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Chapter One


 

Michael held tightly to Teddy, his eyes brimming with tears as he paced in front of the Buckhorn Café. He put an arm around Savannah, and whispered, “I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

Savannah embraced Michael and their sleeping son. “I know, honey. They’re okay.” Her voice cracked. “They just have to be.”

“I hope so,” Peter said, overhearing her comment. He laughed a tad hysterically and made an attempt at humor. “Because, when I get a hold of Simon I’ll…” He couldn’t continue.

“You’ll what?” Rochelle challenged gently.

Peter ran both hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I’m just so worried and angry at the same time.”

Michael choked up. “Welcome to parenthood, guy.” He looked into the distance. “I don’t know why the search crew wouldn’t let us go with them tonight. I feel so helpless.”

“You were out there all day,” Savannah soothed. “The guide is right. We need to rest. Remember, tomorrow we’re following Rochelle’s vision. We’ll meet at daylight with fresh supplies and Rags.”

“What if Rochelle’s wrong?” Michael hissed. “We could be wasting precious time. You heard them say that the boys could easily find themselves in trouble. They could fall off a cliff or into a swift-moving portion of the river.”

Savannah stared into his face. “What if Rochelle’s right? Besides, there are people out there with search dogs. They know what they’re doing, Michael.” She added, “And so does Rochelle. Her predictions and visions are rarely wrong. She has helped in a lot of situations like this.”

Michael shook his head out of frustration. He looked down at Teddy.

“Why don’t you let me lay him down?” Gladys asked quietly. “I’ll sit with the children.”

Michael kissed Teddy and handed the sleeping toddler to his mother-in-law. “Are you going back to the cabin?”

“Yes. I think we all are.” Gladys sensed Michael’s resistance. “They know where you are. They’ll call. Come on, let’s get some rest,” she urged. “You may have a long day ahead tomorrow.”

Michael glanced at Peter and Rochelle, who stood on the edge of the porch gazing down the road where the search team had driven from view. He took a deep breath, raised his eyes to the heavens, and muttered, “If there’s such a thing as a Christmas miracle, we could sure use one now.” He took a ragged breath and called out, “Hey you two, let’s go try to get some sleep.”

When Peter hesitated, Rochelle said, “There’s nothing we can do here. They know how to get in touch with us.” She squeezed his arm. “Peter, I just know they’re okay. There’s a reason for this, and it’s going to stun everyone when we learn the truth.”

“If you believe they’re okay, why are you so dang nervous,” Peter challenged. He put his arm around his wife and pulled her close. “You’re worried too. I know you are.”

She nodded. “I’m terrified. But that’s the human part of me. I’m also trying to accept what the universe is telling me—that the boys are safe.”

Savannah smiled weakly at Rochelle and followed the others to the cars.

“Wait,” Michael said. He faced Savannah. “Did you say Rags is going with us in the morning?”

She nodded. “Rochelle suggested it. She said he’s more intuitive than any of us and he loves both Simon and Adam. She believes he can lead us to the boys. In fact, I guess a cat was part of her vision.”

“Lordy, lordy,” he muttered as the two of them climbed into their car.

Savannah sighed softly. She reached into the backseat and caressed Lily’s little leg and smiled at Teddy, who was sleeping soundly in Gladys’s arms. Michael assured her that Teddy would be safe outside of his car seat for the short drive back to the cabin, so she turned in her seat and leaned her head against the car window. As tears welled up in her eyes, Savannah took a deep breath and tried to remember how they had arrived at this frightening moment.

****

It was the second week in December. Savannah’s mother, Gladys, and her Aunt Margaret were four days into their Southern California road trip, and Savannah was trying to keep up with all the household and childcare chores that her mom usually helped with. She had spent much of the day checking out preschools for four-year-old Lily and enrolling Teddy in Barbara Bryant’s day care program.

“It was fun reconnecting with Barbara’s family this afternoon,” she told Michael over dinner that night. “Alicia and Jenna both help their mom out with the children a couple of days a week.” She laughed. “Boy, do those girls look alike. Remember how gaunt Alicia was when we helped reunite her with her family? The twins had similar mannerisms, and you could definitely tell they were sisters, but they didn’t look quite so much alike then. They sure do now. And I’ve never seen Barbara happier.”

“So is that all the girls do? Work at the day care?” Michael asked.

Savannah shook her head. “I think they do that just to please their mother and they seem to enjoy it, but they’re both pursuing more education. Jenna works part time for an attorney and aspires to pass the bar herself. Alicia wants to go into law enforcement.”

“Interesting,” Michael said. “And their husbands are okay with this? I mean those are some pretty demanding and sometimes dangerous professions.”

Savannah shrugged. “I guess they are.” She chuckled. “It’s easier and more satisfying for some women to shed a noncompliant husband than to turn their back on their passion.”

He stared at her for a moment, and finally muttered, “You don’t say?”

“Well, yeah.” She continued, “We should all be free to follow our dreams. We can’t let anyone hold us back.”

“Is that right?”

“Michael, there are men who try to stand in the way of their wife’s dreams—who dictate what they
 want for the wife, instead of allowing her to spread her wings and fly.” When she realized Michael was grinning at her, Savannah asked, “What?”

“You’re just so cute when you’re up on that pedestal fighting for womankind.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you making fun of me?”

“No,” he declared. “Not me. I wouldn’t do that. No way. I want my woman to soar with the eagles or whatever bird she wants to follow.”

“You are
 making fun of me!”

Michael took her hand and spoke more tenderly. “No I’m not, hon. You’re absolutely right. We need to support one another.” He turned back to his plate and took a bite before saying, “So it’s okay with you if I go skydiving this weekend or maybe mountain climbing?” He pretended to become more excited. “Oh…oh, maybe I’ll try bull riding. That sounds like a manly activity that my understanding wife would encourage.”

“Michael, stop it,” Savannah spat. Before she could continue, her phone chimed.

When she stood up, Michael said, “You aren’t going to answer that during dinner, are you?”

She hesitated briefly then headed for the dining room where her phone was charging. “I’m finished. Besides, I’m waiting for a call from one of the preschools we visited today.”

When Savannah returned to the kitchen, she found Michael clearing the table. Lily was helping him, and Teddy was smearing an applesauce spill across his high chair tray with his hands.

“Is our daughter enrolled?” he asked, opening the dishwasher and showing Lily where to put the spoons.

Savannah wiped Teddy’s hands and face with a washcloth, and released him to the floor. She watched as the nineteen-month-old toddled toward his toy box, then responded to Michael. “Not yet. I have pamphlets from both preschools for you to look at. I’m leaning toward the Country Day School, but I haven’t ruled out Alphabet Soup. Both seem to have the curriculum Lily will need in order to adjust academically and socially to kindergarten. You know she won’t be eligible to start kindergarten until she’s almost six. The cutoff date in California now for children entering kindergarten is September first. Lily misses it by three months. But most schools have a pre-kindergarten program for the children who are ready.”

Michael looked up while drying his hands. “Things have changed since we were in school, haven’t they?”

“Yes. For one thing, kindergarten is more like first grade, because of the socialization and learning opportunities most kids have had by the time they’re five or six.” She ran her hand over Lily’s hair as the child wriggled a feather in front of their Himalayan-mix cat. “I want her to be ready.”

“Do you think she’s ready for the preschool program?” he asked.

Savannah nodded. “Oh yes. The directors of the preschools we visited today spent a little time with Lily and they both said she’s bright, can concentrate and focus well, and she knows how to follow directions. She already knows most of her letters and numbers because we’ve been working with her.”

He chuckled. “And she recognizes a lot of animals. Last night she showed me a picture of a wallaby and explained the differences between wallabies and kangaroos.”

“Yeah,” Savannah said, “she’s a curious child. Monica Ballinger, from Alphabet Soup, said she seems to be eager to learn and that’s the kind of child who does well in her program.” She picked up the two brochures and handed them to Michael. “Here, read these and see what you think. I’m going to start the kids’ bath.”

Before she could take a step, Lily shrieked. Savannah looked down at the child but saw nothing out of the ordinary. “What was that all about?”

Lily pointed. “Rags took Buffy’s toy.”

Savannah chuckled. “Oh, I see.”

“He grabbed it like this,” Lily insisted, falling backward in the process of demonstrating. She sobbed. “That’s Buffy’s toy. Buffy’s sad. I’m sad. Rags is bad!” she exclaimed. “Bad boy!” she shouted.

“Maybe we should enroll her in a drama class,” Michael suggested.

Savannah made a face. “Yeah, that’s what she needs, drama lessons.” She sat down next to the child and petted Buffy’s luxurious fur as the cat lay comfortably in her bed. “I think Buffy’s okay. She’s not crying.”

“But that was her toy!” Lily wailed.

Michael picked Lily up, draped her over his shoulder, and spun around. “I think someone’s tired. Let’s go get you ready for bed, okay?”

Between spurts of laughter, Lily shouted, “Get Buffy’s toy, Daddy!”

Savannah shook her head at their daughter’s outburst and started to retrieve the feather wand from Rags. She stopped. “Hey, Lily, look. Rags dropped it right there for Buffy. She can get it if she wants it.”

“Give it to her,” Lily demanded.

“Okay,” Savannah said, shrugging. She picked up the wand toy and showed it to Buffy, who looked at it briefly, then continued giving herself a lick bath.

“What does Rags have, now?” Michael asked, nodding toward the lanky grey-and-white-cat. “I think he took it out of your purse, hon. He must have wanted that piece of paper pretty badly; he knocked your purse over and crawled halfway inside it.”

“Raaags,” Savannah scolded. She started to approach the cat, when she saw something out of the corner of her eye. “No! No!” she called, running across the room. “Teddy, stop!”

“What’s he doing?” Michael asked.

She scooped up the toddler, saying, “His truck was caught in that electrical cord and he was about to pull the lamp off the table.” She scrutinized the lamp cord. “We need to do something about that.”

“What was he doing behind the chair?” Michael asked.

“It doesn’t matter. Little boys are liable to go exploring anywhere. We need to make sure the whole house is safe for him.” Savannah started to follow Michael and Lily toward the hallway with Teddy, then stopped and said, “Hey, we’d better go check on Rags. What do you have, Rags?” She grimaced. “Yup, he sure did spill my whole purse. Darn him.” When she drew closer, she remarked, “All you wanted, Rags, was that stupid piece of paper?”

Michael laughed. “What’s stupid about it? Hey, you’d better grab it before he shreds it. What is it, anyway? Looks like a letter.”

Savannah lowered Teddy to the floor. “It’s actually trash, I think.”

“You carry trash in your purse?”

“Sure I do. If I pick it up and there’s no trash can around, I stick it in my pocket or my purse and deal with it later.”

“I had no idea,” Michael said, grinning.

“Well, that’s what keeps a relationship interesting,” Savannah replied in a flirty tone, “learning something new about your spouse every once in a while.”

“Yeah,” Michael teased, “that’s a real fascinating tidbit. My wife collects trash.”

Ignoring him, Savannah asked the cat, “What is it, Rags? What are you trying to show me?” She turned to Michael. “See that? He appears to be showing it to me like he’s proud that he found it or something.”

She picked up the piece of paper and Rags promptly reached toward it standing with his front paws on her thighs. “Rags, you’re going to knock me over,” Savannah complained, pushing him away gently. When Rags jumped up against her again, she sat down in the nearest chair and asked, “What is wrong with you?”

Meanwhile, Michael lowered Lily to the floor and the two of them joined Savannah. “What is it? Why do you think he’s so fascinated with it? Does it smell like fish? Maybe it was in the trash with a fish carcass.”

“It doesn’t smell,” Savannah said, sniffing it absent-mindedly. She unfolded the piece of paper and exclaimed, “Oh! Maybe it isn’t trash.” She looked at Michael. “I found it in Barbara’s neighborhood this afternoon. I had to park down the street and this came blowing past me, so I picked it up.” She laughed. “I thought of it in sort of poetic terms at the time. I was thinking, ‘look at that piece of paper cartwheeling down the street.’”

“Cartwheeling, huh?” Michael repeated. “What does it say?”

“Well, it’s addressed to someone named Mary.” She turned it over a couple of times. “I guess it was
 in the trash or someone turned their sprinkler on it. I can’t make out all the words. Wow!” she remarked.

“What?” Michael asked.

“Well, here it says, ‘leave it at the…’ I can’t read that part. But then it says ‘or else—something-something—your family.’ Michael, this sounds like a threat.”

“Is it signed?” he asked.

“Yes, but I can’t make it out.” She showed it to him. “Is that a D or a B?”

“It could be an R.” He studied the letter for a moment. “Must be from someone this Mary knows.” He picked up Lily and headed toward the hallway again, saying, “It could just be a friendly note urging Mary to water her petunias or to use her flight miles or a gift card that’s about to expire.”

Savannah stared down at the letter and murmured, “I don’t think so.” She called out, “Michael, wait!” When he turned to face her, she said, “Alicia’s name was Mary. Remember that? The man who kidnapped her raised her as Mary. Do you suppose this letter is meant for her?”

“Maybe,” he said, “if she has a gift card or miles ready to expire.” He thought for a moment, then nodded toward Rags. “Ask your partner there. He seems to have some strange interest in that letter.”

Savannah petted Rags. “Yeah,” she said quietly, “he sure does.” She asked, “Rags, do you sense someone’s in danger or does this letter actually smell like fish?”

****

The following day after breakfast, Michael said, “You’re quiet this morning.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that letter and wondering what it means. I sure hate to think that Alicia’s in any sort of trouble or danger. That family is still healing from being separated for all those years.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“I guess I might talk to Craig. But I’m not sure I should discuss it with the detective without speaking to Alicia first.” Savannah shook her head. “Oh, I just don’t know.”

“Who’s the letter from? Did you figure that out?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think it’s RJ.”

“So do you know who that might be? Did Alicia ever mention someone with those initials?” Before Savannah could answer, Michael had another thought. “It could be an old letter that has nothing to do with anything anymore. Was it dated?”

“No.” Savannah looked down at Rags. “If that letter isn’t important, then why was he so interested?”

“We all make mistakes, Savannah.” He chuckled. “Even Rags.”

When her phone chimed, she looked at the screen and frowned. “It’s Max. I hope everything’s okay.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Michael asked. “You’re not getting all paranoid on me are you?”

Ignoring him, she answered, “Hi, Max. How are you this morning?”

“Puzzled, that’s how. Say, do you and Michael have anything strange going on over at your place this morning?”

Savannah laughed. “Define strange. I mean, it’s almost always a circus here.” She asked more seriously, “Why? Has something happened?”

“I’m not sure, but it appears that someone’s been snooping around my property. I thought I heard something last night when I got up to check on one of our new cats.” Max’s tone changed and he asked, “Did Michael tell you about him? He came in with a chip on his shoulder and a couple of pellets in his hind end.”

“The cat?” Savannah was a little confused by the abrupt swerve in the conversation.

“Yeah,” Max said. “I took him to the clinic and had Michael check him over.”

“No, he didn’t tell me,” Savannah said.

Max continued, “Well, while I was checking on the cat, I thought I heard something outside. I figured it was those raccoons that visit once in a while. They can be noisy. I looked around the yard, but I didn’t see anything until this morning.”

“What happened this morning?” Savannah asked.

“I found footprints all around that storage room out back.”

“The one the former owners used to rent out as an apartment?” Savannah asked.

“Yes. And things were moved around.”

“Yeah. That could have been raccoons,” Savannah said.

“I don’t think so,” Max countered. “It rained a little last night and the prints left in the mud this morning were definitely human.” He chuckled. “…unless Lily’s putting her daddy’s shoes on the neighborhood raccoons.”

Savannah laughed, then asked, “Was anything missing?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Max said. “Everything seemed to be there, just sort of out of place, you know.”

“Well, I’ll have Michael look around here and see if anything’s been disturbed. I’m going out to feed the horses in a few minutes. I’ll check the tack room. But I doubt we were visited because Lexie usually barks when something or someone’s outside after dark.”

“Okay. Well, let me know if you see anything unusual,” Max requested. “Otherwise, I guess I’ll just chalk this up to someone wanting to get in out of the Northern California rain.”

“Yes, that could be it,” Savannah agreed. “But yeah, I’ll let you know. Hey, what do you hear from Auntie and Mom?”

He laughed. “Oh those two sound like a couple of college students on spring break.”

“College students?” she questioned.

“Yeah. The things they’re getting into…”

“What?” Savannah asked, amused.

“Oh, they had a spa day with your Aunt Rose and one of the nieces. They rode a wild ride at some amusement park with the great-nieces and -nephews.” He chuckled. “I couldn’t believe Gladys would accept the dare. And I guess she had a good time, too.”

“Mom?” Savannah yelped.

“Yeah, and they’re going to spend a day doing beach clean-up with that new cousin Janet—the one your mom found online last year. I guess some of the younger kids are going to help. Didn’t Maggie send you the selfie she took of the two of them signing up for that?”

“No,” Savannah said. “I’ve only received a couple of pictures of cousins and their families. Mom has texted a couple of times to ask about Teddy and Lily—and to request more pictures of them to show around. Oh, she did say something about taking an aerial silk lesson—only she wanted to be in the hammock class. Did they do that?”

“I think that’s today,” Max said. “They’re attending a fish dinner on the beach this evening. Savannah, I don’t know if those two will ever come home. They’re just having so much fun. Maggie said one of her nieces challenged her to some sort of wine pong.”

“Wine pong?”

“It’s a drinking game like beer pong only you use glasses of wine.” He chuckled. “And someone introduced your mother to Jell-O shooters. She liked it so much she asked for a second one.”

“Oh my. How will we ever tame those senior delinquents?” Savannah asked, laughing.

Max laughed as well. “Do you mean your mother hasn’t been keeping you updated?”

“No. I imagine she’s afraid she’ll lose her position here with the children if I find out she’s running so wild.” She then said, “Well, Max, if you get lonely, come over and visit. In fact, why don’t you have dinner with us tonight? I’m making spaghetti and meatballs. Lily loves sghetti.”

“Hey, that sounds good. Count me in.”

“Great—say, six? And Max, let me know if you need any help with the shelter cats.”

“Okay, but I think between me and the volunteers, we have things pretty much under control. See you later,” he said before ending the call.

“What’s funny?” Michael asked, putting on his jacket. “I heard you laughing.”

“Mom and Auntie. Max said they’re acting like college students on spring break. They’re trying all sorts of new things.”

“Really? Are they staying out of trouble?”

“One can only hope. I think the only trouble my aunt has ever been in has to do with cats. So as long as they don’t happen upon a serious cat abuse or neglect situation, they probably won’t wind up in handcuffs.” She faced him. “Oh, Max is coming for dinner.”

“Good. What are we having?” Michael asked.

“Spaghetti and meatballs.”

“Oh, sghetti? Good,” he said. “So Max called to tell on your mom?”

Savannah shook her head. “No. He called to ask if we had any prowlers last night. Four-legged or two-legged. He thinks someone might have slept in his storage room.”

“Storage room?” Michael repeated.

“You know, that secret room that the original owners used to rent out. Remember, we found it when we were helping them look for some escaped kittens?”

Michael nodded. “Yeah, I remember that. So he thinks someone broke in?”

“Maybe,” Savannah said, “although I don’t know if it was locked. He asked if we had any evidence of prowlers here. I’ll look around when I go out to feed.”

Michael glanced out the window. “It looks cold out there. How about if I feed this morning and you stay inside with the kids? I’ll look around for footprints.”

Savannah smiled. “That would be great. And would you look the horses over and make sure they’re okay?”

He pushed his jacket collar up, pulled on a beanie, and opened the kitchen door. “Sure will,” Michael said, quickly leaving the house.

Minutes later, Savannah’s phone chimed. “A text from Daddy,” she said to the kids.

“I want to see,” Lily chirped.

“See? See?” Teddy said, squeezing in next to his sister.

“No picture, punkins.” She smiled. “Daddy just says the horses are okay and he loves us.”

“No picture?” Lily asked, trying to see the phone screen. “Can I look at your pictures, Mommy?”

“How about this?” Savannah said, placing her phone on the buffet. “Let’s get your play phone. You have pictures on there.”

“No pictures of me,” Lily whined. “…just Dora and Cinderella and Ariel and Goofy…”

“Hey,” Savannah said, changing the subject, “what do you want to wear today? You and I are going shopping, remember? But first, we’re taking Teddy to Barbara’s day care.” Teddy looked at her and started to babble excitedly. “Yes, you’re going to Barbara’s to play with Rosemary and the other girls and boys. Mommy needs to get a good start on our Christmas shopping because we’ll be busy vacationing with Peter and Rochelle and their new little boy, Simon, next week.”

“A baby?” Lily asked.

“No. Simon’s a big boy like Adam. He came to live with Peter and Rochelle.”

“Why?”

“Well, he didn’t have a home, so they gave him a home. Now they’re a family like we are.” When that seemed to satisfy Lily, Savannah led both children down the hallway to get them cleaned up for their day.

****

“Hi,” Savannah greeted when Jenna opened the door at Barbara’s day care about an hour later. “Just bringing you another little bundle of energy.”

“Good,” Jenna said, acknowledging Teddy, who refused to look at her. “Not ready to visit, huh? That’s okay. We can take it slow while you get used to things.” She added in a singsong manner, “Your friend Rosemary’s here.”

“Where?” Lily asked, looking around. She saw Rosemary, and quickly walked across the room to where the two-year-old was struggling with a doll’s dress. “Want me to put that on her for you?” Lily asked.

“She keeps taking it off,” explained Jenna’s son, Bradley, who was about the same age as Lily.

“That’s okay,” Barbara said. “She’s getting practice dressing and undressing the doll.”

“But she can’t put it back on,” Bradley complained. “She can only take it off.”

“That’s okay, too,” Barbara soothed. She asked Lily, “Can you put that on the doll for Rosemary? Then she will show you how well she can take it off.”

“Okay,” Lily said, squirming out of her coat and dropping it on the floor. When Rosemary continued to clutch the doll tightly, Lily leaned closer and said, “Let me put the dress on the doll, okay?”

At the same time, Barbara approached Savannah and spoke to Teddy. “Want to come with me and play with that big truck over there?”

Teddy stared at the toy for a second, then pushed to be released from Savannah’s arms, saying, “Truck.”

Savannah watched the toddler run across the room with Barbara. She smiled, then focused again on Jenna. “How are you? Haven’t seen you in a while. Still studying law?”

“Every chance I get,” Jenna said. “How are you? I hear you’ve been gone a lot and now your mom’s off vacationing. They’re getting some nice weather down south, aren’t they?”

“Yes, from the few pictures she’s sent, it seems to be sunny all the time. And it sounds like they’re having a blast.”

“I’ll bet you miss her,” Jenna said.

Savannah nodded. “Oh, my gosh, every minute. She’s an absolute jewel. I swear the kids are more well-behaved for her than they are for me.” She grinned. “But she needed this get away, and I’m glad she’s having such a good time.” She glanced around. “Is Alicia here today?”

“She will be any time,” Jenna said. “We’re expecting a couple of new little girls this morning—one- and two-year-old sisters, so Mom was pretty sure we’d need extra help. Usually we trade off days, but there are times when we all need to be here.”

“Doesn’t your dad help out some?”

Jenna nodded. “Yes, sometimes. And Mom has hired another helper—a nursing student who wants to work with children. Tiffany seems to be a natural.”

“Great. It’s not easy to find good help—at least that’s what I hear from Iris over at the Kaiser Inn. She really treasures a good employee when she finds one.”

“I’m sure she does,” Jenna said. When she heard something, she looked out the window. “Oh, here come Alicia and Crissy.”

“It’s a cold one,” Alicia said as she ushered her daughter inside. “Savannah,” she chirped, hugging her, “good to see you.”

“You too,” Savannah said. She smiled down at Crissy. “Look at what a big girl you are.”

Crissy held up four fingers, announcing, “I’m four.”

“I’m four!” Lily shouted from across the room. “I had my birthday. Now I’m four.”

“Wow, Lily,” Alicia remarked, “you’re a big girl, too.” She pointed. “And look at your brother. Hi, Teddy. Looks like you’ve found your comfort zone with that monster truck.” She walked toward him. “Want to take off your jacket and stay for a while?” She asked Savannah, “You’re leaving him, right?”

