	Arthur pondered the question. "I think that when she finds out the truth, she will be on my side. She is loyal to my mother, but I believe she'll honor me
	once she knows the whole truth."



	"You need an ally here at the estate. How do you feel about including her in this discussion today?"



	Arthur thought about it and said, "I'm willing to take the chance. Yes, I do need someone on the inside or I'll never get out. I'll call her at once."



	Within a few moments, Ruth appeared in the room. She looked shocked to see strangers with Arthur and immediately rushed to him as he stood to greet her.
	"Are you all right Artie?" she asked, staring suspiciously at Craig and Savannah.



	"Yes," he said. He let the cat go, then led Ruth to the loveseat and invited her to sit down with him. "Ruthie, I have something to tell you. Mr. Sledge
	and Ms Savannah are here to help me."



	She looked confused. "Help you? I don't understand."



	"Ruthie, I know now that I don't have to stay hidden away here. The only reason I've lived like this is because my mother has a dirty secret and I'm part
	of that secret."



	"Well, yes, Artie, that's true, but... "



	"It's time for the secret to come out. I need to know that you're on the side of truth and that you will support and help me."



	She gasped.



	"I can't do it without you, Ruthie. I need you more now than ever."



	She looked from one to the other of those in the room. "What are your intentions? What do you plan to do?"



	"Tell the truth," he said. "It's as simple and as complicated as that." He chuckled. "To cite an old prophecy, 'The truth will set me free.'"



	"But your stepfather... " she said, "... your mother... how will you function in society with those scars?"



	"Ever hear of plastic surgery?" he asked a bit sarcastically.



	"But your mother said... "



	"Mother lied. Ruthie, do you see any reason why I would not be a candidate for plastic surgery?"



	Ruth cocked her head. "I guess not. It's just that your mother said... "



	"My mother also told everyone that I'm dead... everyone but you... "



	"Yes, to protect you."



	"Don't you see, there's another way to protect me... let me tell the truth about what happened to Karen and to me."



	Ruth thought for a moment, her eyes darting from Arthur to the strangers. "Oh my. Everything will change, won't it?"



	"I suppose it will," Arthur said. "It's either all or nothing, Ruthie, and I'm just plain fed up with having nothing while the killers and liars have it
	all." He looked into Ruth's face. "Are you with me?"



	She nodded. "How can I not be on your side, Artie? You're like my own son." She took a breath and looked anxiously at Craig and Savannah. "What can we do?"



	Craig responded. "Tell the whole story into this recorder." He looked at Arthur. "When you're ready to leave, let me know and I'll take you to a safe
	place. Then, and only then, will I turn the recording over to a friend of mine who is on the San Francisco Police Force."



	"No!" Arthur shouted. "Charles Peyton can pay them off. We can't trust them."



	Craig spoke more quietly and slowly. "We have to trust them, Arthur, and we can. I give you my word. My friend is the chief now and he is honorable. I
	guarantee it. I promise, Arthur. I won't let you down and neither will he."



	"Then what?" the boy asked.



	"There will be an investigation. Whoever is guilty will be arrested and punished—and I have to tell you that might include your mother. If it is proven
	that she obstructed justice, she will have to pay."



	Arthur thought about that and said, "Three for one—is that fair?"



	"What do you mean?" Craig asked.



	"Three people will have to go down in order to free one—me. Is it worth that many lives?"



	"What would Karen do?" Savannah asked, quietly. "What would she want you to do?"



	"Huh?" When no else spoke, Arthur said, "Thank you. I'd almost lost my focus. I'm doing this for Karen and for myself. To have those responsible punished
	is bound to free her soul, as it will allow me to live."



	"The people who did this to you and to Karen have no right to live free, Arthur," Savannah said.



	Ruth stood and walked across the room. "I have felt that for such a long time. Watching my Artie live alone here like a caged animal has broken my heart.
	Seeing him liberated and those responsible punished will mend my heart." She eased into a chair and dabbed at her eyes with her apron.



	The four of them sat silent for an eerily long time. Finally Arthur said, almost mechanically, "It was Charles Peyton's mother—Mrs. Peyton-Smith."



	Stunned, Savannah and Craig looked at one another. Craig turned on the recorder he'd carried in his pocket, and placed it in front of Arthur on a coffee
	table. "His mother?"



	Arthur nodded. "Yes. She let Karen drown. She left her next to the inlet." He stared off into space as if he were reliving what had happened that awful day
	seven years earlier. "She knew Karen couldn't swim, and the tide was coming in. Waves of water rushed into the inlet and splashed over the banks near where
	Karen sat. Mrs. Smith told her to sit in that spot and stay there until she got back. A large wave swept her into the raging waters and she disappeared. I
	ran to her. I laid on the bank and reached for her, calling for her to grab my hand. But she had been washed away from the bank—too far away. Then I
	remembered I had my fishing pole. I ran to get it and held it out for her to grasp. I leaned so far out that I fell in." Tears streamed down Arthur's
	scarred face. "I struggled in the churning water and finally reached Karen, but her body was limp and I couldn't pull her to safety. I could barely swim
	myself in the strong surges." He was crying harder now. "I tried and tried to swim to the side with her, but a wave hit us hard and I lost my grip." He sat
	quietly for a moment. "I never saw her again."



	"Did someone pull you out, Arthur?" Craig asked quietly.



	The boy looked up. "No. I had given up. I thought I would drown, too. Then I brushed against something. I saw that it was a tree root. I grabbed it and
	pulled myself to the bank, where I was able to use the trunk of a small tree to climb to safety."



	"Did Mrs. Smith ever come back?"



	"Yes. I guess I had collapsed on the grass. I don't know how much later it was, but I opened my eyes and she was standing over me, just staring down at
	me."