Savannah nodded.

“So when are the rest of the kids showing up?” Alicia asked, removing Teddy’s jacket and placing it on a shelf marked with his name.

Barbara looked up from where she now sat feeding an infant. “In about thirty minutes.”

“Okay,” she said smiling at her sister and her mother. “I guess we’ll be ready.”

“Alicia,” Savannah said quietly, “can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Of course.”

Savannah made sure Teddy and Lily were still engaged in play, then suggested, “Maybe in another room?”

“Sure,” Alicia said, leading her into the kitchen. “It’s warm in here, why don’t you take off your coat? Want a cup of tea?”

“Oh, I won’t be staying that long,” Savannah said, removing her coat. I just want to show you something.” She reached into her purse. “I found this blowing around, actually toward me as I walked up here from where I parked the other day.” She chuckled. “Michael laughs at me, but I have a habit of picking up trash—I mean if it’s not too icky or anything. So I grabbed it and stuffed it into my purse. But before I could throw it away, Rags dug it out of there.” She cringed, thinking of how odd that must sound. “It’s a letter and I thought it might be addressed to you.” She laid it on the table in front of Alicia.

“Oh,” Alicia said, easing down into a chair. “Yeah, I saw that. Someone left it on my windshield, and I did
 throw it away. I don’t know what it means, but it kind of scared me and I just wanted to get rid of it as fast as I could.” She winced. “I think I just tossed it in the backseat to deal with later. Crissy must have kicked it out or something.”

“I’m sorry,” Savannah said, sitting down across from Alicia. “Here I am bringing it back to you like a boomerang.” She picked it up. “I’ll just put it in the trash can then.” She frowned at Alicia. “But you say it scared you? I wondered if it was some kind of threat.”

Alicia shook her head. “I hope not. I don’t know who this is or what they’re referring to. It could be a case of mistaken identity. I mean, there are a lot of women in this town named Mary. And as you know, that’s no longer my name.”

“But could this be from someone you knew growing up? You were Mary for most of your life.” Before Alicia could respond, Savannah asked, “So this was just a one-time thing? You haven’t received anything else from this RJ person?” When she saw the look on Alicia’s face, she said, “Oh no. Another note? What did it say?” She caught herself and blurted, “I’m sorry, Alicia. Forgive me. It’s not my business and I don’t mean to pry.”

“No, it’s not that, Savannah,” Alicia insisted. “I need someone to talk to about this. I sure don’t want to worry my parents or my sister after what they’ve been through with me. If you have a minute, I’d like to tell you what I know.”

Just then, Jenna called out, “The new children are here.” She stood in the kitchen doorway and shivered gleefully. “Oh, they’re so cute. Come look at them waddling up the walkway in their winter coats like two little penguins,” she said, quickly trotting back toward the front door.

“Mommy,” Lily cried when she saw Savannah in the kitchen with Alicia, “I couldn’t find you.”

Savannah stood and lifted the child into her arms. “I’m sorry, honey-bun. I was just visiting.” She looked at Alicia. “What’s your schedule like tomorrow? Do you have time for coffee in the morning or tea in the afternoon?”

Alicia waved her hand in front of her face. “Oh, that’s all right, you don’t have to go out of your way for me. You have a busy life. I’ll figure it out.”

Savannah faced Alicia. “Hey, I’m never too busy to help you out with something important and this sounds important. Can I expect you at my house at nine thirty tomorrow morning? I’d really like to help if I can—even if it’s just to be a sounding board.”

“Okay,” Alicia whispered, quickly putting on her welcoming persona to greet the new family. “Aren’t they cuties?” she gushed, walking toward the two small sisters.

Jenna made the introductions: “This is Emma and Lila. Want to take your coats off, guys, and play with the toys? We have a lot of toys here you can play with.”

Savannah picked up Lily’s coat and put it on her. While slipping into her own coat, Savannah looked in Teddy’s direction and saw that he was playing with another boy. She made eye contact with Barbara who motioned for her to leave without disturbing the child. Savannah nodded, took Lily’s hand, and started out the door.

Alicia stepped out with her and said quietly, “I’ll see you tomorrow at nine thirty.”

“Perfect,” Savannah agreed.

Alicia hugged her, and quickly returned to the house leaving Savannah staring after her. Oh dear, it sure appears that Alicia’s concerned about something. Yes, that note has her worried. I just wonder what and who is behind it.


****

“So did you shop till you dropped today?” Michael asked, watching Savannah set the table for dinner that evening.

“Pretty much,” she said, “but I’m mostly, almost close to being all finished.”

“Mostly, almost close?” he questioned, picking Teddy up and putting him on his lap.

“Yeah, I crossed everything off my list today, so I’m actually finished, unless I get another idea for someone.” She faced him. “And we’ll both go shopping for the children.”

“Sounds good.” He snuggled with their son, saying, “Hmmm. I wonder what fun toy Santa will bring for Teddy and me.”

Savannah smirked playfully at him and shook her head. When she heard a knock at the door, she called, “Come in, Max!”

“Hi,” he greeted, stepping inside and removing his hooded jacket.

Michael approached with Teddy in his arms and took the jacket, asking, “How’re things at the cattery, Max?”

“Good,” he said, focusing on Teddy. “And how’re you doing this evening, big boy?” He made a fist and invited, “Fist bump?”

Everyone laughed when the toddler pushed his tiny fist into Max’s.

“How’s the target cat doing?” Michael asked once the two men were seated.

Max laughed. “Target, that’s a good name for him. He’s healing up nicely, actually. Like you said, he’s lucky the pellets weren’t too deep.”

“Yeah,” Michael said, “he’s lean—built sort of like a cheetah. If he has the same running ability, that’s probably what saved him from a worse outcome.”

“Thank heavens for lousy shots,” Max said. He muttered, “Damn pellet guns.”

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

“Out near old man Jergen’s place.”

“Oh,” she moaned. “The cat was probably stalking his chicken coop. He has a lot of chickens out there, doesn’t he?”

Max nodded. “Most likely.” When he saw the grey-and-white cat saunter into the room, he crooned, “Well, hi there, Rags, buddy. How’re you doing? Staying out of trouble?”

“Lately, yes.” Savannah smiled down at the cat as he sauntered past. “He’s been a good boy. I hope he stays that way while we’re gone.”

“Oh, that’s right, you’re taking off again. To the mountains, right?”

She nodded. “And I don’t want him to give Auntie any trouble. She’ll be feeding the cats, you know—assuming she and Mom don’t decide to stay in Southern California.”

“Oh, Rag’s is just fine,” Max assured her.

“Unless he’s with us,” Michael said. He raised his eyes to the heavens. “This trip will be sublime because Rags is staying home.”

“No animals allowed, huh?” Max asked.

“We’ll take Lexie. She’s a good traveler.” Michael ran one hand affectionately over Rags’s back. “But you, buddy boy, are staying home. Yay!”

Savannah rolled her eyes, complaining, “Oh, Michael.” She asked Max, “Hey, did you find any more clues as to who or what was sneaking around your place last night?”

“No, but it appears someone was looking for something.”

“A dry place to sleep?” she asked.

“Maybe something more than that,” he responded, “the way things were moved around. Bags of cat food were shoved to one side, the cat carriers were moved. We have a stack of blankets we use for the cat pens and they were in a different place. Nothing seems to be missing, just moved around some.”

“That’s odd,” Michael said.

“Yeah. It has me puzzled since we sure don’t keep anything of value out there. But I think I’ll start locking that door just in case some drifter plans to move in.”

“Probably a good idea,” Michael agreed.

“So, you didn’t find anything out of the out of place here this morning?” Max asked.

Michael shook his head and looked at Savannah. “Hon, what about you?”

“No,” she said. “All was calm here this morning for a change.”

Michael laughed. “You don’t suppose your trespasser knocked on the wrong door, do you?”

“Not funny, Michael,” Savannah carped.

“Well, if there’s trouble, it usually finds us—or him,” he said, looking at Rags, who was rubbing against his legs. He leaned down to pet the cat. “But we’re about to embark on a wonderful vacation without you, Rags, and,” he became more dramatic, “that means no trouble. Yay!”



Chapter Two


 

“Hi, Rochelle,” Savannah said when she answered her phone the following morning. “Are you guys packed and ready to start our adventure?”

“Just about,” Rochelle said. “Simon’s sure working on it.” She laughed. “He’s having a devil of a time trying to decide what to pack.”

“What’s the problem?” Savannah asked.

“Too many clothes.”

“Too many?” Savannah questioned.

“Well, basically he has four pair of pants and maybe a dozen shirts, two pair of pajamas and three pair of shoes. Plus a couple of jackets and two or three beanies.”

“And he’s overwhelmed? Our kids must have three or four times that, not counting the things they’ve outgrown overnight.”

Rochelle spoke more seriously. “Well, Simon’s probably never had so many clothes in his whole life.” She chuckled. “I think he’s having fun packing and unpacking. He’s never owned a suitcase that would carry so much, either. When he lived on the streets, everything he owned fit in an old worn-out backpack.” She paused. “Well, you saw what he carried in that thing. You were here that first night he stayed with us. In fact, we threw away those holey jeans and t-shirts he had wadded up in there. Everything he has to wear now is new, except for a few things he found at a thrift store that he liked.”

“So he’s looking forward to the trip?” Savannah asked.

“Oh yes; we all are. He’s been in touch with Adam, you know. The boys are having a blast planning our activities on FaceTime.”

“Oh dear,” Savannah said. “So the ten-year-olds will be running the show? That’s scary.”

Rochelle laughed. “It’ll be nice when the boys meet in person and are no longer tying up our phones.”

“So Simon has taken over your phones?” Savannah asked. “Adam doesn’t have a cell phone, either, so he must be using his mother’s.”

“Right,” Rochelle said. “Marci and I have had to set limits. She seems nice—by phone anyway.”

“Yes. We’re blessed that Marci and Eric truly want what’s best for Adam. We seem to be on the same page where Michael’s son is concerned.”

Rochelle giggled. “Can’t wait to get those two boys together.” She added, “But yeah, I just wanted to touch base with you and make sure it was still okay if we arrive on Saturday—that’s tomorrow, you know?”

“Absolutely.”

“And we’ll pick up Adam, so the boys will have a chance to get acquainted in person during the hour-long drive to your house.”

“We appreciate that,” Savannah said. “Are you bringing the birds? Clayton and Matilda probably don’t want to be left behind.”

“Thor and Miss Picket,” Rochelle corrected.

“Oh, that’s right,” Savannah said, “they’ve been renamed.”

“Yes. But no. I think we’ll leave them at home in their outdoor cage mansion. Simon wants to bring them, but we have this nice young man in the neighborhood who can take care of them. He has birds of his own and he’s trying to earn money for his sport—I think it’s baseball. Anyway, I was concerned about the birds being confined to the smaller cage for so long. So, no. We’re not bringing the birds, just the boy.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow afternoon, then.”

“Yes. Let us know if we can bring anything or if we need to prepare in some way.”

“Okay. Did Peter tell you that Michael and I went ahead and rented that three-bedroom cabin in the mountains? We checked and there are no storms expected in the near future—maybe just a little rain now and then, but we’re used to that.”

“Oh yes,” Rochelle said. “Rain doesn’t stop our world. Hey, do we need fishing gear?”

“I’ll check with Michael, but I think he has some that we bought last time we went fishing. I think we’ll be just fine. If we need anything, there’s a great sporting goods store in town. Hammond isn’t very big or sophisticated, but we do have a sporting goods store.” Savannah chuckled. “I don’t remember hearing you talk about going camping. Is this something you enjoy?”

“Actually,” Rochelle admitted, “I’ve never been camping in my life.”

“Not even in a cabin?”

“No. And I’ve never been fishing or hiking either…well, unless you count walking the paved trail around the lake where I used to live in Maine.”

Savannah chuckled. “So you’re a city girl through and through, are you?”

“Yes,” Rochelle said guardedly. “Now there isn’t any sort of initiation for people like me and Simon is there?”

“Simon hasn’t been camping either?”

“Apparently not outside San Francisco. Peter’s been trying to clue him in about some of the things we might encounter in the forest—you know, bears, raccoons, snakes...”

“Oh, you guys are going to have so much fun. At least I hope so.” Savannah quickly changed the subject. “Hey, my children are arguing over a toy. And I have a guest coming for coffee in a bit, so I’d better go. Great talking to you, Rochelle. I look forward to spending the week with you guys.”

“Me, too.”

****

“Who do I hear in there with that grouchy voice?” Alicia asked as she entered the Ivey home several minutes later. She approached Lily. “What’s wrong, girlfriend?”

“He won’t leave my store alone,” Lily whined. Teddy rammed his fire truck into Lily’s display of pretend food stuff, and she screeched, “Mommy, he did it again!”

Savannah cringed. “I’m sorry, Alicia. Our home isn’t always this chaotic—just most of the time. Since Mom left…”

“Your mom doesn’t live here any more?” Alicia asked.

“Heaven forbid. Yes, she does. I hope she never leaves us. But she and my aunt are on a road trip having the time of their life down in sunny Southern California.”

Alicia nodded. “Oh, I remember now—Jenna told me.” She smiled. “Sunny? Warm? Am I ever jealous.”

“I hear you. It’s been a chilly few weeks.”

“So what are they doing down there—seeing the sights?” Alicia asked.

“Yes, and visiting family and friends, riding roller coasters, attending beach parties, maybe even parasailing, for all I know. Oh, they had a spa day and Mom has been doing Jell-O shooters.”

Alicia raised her eyebrows. “Wow. You go, Gladys.”

“I know.” Savannah smiled. “I really am pleased that they went and that they’re having such a good time.” She slumped her shoulders. “But boy do I miss Mom around here. Thankfully, they’ll be back in just a few days.” She invited, “Come on into the kitchen and let’s visit. I have projects lined up for the kids at their little table; maybe they’ll play nice while we visit. If not I’ll have to bring out the big guns.”

“What?” Alicia asked.

Savannah whispered, “Popsicles.”

“Oh, in my house it’s fruit pops—fruit-flavored lollipops.

Minutes later as Savannah poured two cups of tea, Alicia glanced across the room at the children. “They seem happy now.”

Savannah nodded and placed a small plate of gingersnaps on the table alongside some fresh pineapple spears. Then she put a bowl of halved grapes on the children’s table and sat down across from Alicia. “So is everything okay?” she asked.

Alicia sighed. “I’m not entirely sure. I have to tell you, Savannah, while I’m pretty resilient and I don’t get easily rattled, I’m a little worried.” She put her hand on Savannah’s. “I really appreciate you talking to me about this. I’m running out of what ifs
 in my head. Maybe it’s time to get someone else’s opinion.”

“Yes, those what ifs
 are killer. That’s no way to live,” Savannah said. When she saw Alicia staring into the dining room, she asked, “What is it?”

“Oh, I was just watching your cat. He was sniffing around my purse.”

Savannah moved swiftly toward Rags. “I’m sorry. He’s such a pest and he’s very curious.”

“Is he the one who found that letter in your purse?” Alicia asked.

Savannah nodded. “He does have a fetish for purses—in fact, any closet, drawer, suitcase, bag. He’s just plain nosey.”

Alicia stood up. “I think he took something, but I can’t be sure.”

“From your purse?”

“There, Mommy,” Lily said, pointing toward the dining room. “Rags took it.”

Savannah picked up something off the floor and handed it to Alicia. “Is this yours?”

She nodded. “I actually brought it in case I got the courage to show it to you. It looks as though Rags made the decision for me.” She motioned for Savannah to take a look at it. “See what you think.”

Savannah picked up Alicia’s purse and placed it on a high shelf. “This is just about the only place in the whole house where Rags can’t get, so this is generally where we put guests’ purses and anything else we don’t want him putting his paws on.”

Alicia ran her hand over Rags’s fur and chuckled.

“So what is this?” Savannah asked, carrying it back to her place at the table.

“It’s a response to my letter.”

“You wrote to him…or her? How?” Savannah asked.

“That original note was in an envelope with a return address—general delivery in Mason.”

“Oh, so you know his name?”

She shook her head. “Just RJ.” She pointed at the letter Savannah held. “He doesn’t believe that I don’t know where the thing is he’s looking for. I don’t even know what
 it is, but it must be important to him, because as you can see, he’s still making threats. Savannah, how do I convince him that I don’t know anything about whatever it is he’s seeking?”

Savannah quickly read the letter, then asked, “So you don’t know who RJ is?”

Alicia shook her head.

“Or what he’s looking for? He mentions his brother here. Do you know who he’s referring to?”

Alicia shook her head. “I wondered if this guy had me mixed up with someone else. At least I sure hoped so, until this…”

“What?” Savannah asked.

Alicia pulled a photograph from her pocket.

Savannah took it and strained to make out the faded image. “Do you know who this is?”

“I’m pretty sure the kid on the left is my father,” Alicia said. “Um…I mean the man who raised me.”

“Yeah, he was the only father you knew growing up. There’s probably nothing wrong with you referring to him as your father,” Savannah suggested.

“Except that he took me away from my family,” Alicia spat. “I was just a small child playing in the yard with my twin sister when he took me.”

Surprised, Savannah asked, “Do you remember that?”

Alicia shook her head. “No. That’s what Mom told me. Savannah, who does that? I have to tell you that’s one thing I’m having trouble coming to terms with. I mean, I grew up loving him. He was good to me, but now that I know he kidnapped me, well, sometimes I hate him so much, and other times…” She shook her head. “I’m just so confused.”

“I can imagine,” Savannah said.

Alicia muttered, “No. I’m pretty certain you can’t.”

Savannah cringed. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

As if she didn’t hear the response, Alicia continued, “It didn’t seem unusual or odd to me at the time. I was taken care of. We were dirt poor, and I missed what so many other kids had—two parents; a mother figure—but I felt loved. He took good care of me.” She nodded toward the picture Savannah held. “But, yes, I believe that’s him—the man who raised me and maybe RJ—the man who sent this to me.”

“So does he want to get to know you?” Savannah asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I feel no warmth coming from those letters at all. There’s something he wants that he thinks I either have or know where it is. He wants it so badly that he says he’ll kill to get it.”

“He said that?” Savannah asked.

“Well, it’s strongly implied,” Alicia said.

Savannah dropped the picture on the tabletop and leaned forward. “Alicia, I think you need to go to the authorities with this.”

She shook her head. “No. You saw what he says in there about getting the police involved. No, I can’t do that.”

“So what will you do?” Savannah asked.

“I’ve been thinking that if my…uh…kidnapper hid something for this guy, RJ, it might still be in one of the places we lived as I was growing up.”

“So you’re going to try to find it?” Savannah asked, her voice shrill. “How? I mean where would you begin? You’re talking about private property. How would you…?”

Alicia took a deep breath. “I’m not sure, but…” She shook her head in frustration. “I don’t know what to do. I’m just so scared and angry…”

Savannah stared across the table at her friend and spoke calmly. “I wonder why he’s just now looking you up. Why didn’t he get whatever it is from your father while he was alive?”

“Good question,” Alicia agreed. “I have to wonder when he gave it to Dad—how long ago? And why is he just now coming after it? Maybe he’s been out of the country or something.”

“Or hiding out from the law?” Savannah suggested. “I mean, if you don’t think he’s a loving uncle who’s seeking a family connection.” She leaned forward and spoke more quietly. “Maybe he’s been serving a long prison term.”

Alicia cringed. “I guess that’s a possibility.”

“And, Alicia, what do criminals usually look for once they’re out of prison? The money they stole. Do you suppose that’s it?”

“I guess it could be,” Alicia agreed. “He sure sounds desperate to get it, whatever it is.”

“Okay,” Savannah said, “so you think your um…father figure might have hidden it where you lived at one time?”

“I guess that’s likely, but where?”

“Wait!” Savannah shouted.

“What, Mommy?” Lily asked.

She chuckled. “Nothing, honey-bun. I was just talking loudly. I’m sorry.” She turned back to Alicia and lowered her voice. “Your father used to live next door, on what is now my aunt’s and uncle’s property.”

“Yes, I remember. While I was in college.”

“Well, my uncle noticed evidence of some suspicious activity around his place just yesterday morning,” Savannah explained. “He said someone went into that room where your dad lived, which he now uses for storage. And whoever it was moved things around. He’s pretty sure it was human, as opposed to animal, because he saw fresh footprints in the mud outside the door.” Wide-eyed, she said, “I wonder if it was this guy trying to find whatever it is he’s looking for.”

“I wonder,” Alicia said. She groaned. “Who knows where it might be. Dad and I moved around so much. Looking for it could be a challenge. Especially since I don’t even know what I’m looking for!” As if talking to herself, she continued, “But I just have to find it.” She looked up at Savannah. “Will you help me?”

“Me?” Savannah asked.

“I don’t know anyone else I can trust and I sure don’t want to involve my family. Besides,” she said, “I hear Rags is really good at finding things.” She gazed at the grey-and-white cat, who lay sleeping on his back with his feet in the air. She laughed. “Oh my, does he look comfortable. Anyway, I hear he has a knack for finding clues—heck he brought that note to your attention.” She let out a sigh. “Savannah, could we take him to some of my former homes and see if he can find this thing? I’d sure like to turn it over to this guy and get him out of my life before someone gets hurt.”

Savannah thought for a moment, then brightened. “Hey, you want to become a police officer. You probably know people on the force.”

“Yeah, but I’d rather not come out about this yet. Know what I mean? I want to just resolve it quietly. Like I said, I especially don’t want my family involved. It would just mess up our wonderful healing process.” Alicia begged, “Will you help me?”

Savannah winced. “You’re not talking about breaking any laws are you?”

“Me break laws when I want to be a police officer? No. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Then, okay,” Savannah said. “I’ll do what I can. Tell me what you have in mind.”

“There are a few places we lived where it would be easy to conceal something and there was a time when my father was spry enough to maybe dig a hole and bury something. I’d like to check out those places. Two of them are actually empty—unoccupied as we speak. One was just taken over by a man with a bunch of cats. I hear they’re trained cats. I spoke to our old landlord the other day.”

“Oh, I think I know him!” Savannah said excitedly. “I mean the man with the cats. If it’s the same man, he performs with them in a circus of sorts.”

Alicia’s eyes lit up. “So you know him? Do you think he’d let us snoop around?”

“I’m pretty sure he would. Yeah, I could probably go out there with you tomorrow morning. We have out-of-town guests coming in the afternoon.”

“Great. Let’s start there tomorrow, then.”

****

“So do you know what you’re looking for yet?” Savannah asked when she picked up Alicia Saturday morning.

“No. I wish I did. It would certainly make this easier. Savannah, I’ve tried and tried to remember someone named RJ or something Dad might have hidden…I mean, that man who raised me…”

Savannah smiled at her friend, then said, “I got Sir Roscoe’s number and…”

“Sir Roscoe?” Alicia questioned.

“Yeah, the man with the trained cats; that’s what he calls himself.”

“Why? Is he British?”

“I don’t think so. I imagine it’s his stage name. He dresses his cat performers in Renaissance-type costumes, so that might be why. His name’s probably Roscoe Brown or something.”

“Costumes?” Alicia questioned. “I don’t know much about cats, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen one dressed up. The cats tolerate this?”

“Sure, you can get a cat used to a harness, collar, or a dress even,” Savannah explained.

Just then, Alicia lurched forward and gasped. “What’s that?” she shrieked.

Savannah put her foot on the brake then saw that Rags was standing on the backseat batting at Alicia’s ponytail. She laughed. “Oops. I guess I forgot to tell you I brought Rags.”

“Oh,” Alicia muttered. She turned to get a better look at him. “Hi, Rags. I hear a lot about you.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, from your daughter. She’s always telling us something Rags did or didn’t do, when you bring her and Teddy over for a play date or whatever.” She smiled. “Crissy just loves playing with Lily. They’re good buddies.”

“Cool,” Savannah said.

“Oh, and I read about him in the paper a while back, didn’t I? I mean this cat. He saved a little baby who had crawled out onto a balcony. That was something else.”

“Yes,” Savannah’s eyes lit up, “and you might be interested to know that he sometimes works with the local sheriff’s department on cases.”

“No kidding? I mean, I’ve heard random stories about him, but I guess I really had no idea.”

Savannah chuckled. “If you get on with the Hammond sheriff’s department after graduation, you might have an opportunity to work with him. Maybe he could become your feline partner.”

Alicia laughed. When Rags jumped into the front seat and stood on her lap to look out the window, she petted him. “Well, I’m glad you brought him today. I’d love to see him work.”

“I thought he might be useful in finding whatever it is we’re searching for.”

“But, if we don’t know what we’re looking for, how would he?” Alicia reasoned.

Savannah shook her head. “I don’t know how or why, but he seems to have this gift, you might call it.” She glanced briefly at Rags. “He definitely has a nose for trouble.” She slowed the car and said, “Well, I think this is it, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Dad drove me past here once when I was around fifteen. He said we used to live here. I didn’t remember it until I saw it, then some of my memories came back. We weren’t here for long. We never lived anywhere for long. Now I know that was because Dad would get nervous about being found out.”

Savannah patted Alicia’s arm. “Well, come on and I’ll introduce you to Sir Roscoe.” She took hold of Rags’s leash as she slipped out of the car and said to him, “Let’s go visit some of your circus friends, shall we?”

“Welcome,” Sir Roscoe said, opening the door to his guests. “Nice to see friends from the old neighborhood.”

Savannah smiled. “Sir Roscoe, this is Alicia. She lived here as a child.”

“Oh, yes, hello. It must have been fun playing here as a youngster. It’s an interesting property. And the house is unique too. I don’t think it’s been changed much since you lived here, young lady. In fact, I don’t think it has changed much in the last forty years.” He laughed. “The cats love it because there are so many places for them to curl up and hide out and play. I couldn’t have found a better home for us.”

“So you don’t mind if we look around?” Savannah asked.

“No, no. Be my guest. Come in and I’ll give you a tour of the inside first.”

Savannah looked at Alicia, who nodded. “I’d like that.”

“Hello, Rags,” Sir Roscoe said, leaning over and petting him. “Want to come in and see some of your friends?” He stepped back for the women and the cat. “Excuse us, we were rehearsing.” He pointed. “See Carmen and Sylvester waiting up there on the pedestal for their command?”

“You’ve taught them to just wait like that?” Alicia asked.

“Yes, they’re pretty cooperative and trusting.” He nodded toward a pouch on his belt. “But these treats are probably the biggest influencer. Oh yes, with cats, it’s all in the trust and the treats.” He chuckled. “What most people don’t know is that each of our performances is different and that’s because of the cats. They’re creative characters, you know. So one day they might want to leap through a series of hoops and the next they’ll walk around them or just sit staring out at the audience. We rehearse, but the outcome of the performances is rarely the same.”

“They’re beautiful,” Alicia said. She glanced around the room at the cats. “My goodness, how many do you have?”

“Around a dozen—maybe more.”

“You don’t know how many you have?” Savannah asked, amused.

“Sure, I know each one and pretty much where they are and what they’re doing and who has eaten and who’s feeling puny at any given time, but I don’t often count them, unless we’re traveling. Then a head count is necessary.” He pointed. “I found those two sweet boys at Rags’s Cat Ranch just last week.” He tilted his head. “That place was named for Rags, right—for some heroic action?”

Savannah nodded.

“No kidding,” Alicia said, staring intently at the cat.

“Aren’t they handsome?” Savannah said, admiring the two newest members of Sir Roscoe’s troupe. She looked around. “This is an extraordinary room. I wonder what the original builder had in mind. Do you know what all those alcoves are about? Is that just shelf space?”

“Maybe they’re for religious objects—you know little shrines,” Alicia suggested.

“Hmmm,” Savannah muttered. “Maybe.” Just then she yelped, “Rags.” She looked in the direction he was trying to pull her and saw a small black cat emerge from behind an overstuffed chair. “Hi there, kitty. You must be a friend of Rags’s.” When Rags pulled against the leash again, she said, “Or he’s curious about where you came from.”

Sir Roscoe laughed. “Yeah, let me show you that secret.” He glanced around. “This place has many secrets.”

Savannah and Alicia looked at each other.

Sir Roscoe petted the black cat. “Hi, Midnight. Been napping in the down under?” He moved the chair slightly and pointed. “It’s a sort of bunker.”

“A bunker?” Savannah repeated.

“Yeah, look,” Alicia said, “it’s a cool cubby where cats can hide.” She laughed, “They look so cozy down there. How many are there? I think I see four all snuggled together.” She laughed. “No room for you, Rags.”

“That really is odd,” Savannah said. “I’ve never seen a hole in the floor of a house like that before.” She laughed. “Like a pocket.”

Sir Roscoe shook his head. “Most of the oddities in this place have no rhyme or reason as far as I can tell. It’s like the Winchester Mystery House in San Jose—there seems to have been no plans. It was just built on whims and wishes. Maybe whoever built this place had cats.” He chuckled and his energy increased. “I can imagine them building around the cats.” He mimicked, “Oh, the cat wants to nap there, let’s not disturb him. Or, look, that cat wants to jump up after a fly or a moth, let’s add a ledge for him.”

“Crazy,” Savannah said. She smiled. “But what a perfect place for you and your cats.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” Sir Roscoe said. “Well, it takes a unique family to live here. There are hazards for the elderly, for example and even for little children.” He looked at Alicia. “You say you lived here as a child?”

“Yes, for a brief period. I don’t remember it all that well. Although,” she said thoughtfully, “as I stand here and look around and listen to you, I’m having some weird sort of maybe flashbacks. Some of this is slightly familiar and I don’t know if it’s because I remember being here or maybe it’s because my dad told me things and that’s what I’m remembering.” She shook her head. “Anyway, it’s weird.” She looked at Sir Roscoe. “Could we look around in the yard?”

“Sure,” he said. “There are some anomalies out there, too, as you’ll see. Some you might not notice. Let me finish up with the cats and I’ll meet you outside.”

By the time Sir Roscoe joined the women, they were already tittering at what they’d seen.

“Do you remember it?” he asked Alicia.

“There’s something familiar here, but more a feeling than actually recognizing anything.” She looked at Rags. “He showed us a couple of interesting things.”

“Yeah,” Savannah said, pointing, “including that crude jungle gym apparatus in the stand of banana plants, or whatever they are. The cats should love that.”

“Yes, they do. I bring them out on leashes sometimes to play. And did you see the old fountain?” he asked.

“No,” Savannah said. “Where is that?”

Sir Roscoe took the lead. “Follow me. It isn’t working now, but you can see it’s quite ornate and was probably a real focal point at one time.” He motioned with one arm. “Can you just see water cascading down all these levels? It’s large enough you could even keep ornamental fish in the bottom bowl.” When Rags jumped up into the fountain and began pawing at the cement, he said, “Yup, looks like they had a problem with it at one time, doesn’t it, Rags? They had to cut a piece of cement out—maybe to make repairs on the pump or something.” He petted Rags. “They didn’t do a very good job of repairing the hole, did they?”

Both Savannah and Alicia leaned over to examine what Rags was so interested in.

“The repair doesn’t look recent, does it?” Savannah asked.

Sir Roscoe shook his head. “Oh, no. This fountain hasn’t been operable for decades—maybe since that repair was attempted.” He looked out across the property. “Alicia, do you remember that old rope swing?”

She followed his gaze. “Kind of. Yeah, I think so.”

“Rags,” Savannah complained, “where are you going?”

“Straight to the forbidden,” Sir Roscoe said. He petted Rags and added, “That is one area where I won’t take my cats.”

“What’s out there?” Alicia asked.

Sir Roscoe nodded to the left. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

“Slow down, boy,” Savannah said, attempting to manage the cat on the leash. “No, Rags! Now just settle down.”

Alicia laughed. When Savannah looked at her she said, “That’s what Teddy says when Lily talks about Rags. ‘No, Rags!’”

Savannah smiled knowingly. “Oh yes, that was one of his first phrases.”

“I can see why,” Alicia quipped. She then asked, “So Savannah, what do you think he’s interested in now? Shall we follow him?”

“Let’s do,” Savannah said. “It appears he wants to go in the same direction Sir Roscoe is taking us. He just wants to get there faster.”

“Oh yes, the gully-ditch,” Alicia said as they drew closer to the rope swing. “Someone hung the swing on this tree next to the gully-ditch for the thrill of swinging out over it, I guess. But this was off-limits to me because of the danger. To this day I’m afraid of heights and wild carnival rides.” She shuddered. “I can’t even ride the Ferris wheel without feeling queasy.”

Sir Roscoe laughed. “I should cut this swing down. I’m sure it would be a curiosity for any youngsters who might be in the area.” He pointed. “But see how frayed the rope is in some places? It’s dangerous. I’m going to speak with the landlord about removing it.”

“You don’t want to make it part of your circus act, huh?” Savannah quipped.

He laughed, then said, “No, but your cat there seems interested in it. Iris told me that he’s a rather unusual cat. It looks as though he’d like to go for a swing.”

Savannah pulled Rags back. “Not without a parachute.”

Alicia watched Rags for a moment and asked, “What do you think he’s doing? Is he trying to show us a clue? I mean, look at him checking out that swing.”

“Well, I don’t know why he’d be interested in a swing,” Savannah said. When he trotted back in the direction of the house, she threw one hand in the air. “Well, there he goes again. Now what, Rags?”

“Back to the fountain,” Alicia said.

“Let’s watch him,” Savannah suggested. After following him around for several minutes, she said, “Yup, it’s the fountain.”

Sir Roscoe cocked his head. “Is there anything in particular you ladies are looking for? You seem to be looking for something.”

Savannah nodded. “Yes, maybe.”

Alicia added, “But we don’t know what it is.” She asked, “Have you or your cats, by any chance, found something unusual hidden anywhere around here?”

Sir Roscoe frowned. “Like what?” He smiled. “Did you lose a dolly as a child or a stuffed teddy bear?”

“Maybe more like a stash of money,” Savannah suggested.

“What?” he exclaimed.

Alicia nodded. “Yeah, or some sort of incriminating evidence of a crime, perhaps.”

Sir Roscoe shook his head slowly. “No. Sure haven’t seen anything like that. Why?”

When Savannah started to speak, Alicia jumped in, saying, “I’m studying for a test in my criminal behavior class and…um…well, someone said they planted a clue and I thought it might be here somewhere.”

“On private property?” Sir Roscoe questioned.

“You haven’t lived here long, have you?” Alicia asked. “It was probably hidden while it was vacant or they thought it was vacant. I don’t know. But if you find anything, would you let Savannah know, please?”

“Sure,” he said. His face lit up. “Say, that might be fun finding a clue to a crime even if it is fake. Yeah, I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

“Thank you,” Alicia said, smiling widely.

****

“He’s an interesting man,” Alicia said once the two women had returned to the car with Rags, “and what a fascinating place.”

Savannah nodded. “I could explore here all day.” She asked, “So is there any other place we should visit—I mean where you and your dad lived over the years? Do you think if he hid something that it would have been here in Hammond or maybe where you lived in Stratton or Mason?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. If it was something important that he hid from or for
 someone, he might have kept it with him everywhere we lived. And his last place of residence was next door to you—you know, where your aunt lives now.”

“Right,” Savannah agreed. “Like I told you yesterday, my uncle believes someone may have been snooping around his place recently. Now was it someone looking for something or just a vagrant getting in out of the rain?” She was quiet for a moment, then shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine that someone looking for shelter would wind up out in our neighborhood—even harder to imagine he’d go to the trouble of finding that secret room. I’d think he’d sooner take shelter in the cat room. Max keeps it fairly warm in there for the kitties.”

“Secret room?” Alicia asked.

“Yes. Max didn’t even know about the room your dad rented when he bought the place. They evidently just never noticed it until we went on a hunt for some escaped kittens and stumbled across an opening to the basement room. We had to remove a big shrub to get inside. That’s when Rags found the stuff that led to us reuniting you with your family.”

“What a blessed day,” Alicia said.

Savannah smiled. “Well, I’m wondering now if whoever was on Max’s property the other night might be the same one who left those notes for you—that RJ person who’s looking for something.”

Alicia shrugged. “Could be. So he knows Dad’s last address, huh?”

“Possibly,” Savannah said, “and he knows your parents’ current address.” She looked at Alicia. “Is that where you were parked when the note appeared on your windshield?”

“Yes, Mom’s and Dad’s. I was helping out with the children that day and found it when I got in my car to go home.” Alicia thought for a moment. “So he must know my parents’ names. How can that be?” She closed her eyes. “Oh, I’m so confused and scared. I just wish I knew who this person is and what’s going on.” She faced Savannah. “Maybe we’d better look around your aunt’s place. Would that be okay?”

“I’m sure it would. Let’s go check with Max. When did your father move in there, do you know?”

“While I was in college, so around fifteen years ago. He died not too long after that.”

When the two women and the cat arrived at Max’s home a few minutes later, Savannah introduced Alicia to Max and explained, “We think we know why someone was snooping around here the other night. They’re looking for something.”

“What?” Max asked.

“We don’t know, but it could be something Alicia’s…um kidnapper—you know, the man who took her and raised her—hid for someone. Remember, this was the last place he lived.”

Max ran his hand through his hair. “Well, I hope that fellow isn’t coming back with heavy equipment to dig up my whole yard or something.” He added, “I mean, what’s he looking for? Is it a classic car preserved in an underground garage, a stash of money or something as tiny as a pouch of diamonds or gold? If we knew what we were looking for we’d have a better idea of where to look.”

“We don’t have a clue as to what it is or where it is,” Savannah said. She looked at Alicia. “It could be hidden away in a storage unit someplace.”

Alicia nodded. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sheridan. I wish I knew where to look so I can stop bothering people and go back to living my life without all this stress.”

When Alicia began to choke up, Savannah comforted her and explained to Max, “There have been threats. Whoever’s looking for this thing is threatening her and her family. Obviously he thinks she knows where it is.”

“Criminy,” Max mumbled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like I was blaming you.”

“It’s okay,” Alicia said. She frowned and looked off in the distance. “What’s your cat doing?”

“Oh,” Savannah said when she saw Rags sniffing around a shrub.

“I didn’t know you could trust him like that,” Alicia said. “I mean without holding onto his leash.”

Savannah walked closer to Rags and picked up the end of the leash. “Well, he kind of knows his way around here.” She asked the cat, “What did you find, boy?”

Alicia pointed. “Is that where my dad lived when he died?”

“As I understand it, yes.” Max asked, “Haven’t you seen the place before?”

“No. I was in college and he didn’t want me to come around.” She tilted her head. “You know that’s strange in and of itself. Over all the years he took care of me, he never once tried to keep me away from him. I wonder why all of a sudden he did that.”

“He was ill, wasn’t he?” Savannah confirmed. “He probably didn’t want you to see him that way or to distract you from your college studies.” Savannah smiled. “He sounds like a caring man.”

“Do you want to see where he lived?” Max asked. “We just use it for storage.”

“Sure.” Alicia perked up. “I have a drawing of the place. He drew pictures in his journal.”

“Wait!” Savannah said. “He kept a journal?”

“Of sorts, yes. It’s not very insightful. He wasn’t what you’d consider an insightful man.”

“Alicia,” Savannah said, “have you read the journal—you know, to see if he wrote anything about hiding something for RJ? Does he mention anyone named RJ?”

“Oh!” Alicia said. “Gosh, I don’t remember. I haven’t actually read the whole thing. I looked at his drawings—he was a pretty good artist. And I read little bits that he wrote about me—my first day of school and all.” She grinned. “I got the impression that he wrote this to show the authorities that he was doing the right thing by me—you know making sure I got an education and a religious upbringing.”

“The authorities?” Savannah questioned.

She nodded. “Looking back on things now I imagine he was afraid they would catch up with him at some point.”

Savannah asked, “You say he took you to church?”

“Oh yes. We didn’t go out in public much and a lot of my schooling was private tutoring, but we did go to church.” She laughed. “And now I know why he always dressed me in those big brimmed bonnets. I guess he didn’t want to risk anyone in the congregation recognizing me, which wouldn’t have been a problem in most cases, but since I had a twin sister, people knowing her would surely see the resemblance.” She took a deep breath. “Gosh, all that seems so odd now, but then I just wanted to do whatever my daddy told me to do. I was relatively happy growing up.”

“Rags,” Savannah complained, “what are you doing, now?”

“Looks like he’s digging for treasure,” Max said, laughing. He stopped laughing abruptly and looked more solemnly at Savannah, then Alicia. “Do you suppose…?”

“Got a shovel?” Savannah asked. “If you don’t mind, we might as well follow his lead.”

However, almost an hour later, the trio sat looking at three empty holes—one which Rags helped to dig. When the cat made himself comfortable in one of the holes, Savannah smirked at him. “Rags, you’re useless sometimes. Look at you laying down on the job.”

Alicia laughed. “Yeah, he’s enjoying that soft dry dirt. “Taking a nap, boy?”

“There he goes digging again,” Max said. “He keeps digging in that one hole. I wonder…”

Savannah shook her head. “That’s one thing about Rags—he’s not exactly consistent and you can’t always read his intentions.” She chuckled. “In fact he doesn’t always have intentions. Sometimes he’s strictly off the wall.” She squinted down at the cat. “Wait. What’s that?”

“What?” Alicia asked eagerly. “Do you see something?”

“I thought I did,” Savannah said. She picked up Rags and pointed. “Max, move the dirt in the top corner of that hole there. I think I saw something.”

“A tree root?” Max asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. Can you check it out?” She cringed. “Just in case.”

“Well, let’s see what we’ve got here,” Max said, jamming the shovel into the hole to loosen the dirt, then scooping it out. He repeated the process when suddenly, they heard a clunk. Max lifted the shovel and looked apprehensively at the two women, who moved closer to where he worked.

“Do you see anything?” Alicia asked, peering into the hole.

Max gently worked the shovel around the area, then clunked it against something solid twice more. “There’s something here. That’s for sure.”

“Oh, my gosh, Rags,” Savannah said, “maybe you’ve found it. Maybe Alicia’s nightmare’s over.” When Alicia quivered eagerly, Savannah said, “You can go back to living your life in peace.”

“I sure hope so.” Alicia focused on the hole while Max worked.

After moving a few more shovelfuls, Max picked up a hand trowel and began scraping dirt away from the object. Soon he picked up something and examined it. “I think it’s an old oil can.” He looked at Rags and joked, “Maybe fish oil.” As the women watched quietly, Max continued digging, but discovered only a few more cans and pieces of glass. He sat back on his haunches. “Ladies, I think what Rags has led us to today is the original old dump on this property.”

Savannah and Alicia rolled their eyes at one another. Savannah was first to speak. “I’m sorry, guys. Like I said, we never know where Rags is going to lead us.” She looked at her watch. “Max, let me help you fill in these holes, then I’d better get home to my family.” She looked at Alicia. “I imagine you’re needed at home, too.”

Alicia nodded. “A dump, huh?” she remarked, pushing dirt into one of the holes with her foot.

“Leave that one open,” Max insisted. “I might want to dig further and look at some of that neat stuff. I used to enjoy visiting the city dump with my dad when I was a kid and heck, I might find some things to sell on eBay.”

Savannah smirked playfully at her uncle. “Shall I leave Rags here to help you with that?”

“Sure,” he joked.

On the way home, Savannah asked, “So, Alicia, will you spend more time with your father’s journal? I think you should.”

“I sure will, with a fine-toothed comb. Just maybe there’s a clue in there.” She faced Savannah. “Wouldn’t it be funny if this thing actually is buried in an old dump? Maybe we were closer today than we know.”

Savannah glanced at her a few times while driving, finally saying, “It would help if we had an idea what we are looking for.”

“That’s what I aim to find out tonight in the journal—what it is and where it is.” She looked at Savannah. “I appreciate you going with me today. I have a little bit more hope.”



Chapter Three


 

“They’re here,” Savannah called out later Saturday afternoon.

Michael met her at the front door with Teddy in his arms, and they squeezed through together. “Buddy!” he shouted when Adam ran to him. He dropped to one knee, and wrapped his free arm around his older son, who hugged him back.

Adam smiled. “Hi, Teddy,” he said, squeezing the baby’s arm affectionately. When the toddler pulled away, he said, “Hey, it’s your brother. I’m Adam, your brother. Don’t you remember me?” Adam made a face. “Remember me making faces at you on FaceTime yesterday?”

Teddy simply stared at him, fingers in his mouth.

“He just woke up,” Michael said. “He’ll be annoying you and wanting your attention soon enough.”

Adam laughed, then asked, “Where’s Lily?”

“Still napping,” Savannah said, opening her arms to the boy. She hugged him tightly. “So good to see you.”

“I know,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist.

“Who’s this young man?” Michael asked, upon seeing Simon exit the car.

“That’s Simon,” Adam said.

“Our boy,” Peter added, grinning widely. The two of them approached the Iveys. “Simon, say hello to one of my oldest and dearest friends, Michael Ivey.” He added, “We call him Dr. Mike.”

“You’re the animal doctor?” Simon asked.

“So they tell me,” Michael joked, offering his hand.

“Hi, Simon,” Savannah said, reaching for a hug.

The boy hung back, however, saying, “Hi. I like your place. Do you have a horse?”

“Two horses,” Adam said. “She has two horses.”

Savannah squeezed Simon’s shoulder. “Hey, where are your little bird friends? Did you bring them?”

“No, we left them home,” Simon said. “Rochelle and Mr. Peter said you have enough animals already.”

Rochelle joined the group and warmly greeted Savannah, Michael, and Teddy.

“Did you have a good trip?” Savannah asked.

“Great.” Rochelle draped one arm across Adam’s shoulders. “These boys are very entertaining.”

Adam laughed. “Yeah, and guess who won the trivia game?”

“I came in second,” Simon announced.

“Oh, so, Peter, you aren’t as smart as a fifth-grader, right?” Michael teased.

“No,” Peter said, “but I intend studying up on some of those questions they asked. I’ll get books on German history, weather terms, the habits of octopi…”

Simon laughed and corrected, “Octopuses. Remember we learned that on your phone?”

Peter nodded. “Yes, and English. I need a refresher course in English.”

Savannah and Michael laughed. She reached for Teddy. “Here, let me take him, and you can help with their luggage.”

“Sure,” Michael said. He called out to the boys as they started to walk away. “Hey, want to bring in your bags?”

“Okay,” Adam said. “Come on, Simon. Get your bag and I’ll show you my room. I have my own room here. Dad,” he called, “can Simon stay in my room with me?”

“I think that’s the plan,” Michael confirmed.

****

After the guests had checked out their rooms, the boys approached Savannah in anticipation. Adam asked, “When can we go riding?”

She tousled his hair. “Eager beavers are you?” She looked at Simon. “Have you ever ridden a horse?”

He hesitated, then said, “Once, when I was pretty small. I was sitting on one of those plastic horses in front of the grocery store and I guess someone thought I wanted to go for a ride. They put a quarter in it without me knowing. That thing started bouncing all over the place, and I jumped off so fast.”

“You didn’t enjoy the ride?” Michael asked, chuckling.

“No, it wasn’t that. I just didn’t expect it to take off. I didn’t know anyone had put money in it. It surprised me and sometimes,” Simon said, “sometimes I just don’t like surprises.”

“Have you ridden a real horse?” Savannah asked.

He shook his head. “Not even a pony at the fair. It was always too expensive.”

“Well, how about we spend some time tomorrow morning getting to know the horses and learning a few safety rules. Then maybe we can go for a ride.”

When Simon appeared disappointed, she said, “You can help me feed them tonight.”

“Cool!” Simon shouted.

“Not really,” Adam said. “I mean, feeding them is okay, but not as much fun as going for a ride with Savannah.”

“Thanks, Adam,” Savannah said. “We do have fun, don’t we?” She glanced at the others who were seated in the living room with mugs of hot coffee, then said to the boys, “But horses aren’t all fun and games.”

“I know,” Adam said. “If you want the horse to take care of you, you have to take care of the horse.”

“Right!” Savannah complimented.