	"Did she ask about Karen?"



	"No. She just stared down at me." He shook his head in disbelief. "The only thing she said to me was, 'Arthur, we'd better go report this and then we'll
	have supper.'" He looked at Craig and then Savannah. "That's how cold-hearted she is. She killed my little sister, I'm sure of it. If not by her hands, by
	her deliberate negligence."



	Savannah choked up a little. "She didn't even ask about Karen or try to look for her?"



	Arthur shook his head. "They didn't find her body for three days. I was in the burn ward when they told me."



	"My God," Craig said, "the fire happened while your sister was still missing?"



	Arthur nodded, then dropped his chin to his chest.



	Ruth could see that he was struggling with his emotions and she walked over and sat down next to him again. He raised his head and continued. "My mother
	and her husband were too distraught to deal with me, when they learned Karen was—presumably drowned, so they left me with Mr. Peyton's mother for a few
	more days." He spoke softly. "They said it would just be a few more days." He looked Craig square in the eyes. "I hated that woman. She drank too much and
	treated us badly. I remember her saying that we had ruined her son's life and that we didn't deserve to live." Through clenched teeth, he continued, "I am
	convinced that she meant for Karen to die that day. She planned for my sister to drown while she was nowhere around, so no one could blame her. She
	probably thought I'd drown, too, trying to save my little sister." He winced. "You should have seen the act she put on when there were people
	around—boo-hooing like she really meant it—like she had lost a child she dearly loved. All a damn act," he spat.



	Savannah glanced at Ruth and noticed that she was sobbing softly. "Did you get a chance to know Karen?" she asked, gently.



	Ruth nodded. "I have cared for the children since they were born. After Arthur's... accident," she said, hesitantly, "Mrs. Peyton told the rest of the
	staff that I was her personal assistant, so no one would be suspicious when I stayed on." She looked wide-eyed at Craig and Savannah. "She told everyone
	that Arthur was dead, you know. Even Mr. Peyton believes he's dead."



	Craig urged the boy, "So tell me about the fire."



	"Well, I'm there at Mrs. Smith's... cabin and she starts drinking. She'd lit all these candles. One evidently was too close to a curtain and, after I
	went to my room that night, it caught fire. I woke up and smelled the smoke. I rushed to my bedroom door." He spoke more softly, shaking his head as if in
	disbelief. "It was locked. I thought maybe the fire had melted the lock or something had fallen on the other side of the door so I couldn't open it. I was
	kind of in a fog. So I climbed out my window. When I didn't see Mrs. Smith outside anywhere, I rushed inside the back door where her bedroom was. I
	couldn't find her, so I started calling for her. The next thing I knew, something came down hard on my head and I blacked out."



	"Like a beam?" Savannah asked.



	Arthur shook his head slowly. "Maybe, but honestly, the fire hadn't reached that area of the house yet. I don't recall any flames—just smoke." He spoke
	more quietly. "I think someone hit me with something."



	Craig grimaced.



	"When I woke up, I was in an ambulance on my way to a burn center. I'm told that some hunters had come along and got me out before the house collapsed. I
	don't know how long I lay passed out on the floor." He looked at his hands. "Evidently, long enough for the fire to reach that part of the house."



	He sat quietly for a moment and then looked up. "I think Mother figured out what had happened. She must have known there was foul play—both of her children
	had been involved in serious accidents within days of each other...  I think she thought my life was in danger. She wanted to protect me, but she also
	wanted to protect her money and her lifestyle. So I became her biggest lie."



	Savannah walked behind Arthur and put her hands on his shoulders. "I'm so sorry," she said.



	He reached up and patted her hand. "That means a lot, Ms. Savannah. Thank you."



	She saw that Ruth was dabbing at her eyes.



	Arthur looked at her, too. "If it wasn't for Ruthie, I don't think I'd have made it," he whispered.



	"And it will be because of Ruth that you'll get out of here," Craig said. He added, "Okay, Arthur. I think we have what we need for now. You relax and get
	some rest. Call me when you're ready to leave for good and we'll be here to pick you up."



	"Make it twelve thirty tomorrow night. I'll come outside through the kitchen at twelve thirty."



	Craig raised his eyebrows and glanced at Savannah. "Okay. We'll be here then. I'll pick you up outside the kitchen door."



	"Yes, only... "



	"Only what?" he asked.



	He reached down and picked up the Siamese cat that was lying at his feet. "My cats. What will happen to my cats?"



	Craig looked at Savannah, who said, "They'll be okay for a day or two, don't you think? Do you have enough dry food to leave for them, along with their
	litter boxes?"



	"I can take care of them," Ruth said.



	Craig peered at her. "That would be a good idea. I was going to suggest that you leave, but if you would stay and take care of the cats, it might help
	Arthur more easily make the adjustment. At any time if you feel you're in danger, please contact me immediately. We will get you out of here."



	"And we can have someone come in and rescue the cats. How many did you say you have?" Savannah asked.



	He looked down at the cat in his lap. "Maybe a dozen."



	"More like two dozen," Ruth said, smiling.



	"Can I take Karen?"
	

	Craig nodded. "Yes, bring the cat. Do you have a carrier for her?"



	"Yes, Mr. Sledge. Thank you."



	"Then we'll see you outside the kitchen at twelve thirty tomorrow evening," Craig said. He reached out to shake Arthur's hand. Arthur timidly placed his
	scarred hand in Craig's and shook it gently.







Chapter 12

 



	Savannah spent a good part of the following day at a small motel close to the police station, reading, and lounging near the pool while Craig tended to
	business. She took a late afternoon nap, then got a bite to eat. She was watching a movie on TV when her cell phone rang.



	"Hi Craig," she said. "What's up?"
	