“Well, feeding horses sounds fun to me,” Simon said.

“What about cleaning up horse poop?” Adam teased.

Simon frowned. He looked at Savannah. “You have to clean up their poop? Ewww.”

“Somebody’s got to do it,” Rochelle said, joining the others, “like we do with the parrots.”

Just then Savannah’s phone rang. She saw that it was Alicia and winced. “I’m sorry, I really should take this.”

Rochelle smiled. “Of course, kiddo. Life goes on even when you have guests. Go ahead. The boys and I’ll entertain Teddy.”

“I’m sorry to take so long,” Savannah said when she returned several minutes later.

“What is it, Savannah?” Rochelle asked. “You seem disturbed. Is your mother okay? She’ll be home this weekend from her vacation, right?”

“Yes she will. No, that was a friend of mine, Alicia…”

“The twin who was kidnapped as a toddler?” Rochelle asked.

Savannah looked stunned. “You remember that?”

“Oh, yes,” Rochelle said. “I thought it was an amazing story. Things like that fascinate me. How’s she doing?”

Before Savannah could respond, the two boys approached her, and Adam asked, “Can we go out and see the horses?”

She nodded. “Sure. Remember the safety rules.”

“I will,” he called as he and Simon bounded into the kitchen and out the side door.

She smiled, then continued her discussion with Rochelle. “To answer your question, things were going along wonderfully for Alicia, although the family bonding seems to be taking a little longer than she expected.”

“Well, yes. She has the twin sister who’s deeply embedded in the family,” Rochelle explained, “and she just walks in cold like that. She can’t expect to start up where they left off thirty years ago. Neither can her parents or her sister. Relationships take time.”

“Oh, she and her sister have a great relationship,” Savannah said. “It’s as if they were never separated. Things are good with her father, too, but it’s been a little difficult for her and her mother. They had some counseling. I think they’re doing better; however things still get a little complicated for them sometimes. But no, that isn’t the problem now.”

“Oh? What’s going on?” Rochelle asked. “Can you talk about it?”

“Yes, Alicia’s getting threatening letters from someone saying he wants something that her father evidently kept for him.”

“Her father?”

“Well, the man who raised her,” Savannah clarified. “Of course, he has died and this guy or woman seems to think Alicia knows something about it—you know, the object, and whoever it is seems to want it back in the worst way. This person is even threatening Alicia and her family. So yes, I’m pretty upset about it. I’ve been trying to help or at least support Alicia.”

“Alicia doesn’t know who this is?” Rochelle asked.

Savannah shook her head. “No, but this morning when we were together she mentioned her father’s journal and I suggested she read it to see if she could find any clues about what he might have hidden or who this person is.”

“She hadn’t read his journal?” Rochelle asked. “I wonder why?”

“Up until today I guess she’d only thumbed through it.”

“But she has read it now?”

Savannah nodded. “Yes, and she’s still confused and in the dark about whoever it is making demands on her and what exactly they want.”

Rochelle was quiet for a moment, then asked, “Has she tried hypnosis?” When Savannah hesitated, she explained, “She may know something, but has forgotten or suppressed it or was too young to really assimilate something she heard or saw. Hypnosis might help to release memories she doesn’t even know she has.”

Savannah brightened. “Do you think so?”

“Sure. It’s possible. How dire is this situation?”

“It’s hard to tell, but this guy—we both think it’s a man—is making awful threats. He sounds like a bad dude.”

“Hmmm, so time is of the essence,” Rochelle muttered.

Savannah nodded. “Could be.”

“I’d be glad to work with her—you know, use hypnosis if she’s open to it.”

“That’s right, you used to do a lot of that type of work, didn’t you?” Savannah grinned. “Have you come out of retirement?”

Rochelle sighed. “Unfortunately, being psychic is not something you can retire from. It’s just there and it’s almost impossible for me to ignore my…shall we call it a gift?” Rochelle continued, “I’d be happy to help her get the information she needs if, indeed, it’s something she’s repressed for some reason.” She thought for a moment, then suggested. “How about we see if she’s available and willing this evening? Do we have any plans?”

“No, not really,” Savannah said. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“I’d love to be of some help if I can. Sure. Call her and see what she says.”

****

After dinner, Rochelle and Savannah drove the almost five miles to Alicia’s home. Alicia greeted them, saying, “I really appreciate this, but I have to say I’m a little nervous. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

Rochelle smiled. “Most people are at first, but I think you’ll find it to be relaxing—hopefully with the results you’re after.”

Savannah looked around. “Where are Mark and Crissy?”

“Mark has a class tonight. He thinks he wants to get his realtor’s license.”

“So both of you are studying these days?” Savannah asked. “You’re ambitious.”

“Well, when you have a family to support and you want a decent future even though you don’t have a college education, you have to play catch up.”

“I thought you went to college,” Savannah said.

“Yes. Thankfully, I did, but Mark didn’t have that opportunity.”

“Well, good for you both,” Savannah said.

Alicia nodded and added, “Crissy’s having a sleepover with Bradley. Jenna has been entertaining her all day, which is why I was able to get through the journal so quickly.”

Savannah smiled. “It’s nice to have family around to help out, isn’t it?” Without waiting for Alicia’s response, she asked, “Rochelle, where would you like Alicia,” she grinned self-consciously, “and me?”

Alicia put her hand on Savannah’s arm. “I want you to stay with me.” She asked Rochelle, “Can we do it here in the living room?” As an afterthought, she asked, “What, exactly, should I expect?”

Rochelle smiled and suggested that Alicia lie down on the corduroy sofa. She pulled an ottoman closer, sat down, and said, “I’d like to start by asking you a few questions. As I understand it, someone believes that your father was safekeeping something for him and you don’t have any conscious knowledge of it. But from what Savannah tells me, there’s the possibility that you saw or heard something as a child that maybe you’re blocking or you were too young to remember.”

“Yes, that’s pretty much it,” Alicia agreed.

“Okay. Well, I told Savannah that if this is the case, hypnosis might help you get to the truth in the matter.”

“Was there any mention of this in your father’s journal?” Savannah asked.

Alicia frowned as if in thought. “Not really. There were a couple of things in there that sort of tugged at me—know what I mean? They could have been tiny clues or hints, but I didn’t have any big revelations about anything that could be related to my father having kept something hidden from me.” She sputtered, “Well…I mean he wasn’t hiding it from me, but from…um the authorities, maybe. No, I don’t know.” She raised her eyebrows. “There was reference to someone named Ron, so maybe that’s RJ.” She faced Rochelle. “That’s how the letters I’ve received are signed—RJ.”

Rochelle nodded.

“In what context was Ron mentioned?” Savannah asked.

Alicia shrugged. “Just in passing—nothing specific only…”

“Only?” Rochelle questioned.

“Only I got the idea that Ron was an integral part of Dad’s life, which was surprising since I never heard of him or met him, that I know of.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Dad didn’t have many friends. We were never friendly with neighbors. I mean, we weren’t rude, just didn’t socialize. So to have him name someone in his journal like he did Ron…well, it was interesting to me.” She shook her head. “I guess he could have been a coworker, but it seemed as though he was someone Dad had a history with.”

“Interesting,” Rochelle said. “Do you know the time period when that name was coming up in his journal?”

“Oh!” Alicia yelped. “Yes, actually, because I realized I was probably around four years old at the time. I checked the dates on those entries where Ron was mentioned to—you know, prime my memory. Yes, I was between four and five years old when Dad mentioned Ron in his journal.”

“Well, shall we get started and see what your subconscious mind remembers?”

“Is that what hypnosis is?” Alicia asked. “Getting in touch with the subconscious?”

“Pretty much,” Rochelle confirmed.

It took mere minutes for Alicia to relax, and Rochelle began by posing safe questions. After a short while, she said, “Alicia, I want you to remember back to when you were a child. Can you go back to when you were six years old? Look at yourself as a six year old. What are you doing?”

Alicia smiled. “I have a nice teacher named Jilly. She comes to my house and plays games with me. Oh,” she said as if surprised, “we’re going outside to bounce my big rubber ball.”

“Can you see yourself when you were five?”

“Yes.”

“What do you see? What are you doing?”

“My daddy’s pushing me on my swing.” She giggled, and spoke quietly. “Higher, Daddy, higher.”

After a moment, Rochelle said, “Alicia…”

Alicia interrupted. “I’m Mary. Daddy calls me Mary.”

Rochelle glanced at Savannah who nodded. “Of course, Mary. Do you remember your daddy’s friend—the one he called Ron?” When she saw Alicia scrunch up her face, she continued, “Do you know Ron? Did he come to visit?”

“No.” Alicia mumbled. “I don’t see him. It’s just me and Daddy.”

“Mary, you’re now four years old. I want you to look through your life as a four-year-old and try to remember someone named Ron.” When she saw Alicia tense up, she asked, “Mary, what’s happening? Is something upsetting you?”

“He hit Daddy. No!” she shouted. “No!” She began to cry.

“Who’s there with you and your father, Mary?” Rochelle asked gently. “Do you see who else is there with you and your father?”

“Ron,” she said, sobbing. “He’s mean. He’s trying to make Daddy promise.” Suddenly she screamed.

“What’s happening?” Rochelle asked.

“He grabbed me. He’s hurting me.” Alicia began to sob. “Daddy, Daddy.”

When Alicia relaxed, Rochelle asked, “What did your daddy do, Mary?”

“He took the package.”

“Package?” Rochelle questioned.

“It’s a bag with handles.”

“Do you know what’s in the bag?”

Alicia shook her head slowly.

“What happened when your daddy took the package?” Rochelle asked.

“Ron went away.”

“Did you ever see him after that?”

Alicia shook her head again.

“Mary, what did your daddy do with the package?”

She scrunched up her face, thinking. “I don’t know.”

“Did you ever see that package again?”

She thought, then said brightly, “Yes.”

“When and where did you see it again, Mary?”

“Once when we were getting ready to move.”

“How old were you then, Mary? Can you tell me where you lived when you saw the package again and where you were moving to?”

“I was eight and we moved to a farmhouse.” She smiled. “I loved that farmhouse.” She then frowned. “I asked Daddy what that was in the bag with handles and he said it was nothing I’d be interested in. I guess I forgot about it after that. But I know it went with us to the farmhouse.”

“Mary, did you see where your dad put that package when you moved to the farmhouse?”

Alicia shook her head. Then looked pensive.

“Are you remembering something?” Rochelle asked.

“I think it’s still there,” she said.

“The package?” Rochelle asked.

Alicia nodded. “Yes.”

“Go to the day when you moved to the farmhouse. How old are you?”

“Eight years old.” She smiled. “Dad gave me a puppy of my own.”

“Where was this farmhouse, Mary?”

“Stratton. We lived in a small house on the property. Daddy knew the owner and he let us live there for a while. I think that’s where he left it.”

“How old were you when you moved from that small house on the property, Mary? Go to the day you moved out of that house.”

“Dad wasn’t well. We had to move closer to hospitals. I was fifteen.” She was quiet for a few moments, then she squeezed her eyes more tightly closed and squirmed a little. “I see him giving something to Mr. Bart…”

“Who’s Mr. Bart?” Rochelle asked.

“The man who lives in the big house.” Alicia suddenly relaxed against the sofa cushions. “Yes, I think he gave it to him and I never saw that package again.”

“Okay, Alicia,” Rochelle said, “I’m going to count down from five. At zero, you will wake up remembering everything you experienced. Slowly now, five… four… three… two… one… and zero. You’re wide awake, Alicia.”

“Wow!” Alicia said. She sat up and looked around. She rubbed her eyes. “That was a trip. Gosh, kind of bittersweet.” She took a deep breath and blew it out, then focused on Rochelle. “I saw that package.”

“Yes, you did.”

Savannah moved closer. “Do you suppose that’s what RJ is after?”

“Could be,” Rochelle said.

Savannah smiled and rubbed Alicia’s arm. “Good job, girl.”

“Yeah, easy for you to say,” Alicia quipped. “That was quite a stroll down memory lane.” She giggled. “To recall when I was four years old—that was a surprise.” She looked at Rochelle. “It was so vivid—most of it. Some was vague, but now I’m pretty sure I know what RJ is looking for, and where it might be.”

“You know what it is?” Savannah asked.

Alicia shook her head. “No, just what the package looks like—a canvas or maybe leather bag with handles.”

Savannah looked her in the eyes. “Alicia, I’d like to get Craig Sledge involved. You remember him; he’s our detective friend.”

“Yes, I know who he is.”

“Well, I think he might be able to find out who this RJ or Ron is and stop him before he hurts someone. I mean, you still don’t know exactly where that package is and you don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

Alicia nodded. “Yeah, and I’d rather not have any face-to-face encounters with Ron or RJ.” She shuddered. “As I’m starting to recall, he was pretty scary.”

****

“Hi, Craig,” Savannah said into her phone a little while later. “I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

“Why are you calling so late?” the detective asked. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, pretty much; at least with our family. But I have a concern and a question regarding a friend.”

“What is it now, Savannah?” Craig griped.

“Do you remember the twin who was kidnapped when she was a baby and reunited a few years ago with her family here in Hammond?”

“Yes. Barbara and Allan Bryant’s daughter. What about her?”

“Well, she’s getting some threats. Someone seems to think she has something of his, and he wants it back.”

“And she doesn’t know who this is?”

“His name’s RJ or Ron. It appears that he was a friend or maybe a relative of the man who kidnapped and raised her. Apparently, he gave Alicia’s father…um…kidnapper, Mr. Mullen something to hold for him and now he’s coming around threatening her because he wants it back. She doesn’t know what it is or where it is and she’s scared. I just wondered if you might know of someone named Ron or RJ possibly with the last name Mullen—you know, as someone who has caused trouble before. Is it familiar?”

“Not off-hand, and that doesn’t give me much to go on, but I’ll see what I can find out. So you believe your friend is in danger?” he asked.

“She sure could be.”

“And you don’t know what this guy’s after?”

“No,” Savannah assured him. “It’s apparently something he left with Alicia’s father probably when she was around four years old.”

“How long ago was that?”

“About thirty years.”

Craig let out a sigh. “Savannah, you’ve given me some difficult assignments, but this one…holy crap, you say thirty years? And you have nothing else to go on?”

“I gave you a name, initials, and a timeframe. Can’t you work with that?”

“Well, let’s see what I can come up with.”

“Oh,” Savannah said, “and under hypnosis, Alicia said…”

“Hypnosis?” he carped. “Don’t tell me this is some hallucination she’s had. I’m not chasing after any hallucinations.”

“Wait, she lived in a house on some farm property—like maybe twenty-five years ago and she recalled her father leaving whatever was in that package with the landowner. She called him Mr. Bart. I think I know about where he lives or lived. It’s between Hammond and Stratton out on the river road. The mailbox looks like a little barn. Know where I mean?”

“Yeah, I think so. Sounds like Harry Barston’s place. He’s a cranky old guy. I’ve had to go out there a couple of times to keep him from shooting what he thought were trespassers. They were actually Fish and Game people checking for fishing licenses along the river.”

“Sounds like a lovely man,” Savannah said sarcastically.

“Yeah. Hey, let me see what I can find out and I’ll get back to you, okay?”

“Thank you, Craig. I really appreciate it.”

****

The following morning Michael walked into the kitchen and interrupted several lively conversations by shouting, “Hey!” Everyone looked up and he said, “I want to know something.”

A couple of people asked, “What?”

He frowned. “Is anyone listening?”

“To what?” Adam asked.

“To each other.” When the others looked confused, Michael said, “It seems like everyone’s talking and no one’s listening.” He chuckled when the din in the room lessened. “Now that’s better?”

“What?” Adam asked.

“The quiet. Do you hear it?”

“Hear what?” Simon asked.

“The silence.”

“Oh, Dad…” Adam started.

Michael interrupted. “While I have you all here, I have something to say. Do you know what today is?”

“Horse riding day!” Simon shouted. He looked at Savannah. “We’re going to ride the horses today, aren’t we?”

She smiled and nodded.

“Okay,” Michael said. “It’s also the day before the day that we’re going camping.”

“Yay!” Adam cheered.

Simon joined Adam. “Yay!” he said, jumping up and down.

Spurred on by the boys, Lily clapped her hands and shouted, “Yay!”

“And do you know what that means?” Michael asked.

“What what means?” Adam asked.

“Yeah,” Simon said.

Michael sighed dramatically and explained slowly, “We’re going camping. What does that mean?”

“It means fishing!” Simon shouted.

“Yeah, fishing,” Adam repeated.

Michael looked at Lily who stared back through big blue eyes. He winked at Peter and Rochelle. “And….” He prompted.

“Hiking?” Adam called out.

“S’mores,” Rochelle said, quietly.

“What’s that?” Simon asked, scrunching up his face.

“A wonderful campfire treat made from marshmallows, chocolate, and graham crackers.”

“Roasted and melted and all gooey,” Savannah added.

“Wow!” Simon cheered.

“Okay, work with me, gang,” Michael said. “What else does camping mean?”

“Sleeping under the stars,” Peter suggested.

Rochelle was quick to say, “I thought we rented a cabin.”

“But we can sleep outside if we want to,” Peter reminded her.

“Okay, you’ve all listed most of the fun things, what else does it mean when you’re planning a camping trip?” Michael asked.

“Um, what, Dad?” Adam asked.

“Packing, cleaning our camping equipment, loading the trailer, making lists and gathering the things we need like groceries and firewood.” Michael focused on the two boys. “And do you know whose job that is?”

“The adults?” Adam asked, hesitantly.

“Mommy’s,” Lily chirped.

“No,” Michael said.

“No?” Simon asked, looking around at everyone. “Whose, then?”

“All of ours,” Michael announced.

“Oh, Dad,” Adam complained, “we’re going horseback riding. Someone has to exercise the horses.”

Simon nudged Adam. “Good one.”

“Uh-oh,” Michael responded. “Are you saying you won’t have time to help with the work because you’re going off to play all day? Gee, guys, I guess you’d better not go riding then.”

“No, Dad. We already planned it.”

“Yeah, that’s not fair, Mr. Michael,” Simon chimed.

“Is it fair for just one or two people to do all the work so everyone can have fun?” Peter asked.

“Um…” Adam stalled.

“Nope,” Michael said. “In order to make this camping trip fun for everyone, we all have to pitch in and help.” He held up a piece of paper. “I’ve made a chart.”

“Not a chart,” Adam complained. “Mom and my other dad make charts for me and Rose all the time.”

Michael smiled. “Good, so you know how it works.”

“Okay, what do we have to do?” Adam asked, blowing out an impatient sigh.

“Well, I figure the women can do the meal planning and grocery shopping. Okay, gals?”

Savannah and Rochelle nodded, and Rochelle said, “If anyone has a request, just let us know. That’s a good way you all can help. Simon, I know you have some favorite foods. Adam, I’m sure you do, too.”

“S’mores,” Peter called out.

Everyone laughed.

“Popsicles,” Lily chirped, “and cookies.”

“Got it,” Savannah said.

“So what else do we have to do?” Adam asked.

“Here, you boys look over this list and tell me which tasks you’d like to help with. We’ll team up—some things you boys can do together, other things you can do with either me or Peter. Sound good?”

“If we hafta,” Simon said.

Adam elbowed his friend, saying, “Hey, you want to go riding don’t you?”

“Oh,” Simon said more excitedly, “yeah, sure. I’ll help.”

Michael smiled. “Okay. Let’s go over the list together.”

****

“Was that so bad?” Peter asked the boys two hours later. He motioned toward the trailer. “The packing’s just about finished, and we still have the rest of the day to do something fun.”

“Like ride the horses?” Simon asked.

“Yeah, good job, boys,” Michael said, raising both hands and inviting a high five from each of them. “All we will have to do tomorrow morning before we leave is load up our overnight bags and the food.”

“That didn’t take as long as I thought,” Adam admitted.

“Well, sure,” Michael said, “because everyone helped.”

Simon was quiet for a moment, then said, “But when we get to the cabin what happens? I mean, now we have to unload it all, right?”

Michael smiled and said in a singsong manner, “That’s right.”

Simon leaned on Adam as if he were exhausted. “This camping thing is starting to sound like a lot of work.”

Peter patted the boy on the back. “Welcome to the real world, kid.”

“Ready?” Savannah asked, joining the others in the kitchen.

“Ready for what?” Adam asked. He slumped. “We don’t have to go grocery shopping with you, do we?”

She chuckled. “No. Rochelle and I took care of that already. Now I’m ready to go riding. Bonnie will be here in a few minutes to pick up Peaches and Gypsy. Why don’t you kids go get ready, then you can help me load the saddles and stuff.”

“More work?” Simon complained.

Peter grinned at the boy and instructed, “Go get ready, will ya?”

“Simon doesn’t have cowboy boots,” Adam announced minutes later.

“I don’t need them,” Simon insisted.

“Well, Simon,” Savannah said, “Western boots are made to be worn when riding a Western saddle, and I’m pretty sure we can borrow some boots if you’d like to.”

“Where?” Adam asked.

“Bonnie keeps a supply of boots in all sizes for her students. It’s likely she has Simon’s size.”

Simon wrinkled his nose. “Who’s Bonnie?”

“You’ll meet her in a few minutes,” Savannah said. She flicked the brim of his straw hat. “I like your hat.”

Peter grinned. “Yeah, we found it at an outlet store. Simon liked it and it fit, so…”

“Good choice,” Savannah said. She added, “Here’s the deal, guys, Bonnie’s coming to get the horses in her trailer and we’ll follow her over and ride at the Teague Ranch.”

“Awww,” Adam complained. “In the corral? Can’t we go on a trail?”

“Yeah, probably,” Savannah assured him. “But we only have enough horses here for two of us.”

“You can walk,” Adam said straight-faced.

When the others laughed, Savannah said, “Thanks a lot, buddy.”

He hastily tried to backtrack. “Well, um…I mean…”

“I know what you mean. No, I’m not walking. No one’s walking, unless they want to. But there are five of us going, so we need more than just my two horses. Bonnie has horses we can use, including Wilson, who I think would be a good horse for Simon, don’t you, Adam?”

The boy nodded. “Yeah, I used to ride Wilson a lot. He’s a rad horse.”

“Does he go fast like the horses in the movies?” Simon asked.

“Sure he does,” Savannah said. “All healthy horses can run, but I don’t think we’ll do any horse racing today. We’re just going to take a nice trail ride, that is as long as everyone seems comfortable on their horses.” She turned to Simon. “You’ve seen cowboys riding horses nice and slowly along the trail in movies, haven’t you?”

He nodded. “But it looks like a lot more fun when they’re running really fast to catch an outlaw.”

“So who’s going?” Adam asked.

Savannah poked him playfully in the chest. “You, Simon, me, Lily, and Rochelle. Lily will ride with me.”

“Can Rags go?” Adam asked eagerly.

“A cat on a horse?” Simon said, laughing.

More seriously, Adam said, “Yeah, Rags can ride a horse, can’t he, Savannah?”

She nodded. “He can, but no, Rags is not going today. We’ll have enough to do without having to deal with him and his shenanigans.”

Simon giggled and repeated, “Shenanigans.”

When Michael came into the room with Lily, Rochelle said, “Well, look at the cowgirl. You’re so cute in your little pink boots and fringy shirt.”

Lily hid behind Michael’s leg and stared out at the others.

“You are a big cowgirl, aren’t you, punkin?” Savannah said.

“Can I ride Peaches, Mommy?” the child asked, approaching her.

“Yes, you can ride Peaches with Mommy.”

“I’m riding Wilson,” Simon announced when Peter walked into the room.

“Cool,” Peter said. He asked Savannah, “Is Wilson safe?”

Savannah nodded. “We started Adam out on Wilson.”

“Who are you riding?” Peter asked, slipping his arm around Rochelle.

She smiled. “I haven’t been given my assignment yet.”

“I think you’ll like Gypsy,” Savannah said. “If Adam wants to ride Gypsy, you can ride…”

Adam interrupted with a guffaw, “Beulah.” He doubled over laughing.

“What’s wrong with Beulah?” Rochelle asked, wide-eyed.

Adam couldn’t speak for giggling, so Savannah explained, “Absolutely nothing. She’s a really nice mare. It’s just that her name tickles Adam’s funny bone.”

“Funny bone,” Simon said, also laughing.

Soon the two boys were both caught up in giggles and the others couldn’t contain their laughter either.

“Bonnie’s here,” Savannah announced, when she saw a truck and horse trailer rig pull into their yard. “I’m so glad the weather’s cooperating. It looks like it’ll be a nice day for riding. Do you kids have your cameras?”

“Oh, my camera!” Simon said, running down the hallway.

“Get mine, too!” Adam called.

“How do you work these?” Simon asked, when he returned.

“That’s a disposable camera,” Peter said. He demonstrated how to take a picture and advance the film. “When the film is spent,” he said, “you take the whole thing to the drug store and they’ll develop your pictures.”

“Well, that’s kind of a slow way to see your pictures, isn’t it?” Simon said.

Peter handed him the camera. Here, want to take a picture of all the cowboys and cowgirls?”

“Sure.”

“Let’s go out and load the horses and equipment,” Savannah said after posing with the others for Simon.

****

The riders were on their way to the Teague Stables in Savannah’s car when Adam said, “I wonder what will happen today.”

“What will happen?” Rochelle questioned.

“Yeah, something always happens when we go riding, right, Savannah?”

“Well…” she stalled.

“Like when we found that little boy who was lost,” Adam said, “and the time Rags followed us and…”

“No,” Savannah asserted, “something doesn’t happen every
 time we go riding, just once in a while. Not today. Today, we’ll have a lovely and uneventful ride.”

“That would be rad to find a lost kid or maybe a car over the side of the mountain or a dead guy…” Simon said. “I hope we find something interesting like that, don’t you, Rochelle?”

“No,” she said.

Savannah frowned. “Me neither.” When she realized the boys were sulking, she said, “Come on guys, what’s more fun than a pleasant ride together in the wilderness? No, let’s not have any problems—no falling off horses, no Rags, no lost children…”

“Amen,” Rochelle said.

“Do you know how to ride, Rochelle?” Adam asked. “I’ve never seen you ride a horse.”

“I know a little about horses,” she explained. “I rode when I was younger, but not on trails or anything like that—it was arena riding. There was a time when I thought I’d like to be a rodeo star.”

Simon laughed. “Really? You wanted to ride bucking broncos?”

“Oh, no. I dreamed of being part of a drill team, maybe ride into the rodeo carrying the flag.”

“Barrel racing?” Savannah asked.

Rochelle shook her head. “I was never good with speed. I’m more the cheerleader type.”

Savannah smiled at her friend, then announced, “Here we are. Is everyone ready?” She turned to face the children in the backseat and said calmly, “A nice pleasant, gentle ride, right?”

Adam laughed. “Exciting! Exciting!”

Simon also began chanting, “Exciting! Exciting!”

When Lily joined in, Savannah grinned and shook her head.



Chapter Four


 

The group had been riding along on a trail behind the Teague Ranch for about fifteen minutes when Simon asked, “Is this right, Savannah? Am I holding these strings—I mean, the reins—right?”

She smiled. “You’re doing great, Simon. You look like a real Old West cowboy. Want me to take your picture with your camera?”

“Yeah,” he said enthusiastically. “Me and Adam.”

Adam rode up next to Simon for the picture. When Savannah saw him glancing back down the trail, she asked, “Looking for something?”

Adam hesitated, then said, “I guess there’s no way Rags can find us up here, right?”

“Absolutely not,” Savannah insisted. “Rags won’t be following us today.”

“I’d sure like to see a cat ride a horse,” Simon said. “You don’t see that in cowboy movies. I saw a cowboy carry a dog on his horse and once a baby cow, but never a cat or a bird.” He turned in his saddle to look at Rochelle. “Hey, I wonder if Clayton…I mean Thor, would like to ride a horse. He could sit on the round thing here…”

Adam said, “That’s the horn.”

“Yeah,” Simon said, “or on my shoulder.”

Rochelle shook her head at the ideas her foster son was coming up with.

“Are you comfortable in the saddle, Simon?” Savannah asked a little while later. “How do you like Wilson?”

“I like him! He’s a fast walker. I like going fast. But he kind of bounces me around a little.”

“Yeah,” Savannah chuckled, “horses can give you a bumpy ride. It helps if you put some weight in your stirrups. Like we practiced in the workout ring before we started our ride.”

“Oh yeah,” Simon said, “stand in the stirrups.”

“Well, you probably don’t want to stand up for the whole ride, but yes, put a little weight in the stirrups, and that will help you to go with the flow of the horse more. Less bouncing.”

“Hey, that works pretty good,” he announced minutes later.

“That’s how I used to get sore from riding,” Rochelle said. “I’d try to distribute my weight like that and the muscles in my legs would be sore for days. Doesn’t that happen to you?”

Savannah shook her head. “Not if I ride often enough. But yeah, a long ride after not riding for a while does attack my thigh muscles.”

“That was fun!” Simon said over an hour later after following the other riders up an incline. “Wilson sort of leaped up the hill a couple of times.” He grinned from ear to ear. “Now we’ve had some excitement.”

Everyone laughed.

Adam agreed. “Going uphill is fun. I don’t like going downhill, though.” He turned in order to speak to Simon. “Once we went down a hill and the horse stumbled. Remember that, Savannah? I was riding Peaches and I almost flew off right over her head, but she jumped up real fast and I got my balance back.”

Rochelle smiled. “I’m glad you boys had some excitement.”

“Is anyone hungry?” Savannah asked. “Maybe we should take a break.” She gestured. “There’s a nice little area up here a ways where we can let the horses rest and we can eat our lunch.”

“Great!” Simon said. “What are we having?”

“Ham and cheese sandwiches, fruit, and oatmeal-raisin cookies.”

“Sounds good to me,” Adam agreed.

“Here it is,” Savannah said, moments later. She led the group into a meadow. “You stay put,” she said to Lily, as she slipped down from the saddle. “Hold on in case Peaches shakes or something.”

The child clutched the saddle. “Like this, Mommy?”

Savannah nodded. She removed the mare’s bridle and hung it on the saddle horn, then tied the lead rope to a section of fence that once marked a property boundary. She lifted Lily off the horse and pointed. “You sit over there on that log while I take the saddle off Peaches, okay, punkin?” She watched as the child did as she was told. “Good girl. Now you wait there. You can watch Mommy take off the saddle.” She glanced at the boys. “You two just stay put for a second, okay?”

Once Savannah had removed her mare’s saddle and pad, she glanced to make sure Lily was still a safe distance away from the horses and she approached the two boys. “Want to hop down?” she asked. She watched as Adam dismounted, then Simon.

“Hey, Simon, what are you doing?” Adam asked, watching him skitter away.

“I’m going to get some food,” he said.

“Uh-uh,” Rochelle said, removing Beulah’s bridle. “Not until you take care of your horse.”

Simon looked at her. “Huh? But I’m hungry now.”

Savannah chuckled. “I guess there’s something we forgot to explain to him during our lesson this morning.”

Rochelle nodded and started to lead Beulah to where Peaches was tied.

“Here,” Savannah said, reaching out to Rochelle, “I’ll take your mare if you want to help Simon.”

“Sure.”

When she saw that Adam had removed Gypsy’s bridle, Savannah instructed, “Here, hold Beulah and I’ll pull off Gypsy’s saddle. Do you think you can hold both horses?”

He nodded and noticed, “Beulah’s kinda sweaty under her saddle.”

“Yeah, she’s probably a little out of shape,” Savannah suggested. “This type of ride is good for her—well, for all of the horses.”

“And for us,” Rochelle said. She carried Simon’s saddle to where the others were resting and took her mare from Adam.

“Lily, come walk with Mommy,” Savannah invited. “Stay right next to Mommy. We’re going to let the horses get a drink of water.”

“Hey, aren’t you guys hungry?” Simon called. He asked Rochelle, “Where are they going? Where’s our food, anyway, in those saddle bags?”

“Yes, but right now we’re going to let the horses drink. Come on,” she urged. “Hold tight to Wilson’s lead rope and he’ll follow us to the river.”

“Now?” he asked. “When are we going to eat?”

“Simon,” Rochelle explained quietly as they walked together, “the animals always come first. These horses have been good enough to give us a ride all the way up here. Now they’re thirsty. They can’t go get water or food on their own. Just like our little parrots, horses depend on people for their care and when they’re in our care we need to treat them well.” When she realized that Simon seemed to be losing patience, she asked, “Simon, are you thirsty?”

“Yeah, sorta, but not very. I was real thirsty earlier, but then I drank some of my water.”

“Did your horse get a drink of water?”

“Uh, no.”

“Don’t you think he might be thirsty? He did all the work carrying you up here.”

“Oh, I guess maybe he could be thirsty, then.”

“Well, let’s walk him down to the river and let him drink if he wants to.”

Simon looked in the direction Savannah and Adam had walked with their horses and began to follow along.

“Good job,” Rochelle said. “Once the horses have had their fill of water, we’ll find a safe place to tie them then we’ll enjoy our lunch, okay? Simon, are you listening to me?” she asked. “You seem to be ignoring me.”

“Oh. That’s because I thought I heard something.”

Savannah nodded. “I did too.”

“I think it’s a bird,” Simon said. “Maybe a hurt bird. It sounds like it’s on the ground.” He looked wide-eyed at Rochelle. “Do you think Thor followed us here?”

She rolled her eyes. “I doubt that.” She looked around. “Where’s the sound coming from? We don’t want the horses to step on an injured bird.”

“I don’t think it’s a bird,” Savannah said, tilting her head and pointing. “There. I think it’s coming from that area back up there. Don’t let your horses walk over that way.”

Simon dropped the lead rope and started to run in the direction Savannah indicated.

“Simon!” Rochelle called, picking up the rope. She said more sternly, “Simon, come hold onto your horse.”

“But I want to see what it is.”

“Animals first,” she recited.

“What if that’s an animal?” he complained.

“Simon, come get your horse. You can check that out once your horse is taken care of.”

“Okay,” he carped, taking the lead rope from Rochelle. When Simon started to lead his horse away from the river, she scolded, “Simon, let him drink.”

“I don’t think he wants any,” the boy remarked.

Savannah chuckled. “Turn him around and let him see the water. Give him a few minutes. Sometimes it takes a horse a little time before he’ll start drinking.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “sometimes all they want to do is play in the water.”

Moments later, Simon complained, “Hey, he’s splashing me. What’s he think he’s doing? Stop it, Wilson!” he said, turning away. When he looked back at the horse, he remarked, “Gosh, he is thirsty. Look at him drink.” He laughed. “Hey, he drinks funny. Did you see that? He washed his lips in the water first, now he’s sucking in the water.”

Adam laughed. “Savannah said horses splash with their lips like that to clean the water—you know to move any sticks or bugs and things out of the way so they can drink.”

“Well they drink funny,” Simon said. He tilted his head. “Wilson you’re going to drink the river dry. Savannah, when’s he going to quit drinking? I’m hungry.”

She grinned. “You’ll be okay. Just let him drink his fill.”

Simon let out a dramatic sigh and kicked at a rock. Several minutes later, he said, “Finally.”

“Finally?” Rochelle questioned.

“Finally, Wilson quit drinking. Now can we eat?” He glanced in the direction of the sound he thought he’d heard earlier “Can I go see what’s over there?”

Savannah chuckled. “Come with me. I’ll show you how we’re going to secure the horses so they can rest comfortably until we’re ready to go back.”

Once the group had returned the short distance to the meadow, Savannah buckled a set of hobbles on Peaches, then took Gypsy from Adam and asked, “Would you take Lily over to that log there and keep an eye on her, please?”

“Okay.”

She tied Gypsy to the fence section.

Simon stared suspiciously at Peaches and he asked Savannah, “What’s that you put on your horse? It’s like handcuffs. I didn’t know they made handcuffs for horses. Aren’t you afraid she’ll run away?”

“They are kind of like handcuffs for horses,” Savannah said. “They’re called hobbles. And you’re right, some horses can run pretty darn fast with hobbles, but these horses are all accustomed to them and they don’t try to run—at least they never have yet. Let’s hope they don’t today.”

“That would be too much undesirable excitement,” Rochelle said.

Savannah saw Lily leaning over and looking at something in a tall clump of grass. “Lily, what are you doing?”

“Mommy, it’s kitties!”

Savannah glanced at Rochelle and yelped, “Skunks?” She shouted, “Lily, don’t touch them! Adam,” she called, “what did she find?”

“She’s right,” Adam said excitedly, “it’s baby kittens. Two of them.”

“I want to see,” Simon said anxiously. “What shall I do with this?” he asked Savannah, holding out Wilson’s lead rope.

She grinned and took the rope from the boy. “I’ll tie him for you.” She then shouted, “Adam, don’t let Lily touch them!” Under her breath for Rochelle’s benefit, she said, “Whatever they are.”

“Chipmunks?” Rochelle suggested.

“Actually, she knows her animals really well,” Savannah said, “even some quite obscure types, so maybe it is
 kittens.” Once the two women had finished securing the horses, she sighed. “Well, let’s go see what they found.”

“It is
 kittens!” Simon shouted. “Little baby ones.”

“Oh my gosh,” Savannah said when she peered into the clump of grass. She kneeled and said quietly, “What in the world are you babies doing way out here?”

“Damn,” Rochelle said. “Someone probably dumped them.”

“Out here?” Savannah questioned.

“Yeah, look, there’s a baby blanket over there. No wild mother cat would have access to a baby blanket.”

“Where do you think they came from?” Adam asked.

“Rochelle believes someone brought them out here to die,” Savannah complained. “Look around guys and see if you find any more kittens or a mother cat.”

“If you see a cat, don’t touch it,” Savannah instructed. “It could be wild.”

“Exciting,” Simon said. “Adam, you said there’s always something exciting when you go riding with Savannah. This is exciting—surprise baby cats.”

Savannah and Rochelle grinned at each other, and Savannah muttered, “Yeah, exciting. Poor little things.” She picked one up and examined it, then the other one. “I don’t think they’ve been out here for very long. They’re clean and they seem to have full tummies.”

“Their mom must be out here with them, then,” Rochelle reasoned.

“Or they were just dumped.”

“How old do you think they are?” Rochelle asked.

“Maybe six or seven weeks.”

“I want to take a picture,” Simon said, returning to where the kittens were found.

“After you help Adam look for more kittens,” Rochelle said.

“Oh yeah, animals first,” he grumbled.

Rochelle smiled and patted him on the back.

Meanwhile, Savannah wet her finger from her water bottle and held it up to one kitten’s nose. The kitten immediately licked the moisture. Savannah continued offering the kittens the water, and Rochelle soon joined her.

“Can I do it, Mommy?” Lily chirped.

“Sure, honey. Hold out your finger.”

Lily giggled with delight when the kittens licked and sucked on her finger.

“Find anything?” Rochelle called out to the boys.

“Yeah,” Adam said. “Footprints.”

“And motorbike prints,” Simon added.

“Hey, good job,” Savannah said. “I wouldn’t think someone would walk this far from civilization to dump kittens. And people who ride horses generally wouldn’t abuse kittens. A motorbike, huh? The creep!”

“Why do you say that?” Simon asked. “This seems like a nice home for kittens to live and play.”

“Not really,” Savannah said. “There are a lot of predators out here.”

“Predators?” Simon repeated.

“Larger animals that eat smaller animals like kittens, cats, rabbits…”

Rochelle nodded. “Yeah, predators like coyotes, wolves, owls, hawks. These kittens wouldn’t have a chance out here. Plus, what are they
 going to eat?” Rochelle asked.

“Um…cats like fish, don’t they?” Simon said. “They could go fishing in that river.”

“Yeah, if they had a chance to grow up, maybe, but these babies wouldn’t know the first thing about hunting or fishing yet,” Savannah said. “They still need their mama and a safe place to live.”

“Oh,” Simon said, staring down at the kittens.

“Want to hold one?” Savannah asked.

Simon looked slightly apprehensive. “Okay.”

“Can I?” Adam asked.

“Of course,” Savannah said.

He’s so soft,” Simon said, smiling. “And cute.” He giggled. “He’s trying to suck on my finger.”

“Oh, he might want more water,” Rochelle said. “Here, wet your finger a little.”

“It tickles,” he said, laughing. He rubbed his face in the kitten’s fur. “He really is cute.” He looked at Savannah. “He looks kind of like your big cat—Rags.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” Savannah agreed.

“What are we going to do with them?” Adam asked. “We can’t leave them here?”

“Certainly not,” Savannah agreed. “Let’s make them a little bed with this blanket and watch them while we eat. We’ll also need to find out if the mother cat is out here with them. If so, we can try to rescue her, too.”

“We’re taking them with us?” Adam asked excitedly.

“On the horses?” Simon squealed.

“Yeah, now you’ll see how a cat can ride a horse,” Savannah said.

“How?” Simon asked, confused.

“Probably in someone’s pocket,” Rochelle suggested.

“Good idea,” Savannah remarked.

“One could ride in my baseball cap,” Simon offered.

“Another good idea,” Savannah said. “Thanks for that, Simon.”

He grinned from ear-to-ear.

****

“You found what?” Michael asked, when the two boys ran into the house shouting later that day.

“Kittens, Dad. Baby kittens. They were lost…”

“Someone took them out there to die,” Simon said wide-eyed. He added, “Lily found them.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, breathlessly, so she got to name one of them.”

“I named the other one because I had a good idea for carrying them on the horse.” Simon slumped a little. “Only that didn’t work very good. The cat didn’t want to ride in my baseball cap. So Rochelle had to carry that kitten. She wrapped her in a blanket.”

Adam smiled. “Savannah carried Minnie in her jacket pocket.

“Minnie?” Michael questioned.

“That’s the one Lily named. She thinks the kitten looks like a mouse, so she named her Minnie.”

Simon said excitedly, “I named the other one Blossom after a dog I know that’s about the same color.” He added, “They’re both girl cats. Savannah said so.”

“And you’ve named them because?” Michael asked, suspiciously.

“Because they didn’t have names,” Adam explained.

“And if they did,” Simon said, “we didn’t know what they were. We needed something to call them.”

“Where are Minnie and Blossom now?” Peter asked.

“I think Savannah’s feeding them,” Simon said. “Hey, Adam, let’s go help feed the kittens, okay?”

“Okay,” Adam agreed.

“Wait,” Michael said. “We have work to do first. Remember, we’re getting ready for our camping trip.”

“You mean we can’t help feed the kittens?” Simon complained. “That’s a job. Animals come first, you know.”

Michael chuckled. “Yeah, well, that’s true, but since the kittens are being taken care of—Savannah’s feeding them—you boys can help us with a couple of things if you would.” He looked Simon in the eyes. “We’d appreciate it.”

“Yeah, come on, boys,” Peter urged. “I’ll show you what needs to be done.”

****

“Kittens?” Michael said later when he caught up to Savannah who was getting them settled in the large pen with a litter box, a cozy bed, toys, and a bowl of water.

“I’m afraid so, hon,” she said.

“I found them, Daddy,” Lily said, running to him.

He lifted her into his arms. “I heard.”

She pointed. “That’s Minnie and that’s…what is it, Mommy?”

“Blossom.”

He smiled down at the kittens. “They are cute. They seem to be in good condition.” He looked suspiciously at Savannah. “You didn’t stop off at a pet store and adopt them, did you?”

She grinned. “Nope. Tell Daddy where you found them, Lily.”

“Well,” she said dramatically, “I got down off Peaches and I could hear something.” She scrunched up her face and mimicked, “Mew-mew
. I looked behind the big grass and there were kittens. Two kittens.”

“You’re a kitten magnet, punkin, just like Mommy,” Michael said. “So whose home are they going to? Does Max have room for them at his place?”

“I think Simon wants them,” Savannah said.

“Say what?” Peter gasped.

“Yeah, he was really taken with them. Said he’d like to take them home.”

“Oh my,” Peter muttered. “First birds, then a boy, now kittens…”

Michael slapped him on the back. “Welcome to my world, buddy.”

Savannah picked up each kitten kissed it on the head, and gently placed them in the pen. “Uh-oh, my phone,” she said, as she latched the gate. She lifted herself up off the floor and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Hi, Craig. What’s up?”

“Not a whole lot. Are you having a nice weekend?”

“Yes, so far. Been riding with the kids today—found some kittens. Rags is in heaven; he loves kittens. And we’re leaving tomorrow for the mountains.”

“I still don’t know why you aren’t staying in my cabin,” Craig complained. “Why pay for a cabin when you can use mine for free?”

“Michael just wanted to go to a different area this time, that’s all.”

“Well, don’t blame me if you don’t catch any fish. I know there’s fish in the river outside my cabin,” Craig insisted.

“Okay, I won’t blame you,” she said, chuckling.

Craig cleared his throat. “Hey, I may have a lead on the identity of your friend’s stalker or harasser or whatever he is. Keith Mullen had a brother named Ronald Jasper Mullen. So it’s likely his brother who’s hounding her. And, Savannah, guess where this dude has been for the last twenty-plus years.”

“Prison?”

“Yup. He claims he’s innocent and says he has proof implicating the real killer. It appears that whatever he gave to your friend’s father is the proof. Now that he’s out, he wants it.”

“I wonder why he didn’t just come to Alicia and ask her about it? Why the threats and all?”

“He’s not what you’d call a sophisticated guy, Savannah. These repeat offenders don’t trust anyone. They think everyone’s out to get them. Some of them don’t understand a straightforward way of dealing with the issues and challenges that come up in life.”

“Well, can you tell him that Alicia will cooperate in any way she can to help him get his belongings back?”

“She will? Are you sure about that?”

“Why wouldn’t she?” Savannah asked.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Craig mumbled.

“She just wants him to go away and leave her and her family alone. So sure, she’ll cooperate. In fact, we have an idea where the item might be.” She asked, “Do you know what it is that he’s after?”

“Not a clue, but I could probably go back through the court records and find out,” Craig said. “I’m pretty sure it would have been discussed during the trial, unless it wasn’t allowed because of some technicality. So where do you think it is?”

“At that old abandoned farmhouse between here and Stratton. I told you about it. Hey, when did you say he went in?”

“He was sentenced in…” Craig started.

“No, when was he was first arrested?” Savannah clarified. “That ought to be a better gauge. When did the murder or whatever take place?”

“Let me go through my notes. It looks like that would be about nineteen eighty-eight.”

“So Alicia would have been four years old,” Savannah murmured.

“What?”

“I think that’s about right, Craig,” she said. “Under hypnosis…”

“Oh there’s that hocus pocus talk again,” he complained.

“Yes, Alicia indicated that she was somewhere around four years old when a man came to their house and gave something to her dad. It seems that Mr. Mullen didn’t want to take it, but the man got rough, and he agreed. The last time Alicia remembers seeing it was when she was about eight years old and just leaving the property out there on the river road. Her father left it with the man who owned the property—that Bart guy.”

After a few moments, Craig asked, “So what are you gals and your cat doing tonight?”

“Rags?” she questioned. “Oh my gosh, Craig, you’re not suggesting we take Rags out there tonight are you?”

“Hey, you’re the one who’s been pushing to get this in motion.”

“I know,” Savannah said. “Okay, let me call Alicia. I’ll get back to you.”

****

“Grammy!” Lily shouted when she saw Gladys walk into the house a while later. The child ran to her and wrapped her arms around her grandmother’s legs.

“Mom, hi,” Savannah said. “You’re home.” She hugged Gladys and Lily both together. “Boy did we miss you.” She stepped back and looked at her as Lily squirmed out from between them. “You look rested. How can that be? You and Auntie were so busy.”

“Oh, yes we were,” Gladys said. “We had such a good time. It was the best vacation ever. I forgot how fun and exhausting it can be to travel with my sister.”

“Cool. Well, come into the kitchen and I’ll fix you a cup of tea. Rochelle’s making pasta sauce. She’ll want to hear about your adventures too.”

“Oh, Rochelle and Peter are here?” she asked. “I saw that little boy outside with Adam and wondered who he was. So that’s Simon, is it? Nice looking boy. Polite, too. They offered to carry in my luggage.”