	"Sorry to ignore you all day, kiddo," he said, "but there was a lot going on and I had to stay on task."



	"Not a problem," she said, yawning. "I enjoyed the chance to really relax."



	Craig was quiet for a moment and then he said, "So, are you ready to rumble?"



	"Yeah, I guess. What's the plan?"



	"I'll meet you out at the car in ten minutes."



	It was midnight when Craig and Savannah arrived at the mansion. They parked behind Rob's and Cheryl's bungalow. "I guess they're still here," he remarked.



	"Were they supposed to leave?" Savannah asked.



	"Yeah, a few days ago."



	"But they want to follow through with the mystery."



	Craig suggested, "Let's check in with them. Looks like they're still up." When Rob answered the door, Craig asked, "Hey, how's the investigation going?"



	"I could ask you the same thing?" Rob said. "Come in. What are you doing out here this late at night?"



	"Well, you're not going to believe it, but we're here to pick up Arthur."



	"No kidding!" he said. "He's decided to give up the killer? Who is it?"



	Craig thinned his lips. "How about we discuss that once we get him to a safe place. What have you two got? Still interviewing staff?"



	"Yeah, having a great time with them. Some are more forthcoming than others, but most are happy to tell their stories."



	"Yeah," Cheryl said, "it's interesting to hear how this place is managed and the drama that goes on between some of the staff."



	"You got that right. The backbiting and the cliques and... " He laughed. "It's a real Peyton Place, if you ask me." He then said, "I hear Ruth's
	leaving."



	Cheryl chuckled. "I hope it's nothing I said."



	"Ruth?" Craig asked. "Now where did you hear that? Who do you suppose she told?"



	"A couple of the staff mentioned it. No one appeared to be too upset. Some seem to feel she gets special treatment and favors. They say she's gone a lot
	and they don't know where she goes, but they're convinced she gets her pay, anyway. Seems to be a lot of jealousy there."



	Craig gave Savannah a knowing look. "Interesting how news travels through a place like this." He looked at his watch. "Hey, gotta go. I'll have something
	for you tomorrow—a big story."



	"Okay." Rob walked with Craig and Savannah to the French doors. "You two be careful."



	Once they were inside Craig's unmarked car, he drove around slowly to the other side of the bungalows, lights off, and stopped just west of the kitchen
	entrance.



	"There he is," Savannah said. "He has little Karen with him."



	Suddenly, headlights from an oncoming car lighted up the area and Arthur quickly darted back inside the mansion.



	"Oh God," Craig said. He pressed the button to roll the passenger window down and called out, "Arthur, come on, get in." He heard nothing, so he got out of
	the car and rushed to the kitchen door. "Arthur," he called.



	"No! Go! Leave me," he said.



	Craig hissed, "I'm not leaving you. Get in the car. Give me the cat."



	As Craig reached for the cat carrier, Arthur pulled back, then said, "Oh no! I left my key in the room. I can't get back in. What will I do if Mr. Peyton
	sees me?"



	"He won't see you if you get in the car now," Craig whispered loudly.



	In the meantime, Savannah ducked down in the passenger seat until the oncoming car turned and the headlights moved away. "Craig," she called in a loud
whisper, "we're in the clear. Come on." She waited and watched, panic beginning to overtake her. Where are they? she wondered.	What are they doing? Finally, she spotted Craig walking out the door carrying the cat carrier and ushering Arthur toward the car. Savannah jumped
	out of the car and opened the back door. Taking the carrier, she raced to the other side of the car and slid it in the backseat while Craig helped Arthur
	climb in next to it. Suddenly, they heard a booming voice. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"



	"Duck!" Craig hissed to Arthur as he slammed the car door shut. Savannah quickly closed the left rear door and the couple rushed to the front of the car in
	an attempt to distract from their passenger. "Good evening, Mr. Peyton," Craig said, casually. "Just stopped by to see Rob and Cheryl one last time before
	I head home."



	"Oh, Mr. Sledge, it's you." He looked over at Savannah, who was standing next to the closed driver's door. He scratched his head. "Where's your husband?"



	"The rest of our party went to bed early," she said. "I left my purse in Rob's bungalow and Craig agreed to bring me over so I could pick it up before we
	leave for home in the morning. In fact, Craig," she said, "we'd better get back to the motel."



	"Yes," Craig said. "Good evening, Mr. Peyton." He waited for the man to walk away before he opened the car door, so the interior lights wouldn't reveal who
	was in the backseat. It seemed like an eternity of waiting, but finally they were home free.



	As Charles walked toward the front of the house, however, he met one of his security guards. "Where were you just now, Thompson?" he shouted. "There are
	people on the property. Why weren't you there questioning them? Good God, man, someone could walk away with the entire place."



	In the meantime, Craig rushed around to the driver's side door and Savannah raced to the other side, preparing to occupy the front passenger seat. They'd
	both opened the car doors when they heard another voice a few feet away call out, "Charles!" Craig looked toward the voice and saw Mrs. Peyton step out
	through the kitchen door. "Charles!" she called again. Just then, Henrietta noticed Craig's car, and when the interior lights came on, she could see her
	son in the backseat. "Arthur!" she screeched.



	"What are you caterwauling about, Henrietta?" Charles grumbled, as he strode around from the front of the house.



	"Nothing," she said, panic in her voice and fear in her eyes.



	Before Craig could get into the car, the security guard came around the corner, bent on doing his job. "Something wrong, Mrs. Peyton?" he asked.



	"No," she said, shaking her head vigorously. But she wasn't convincing, and the guard rushed to the car and grabbed Craig before he could enter it.



	"Go, Savannah!" Craig shouted, pushing away from the door and kicking it shut.



	At that, Savannah jumped into the passenger seat, scrambled across the console into the driver's seat, and quickly started the car. Before she could drive
	away, however, Charles Peyton moved in front of the car.



	She quickly hit the door locks. From the backseat, she heard Arthur cry out, "Oh God, oh God, what have I done?"



	"What's going on, Henrietta?" Charles shouted. "Have these people taken something from the house?" When she didn't respond, he tried to peer into the car
	through the tinted glass. "Open the door!" he demanded. "Open the door, now!" Just then, another security guard showed up. He rushed toward Charles, his
	hand on his sidearm.



	There was just enough light shining into the car that Savannah could see Craig's phone in the console. She picked it up and started going through his
	contacts. Bob, Bob, she thought. His colleague's name is Bob... Walker... here it is. She quickly placed a call, speaking fast into
	the phone. "I'm with Craig Sledge. There's trouble here at the Peyton mansion. Can you help us out?"



	"Yes, I know about the mission tonight—something went wrong, eh?"



	"Yes, please hurry."



	"We're on our way."



	Savannah peered out at the second armed guard and Charles Peyton as they walked around the car. They came back to the driver's side door and began tapping
	on the window.



	"Open up," the guard said, sternly. "Open up or I'll break the window."



	"Stay in the car, Savannah!" Craig roared.



	Although, she shook with fright, she attempted to console Arthur. "The police are on their way," she whispered. "Everything's going to be okay."



	"I sure didn't expect it to happen this way, Ms Savannah."



	"Neither did we, Arthur. Neither did we."



	"Do you think he saw me?" he asked.



	"I don't think so. The windows are tinted; you can't easily see inside from the outside." She turned toward the boy. "How are you feeling?"



	"A little scared," he said. "My life has been serene and calm...  well, I've seen drama on TV, but I haven't lived it since...  well, since the fire, I
	guess." He was quiet for a few seconds, then added, "I don't really like it much."



	Savannah grinned. "Most stable people don't like drama." She turned in her seat. "Hey, do you hear that? Police sirens."



	Arthur let out a deep sigh and Savannah reached back and patted his knee. "We're almost home free. You just hang in there. It'll be okay." Looking at him,
	she said, "Remember, you have done nothing wrong."



	 
	"Now you'll be in trouble," Charles Peyton shouted in Craig's direction. "The cops are here. You're going down for trespassing and burglary." He then
	frowned and asked his wife, who was leaning against the kitchen doorjamb as if she would faint at any moment. "What else is he suspected of, Henrietta?"



	"Kidnapping!" she screeched.



	"Kidnapping? What are you talking about, woman?"



	Henrietta put her hands up to her mouth and stepped back. "Nothing, Charles. Nothing."



	Charles looked at her and then glanced at the car again. He moved closer and peered in at Savannah through the passenger-side window, which wasn't as
	darkly tinted as the back ones. He could see what looked like a pile of clothes in the backseat. "What's back there?" he shouted, straining to see.



	Henrietta rushed up to him and pulled at his jacket. "Nothing. I didn't know what I was saying. The police are here now, Charles. Let's have Mr. Sledge
	arrested and let Savannah go. She didn't do anything. Please, Charles."



	Just then, the first police car screamed up the dirt driveway and stopped crossways so as to prevent anyone from leaving the property. That's when Savannah
	noticed Rob and Cheryl standing outside their bungalow, watching the drama play out. She grinned a little when she noticed that Rob was secretly videoing
	the scene with his phone.



	Two policemen excited the car. "What's going on?" one of them asked as he approached the guard, who was still holding Craig.



	Charles rushed up to the policeman, "This man was trespassing on our property and he may have taken something of ours." He pointed. "It's in the car with
	the woman."



	"No!" Henrietta protested, rushing to stop the policeman, who had been told to go check out the car.



	Just then, another car appeared.



	Looks like an unmarked police car, 
	Savannah thought, straining to see who it was. "I think this is your salvation, Arthur," she said. "If I'm right, the man getting out of the black car is
	going to help set you free."



	Arthur peered over the edge of the backseat. "Sure hope so."



	"Would you step out of the car, please?" the tall black man in slacks and sport coat ordered as he approached the driver's side of Craig's car.



	Savannah rolled the window down just a little and asked, "Who are you?"



	"It's okay, ma'am, I'm Chief Bob Walker. I've been working with Sledge."



	"Oh, thank heavens," Savannah said with a sigh of relief. She opened the door and stepped out. "I'm Savannah Ivey."



	"I know," he said. "Sorry you had to get tangled up in this debacle. Would you stand over there with your friends, please?" he motioned toward Rob and
	Cheryl.



	Savannah wondered how he knew they were her friends. She glanced at them and back at the chief. He motioned with his head for her to do as he said and she
	complied.



	Chief Walker peered in through the driver's door of Craig's car toward the backseat and said, "Would you please step out, sir?"



	The boy did not move.



	"Just step out of the car, would you?" he said.



	When Arthur didn't comply, Savannah walked toward the chief. "Sir, he may come out for me."



	Bob Walker looked at her for a moment and then at the lump he could see in the car. He stepped back and nodded.



	Savannah opened the rear car door and said, "Arthur, it's time to do the reveal. There's no other way. Our plan didn't go as hoped, but it will be okay.
	Would you step out of the car with me? I'll stay with you, if you like."



	"Okay," the boy said, shifting to a sitting position. "Karen," he said.



	"She can stay right here for now. We just need you to face your biggest fear."



	"How do you know what my biggest fear is?"



	"Facing your mother and stepfather, right?"



	"Yes," he said quietly.



	"Come on. You can do it. You have to do it. There's no turning back now."



	Arthur put his hand affectionately on the cat carrier and then scooted out of the backseat. He stood, slightly stooped, next to Savannah.