Savannah smiled. “Yes, we’re enjoying the boys a lot.”

“Hi, Gladys,” Rochelle greeted cheerily, embracing her. “Welcome home. I hope you don’t mind my taking over your kitchen.”

“Absolutely not. I’m so accustomed to being waited on now that it’ll be hard to fall back into my role here.” She saw something out the corner of her eye. “What’s in the cage? Are you punishing Rags?”

“Kitties, Grammy!” Lily chirped.

“Ki-ki,” Teddy cried.

“There you are, my Teddy boy,” Gladys said, scooping him up and snuggling with him.

“Ki-ki,” he said, pointing.

Gladys peered into the cage, her eyes wide. “Well, will you look at that.” When Rags leaped onto the top of the pen, she said, “Uh-oh, Rags. You might scare the little ones.”

“Naw, they love him,” Savannah said.

“Where’d they come from?” Gladys asked.

“I found them,” Lily said. She held her hand about waist high to the floor. “—in tall weeds.” She laid down on the floor and rolled from side to side. “They were rolling,” she said, “like this.”

“Oh my,” Gladys said. “In your yard?”

“No!” Lily insisted, wide-eyed. “Way in the mountains. The kitties rode on Peaches and…what’s that other horse, Mommy?”

“Beulah.”

“Peaches and Beulah,” Lily said.

“They went on a horseback ride?” Gladys asked appearing confused.

“We found them in the mountains,” Adam said when he and Simon joined the others in the kitchen.

“Someone took them up there to be eaten by coyotes,” Simon explained.

“How awful!” Gladys exclaimed. “Poor little things.”

“I might get to take them home,” Simon announced.

Gladys smiled. “That would be real nice for them and for you.” She then said, “I think I’ll go freshen up a bit and maybe rest, if you all don’t mind.”

Savannah shook her head. “Absolutely not. You go ahead. We’ll probably have a glass of wine together before dinner. Sound good?”

Overhearing this, Michael said, “Or would you rather have a Jell-O shooter?”

Gladys blushed. “My, how rumors travel. I thought that we had a pact—what happens in L.A. stays in L.A.”

“Not with this family,” Savannah said, laughing.

“Did I hear you making plans to go out this evening?” Michael asked catching up to Savannah who was carrying out a bag of trash.

“Yeah, I was just coming to tell you about it when Mom got home. We think we know where that guy’s evidence or whatever is and Craig wants to help us retrieve it and turn it over to him or the authorities or someone.”

“Where?” he asked.

“An old farmhouse outside the city a ways.”

“You’re going out there tonight?”

She nodded. “Yes, Alicia’s eager to get this behind her and since we’re leaving tomorrow...”

“Then I’m going with you,” Michael blurted.

“Oh, Michael, Craig will be with us. He believes that the place is abandoned. We’ll be okay. We just need to find that package so that guy will leave Alicia alone.”

“Well he could be watching her. And who knows what he’s capable of. Craig might need help. I’m going with you.”

She put her hand on his arm and smiled. “Okay. That’s okay. Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For caring.”

“Always, Savannah. Always.”

She kissed him, then said, “We might actually be facing a structural situation—you know, where we need to cut into a wall or something. Maybe you can bring some tools.”

He nodded. “And you’re taking your cat? Did I hear you say on the phone something about Rags?”

“Yes,” she said. “That’s Craig’s idea.”

“What time?”

“After dinner. I’d say around six thirty.”

****

“I appreciate you following up on this, Detective,” Alicia said, after climbing into the front passenger seat of his car. She looked back at Savannah and acknowledged Rags, saying, “Hi, Officer Rags. Good to see you’re on duty.” Nodding toward Michael, she asked, “You’re going camping tomorrow, aren’t you?”

The couple nodded.

“And Savannah took the kids horseback riding all day,” Craig said.

“Wow! You must be exhausted. I hope you get a chance to rest in the mountains.”

“That’ll be my number-one priority,” Savannah said, “at least for the first day or two.” She cringed. “I just hope we can get our hands on that package tonight and finally turn it over to whoever should have it.”

Alicia nodded. “Yes, either that Ronald guy or the authorities.” She asked, “So Detective, you believe this man is Keith Mullen’s brother?”

Craig nodded.

“And he’s been in prison for a long time,” Savannah said. “Probably since the day you saw him twenty-nine or thirty years ago.” She put her hand on Craig’s shoulder. “Do you know what he was convicted of?”

He nodded. “Yeah, murder.”

Alicia gasped.

“But he claims he didn’t do it,” Craig said.

“Sure he does,” Michael muttered.

Craig glanced at Michael in the rearview mirror and explained, “This was one convoluted case. Evidently, Mullen pleaded guilty but then tried to change his plea saying he only did that because the real murderer swore he’d get him off. But that didn’t happen. The other guy had an airtight alibi and he walked away scot-free while Ronald rotted in jail. He was left to stand trial alone, getting a prison sentence of nearly thirty years.” He added, “And during that time, he likely built up a whole lot of resentment. According to what I read, Ronald vowed to get his buddy no matter how long it took.”

“So whatever it was that he left with my father could be the evidence he needs to convict the other guy?” Alicia asked.

“What about statute of limitations?” Savannah asked.

“There is no such statute where murder’s concerned,” Alicia said.

Craig glanced at her and asked, “So are you a law student?”

“My sister is. I’m studying to become a law enforcement officer.”

“Well, that’s ambitious,” Craig said. “We need ambitious and dedicated men and women in this field.”

After riding in silence for a distance, Michael asked, “Craig, do you know what it is we’re looking for?”

Alicia spoke up. “It’s a bag, like heavy plastic or maybe canvas and it has handles.”

“Like a briefcase?” Savannah asked.

“Kind of.”

“What’s inside?” Michael asked.

“A gun,” Craig said.

Alicia gasped. “A gun? How do you know?”

“I went back through the court documents and found that tidbit,” Craig said.

After a period of silence, Michael asked, “Do you know how this dude figures that a gun he admits was in his possession would prove his innocence?”

“Good question,” Craig said.

“Do you have an answer?” Savannah asked.

“Yeah, I’d be interested in hearing that, too,” Alicia said.

“I think it’s a long shot for Ronald,” Craig glanced at Alicia, “but that shouldn’t concern you. All you want to do is get him off your back and that means getting that weapon back to him. What happens or doesn’t happen once Ronald has his hands on the gun won’t affect you.” Craig chuckled. “However, since he has a record, he can’t legally own or possess a gun, so he’d better darn well turn it over to his attorney or some other authority pronto quick.”

When no one spoke, Craig continued, “The story I got is that when Ronald realized that his friend—a fairly high-profile criminal, I might add, had turned on him, he started screaming about this gun—how his friend evidently told him that if he’d ditch the gun, he’d get Ronald off with a slap on the wrist. Instead, at least in Ronald’s mind, this guy dug Ronald’s grave and managed to bury him for nearly thirty years. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a hit out on Ronald by now. Someone must know that he can lead authorities to what he believes is evidence—that gun he left in the care of your dad.”

“Holy moly,” Michael muttered. “What have you girls gotten yourselves mixed up in this time?” He asked, “So, Craig, I sense that this Ronald isn’t all that pure himself.”

Craig shook his head. “From what I gather, Ronald Mullen is a bad guy. He’s ruthless. His history is one thing that got him convicted. It was easy for the jury to believe that he could commit murder. In fact, it’s very possible that he’s gotten away with murder before. I’m not sure, it’s just my sense. So yeah, we need to get our hands on that gun if that’s what it takes to keep Alicia safe.”



Chapter Five


 

“I’ve noticed this place over the years,” Michael said as they approached the old farmhouse where Alicia remembered living as a child. “You say it’s vacant?”

Craig nodded. “According to my sources, yes.” He pulled into the rutted dirt driveway and sighed. “Yeah, I’ve been out here before. Never for anything good.” He glanced around and asked Alicia, “Do you have any idea where that weapon might be hidden?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been thinking about that. It seems to me there are quite a few places to hide something like that.”

“And keep it hidden for decades?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Possibly.”

“So you don’t think old man Barston still lives here?” Savannah asked.

“I doubt it. The place looks abandoned and we haven’t had a call out here in a long time.”

“Where do we start, Craig?” Michael asked.

“Well, the way Savannah and I usually do it is to let the cat sort of wander around until he alerts us to something of interest.”

Michael chuckled. “Something of interest to you or to him?”

“Sometimes it’s the same,” Craig explained. He then asked, “Savannah, got his long leash on him?”

She nodded.

He instructed, “Okay, just let him go where he wants to go. Michael and I will light the area for you.” Craig turned to Alicia. “Young lady, you let us know if you remember anything that might be helpful, will you?”

“Sure,” she said, pulling her heavy jacket around herself.

Craig pointed. “The cat wants to go in that direction. What’s out there, Alicia? Do you remember?”

“I’m not sure. There was a tree house. It might have been out there. If it were daytime, I think I’d have a better perspective.” She stopped. “Wait, I think the tree was out that way. The forbidden area was over there. Hey, that’s where Rags wants to go—the forbidden area.”

“Forbidden?” Savannah questioned. “Why is it forbidden, do you know?”

Alicia shrugged. “I was eight.”

As the group, following Rags, walked farther east, Alicia slowed her pace. She clasped her hands against her chest. “Wait!” she said breathlessly.

“What?” Craig asked. “Do you remember something?”

“A well. I think it was a well. I wasn’t allowed out here at all.” She gulped. “One day a dog came into the yard and I followed it. He saw a squirrel and took off running, so I ran after him.” She began to breathe hard. “Oh, my gosh, I don’t know why I remember and why it has affected me like this. But...”

“What happened, Alicia?” Savannah asked gently. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know.” When she saw that the others were looking at her, she said, “My dad caught up to me just as it happened.”

“What happened?” Craig asked.

“The dog chased the squirrel right over the edge of the well and it disappeared. The dog stopped short, but that poor little squirrel must have gone over the edge into the well. I continued to run in that direction when Dad grabbed me and took me back to the house. As I recall, a fence went up right after that. I never came out here again. No!” she called. “Don’t let Rags near there.”

“That seems to be his destination don’t you think so, Savannah?” Craig asked. “He’s headed right for that well.”

“Better shorten up the leash, hon,” Michael suggested.

Savannah stopped and walked her hands along the leash until she had a better grip on it. “He’s sure pulling,” she said. “He definitely has something in mind.”

“Yup, it’s the well he’s interested in,” Craig said as they drew near. He walked to the rim and shined his light down into it.

“It’s deep,” Michael said.

“I guess we’d better bring out some extension ladders in daylight and check it out,” Craig said. “In the meantime, let’s see if he’s interested in anything above ground—where we can actually investigate.”

Before they could move away from the well, however, a shot rang out and a man bellowed, “Get off this property, you lousy trespassers. What’re you doing, coming out here smoking your dope? Git!”

Before Craig could react, Savannah let out a shrill scream.

“What happened?” Michael asked, pushing her down on the ground and shielding her body. “Are you hit?” he asked, frantically.

“No. It’s Rags. Oh, Michael, he jerked the leash out of my hands. I think he was shot. Where is he? Rags!” she called.

Meanwhile, Craig drew his weapon and crouched, pulling Alicia down with him. “Lay down,” he hissed. “Everyone stay down.” He hollered, “I’m Detective Craig Sledge here on an investigation! Drop your shotgun now!”

“How do I know that?” the man shouted.

Craig muttered, “Good God, who is this idiot?” He called out, “Drop your weapon!” He then made a call for backup. “Active shooter,” he said into his phone and he gave the address. He asked the others, “Is anyone hurt?”

“Just Rags,” Savannah said, her voice thick with anguish.

Craig glanced around for the cat. “Where is he?”

“I think he fell in. I think he was shot,” Savannah said, her voice cracking.

“Good God,” Craig moaned. He said into the phone, “We’re all okay, the deputy cat might have been injured. We don’t know yet. Yes, Rags.” He said to the others, “They’ll be here right away.”

“Are you going to leave this property or do I have to shoot you down?” The unseen gunman bellowed.

“If you don’t drop that gun,” Craig barked, “you’re liable to go out of here feet first. Backup is on the way. Drop it, I tell you.” He said to the others, “Everyone stay down.” He then crawled to the edge of the well and shined the light down into it. He immediately turned it off, rolled over and moaned, “Oh, no. Oh, no.”

“Craig, is he?” Savannah started.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Let’s hope for the best. Right now we need to worry about staying out of that knucklehead’s line of fire.” Craig felt his phone vibrate and he answered it quietly. “He’s behind the house possibly on or near the back porch. I’m west of that. Tell me when you’re in position and I’ll rush him from this side.” Within seconds, he whispered, “moving in now.”

The only sound that could be heard was Savannah’s muffled sobs, until someone shouted, “Drop it! Drop it, now!” And then another shot rang out.

“Is there anyone else on this property?” another officer asked. He pressed, “In the house, in the yard?”

“Just those trespassers, out there,” the shooter bellowed. “They come here to smoke their pot.”

“We are not trespassers,” Craig insisted. “I identified myself as a detective and you continued to shoot.”

“You think I’m going to believe a bunch of potheads?” the man responded.

“Sheesh,” Craig said as he returned to where the others waited. He announced, “It appears that Harry Barston still thinks he lives here. He evidently spends his evenings making sure there are no pot parties on the property. Well, tonight he’s going to the hospital with a minor gunshot wound and to sober up.” He walked swiftly to the edge of the well and shined his light into the depths. “He’s not moving, but it looks like sand down there. There’s a good possibility…”

“How are we going to get him out?” Savannah screeched.

Michael pointed. “There are ladder steps down the side. They’re kind of worn, but I can probably get down there and bring him up. Hold the light,” Michael said, draping one leg then the other over the side of the well.

“Let’s put you in a harness, Michael…just in case,” Craig suggested. “Here’s a piece of rope. We can make one…”

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “If I slip, the fire department should be able to get me out.”

“Michael,” Savannah called as he began working his way down the shallow ladder steps.

“What?” he asked, continuing to look down at his feet.

“Be careful,” she whispered. She kneeled next to the lip of the well, and Alicia walked up and sat next to her.

“He moved!” Savannah shouted. “I saw Rags move!”

“Are you sure?” Craig asked. “Maybe you saw the light moving across his body?”

“No, he moved,” Alicia confirmed. “I saw him, too.

When Michael lost his footing on one of the ladder steps and almost fell, the women gasped.

“Take ’her easy,” Craig said.

“I’m, okay,” Michael reported. “Almost there.”

“He’s alive,” Savannah squealed when she saw Michael running his hand over Rags’s body. “He lifted his head.”

After a several seconds, Michael called out, “Got the wind knocked out of him. Looks like he might have a sprain. Other than that, I think the old boy’s okay. I’d like to take him in for X-rays to be sure there are no internal injuries, but I don’t see evidence of any. You’re right Craig, the sand gave him a soft landing. And one of his claws is gone, so it looks like he might have snagged it on his way down. That could have softened his landing.” He gently ran his hand over Rags’s head. “You’re going to be okay, buddy.” He started to pick up the cat.

“Wait!” Alicia called. “Check around for that gun. It could be down there.”

With renewed energy, Craig agreed. “Yeah, Michael, see what you can find down there, would you?”

“Here’s a rock.” Michael chuckled. “Did you toss rocks down here when you lived here?”

Alicia shook her head. “Not me.”

“Hey,” he said, digging something out from under a layer of sand, “here’s someone’s shoe.” He looked up at the others. “Gads, I hope it doesn’t belong to a body.” After a few seconds, he said, “Wait. I feel something—like a towel. This had better not be a dead pet dropped down here for burial.” When he pulled a canvas bag from the sand, Michael looked up briefly into the lights and said, “Feels like a gun in here to me.”

“That’s it!” Alicia squealed. “That’s the bag I saw under hypnosis.”

“Great!” Craig cheered. “There are handles on that pouch. This rope here looks in pretty good shape. I’ll drop it down. Tie it to the bag, will you? Maybe we can bring Rags up that way, too.”

After thinking about it, Michael said, “Naw. I’d better keep my hands on him as best I can—at least one hand.”

“That sounds dangerous, Michael,” Savannah said. “The ladder is so steep and some of those steps are rotted. She took off her jacket. Here, wrap him in this and tie it around him with the rope. We can pull him up that way.” She faced Craig. “You say the rope’s in good shape?”

“Yeah. It looks okay.” Craig dropped the jacket, instructing, “Send the satchel up and get Rags secured in the jacket.”

Minutes later, Michael called from the bottom of the well, “I have Rags secure, but I’m carrying him up. Hold the rope just in case there’s a mishap on the way.” Once Rags was safe in Savannah’s arms, he said, “As I suspected, it looks like a minor sprain. I think he’s okay.”

“My poor boy,” Savannah cooed. “So he wasn’t shot?” she asked, checking him all over.

Michael shook his head. “The shot must have just scared him and made him lose his balance.”

Savannah hugged the cat to her. “Oh, Rags, you poor baby.”

“Careful, hon, he could have some bruising,” Michael suggested. “Go easy on him.”

He reached out and ruffled the fur on Rags’s head. “You’re one lucky son-of-a-gun.”

Craig shook his head. “Rags, you did it again, didn’t you, boy?”

“What?” Alicia asked.

Craig rattled the satchel. “He led us to this.” He looked at the cat. “You didn’t have to be so melodramatic, there, Rags, diving into the well to show us where it was.”

Everyone chuckled softly, and Craig heaved a deep sigh. “Well, we got what we came for, shall we split?”

“Yeah,” Michael said, walking alongside Craig toward the car, “who was that shooter? Do you know? Where’d he come from? I thought you said this place was vacant.”

Craig grimaced. “Yeah, I thought it was. That was old man Barston. I thought the place was in foreclosure, but maybe he still owns it or believes he does and he hangs out here when he thinks no one’s looking.”

Michael shook his head. “Well, that was a close call. Sure didn’t expect that.”

“None of us did,” Craig assured him. He chuckled. “It’s interesting, though, Michael, how that unfortunate incident led us to the satchel. That was quite a piece of luck, if you ask me.”

“Now what?” Alicia asked seconds later when she saw the look on Craig’s face as he ended another phone call.

“I just learned that we have Ronald Jasper Mullen in custody,” Craig said. “They’re holding him at the station for questioning related to those harassing and threatening notes you’ve been getting.” When Alicia seemed surprised, he explained, “I’ve had someone watching the post office for him to claim some mail. It looked like those foreign cigarettes you can buy online. When he showed up, they detained him.” He held up the satchel. “I’m sure he’ll be glad to know we have this in our possession. Hopefully he’s going to tell us exactly how this is going to incriminate his friend in that murder he was convicted of.” When he saw the look of concern on Alicia’s face, he said, “I don’t think you’ll be having any more trouble with that guy. He’s getting what he was after. There’s no need for him to bother you again. Now, you go home and enjoy your family and become a good cop, will you?”

Alicia smiled and hugged Craig around the neck. “Thank you,” she said.

****

“Who’s ready to go camping?” Michael called out the following morning.

“I am!” Adam shouted.

“I am!” Simon said.

“Me!” Lily cried.

When Michael saw Teddy slapping the high chair tray joyfully, he playfully poked him in the tummy. “Looks like you’re ready, too.” Before sitting down at the breakfast table, Michael put an arm across Gladys’s shoulders. “Are you ready to hit the road again so soon after your Southern California adventure?”

“I hope so,” Gladys said.

“Yeah, let’s go easy on Mom, guys,” Savannah said. “She needs some down time before she starts vacationing again.”

“Speak for yourself, Vannie,” Gladys quipped.

Michael laughed and hugged his mother-in-law. “So what was your best memory from the trip with Maggie?” he asked.

“Oh my,” she stalled. “We did so much. We were on the go every day. I did enjoy getting to know some of my nieces and nephews better, and spending time with our sister, Rose, was wonderful.” She smiled. “Janet fit right in with the family, even though she’s the new kid on the block.”

“How so?” Rochelle asked.

“She found us on one of those genealogy sites,” Savannah said. “Actually, Mom found Cousin Janet. The two of them hit it off so well that it’s as if she’s a cousin Mom has known all her life.”

Gladys smiled. “That’s right. I guess one of my favorite memories was when just us sisters spent the day at Janet’s place. We walked on the beach and ate at an out-of-the-way café. We sat and talked for hours.”

“Sounds really nice,” Savannah said. “You probably needed a quiet day where you weren’t running around sightseeing.”

“I sure did and so did Maggie, although she wasn’t about to admit it.”

“Well, we want you to be the queen bee at least for the next few days,” Savannah said. “You don’t need to lift a finger.” When Gladys gave her daughter a sideways glance, Savannah said, “Really, Mom. You just relax and enjoy the kids and the trip.”

“That’s right,” Rochelle agreed. “You should try to ease back into the hurly-burly of things.”

“Hurly-burly?” Gladys said, chuckling. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard that term.”

“What is that?” Adam asked. “I never heard of hurly-burly.”

Simon laughed. “Me neither.”

“It’s like hustle and-bustle.” When the boys still looked confused, Gladys suggested, “Chaotic, hectic, high activity…”

“It describes this household every morning since you boys got here,” Michael said.

Adam looked at Simon and said, “Crazy fun!”

“Yeah,” Simon agreed. “Crazy fun!”

Peter put his hand on Simon’s shoulder. “You got that right. And that’s what Grammy Gladys doesn’t need right now.”

“Or Rags,” Savannah said quietly.

“How is he?” Rochelle asked.

“Yeah,” Adam said, “that must have scared him a lot to fall into a well.”

“Does he know how to swim?” Simon asked. Before anyone could respond, he added, “That would have been worse if the well was full of water and he didn’t know how to swim.”

Michael looked at Savannah. “I don’t know. Have you ever seen Rags swim?”

Savannah nodded. “I’m afraid so. Yeah, he can swim, but I doubt he can tread water.”

“Do what?” Simon asked.

“Tread water,” Savannah repeated. She stared hard at Simon. “Do you know how to swim?”

The boy took a deep breath and scrunched up his face. He glanced around the room.

Rochelle asked, “Do you, Simon? Can you swim?”

“Well, not exactly. But I like playing around in water as long as I can touch the bottom with my feet.”

Peter asked, “We have life vests, don’t we?”

“They always have them on boats, so if we rent a boat we’ll have them,” Michael said.

“We’re going in a boat?” Simon asked, wide-eyed.

“Maybe,” Michael said. “If you want to.”

“Wow!” Simon exclaimed. “I’ve been doing more new stuff in just three weeks than I did in my whole life.”

Savannah smiled at Simon, then said, “To answer your question, Rochelle, Rags seems to be okay, but I’ll want to keep a close eye on him for the next several days.”

Michael choked a little on his coffee. He coughed and repeated, “The next several days? How?” When he saw Savannah’s grin, he sat back in his chair and complained, “Oh, no.”

“What, Dad?” Adam asked. “Is something wrong with Rags?”

Ignoring his son, Michael said, “Savannah, you aren’t planning to take…”

“I can’t leave him here,” she asserted. “He needs…”

“He doesn’t need to go on vacation,” Michael interjected.

Adam’s face lit up. “Rags is going with us?”

“No,” Michael asserted. “No, he’s not. There’s not enough room.”

“Oh, Michael,” Savannah said, “there is too room. He’ll be fine. He needs us right now. We can’t just go off and leave him after what he’s been through.” She winked. “I think he should stay in close contact with his veterinarian. Just in case…”

“What’s wrong with your dad, Adam?” Simon asked quietly. “Doesn’t he like Rags? He acts like he doesn’t like Rags.”

“Sometimes he acts that way,” Adam explained, shrugging. He spoke up. “I’m glad Rags gets to go with us. He’s cool.”

“Yeah, he’s cool,” Simon said. “I’ve never seen such a cool cat.”

“See,” Savannah said airily, “it’s unanimous.”

“Lordy, lordy,” Michael muttered, “there goes my peaceful vacation.”

“Good morning, all,” came a cheery voice.

“Well, Maggie,” Michael said, standing to give her a hug. “Welcome back. How are you?”

“Great.”

“Auntie,” Savannah said, also hugging her. She pulled back. “How was the trip? I hear you had a really good time.”