	Savannah noticed that in the meantime Craig had been released from the guard's grip and two policemen were keeping their eyes on the Peytons and the
	security guards. Savannah took Arthur's hand and, along with the chief, they walked toward where the others stood lined up in front of the massive house.
	When Henrietta saw Arthur, she began to sob. "No, no," she said, shaking her head.



	Arthur dropped Savannah's hand and she watched him walk toward Charles Peyton, whose jaw drop and eyes widened. "What the...  ?" He grimaced.
	"Who...  are you?"



	"Oh, you know me, Father," Arthur said sarcastically. "Remember, you used to pretend you cared about me and Karen."



	Charles took a step back, his face twisted in anguish. "Arthur?" he croaked.



	The boy continued to move toward Charles, seeming to delight in the man's agony. "Yes, it's me. I've been living under your phony feet all these years,
	just waiting for the day when you'd learn that you are broke."



	Charles put his hands up. "Now Arthur, I'm sure there's been a misunderstanding."



	"Yes, one of us lacks understanding and compassion, that's for sure."



	Charles licked his lips, took a shallow breath, and smiled slightly. "I'm glad you're okay, Arthur. I had no idea. I didn't know. This is wonderful. Now we
	can start fresh."



	"No you don't, you phony," Arthur spat. "You're not going to take the pleasure away from me. For seven years, I've rehearsed what I'd say to you if I ever
	saw your face again, and I'm damn-well going to say it!"



	Arthur felt a hand on his shoulder and he looked to his left. "You'll have plenty of time for that, son. Let's get you to a safe place now." Bob Walker
	then turned to the police officers and said, "Take the Peytons into custody. I've already sent someone for the other suspect."



	"You can't take us to jail!" Charles shouted. "Who do you think you are? What are you arresting us for? I didn't do anything? It's all Henrietta's doing. I
	didn't know anything about this...  I thought he was dead."



	"Yeah, at whose hand?" Craig asked.



	Charles shook his head. "Not mine; I can assure you of that."



	"So you're going to throw your wife and your mother to the wolves?" Craig asked.



	Charles grimaced as an officer slapped a pair of handcuffs on him and led him toward a squad car. Just then another police car pulled in. "Got her," the
	officer exiting the car said.



	"Bring her here. I want her to see something," Walker said. "Hold him up, too," he motioned toward Arthur. "Bring him back here."



	Savannah glanced behind her at Rob and noticed he was still running the video app on his phone. Cheryl was snapping still pictures. Savannah looked toward
	the car that had just pulled in and was stunned when she saw a woman step out of the backseat in handcuffs. "Pearl," she said under her breath.



	A police officer led the woman toward the small group on the lawn. She walked slowly, never looking up. When they stopped her, Arthur stepped out and began
	walking toward her. One of the officers reached out to stop him, but Chief Walker motioned for him to let Arthur go. The young man was three feet from the
	woman when he said, "Hello, Grandmother," in a disgusted manner. "Remember me? Karen's brother?"



	The woman glanced up with a start, a look of horror on her face. She stared at him for a moment and then promptly fainted. A policewoman eased her down to
	the ground.



	Arthur smirked. "I hope she's dead," he said. At that, he turned toward Henrietta. "Thanks for trying, Mother, but I never want to see any of you again."
	He then walked to Craig's car and climbed into the backseat. He took the cat out of the carrier, placed her on his lap, and sobbed into her fur.



	"Take him home," Bob said to Craig. "He's had enough family drama for one night. I'll be in touch tomorrow."



	"What home?" Savannah asked as she stepped into Craig's car and watched the police officers move the squad cars out of their way.



	"Ah, that's a surprise," Craig said. He glanced back at Arthur, who still held Karen in his lap. "There's a warm bed and probably a cup of hot chocolate
	waiting for you. Are you ready for a new life?"



	Arthur nodded and wiped at his eyes.







Chapter 13

 



	"Where are we?" Savannah whispered.



	"A safe haven for a deserving young man," Craig said with a wink. He turned off the ignition and craned his neck to look at Arthur. "Are you ready, kid?"



	He nodded, his eyes wide with wonder.



	"What a charming cottage," Savannah said. "The porch is so inviting. I love those flower boxes—beautiful." She stepped out of the car and opened Arthur's
	door. "Come on out," she said. "Want me to carry Karen?"



	He shook his head and tightened his grip on the Siamese cat. "Is this where I'll be staying?" he asked.



	"Welcome home, Artie."



	That's when Arthur saw Ruth standing at the top of the steps, a broad smile on her face as she held the front door open. "Ruthie!" He looked to Craig and
	then Savannah. "Is this for real?"



	"For real, for as long as you want," Ruth said. She reached out her arms and enveloped the boy and the cat in one giant hug, then stepped back and said,
	"Come, come. The cocoa is made." She smiled at Arthur, "...  with marshmallows, of course—and cinnamon."



	"Cool," he said, stepping into the cottage.



	"Your room is the first one on the left down the hall. Go check it out," Ruth invited.



	"My...  my room?" he asked. "I have a room here?"



	"You sure do. You can stay with me for as long as you want. I can help you through your surgeries—that is, if you choose to have your scars removed. I'll
	help you study for the bar, if you want, or maybe you'd rather go to veterinary school—you decide which of your dreams you want to pursue."



	Savannah's interest was piqued. "Veterinary school? My husband and I are veterinarians. If you decide to take that path, we'll be happy to mentor you, if
	you like."



	Ruth leaned toward Savannah. "He also talks of becoming a pilot." She grinned and then walked swiftly toward the kitchen.



	Craig put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "You have time to make up your mind. You don't have to rush into anything."



	Savannah nodded. "That's right. The world is your oyster."



	"What?" Arthur asked, looking confused.



	"You can do or be anything you want. This is your life to live now."



	As if on cue, Ruth emerged from the kitchen balancing four mugs on a tray. "Cocoa for everyone."



	Craig reached for a cup. "Yum."



	"Thank you," Savannah said, lifting a mug off the tray.



	Arthur picked up the duffle bag he'd brought with him and headed toward the hall, saying, "I'll be right back. I want to get Karen some food and water."



	"Cookies will be ready in a minute." Ruth said, turning toward the kitchen once again.



	"You've been busy," Savannah said.



	Ruth stopped and faced Savannah. "I've been having so much fun preparing for this wonderful moment and I feel giddy that I do not have to go back to that
	dead castle again. I love this place and having the pleasure of watching Arthur grow in his freedom has been my dream for a very long seven years." Ruth
	blotted at her eyes, adding, "The cookies are ready to come out of the oven; excuse me, please."



	Once she was out of hearing range, Savannah asked Craig, "How in the world did you manage all of this in such a short time?"



	He tilted his head and winked. "It's amazing what you can accomplish when inspired." He noticed Savannah waiting to hear more. "You see, Ruth inherited
	this place from her father a year or so ago and she never had time to do anything with it. She actually planned to retire here and decided now was as good
	a time as any."



	Savannah looked around. "It is just lovely."



	Craig frowned. "It wasn't so lovely yesterday." When Savannah looked confused, he explained, "It needed a lot of tender loving care—repairs, paint,
	flowers, and elbow grease—and a whole bunch of police officers volunteered to take on the project." He glanced around the room. "Looks pretty great,
	doesn't it?"



	"Sure does," Savannah said.



	"I haven't seen it look this nice since I was a little girl visiting my grandparents," Ruth said as she entered the room carrying a plate of still-warm
	cookies.



	"So it's been in the family for a long time?" Savannah asked.



	"Ever since I can remember," she said. "And now it's a safe place for Artie to heal and to create a life." She sat down across from Craig and asked, "What
	will happen to the Peytons?"



	Craig grimaced and said, "I'm not sure, but I imagine they'll all have to serve some time. I think it's best to put them in the past. What happens to them
	is their doing and they deserve whatever punishment they receive for their part in attempting to destroy this boy's life. It remains to be seen whether
	Pearl acted on her own or if she was following Charles Peyton's orders."



	Savannah took her mug in both hands. "Surely, he's not innocent in all this."



	"Time will tell," he said.



	Just then Arthur walked in from the hallway. "Ruthie," he called. "You brought my games!"



	"I sure did," she said laughing. "I wasn't about to miss the opportunity to beat you again at some of your video games."



	"Again?" he challenged. "I don't think so." He turned toward Craig and Savannah laughing, "I let her win once and she thinks she's some kind of expert."



	"You let me win? No way," she said, laughing out loud.



	Craig and Savannah couldn't help themselves. They became caught up in the light moment with Ruth and Arthur. After a while, Craig asked the boy, "Do you
	have everything you need?"



	Arthur picked up a mug of cocoa and glanced around him. "I think so."



	"I brought the things I thought you'd want most," Ruth said. "I made several trips during the night."



	"I wondered what you were doing," Arthur said. "I kept seeing you coming and going."



	Craig grinned at the two of them, then leaned forward in his chair. "Now Arthur, I don't imagine you've ever had to think much about money, but you should
	know that the two of you will be taken care of financially. Eventually it will all be yours, but when that happens depends on what the courts decide. The
	Peytons' accountant seems to be a fair-minded man who probably can't be bought off. He authorized the money for you to maintain a lifestyle here. You see,
	you were supposed to be getting several thousand dollars per month throughout your childhood. A large chunk of it had already gone into a fund for you and
	for Karen. It was never touched. The accountant pulled a few strings to get into that account on your behalf. I'm certain that you're due the funds from
	the past seven years, and you'll be entitled to that amount from now on."



	"I hope I don't have the burden of the inheritance," Arthur said. "I've seen what money can do to people."



	"Not all people," Savannah said. "Remember that, Arthur. But, of course, it's up to you to decide what's right for you."



	"Gosh," he said, setting his mug on a side table, "I've never had the opportunity to decide things before. This is great. I think I'll start making
	decisions right now."



	Everyone looked at Arthur.



	"First, I've decided that I sure do like having good friends like you, Ms. Savannah and Detective Craig."



	"Thank you," Savannah said.



	Craig nodded, smiling.



	"Next, I've decided...  that I'd like to have a cookie," he said reaching out and grabbing the largest one on the plate.



	As everyone laughed, Craig stood and asked Savannah, "Are you ready? It's been a long day."



	She nodded and stood as well.



	Craig addressed both Arthur and Ruth. "Let us know if you need anything. We're heading home tomorrow."



	"Will I see you before you go?" Arthur asked.



	"You sure will," Craig said, "... if you decide you want to see us," he chuckled.



	Savannah gazed at Arthur, who now stood holding Karen in his arms. She walked over and put her arms around him, but Arthur stepped away from her. When he
	looked into her face and saw her smiling, he moved toward her, put one arm loosely around her and said, "I'm sorry. It's been a long time since... "



	"Since anyone has hugged you?" she asked.



	"Yeah, anyone except Ruthie."



	Ruth chuckled. "Well, get used to it, Artie. Get used to it."



	****



	The following morning, Savannah awoke early enough to call Michael before he left for work.



	"How are you?" he asked. "How did it go last night?"



	"Well," she said, hesitating, "it got a bit gnarly there for a while, but it all ended really well—storybook happy—so far, anyway."



	"And you're okay?"



	"Just fine," she said. "Eager to be home with my family. How are our kids?"



	"All well and good, including our fur kids," he said, laughing. "Your mom's staying on until you get home. She said she wants to help, but I'm sure she
	wants to see for herself that you're okay before she leaves."