“Sure did,” Margaret said. She glanced at Gladys. “We should do that more often.” After greeting Peter and Rochelle and the small children, she focused on the two boys. “Now, I know that’s Adam, but who’s this handsome young man?”

Peter smiled. “This is Simon. He lives with Rochelle and me now.”

“We’re a family,” Simon said.

“Simon, this is Savannah’s Aunt Maggie.”

“Hi,” Simon said quietly, taking a bite of his toast.

“Well, hi,” Margaret said. “Nice to meet you. I’ll bet you boys will have a blast camping in the mountains.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “and Rags gets to go with us.”

Margaret quickly faced Savannah, who nodded to confirm. “He got hurt last night and I want to keep an eye on him. I hope you’re okay with that.”

“Okay?” Margaret said, grinning widely. “I’m thrilled not to have that responsibility…”

“Never mind,” Savannah carped. “But you’ll still feed Buffy, right? Oh, and you’re taking the kittens to your place?”

Margaret nodded. “Yes. Kittens, but no Rags. I’m super happy. What about the horses?”

“We left them at Bonnie’s yesterday. She’ll board them at the stables until we get back.”

“And you’re taking the dog?” Margaret asked.

Savannah nodded and petted Lexie as the dog greeted Margaret.

“Gotta have a camp dog,” Michael said.

Margaret nodded. She winced. “So Buffy will be here all by herself? Does she seem to miss Walter? Those kitties were together for quite a long time.”

“Yeah, but they weren’t that close. Walter was a loner and Buffy is a people-cat.”

“Can I take her to our place for a visit with Layla?” Margaret asked. “She might like the company. What do you think?

“Sure you can try it,” Savannah said. “Whatever you think. If she seems lonely, by all means take her home and give her a lap. She’ll love that.”

Margaret shimmied. “Okay, let me see the kittens.”

“I’ll show you,” Simon said. “I might get to keep them—you know, when we get back

from camping.” He pointed. “That one’s Minnie and this one’s Blossom.” He called out, “Savannah, where’s their special kitten food?”

She smiled. “Got it all packed up for Auntie.”

They are so dang cute,” Margaret gushed.

“They like company,” Adam said.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, and playing and getting petted and sleeping in your lap…”

“Oh, they won’t get lonely,” Margaret said. “Around our place kittens get a lot of attention.”

“Don’t be adopting them out,” Michael cautioned. “Simon has dibs on them.”

“Yeah, but we haven’t decided…” Peter started.

Michael glanced at Simon and told Peter, “I hate to break it to you, but your vote doesn’t count. Don’t you know that? Us guys don’t get a say in these things—not when our wife and kids’ emotions get involved.”

“But two little cats?” Peter complained. “I know what they become—two big cats.”

Rochelle put her hand on his arm. “Oh, Peter, cats are wonderful pets.” When he gazed at Rags, who had just sauntered into the room, she laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ve had several cats over time and none of them have displayed the traits Rags has.”

“Like what?” Simon asked. “I think Rags is a cool cat. What’s wrong with him, Rochelle?”

She hesitated, then said, “Well, I must say I haven’t seen all of these things for myself, but I understand he can be a handful—you know, sneaking out of the house, taking things that don’t belong to him—including money—secretly stowing away in the car… He once rode a bus to a fish market all by himself.”

“What?” Simon squealed.

Michael added, “Taking food off your plate, spilling things, breaking things…”

Savannah broke in, “Saving people, helping the sheriff’s department with criminal investigations, protecting other animals and children…”

“So you’re saying he’s unique?” Peter asked. “Not all cats behave like that one does?”

Almost everyone nodded.

Margaret picked up a small cat carrier she’d brought in. She asked, “You boys say you found these kittens up in the hills?”

“All by themselves,” Simon said, opening the door to the pen. “Someone on a motorbike left them there for the coyotes.”

Margaret grimaced. “Damn idiots.” She picked up Minnie and snuggled with her. “What’s wrong with people?”

From the kitchen Michael shouted, “Everyone aboard who’s going aboard! Are teeth brushed and toothbrushes packed?”

“We’d better get ready,” Adam said, quickly running into the hallway. Simon followed.

“Need a carrier?” Savannah asked, joining her.

“Got one.” Margaret faced her niece. “Oh, Vannie, they’re so stinkin’ cute.”

Savannah smiled. Once Margaret had transferred the kittens to the carrier, Savannah called, “Michael, want to tear down the pen and load it into the car?”

He shook his head, but said, “Yes, dear.”

Savannah smirked playfully at him and continued to prepare for their departure.

“Is everyone accounted for?” Michael asked holding the front door open.

“Yes,” Savannah said, squeezing through with Rags in her arms. Lexie trotted alongside her.

“Lordy, lordy,” Michael muttered good-naturedly as he locked the door and followed her and the two animals to their car.

****

“So, Adam, what are we going to do first when we get there?” Simon asked an hour later as the two boys sat in the backseat of the Whitcombs’ car.

“Um…” Adam said, thinking, “maybe skim rocks or go rock-hopping or make a lizard noose.” He looked at Simon. “There are horned toads in the mountains. Have you ever seen a horned toad? They’re way cool. I mean, rad.”

Simon tilted his head. “Horned toad? A toad with horns?”

Adam laughed at the image. “No. They’re kind of like a lizard, but different—sorta like a turtle, but they don’t have a hard shell. I’ll show you a picture on my dad’s phone later. Or maybe we’ll see one when we get there.”

“What’s rock-hopping and, what did you say—skim rocks? What’s that?”

Peter chuckled. “Adam has a lot to teach you, grasshoppah.”

Simon scrunched up his face. “Huh? After sitting quietly for a while, he said, “I’ll bet I could show you some things, too.”

“We have two grasshoppahs,” Peter quipped.

Adam rolled his eyes, then asked Simon, “What? What can you show me?”

“How to build a tent out of your clothes, how to tell time by the sun, how to find the best food to eat in restaurant trash bins. Do you know how to do any of that?”

Adam shook his head, his mouth agape. “No, do you?”

“Sure,” Simon said.

“Why?” Adam asked. “Didn’t your parents let you sleep in the house? Didn’t they have a refrigerator or a clock?”

“Hey,” Peter said, interrupting the boys, “do you see that bridge up ahead? How many miles do you think it is from here to there?” When no one spoke, he added, “Whoever’s closest to the right answer gets a prize.”

“A prize?” Simon asked. “What prize?”

“Yeah, what prize?” Peter asked Rochelle.

“Oh, um, how about a snack bag of peanuts?”

“Okay,” Adam said, “I guess twenty miles.” He asked, “Hey, how will we know who’s right? How will we keep track? On your phone?”

Peter chuckled. “No. Cars have what’s called an odometer that keeps track of how many miles you travel.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Adam said, feeling a little embarrassed. “Then I say twenty miles.”

“No way,” Simon said. “It’s more like four miles, isn’t it, Mr. Peter?” He then asked, “What’s your guess, Mr. Peter?”

“I’d say five and a half.”

“Oh,” Adam said, “maybe I want to change my guess. I’ll say four and a half.”

“Can he do that?” Simon complained.

“Well, we didn’t lay down any ground rules, so we’ll let him this time,” Peter suggested.

For the next several minutes, the boys sat up and peered at the bridge ahead. “How far have we gone now?” Adam asked.

“Three miles,” Peter said.

“Maybe I want to change my guess,” Simon said. “I say six and a half. Want to change yours, Adam?”

“I don’t think so. We’re almost there. How far have we gone now?” he asked.

“Three and three quarters.”

Within minutes, Simon cheered. “We’re here. We’re on the bridge. How many miles was that?”

“Four and a quarter miles.” Peter looked at Simon through the rearview mirror. “Too bad you changed your guess.”

“Well, I was almost right the first time, so I want to keep that guess.”

“Both of you boys won, then,” Rochelle said, handing them each a bag of peanuts.

“Why?” Simon asked.

“Adam guessed four and a half and you guessed four,” Peter reminded him.

“Yeah,” Adam said, “four and a quarter is between your guess and my guess. We’re both winners. But you might not win the rock-skimming contest.”

“What is
 that?” Simon asked. “How do you skim a rock?”

“You’ll see,” Adam said. “It’s hard to explain.” He sat up straighter. “Hey, can we guess how far it is to that big rock up there?”

“Big rock?” Peter questioned.

“Yeah, see it over there? It’s up above us and around some corners.”

“Oh, he means on one of those switchbacks,” Rochelle said. “I see it. What’s your guess, Adam?”

****

Meanwhile, in the first car, Savannah petted Rags, who lay in his bed on her lap. “He’s needy,” she said. “And he’s sore, poor guy.”

“He’ll be sore for a few days,” Michael said, “but he could have recovered at home. In fact this jostling around in the car probably isn’t doing him any good.”

“He’s comfortable in his little bed. That’s why I put it on my lap. He wants to be with me, but I think his bed’s more comfy than my lap.” She called into the backseat. “How’re you doing, Mom?”

“Just fine, honey.”

“When will we get there?” Lily asked.

Michael and Savannah exchanged glances. He said, “I didn’t think kids started asking that question until they were teenagers.”

“I guess children are just more mature today.” Oh, my phone,” she said, edging it from her pocket. “Hi, Rochelle. How’s it going back there?”

“Good. We’re having some lively discussions and even doing a little gambling. So far, Simon’s ahead. He has earned two bags of peanuts.”

Savannah could hear the boys’ voices. “What are they yelling about?” she asked.

“Oh, they’re playing a game.”

“Glad they’re having fun.”

“How’s Rags?” Rochelle asked.

“Doing fine. He’s clingy, like he always is when he doesn’t feel well. He’s curled up in his bed on my lap.”

“You sure spoil that guy.”

“Of course. And you don’t spoil your little birds?” Savannah asked. She laughed. “You built them a mansion.”

Rochelle chuckled, “It’s actually just a simple aviary. Parrots need to fly, you know.”

“And Clayton and Matilda are flying around in a classy joint,” Savannah said.

“That they are,” Rochelle agreed. “Hey, the boys have a question. We found this trivia game on the phone and there’s one question they haven’t been able to resolve. They find conflicting answers in their research. They decided that you and Michael should be the judges on this one.”

“What is it?” Savannah asked.

“Are avocados poisonous to animals?”

“Hmmm. Let me check.” Savannah turned to Michael. “The boys are playing a trivia game and they’re stumped on a question about avocados and animals. I recall reading that the persin in avocados is poisonous to most animals and you should never feed them to your pets.”

“However,” Michael said, “different avocados come with different amounts of persin, and some animals can tolerate some avocados and not others. Wild animals eat avocados all the time.”

“Yeah, I wonder if they get sick afterward.” Savannah put the phone back up to her ear. “Well, Rochelle, I’m not sure we’re any help here. Michael and I agree that there’s something in avocados that’s poisonous to most animals, but some avocados have more and some less, so a limited of certain avocados might be okay for some animals. I remember reading once that farm animals can get sick from eating avocados. But, like Michael said, wild animals love to raid avocado orchards—you know, bears, raccoons, squirrels. Do they die or at least get sick afterward? It’s anyone’s guess.”

“Hmmm,” Rochelle mumbled. “I’m not sure your response brings any clarity to the question.”

Savannah laughed. “Just tell the boys that avocados are for people and that they shouldn’t share theirs with any animal—just in case.”

****

“We’re here,” Michael announced nearly two hours later, pulling up close to a riverfront cabin in the mountains. “This is Cabin Cricket,” he announced as everyone piled out of the two cars.

“Cricket?” Adam said, laughing.

“Yeah,” Simon said, “why cricket? Why not bear or mountain lion or…”

“Butterfly,” Savannah said, chuckling.

Michael shook his head. “I have no idea. So, shall we stretch our legs and check it out before we start unloading?”

“And use the bathroom,” Savannah added.

“Amen,” Gladys said.

Savannah winced. “Mom, you should have spoken up.”

“I’m okay,” Gladys assured her. “Michael’s timing is perfect.”

“I want this room,” Adam announced after the two boys had run through the cabin once.

“This one’s mine,” Simon shouted from a second bedroom.

“Don’t get too attached, there, boys,” Michael called. “The gals will figure out where everyone sleeps, okay?”

“Why?” Simon asked.

“Because that’s one of the things they’re really good at—organizing space in a household and stuff.”

Simon ran to Rochelle. “Can I have that room?”

“No fair bribing the judges,” Peter joked.

Rochelle grinned at him, then took Simon by the shoulders and faced him away from her. “Look around,” she said. “You, too, Adam. How many people do you see?”

“Um, counting Teddy,” Adam said, “eight.”

She nodded. “Yes, and nine counting you, right? There are nine of us.”

“Eleven counting Rags and Lexie,” Simon said.

“People,” Adam stressed. “Only people.”

Rochelle nodded. “And how many bedrooms are there?”

“Three,” the boys said in unison.

As Peter came in from the back of the house, he announced, “There’s a sleeping porch off the kitchen.”

The boys looked at each other and Adam asked, “What’s a sleeping porch.”

“Where people sleep in warm weather,” Michael said. “It’s probably too cold at night to sleep out there this time of year.”

“It’s closed in,” Peter reported. “Go take a look. I think it would be great for the boys.”

Simon tugged at Adam’s shirt. “Let’s go see it.”

The women followed. “Yeah, perfect for you guys,” Savannah said. “What do you think?”

The boys looked at each other, and Adam said, “Yeah, this is cool.” He pointed. “I dibs that bed.”

Simon dove onto the second bed. “I dibs this one.”

“Good,” Savannah said. “I think you boys will be comfortable out here. Looks like there are plenty of blankets.”

While the boys continued to investigate their room, the others walked back through the living area and into the larger of the three bedrooms. Savannah said, “How about if we take this one for us and Teddy? Mom, do you want to bunk with Lily?”

“Sure do,” Gladys said, smiling down at the child. She asked, “Which of these rooms do you like, Rochelle?”

“It doesn’t matter to us.” Rochelle checked both rooms again and said, “This one has that little cot. Why don’t you take it and Lily can have her own bed?”

When Gladys agreed, Rochelle turned to the men who were checking out the fireplace. “Okay, you can start bringing things in.”

“You’ve decided already?” Michael asked.

“It’s not rocket science,” Savannah teased. She pointed. “Michael, we’re in there with Teddy. Mom and Lily are in the first bedroom. Peter, you and Rochelle are taking that other room.”

“You’re sure?” Peter asked.

“Yes, we’re sure. Why?” Savannah questioned.

“I just don’t want you playing a game of musical rooms when we start hauling stuff in.”

Just then, the boys ran into the living room. “There’s a river out there!” Simon shouted. “Right outside the window.”

“I know,” Michael said, smiling.

“Let’s go look at it,” Simon suggested.

Before the boys could scoot out the door, Michael hollered, “Wait right there! Let’s get unpacked.” When he heard grumbling, he said, “Come on. First our chores, then we can play.” He said for the women’s benefit, “When we’re finished, maybe we can pack a lunch and eat out there on those picnic tables next to the river.”

“Yay!” Adam cheered.

Simon also celebrated. “Yay!” he said, darting out with Adam toward the cars and trailer.

Savannah winked at Rochelle. “I guess we’re making lunch.”

****

“So what do you think?” Michael asked the boys as the campers enjoyed sandwiches at the river’s edge. “Nice place?”

“Awesome,” Adam said.

“Yeah, rad,” Simon added. “When can we go fishing? I want to try catching a fish. Do you think there are fish in this water?”

“Sure there are.” Michael motioned. “Come here. Sit on this rock and watch. I’m pretty sure you’ll see a trout swim by.” He looked at Adam. “There’s room for you up here, too. Bring your sandwich.”

“There’s one,” Adam shouted a little while later. “Two. I saw two big ones, Dad.” He laughed. “Rags saw that last one. Look, he’s wondering where it went.”

“Come back here, Rags,” Savannah said, reeling him in with the leash. “You’re not going swimming in that icy water.”

“So can we fish after we finish our lunch?” Adam asked. “I’m just about done.”

“We have to go into town first and get our fishing licenses and some bait,” Peter explained.

“How far’s that?” Adam asked.

Michael responded, “I think it’s just around the next bend there.”

“Town?” Rochelle asked.

Michael chuckled. “Don’t get your pocketbook out yet. I doubt it’s much more than a small country store and a café.”

“Oh good. So we can eat out some,” Savannah said.

“Where are the toads with horns you told me about?” Simon asked.

“Horned toads,” Adam corrected.

“You might not see them this time of year,” Michael said. “Simon have you ever seen one of those?”

The boy shook his head.

“Here, I’ll show you a picture on my phone. Stay there, I’ll bring it. Don’t want you to fall in.”

“Oh, that is
 rad,” Simon said. “How big is it? It looks like it’s related to a dinosaur.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Michael said. “A miniature dinosaur. It’s small like a lizard, only wider.”

Suddenly, Simon pulled his knees up to his chest and hollered, “A rat!”

Peter chuckled. “Just about the cutest rat you’ll ever see. That’s a chipmunk. See the stripes on his back?”

“Oh yeah, he’s kind of like a squirrel only smaller,” Simon said. “What does he want?” he asked, still hugging his knees to himself.

“Probably your sandwich,” Peter said. “Most likely folks have been feeding him.”

Meanwhile, Savannah held tightly to Rags’s leash. “Rags, no,” she said.

“Would he eat that thing?” Simon asked.

“I don’t think so. He probably just wants to make friends, but we don’t need him intruding in the lives of the forest critters.”

“Who all’s going to town?” Michael asked when the women began gathering up the lunch leftovers and trash. Nearly everyone chimed in, and he asked, “Want to take one car?”

“We don’t have enough room for everyone with the children’s car seats,” Savannah complained. “Or enough seatbelts.”

“But I was thinking that since we’re on country roads…” Michael started.

“We’re the only one with a third seat and it’s such a pain to remove the car seats,” she countered.

“Can we walk?” Rochelle suggested. “You said it’s not far.”

Michael nodded. “We might be able to do that. Let me double check to make sure it’s within walking distance.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind walking off that delicious lunch,” Peter said, patting his stomach. “I’d like to make room for those cookies Rochelle made.”

“When did you have time to bake cookies?” Savannah asked.

Rochelle grinned. “I made them at home and froze them. I took them out of your freezer this morning and Peter’s been eagerly waiting for them to thaw.”

“What kind are they?”

“Peanut butter and chocolate chip.”

“Yum,” Savannah said.

“Yeah, it looks like we can walk to the store from here,” Michael announced. “It’s just around the bend. Shall we give it a try?” When everyone nodded, he said, “I’ll get the stroller.”

“Let’s take the baby pack, too—just in case,” Savannah suggested. She said to the cat, “Ragsie, want to go for a walk?”

“You’re taking him?” Michael complained. “Maybe he should rest.”

Savannah ran her hand over the cat’s fur. “Well, he’s been sedentary all day. If we’re not going far, a stroll would probably be good for him.”

“Okay, then. Do you want his pack?” Michael asked. “I think I know where it is.”

Savannah shook her head. “No, he might be more comfortable riding in the back of the stroller for now.”

“You’re probably right,” Michael agreed. He called, “Coming, Gladys?”

“I think I’ll sit this one out if you don’t mind,” she responded.

He smiled. “I was wondering when you’d finally need to recharge your batteries.”

****

“That was more than just around the bend,” Peter huffed.

“It seemed to me like it was only two blocks,” Simon said.

“Oh, to be young again,” Peter groaned. He looked ahead. “So this is the store? Hey, check out that cool truck. What year is it—nineteen fifty-eight?”

“Boy that looks old, but also new,” Simon said.

“Yeah about sixty years old, and it’s been restored,” Michael said. “It’s a beauty. And look at that cool cargo cover. I wonder if he had that made special.” He whistled. “I’ll bet it cost a pretty penny.”

“What’s Rags looking at?” Adam asked, as he held the end of the cat’s long leash. “A dead animal?” He moved closer and pulled the cat back. “Dad,” he called, “I think it’s an animal fur.”

“Where,” Simon asked, trotting up to him.

“Must have fallen from the cab when the driver got out,” Michael said, joining the boys. By then Adam was holding it gingerly in his hands and the boys were examining it. When Rags swatted at it and growled, Michael picked up the cat. He glanced around and suggested, “Adam, just put it there on the fender so the guy will see it when he comes out. Come on. Let’s go.”

Just then they heard a gruff voice. “Get away from there!” Before Adam could react, a man ran toward him, grabbed the fur, and hollered, “Get away from my truck! All of you. What do you think you’re doing?”

“I thought someone might have lost this,” Adam said. “I was going to…”

“You need to mind your own business,” the man spat.

“Come on, Son,” Michael said gently, putting one hand on the boy’s shoulder and guiding him toward the country store. Simon followed.

“What’s his problem?” Savannah asked from the porch where she waited with Rochelle, Peter, and the children.

“Yeah,” Peter said, “what was that all about?” He asked Adam, “What was that you picked up, anyway? That guy was sure eager to get it back. What did he think you were going to do—walk off with it?”

“It was a pelt,” Michael said quietly.

“Oh,” Rochelle yelped.

“What’s a pelt?” Simon asked.

“An animal skin?” Adam asked. “What kind of animal skin, Dad?”

Michael shook his head. He lowered the cat to the porch next to Savannah and handed her the leash, then put a hand on each of the boys’ shoulders. “Come on guys, let’s get outfitted for our day of fishing, shall we?”

“But Dad, how could someone…?”

“I don’t know, Son. It’s a different lifestyle. I’m sorry you boys had to see that.”

Peter helped usher the boys into the mercantile. “Yeah, it was probably one he bought from a store a long time ago—a store-bought one.” When the boys ran ahead of the men toward a display of fishing poles, Peter looked to Michael for confirmation. “It wasn’t fresh, was it?”

Michael nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid it was.”

“Dang. Is that even legal?” Peter asked.

“What, Mr. Peter?” Simon asked, overhearing this. “Is what legal, fishing?”

“Yes, fishing’s legal.”

“I think he’s talking about that animal skin I found,” Adam said.

“Hey,” Michael suggested, “let’s just forget about that. We have a fun weekend planned. Let’s don’t spoil it.”

“But did that guy really…?” Adam started.

“Oh look,” Peter said, pointing at a display of pictures. Those must be some of the fish they’ve caught up here. Wow! Catch a big fish like that and you could be part of this photo gallery.”



Chapter Six


 

“Hey, Dad, there’s that fur guy,” Adam said over breakfast at the Buckhorn Mountain Café the following morning.

“Fur guy?” Michael asked.

“The one who takes fur from wild animals.”

“So you think he’s a trapper?” Michael asked.

“He had an animal fur,” Adam reasoned. “He acted like it was his, anyway.”

When Michael realized the boys were staring at the man, he said quietly, “Let’s not engage him.”

“Engage him?” Simon questioned.

The others chuckled.

“Just don’t look over there,” Peter clarified. “We don’t want any trouble with him.”

Simon whispered, “He really kills animals so he can keep their fur? That’s what Adam told me. That’s just gross. Why does he do that? To make clothes?”

“He’s not wearing animal fur,” Adam noticed.

“We don’t know that he’s a trapper,” Savannah said. “He may have bought an old piece of fur from a thrift store.”

Michael grinned at her from across the table.

“What?” she asked.

“It was fresh,” he said, “and by his behavior, I’d say he’s doing some illegal trapping—either taking pelts he’s not supposed to or setting traps in areas that are off limits.”

“Can we talk about something more pleasant over breakfast?” Rochelle asked. When she saw that both boys were still staring solemnly at the man, she nudged Simon. “Come on, eat your pancakes. You don’t want that big fish to get away because you’re dawdling over your breakfast, do you?”

“Dawdling?” Adam repeated. “That’s a funny word.”

“Yeah,” Simon said, “what’s dawdling?”

“Poking along slowly,” Peter said. “Taking your time. It’s the opposite of hurrying.”

“Ohhh,” Simon said. “Well, it’s a funny word. Dawdling,” he repeated. He took a few big bites of his pancakes, then complained, “Why can’t Rags come fishing with us today?”

“Where were you yesterday?” Savannah asked.

“Huh? With you guys,” he said. “What do you mean?”