	Savannah chuckled. "I'm better than okay. Michael, thank you for letting me experience this miracle."



	"Miracle?" he asked.



	"Yes, I am flying high right now...  I'm so glad to have been a part of freeing Arthur."



	"You really dig making children happy, don't you?"



	"Why would you say that?" she asked.



	"Remember how you went out of your way to give Stephen that sweet Aussie last year? You're always doing something special for Adam—making horse-shaped
	pancakes, helping him with his art projects, and teaching him to ride. So Arthur is really free of the curse that kept him in the dungeon?"



	"Well, it wasn't exactly a dungeon. It was a pretty nice pad, but yeah, he is now free to make his own life." She giggled. "Michael, he thinks he wants to
	become a veterinarian, or a lawyer, or maybe a pilot. You know, he's never been in an airplane, but he enjoys seeing them fly over the estate."



	"So will he stay at the mansion?"
	

	"Oh no. At least not until they decide what to charge his mom and stepdad with and that witch Pearl. She's the one who caused little Karen to drown, you
	know, and she may have tried to burn Arthur to death."



	"Pearl?" he questioned. "Isn't she the woman you and Maggie stayed with that night you got lost?"



	"Yes. She's Charles Peyton's mother." She thought for a moment and said, "That's why she seemed somehow familiar to me. He resembles her."



	"Wow!" Michael hesitated. "Where is Arthur? Does Craig have him tucked away in a nice hotel somewhere?"



	"No, he and Ruth are living in a house she inherited—one that was sitting vacant. It's a lovely place in a secluded area. She has been with him for years
	and she seems to be the only one out of that dysfunctional socialite family who actually cares about him. Oh Michael, you should have seen them last night.
	They were so happy. We celebrated with his favorite beverage: cocoa with marshmallows topped with cinnamon."



	"You sound wonderful, hon. I'm glad you got to see this drama through to the end."



	"It's not quite the end. I spoke with Arthur on the phone today and he wants to stay in touch. I invited him to come ride with me sometime. He used to ride
	when he was younger, but his mother wouldn't allow him near the stables after he went into hiding, for fear someone would see him."



	"So he was going to be a secret until he died or she died, is that the situation?"



	"Pretty much," she said. "Oh, I think Craig's here; gotta go. See you later today. Love, kiss, kiss," she said before ending the call. "Coming," she called
	as she rushed to the door. When she opened it, she was stunned to see Henrietta Peyton standing at the threshold.



	"I'd like to talk to you, Mrs. Ivey," she said. When Savannah hesitated, she demanded, "May I come in?"



	"Um." Savannah looked beyond Henrietta, wondering where Craig was. Finally she said, "What can I do for you, Mrs. Peyton? Before I invite you in, I want to
	know why you're here. In fact, how did you find me?"



	She smirked. "When you have the means, there are always ways, my dear. That's something you'll probably never have the pleasure of learning in this
	lifetime."



	"What do you want?" Savannah asked point-blank.



	"I want to know where my son is."



	"Won't the police tell you that?" Savannah asked.



	"I want to know from you. Where have you and that awful Mr. Sledge taken him? I must see him immediately." She looked past Savannah into the motel room.
	"Arthur, are you in there?" When she heard nothing, she pushed past Savannah and began searching like a mad woman. When she was satisfied that he wasn't
	there, she turned to Savannah with fire in her eyes. "Where is he?" she snarled. "Tell me this instant!"



	Savannah stood at the open doorway. "He knows where you are. If he wants to see you, he'll get in touch. Can't you just leave him alone? Let him have a
	life."



	She glared at Savannah. "He's my son and you cannot keep him from me. He's underage and under my care. I'm his legal guardian."



	"How can you be a legal guardian to a dead son?" Savannah asked. She shook her head, then looked at her watch and smiled. "Anyway, you're no longer his
	legal guardian. At seven forty-two this morning, he turned eighteen years old, or did you forget that little detail?"



	Henrietta pointed a skinny finger at Savannah. "You won't get away with this, you little fool. You and Mr. Sledge will be punished for what you've done to
	me."



	"What we've done to you? Madam, don't you even care what you've done to your son?"



	"I didn't have anything to do with his accident," she insisted, eyes wide and wild. "Why do you think the authorities let me go? My husband will be
	released soon, too, I'm sure of it. But his mother will burn in hell." She grinned an evil grin. "All I need now is my son back." She lurched toward
	Savannah, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. "Where is he? You tell me now!" Her hands slipped up around Savannah's throat.



	"Let go! Let go, you crazy old woman! Let me go!" she hollered. She grabbed Henrietta's wrists and tugged and pulled, trying to free herself. When the
	woman's grip tightened, Savannah lifted one leg and kneed her in the groin. Her breaths came in short gasps and gulps as she watched Henrietta fall
	backward onto the floor. Then, coughing and choking, she headed toward the open motel door. Before Savannah could recover, however, she felt something come
	crashing down on her head and back. A lampshade bounced on the floor in front of her. A lamp. Damn! That witch is hitting me with a lamp. She
	turned and grabbed Henrietta's arm, putting enough pressure on it to cause her to drop the lamp.



	Just then, Savannah became aware of another presence in the room. She felt Henrietta's body slump a little as if in defeat; at the same time she heard,
	"That's enough. Savannah step back."



	"Craig, thank heavens. She's crazy!"



	"I know," he said, quickly subduing the woman.



	Suddenly, Henrietta Peyton collapsed into a heap on the floor and began weeping. She rocked back and forth, saying over and over, "I should have let him
	die. I should have let him die. He was dead to the world, anyway."



	Craig stood looking down at the pitiful woman. "Mrs. Peyton. Mrs. Peyton," he said more loudly, "are you aware that your mother-in-law is dead?"



	She stopped sobbing, sat up, and said, "No. Why would I know that?" She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she'd pulled from her pocket and spoke more calmly
	now. "Did she have a heart attack?"



	"No," Craig said, keeping a keen eye on the woman. "She was murdered, and we know who did it, Mrs. Peyton."



	Savannah watched with wide eyes as Henrietta stood up. "I'd better go now," the distraught woman said, taking steps toward the open door.



	"Not so fast, ma'am," Craig said. "Our conversation isn't quite over. He walked to Henrietta, took her arm, and led her to a chair. "Please have a seat,"
	he instructed, as he perched on the edge of the bed across from her. "Don't you want to know how it went down?" he asked.



	"Not really," she responded, appearing to be uninterested. She stared off into space and began speaking as if she was suddenly detached from reality. "It
	was best that she die along with the children. But it didn't work out that way." She spoke her thoughts slowly, as if she were alone in the small motel
	room.



	Savannah noticed Craig fumble with one hand in his jacket pocket. She heard a click.



	Ahh, 
	she thought, he's recording her.



	Oblivious, Henrietta continued. "If Charles ever found out, I don't know what he would have done. I had to protect the estate. It was the money that kept
	him happy. Without it, I'd be discarded."



	Craig cleared his throat. "But the children were heirs to the estate. They would have controlled everything when they turned eighteen. Isn't that right?"



	Henrietta nodded.



	"So you had your mother-in-law kill Karen and try to kill Arthur. Did you kill your mother-in-law, too?"



	She looked at Craig and shook her head. "Oh no, that wasn't me. It was someone in the jailhouse that killed her, wasn't it?" She continued shaking her head
	back and forth slowly.



	"Now she's dead. Karen's dead." She looked up at Craig and shouted, "Where is my son? I need to see him."



	"Why?" Craig asked. "So you can kill him, too?"



	Henrietta looked into Craig's face. In a grotesque voice, she demanded, "Where is he? You know I will find out one way or another. Money can buy
	anything...  anything!" She then focused on Craig and asked with a smile, "What is your price, Mr. Sledge? How much will it take for you to tell me what
	I want to know—$20,000? $100,000? More?" She looked from Craig to Savannah. "How much?" she asked, expectantly.



	"Come on, Mrs. Peyton," Craig said, reaching down to help the woman out of the chair. "Your ride is here."



	When she looked up and saw a uniformed officer walking toward her, she asked, "Is he taking me to see my son?"



	"I'm afraid not," Craig said. "He's taking you where you belong. You're going to find out what it's like when someone takes your freedom away, only no one
	did this to you. You did it to yourself."



	"I'll pay you $200,000!" Henrietta shouted, as a police officer cuffed her. "A million dollars!!"



	Craig and Savannah watched as two officers walked the sobbing woman out the door and into the parking lot. He called out to them, "We'll be down to give a
	statement after breakfast." To Savannah, he said, "Let's go eat."



	"Yeah, I need to get a terrible taste out of my mouth," she said, grabbing her jacket. As they walked toward Craig's car, Savannah continued to stare at
	the distraught woman. She shook her head. "Isn't it sad?"



	"What?" Craig asked. "The fact that she may have been at least partly responsible for her children's murder and attempted murder?"



	Savannah nodded. "Yes, and that there are people with dollar signs where their heart should be."



	****



	The mood in Craig's car was somber. They'd traveled toward home for nearly an hour that afternoon before Savannah brought up the Peytons. "So, is Henrietta
	a suspect in her mother-in-law's death?"



	Craig nodded. "It's a funny story, actually.



	"How's that?" she asked.



	"You know, people like the Peytons have friends in high and low places. As soon as her attorney made her bail, she contacted one of their low-life
	associates and ordered a hit. The guy knew several women in the jail where Pearl was being held and he contacted a couple of them. There was a price war of
	sorts and the two gals found out about the other and became adversaries in the mess. When the one who lost the war learned of Pearl's death, she decided to
	snitch on the other one—out of jealousy, I suppose."



	Savannah chuckled. "I thought there was honor among thieves."



	"Not when there's a lot of money involved."



	Savannah turned to Craig. "I don't understand why she wanted Pearl dead."



	"To keep her quiet. You see, I believe she's the one who paid Pearl to arrange for the children's accidents. She didn't actually confess, during
	the interrogation, but she did say that she never wanted children; that was her first husband's wish. It was also his money, and he's the one who made
	provisions for the children to inherit the estate at the age of eighteen. Of course, she was to get an allowance."



	"But if they were gone, she was next in line? Is that the deal?" Savannah asked.



	"I believe so."



	"So what do you think will become of Mr. Peyton? Is he guilty of anything?" she asked.



	"It's hard to tell. It's still unclear as to his connection in all this. It may be that he was an innocent bystander, with his wife and his mother acting
	without his knowledge. I guess it depends on whether he knew about the contents of the will. But even if he outlives them all, he still gets nothing.
	Remember? The cat organizations get everything."



	After a long silence, Savannah asked, "So Craig, what's next for you? Do you have any big cases coming up?"



	He sighed. "I'd like to just kick back and enjoy the rest of the summer with my wife and little Tommy Kitty." He glanced at her. "That means that Iris and
	I'll have time to entertain Miss Lily when you need a break."



	"A break? Not for a while. I can't wait to get my arms around my little girl and spend some time with Adam—he's coming this weekend. I have an orchard to
	tend and a horse to ride, not to mention the cats and a dog to take care of. Naw, I won't be taking a break anytime soon." She looked at Craig. "And I
	won't be doing any sleuth work, either. Don't bring any mysteries my way, please. I've had my quota of suspense and who-done-its—at least for the rest of
	the summer."
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