“Did you not see how naughty Rags was down at the fishing spot? He just about wore me out trying to keep him out of trouble.”

“I didn’t see that,” Adam said.

Simon nudged him. “Yeah, we were busy fishing.” He asked Savannah, “What did he do?”

“Oh, he just wouldn’t settle down. He wanted to follow you boys. When I’d walk with him to where you were fishing, he’d pull to go back up to Teddy.”

“You should have just taken that rope off him,” Simon suggested. “Then you wouldn’t have to go wherever he wanted to go.”

Adam stared at Savannah in anticipation of her response.

Before she could speak, however, Simon continued talking. “I hope we catch something today.”

“I’m pretty sure we will,” Michael said. “We’re going to get some of that super duper bait that fellow told us about yesterday. The fish can’t help themselves when they see one of those worms wriggling on your hook. Today’s fishing will be a slam dunk.”

“I’m going to catch the biggest fish,” Simon announced.

“No, I am,” Adam insisted.

When the boys started fidgeting and poking at each other, Savannah suggested, “Hey, how about you two go wait for us outside. We’re almost finished.”

Michael looked down at Lexie, who lay at his feet. He handed Adam the leash. “Here, take her with you.”

“Stay close,” Rochelle called as the boys and the dog ran off.

After kicking a few stones and examining a dead lizard with a stick, the boys sat on the steps of the wide porch to wait for the others. Adam reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a handful of small stones. “See that square in the dirt where one of those cement step things is missing?”

“Yeah,” Simon said.

Adam tossed a pebble and it hit just right of the square. “Oops.” He poured a few pebbles into Simon’s hand. “Let’s see how many we can get inside there.”

Minutes later, Simon squealed, “Yay. That’s three for me and two for you.”

“Now I have three,” Adam announced seconds later.

Simon grinned. “I’m just about to have four. Then I’ll be ahead again.”

“Wait,” Adam said, nudging Simon.

“What? Are you trying to make me miss? That’s not fair.”

“No, look,” Adam hissed.

“Oh, it’s that fur guy. What’s he doing?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said. He stood up and suggested, “Let’s get closer.” The boys crept toward the man until Adam stopped. He pulled Simon back. “Let’s stay here. We can watch from here. I think he’s going to show those guys something in the back of his truck.”

“Yeah,” Simon said. “I want to see what’s in there, too. Those other guys seem all excited. I wonder if it’s something dead.”

“Listen,” Adam whispered.

“And I put my traps damn near anywhere I want to no matter what the stupid rangers say,” the trapper bellowed. “I know where the fox dens are, and fox furs are prime in my business.”

“How long have you been coming up here?” one man asked.

“Long enough to get a lot of skins without getting caught. That’s how long. Now if you want success…” he laughed loudly, “you know, if you want to buy a classic truck like mine here, you gotta take some risks, but you also gotta know what you’re doing. So if you want the scoop, it’ll cost ya a thousand bucks and I need cash in hand. Are you in?” When the men hesitated, the trapper motioned toward his pickup. “You can see how successful I am. If you want to earn thousands every month, you need to know the ropes and I’m the only one around who can show ’em to you.”

Suddenly the boys felt a hand on their shoulders, and both jumped nearly out of their skin. “Come on,” Michael said, “want to go fishing or are you going to stand there gawking all day?”

“Dad,” Adam said, “you scared us.”

“Scared you?” Michael asked. He glanced around and saw the men gathered around the suspected trapper’s truck. He frowned. “What were you doing, anyway?”

“Nothing,” Adam said.

Simon skipped to catch up with Peter saying, “Yeah, I’m ready to go fishing.” When he saw the others walking toward their cars, he asked, “Are we driving somewhere? What’s wrong with this
 river?”

Peter draped his arm across the boy’s shoulders and walked with him toward the car. “Well, you don’t think the big fish are going to come around here where all these people are, do you? No, they’re going to run up stream where they can relax and we’re going to pay them a surprise visit. Come on, get loaded up. They won’t wait forever.”

“What a pretty spot,” Rochelle said later as she sat in a beach chair alongside a quiet pool with Teddy on her lap.

“Sure is,” Savannah said. “Want to fish? I’ll take him.”

“No, I don’t have the patience for fishing. How about you?”

“Yeah, I enjoy it sometimes.” Savannah smiled. “We didn’t get our fishing licenses, though, so I don’t think we’re legal.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Rochelle looked around. “There doesn’t seem to be enough fishing poles to go around, anyway, and I don’t see any of those guys offering theirs, do you?”

Savannah laughed. “No, I don’t.”

“Lily,” Michael called. “Want to hold Daddy’s fishing pole?”

When the toddler balked, Savannah prompted, “Want to go fishing with Daddy?” She asked Michael, “Where’s her little pole?”

“I thought I’d see if she is interested before I get it out.”

Just then Simon let out a yelp. “Oh no,” he said, “oh no.”

“What’s wrong?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know, but I think I caught something.”

“You did!” Adam shouted. He pointed. “I see a fish swimming around right where your bait was. I think he’s on your hook. Reel him up,” Adam insisted. “Reel him up.”

“Huh?” Simon said.

Peter chuckled. He handed his pole to Savannah, who had walked forward with Lily, and he stood behind Simon. “Need help there?” he asked.

“I can do it,” Simon said, taking hold of the reel handle.

“Keep the pole tip up,” Michael called out.

“Huh?” Simon said, as he continued to turn the handle. “Do you see my fish?”

“Here it comes,” Peter said. “Keep reeling.” Seconds later, he called, “Got it!”

Simon dropped the pole and ran to where Peter stood with a net, an almost six-inch trout flopping around inside. “That’s it?” he asked. When Peter nodded, he said, “Are you sure? It felt a whole lot bigger than that.”

“Yeah, this one’s pretty small,” Michael said. “I think we’d better let him grow for another year.”

“What?” Simon said. “What do you mean?”

“Gotta throw him back,” Adam said. “If the fish is too small to cook and eat, you have to throw him back.”

“That’s not fair,” Simon said. “Who says, anyway?”

“The Department of Fish and Game and our morals,” Peter quipped.

“What do you mean?” Simon grumbled.

“What would you do with this fish, Simon?” Peter asked.

“Um…”

“He’s too small to cook and eat, like Adam said.”

“We could get a fish bowl,” Simon suggested.

Peter chuckled. “Yeah, and what would you feed him? How would you care for him? Do you think he’d have a good life in an aquarium all by himself?”

“I didn’t think about that,” Simon said. He asked Adam, “Do you throw away fish that you catch?”

“No. I don’t throw them away,” Adam said, “but I might throw them back. If you can’t eat them—like you get too many to eat or it’s too small like that one, yeah, I throw them back into the water to give them another chance.”

Simon looked down at the fish. “Can I keep my hook?”

“Yes,” Peter said. “Look, you just snagged his lip, I think we can remove the hook without too much damage and we’ll just send him on his way.” He handed the fish to Simon. “Do you want to throw him in?”

“Okay,” he said. “Good bye, little buddy. Thank you for the fun I had. Now go grow bigger and maybe we can keep you the next time we come up here fishing.”

Peter and Rochelle grinned at each other, and Peter squeezed Simon’s shoulder. “That’s right.”

Just then, Gladys squealed, “Oh-oh, a fish! Hey, Peter, you’ve got a fish on.”

“Well, Gladys, what are you doing with my pole?” he joked.

“Savannah had to chase after Teddy, so she handed it to me. Oh my, it’s a big one. Want your pole back?” she asked, while walking along the bank with the fish and continuing to reel him in.

He removed his baseball cap and put it back on. “Looks like you’re doing a bang-up job there, Gladys. Stay with him.”

“Okay, then,” she said, continuing to work the fish in.

Minutes later everyone stood over the trout that lay on the bank.

Gladys shook her head. “Well, that was a work-out.”

“I can see why,” Michael said. “Look at the size of that thing.”

“Gosh, he must be the great-great-granddaddy of Simon’s fish,” Adam said.

“Yeah, that one will feed the whole group of us,” Peter quipped.

“Well, let’s put him on the stringer, then, and see if we can catch his brother,” Michael suggested.

“Wow,” Simon said to Adam. “I didn’t know your grandmother could fish like that.”

****

A couple of hours, later Michael announced, “Well, we have enough trout for a meal tonight. Shall we head back to the cabin and clean these fish?”

“Clean them?” Simon repeated. “They live in water; they should be clean enough.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Gladys said, chuckling.

Adam grinned at Gladys. “The person who catches the biggest fish has to clean them. Did you know that, Grammy?”

She pulled him to her by the shoulders. “I suppose you think I’ve never cleaned a fish before. Well, I certainly have.”

“You have?” he asked. “You cut a fish open and took out its guts?”

“What?” Simon squealed. “That’s gross. Why would you do that?”

“Do you want to eat fish guts?” Peter asked.

“No,” the boy insisted.

“Then you have to take the guts out of the fish. That’s what’s known as cleaning the fish.”

Simon looked down at their catch. “Oh. I guess there’s more to fishing than I thought.”

“Don’t worry,” Michael said, “I’ll show you how to clean these fish so you’ll know how when you catch the biggest fish tomorrow.”

“Thanks,” Simon said, frowning skeptically.

“So, Gladys, you’re the jackpot winner, are you?” Peter said.

“I guess I am, sort of unintentionally. All I did was hold your pole while you helped Simon with his fish.”

“Oh, it had to be your expertise,” Michael said. “Peter held that pole for forty minutes before that without a bite. He hands it to you and bam! And the skill with which you brought that baby in—I mean, wow!” Michael picked up the poles and the bucket of fish. “Well, let’s get back to the cabin and see what Rags is up to, shall we?” He motioned to the dog. “Come on, Lexie.”

****

The men and the boys were working together to clean and filet the fish when Adam said, “Dad, about that fur man.”

“Adam, let’s not concern ourselves with him, shall we? It’s likely that he’s in a business that we don’t understand and it’s probably legal and there’s nothing we can do about it. Why don’t we shelve the subject and enjoy our vacation, okay?”

“But Dad, we heard…”

“Adam,” Michael said compassionately, “it’s an ugly business and I don’t want you thinking about it.”

Adam grimaced in frustration. “Okay, Dad.”

Minutes later, Simon drifted away from the fish-cleaning operation and up to the table where the women and small children were coloring. He pointed. “That’s a Christmas tree, Teddy. You should make the lights all different colors. I wonder if they’re twinkle lights. I like twinkle lights on Christmas trees.” He tilted his head. “Savannah, has Teddy ever seen a Christmas tree?”

She nodded. “Yes, but he was just six months old, so he wasn’t terribly impressed and probably doesn’t remember it.”

Rochelle asked, “Will you have one this year—I mean, when you get home? You’ll have just a few days…”

“Yeah,” Savannah said, “we usually put our tree up and decorate the house at least by the second week in December.” She shook her head. “Not this year.” She glanced at Lily and Teddy and spoke more quietly. “We may break tradition and put up the t-r-e-e on X-m-a-s eve.”

“My folks did it that way for a while,” Rochelle said. “It was such a nice Christmas morning surprise. But helping to decorate was also a lot of fun.”

Simon sat down next to Rochelle. “Will we have a Christmas tree?”

She patted his arm. “We sure will, if you want one.”

“Yes,” Simon said.

Savannah smiled. “I love Christmas decorations, too, but here it is just a week away from Christmas and we don’t have any decorations.” She pouted. “Now I feel sad.”

“You’re sad, Mommy?” Lily said. “Why are you sad, Mommy?”

“Because we don’t have any Christmas decorations. I’d like to have Christmas decorations, wouldn’t you guys?”

Simon looked puzzled. “Where would we get some? Will you drive home to get them?”

Savannah tapped him affectionately on the end of his nose. “No. I brought some.” She walked into the living room and opened a box. “Look, Christmas lights. We have Christmas lights.”

“Cool,” Simon said.

“Yay,” Adam said, joining them, “but did you bring a tree?”

“We’re in a forest,” Simon said, play punching Adam.

“Oh, that’s right. Did we bring a saw? Can we just go saw down any tree we want?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know about that,” Michael said. “We’d better check with the rangers first.”

“Or we could maybe find a pine or fir branch that fell off a tree naturally and use that as our Christmas tree,” Rochelle suggested.

“We could do that?” Adam asked. “Make a Christmas tree out of a branch?”

“The right branch, yes,” Peter said. He motioned with one arm. “We don’t have a lot of room in here for a large tree.”

“Will we be here for Christmas?” Simon asked.

Savannah shook her head. “No, but I think it would be fun to celebrate Christmas with each other while we’re here. What do you kids think?”

“Where will we buy the presents?” Adam asked. “Did you bring presents, Savannah?”

She chuckled. “No.”

Rochelle jumped a little with excitement. “How about if we make gifts for each other?”

“Out of what?” Adam asked. “Are there craft stores up here?”

“You don’t need a craft store,” Peter said. “You’re in the biggest store in the world.”

“And everything’s free,” Michael added.

“Huh?” Simon questioned.

“Yeah,” Peter said, “the forest has everything you could possibly want to use in crafting gifts—seeds, pods, cones, grass, flowers, reeds, rocks, fiber…”

“Weeds, needles, leaves…” Michael added.

“Animal poop,” Adam said, laughing. He explained, “Savannah showed us rabbit poop and maybe coyote poop.”

“Oh,” Simon said, “feathers. I saw a cool feather today.” He squinted in thought. “So you’re going to make our gifts?”

Savannah winked at him. “How about we all make gifts for each other?”

“Make eight presents?” Simon complained. “We won’t have any time to go fishing or hiking.”

More excitedly Rochelle said, “We can draw names and each of us can create a gift for one person.”

“Yeah, I like that better,” Gladys agreed.

“Okay,” Simon said. “I know how to make a slingshot. Benny taught me.”

“Where would you get the stretchy part?” Adam asked.

“Oh,” Simon lamented, “I didn’t think of that.” He asked, “Do we have glue?”

“That’s one thing I did bring,” Savannah said. “Glue and glitter, construction paper, crayons, and markers—you know, Sharpies.”

“Paint?” Simon asked.

“No need for store-bought paint,” Peter said. “Nature’s full of what we need to make our own paint.”

“Cool,” Savannah said. “You can give us a lesson in making paint.” She sat up straighter. “Maybe I can show the kids how to fashion things out of pinecones and pine needles. I sat in on a lesson for the preschoolers last year at a church day camp.” She nodded toward Rochelle. “And you can show us how to craft jewelry.”

“Jewelry?” she squealed. “Out of leaves and grass and pine needles?”

Savannah grinned. “Maybe small stones, petrified tree bark, acorns…”

“Yeah, if we had some gold plating, maybe.” Rochelle grinned. “Next time I’ll come better prepared.”

“What about Teddy?” Adam asked. “What can he make?”

Simon giggled. “Poop in his diaper.”

“That’s gross,” Adam said.

“Yeah, I saw him make a mess with his Cheerios yesterday,” Simon said.

“I’ll help Teddy make something,” Savannah suggested. “We want him to receive a gift, so I’ll make sure he has one to give.”

“Do we have wrapping paper?” Rochelle asked.

When no one spoke, Peter said, “Sure. Look to the forest.”

“What?” Adam questioned dubiously.

“Leaves, pine needles, you could make a basket out of pinecones or reeds or a box from tree bark.”

“Wow!” Simon said. “I thought you just knew how to paint. I didn’t know you knew how to do all that other stuff.”

“I can make a reata from horsehair,” Michael said.

Savannah appeared surprised. “I had no idea you possessed that talent. Too bad we don’t have a horse handy.”

“You could use deer hair or bear hair,” Simon suggested.

Michael let out a guffaw. “Yeah, right. Who’s going to pluck the animal?”

Savannah faced the others. “So everyone agrees we should try to find a Christmas tree?”

“Sure,” Rochelle said. “We need a place to put our gifts. And I want to say one more thing. Once you draw the name for the person you’ll be gifting, let’s think real hard about making something especially for that person—something they would really like—not something you simply want to make.”

“Good idea,” Savannah said. “I’d like to see everyone put some thought into their gift.” She looked around at the others. “So who wants to be on the tree committee?”

When every hand went up Michael said, “Okay, it will be a community effort.”

“It doesn’t have to be a tree,” Simon said. When everyone looked at him, he explained, I know a guy who made a Christmas tree out of rocks—he stacked rocks and put decorations and little lights on the rocks. So we could make our tree out of rocks or maybe pinecones or…”

“Fishing poles,” Adam said.

“Yeah,” Simon agreed, “or…um,” he looked around, “chairs or dishes…”

“Hey, I could be the Christmas tree,” Adam said, jumping up and down with his arms out. “Decorate me.”

Simon giggled and joined Adam. “Yeah, decorate us.”

“And me,” Lily said, mimicking the boys.

After taking a couple of pictures, Savannah said, “You kids are silly.”

Peter also snapped a photo. He tousled Simon’s hair. “Shall we go out and see if we can find a real tree?”

****

After dinner that evening, the family sat quietly in the living room admiring their Christmas tree.

“It’s kind of crooked,” Adam noticed, tilting his head.

“What did you expect,” Michael asked, “perfection? The pickings were slim. This, fellows and gals, is what’s known as a Charlie Brown Christmas tree.”

“Why, Dad?” Adam asked.

“Because Charlie Brown—you know in the cartoon—well, he always had a pretty sad-looking Christmas tree—he and Snoopy.”

Rochelle nodded. “I think we did a pretty good job. We found this rather pretty branch that was going to die anyway. Isn’t it nice that we could give this broken limb a great send off?”

“I like those paper loops we made,” Simon said. “Makes it look almost like a real Christmas tree you see in the store windows.” He looked at Savannah. “You brought that colored paper with us?”

She nodded. She held up a roll of tape. “And this. We can use it in making our gifts, too.”

“And the paper?” Adam asked. “Can we use the paper?”

Savannah looked at Rochelle. “What do you think?”

“How about for cards only,” Peter suggested. “The gift has to be from nature except for maybe a little glue or tape.”

“And where do you think that paper came from?” Rochelle asked, grinning.

“Well, trees,” Peter admitted, “so yeah, nature. But it’s been processed. We want to use natural nature.”

“Like bugs?” Adam said, grinning.

“Yeah, bugs,” Simon repeated.

“Well, it would be legal, I guess,” Savannah said, “but I hope not. I wouldn’t want to receive a bug for Christmas. Anyone else?”

“Sure,” Simon said. “I knew a guy once who had a pet beetle.”

Peter slapped Simon gingerly on the back. “You’ve known some colorful people in your time, haven’t you?”

“Colored people?” he asked, puzzled.

“No, colorful
—as in interesting,” Peter responded.

“Have you kids been thinking about the gift you want to make?” Rochelle asked.

“I need to know who I’m making it for first,” Michael said.

Savannah reached for a small basket. “Oh yes. I have the names all ready to draw.”

“Shall we keep the name we draw a secret?” Rochelle asked.

After thinking about it, Savannah said, “Yes, let’s do. But if you need help with your gift, it’s okay to ask someone else for suggestions, okay? We should be able to help each other.”

“Sounds good to me,” Michael said. “How about you kids; are you excited about our Christmas party?”

“I guess,” Simon said. “I’ve never made anything myself, except once Benny showed me how to make that slingshot and also a hat out of a t-shirt… Oh, and he showed me how to use a belt for a lot of different things—fastening your pack to a bus bench when you’re sleeping and things like that.”

“Why did you sleep on a bus bench?” Adam asked. “Was the bus late?”

“No,” Simon responded. “That’s where I slept sometimes.”

In an effort to change the direction of the conversation, Michael said, “Well, you are industrious, Simon. I’ll bet you’ll do well in the Christmas gift challenge.”

“Okay, let’s draw,” Savannah said, holding out the basket. As each of them picked a name, there were cheers and laughter—and a few groans. Some people seemed overwhelmed by the name they drew.

“Who would like a cup of warm apple cider with cinnamon sticks and Rochelle’s peanut butter cookies?” Gladys asked.

All hands went up and Rochelle followed Gladys into the kitchen to help her prepare the snack.

When Peter saw Simon staring into the tree he asked, “You okay, buddy?”

Simon nodded. “Yes. I was just thinking that this is just about the most perfect day ever. It’s definitely my best Christmas so far.”

Peter tightened his lips in an attempt to conceal the emotions he felt in the moment.

****

“Who’s going fishing today?” Michael asked over breakfast the next morning. “I thought we’d hike to another good fishing spot, so it’ll take a hardy and energetic hiker to join us today.”

“That leaves Teddy out, right?” Adam asked. “And Lily.”

“This hardy person can carry Teddy in a pack,” Michael said. “So sure he can go, if he wants to.”

“I think maybe we’ll hang out around here today,” Savannah said. “I want to get some supplies for the art projects. I have lists from everyone.”

“I thought we had to use stuff from the forest,” Adam complained.

“Sure, but we may need more tape. String or yarn might be useful.”

“Oh, yes,” Adam said, “I might want to use some of that stuff.”

When Michael looked at Gladys, she said, “I’m not up for a hike today. Maybe tomorrow.”

“That’s okay. You’ve been a trooper, Gladys.”

“I’m hiking!” Simon announced.

“Me too,” Adam said.

Michael looked at Lily, who said, “I want to go shopping with Mommy.”

“Yeah, I figured. “Okay, just us guys then. And Lexie.”

“What about Rags?” Simon asked, petting the cat.

“I think he’s better off staying here, don’t you?” Michael asked.

Savannah grinned and agreed.

****

“Why are we stopping at the store, Dad?” Adam asked a little while later. “Are you hungry again?

“To get more bait and maybe a little advice from some of the local fishermen.”

“We didn’t need advice yesterday,” Simon said. “Even Grammy caught a fish yesterday.”

“How about you boys stay out here with Lexie?” Michael suggested after getting out of the car.

“Okay,” Adam said, following the dog as she sniffed her way around the building.

Simon caught up to him and said quietly, “Hey, there’s that fur guy’s truck again.”

Adam turned to look. He shook his head. “Sure is a rad truck. I wouldn’t mind having one like that when I turn sixteen.” He nudged Simon. “Hey, let’s go look at it while no one’s around.”

However, as the boys admired an emblem on the front of the truck, they heard a gruff voice shout, “Git, you mangy mutt. You’re not going to lift a leg on my whitewalls.”

When they heard Lexie yelp, Adam ran to her and stopped dead in his tracks when he found himself facing the angry trapper. “You kicked my dog,” Adam asserted.

“He was vandalizing my truck,” the man insisted. He pointed. “See those whitewalls, they’re expensive and he was going to lift his leg on that one.”

“He wasn’t going to do anything of the sort,” Michael said, walking up behind Adam. “He’s a female and females don’t lift their leg like that. Now I thought I heard her yelp. Why was that? Did you kick my dog?” he challenged.

“Um…no…I just told her to git. That’s all,” he muttered as he backed toward the cab of his truck. “She must have stepped on a sticker or something. I didn’t lay a hand on her.” By now, the man had the driver’s side door open. He pointed a finger in a threatening manner. “Just keep that dog and those kids away from me, you hear?” He slammed the door, revved up the engine, and drove off, leaving a spray of dust in his wake.

“I’m pretty sure he did kick or hit Lexie,” Adam said, gently smoothing the dog’s fur.

“Yeah,” Michael agreed, letting out a breath and checking Lexie over. “I think she’s okay.” He looked after the trapper. “Damn jerk,” he mumbled.

“So what are we going to use for bait today?” Simon asked. “Those wriggly worms again? They were hard to put on the hook.”

“Yeah, if I was a worm I wouldn’t want to be poked on a hook, drowned, and eaten by a big fish,” Adam said.

“That’s why we’re going to use lures today.”

“Lures?” Simon questioned.

Peter pulled something out of a small bag and showed it to the boys. “No live bait today. We’ll be fishing with these bad boys.”

“Those are pretty. They kind of look like bugs,” Simon said.

“That’s the idea,” Michael said. “The fish won’t be able to tell the difference between a real crawdad, minnow, or dragonfly and these lures. At least that’s the theory.”

“Yeah, we’re going to fish in pools today so we need to use different tactics,” Peter said. “You thought that was a big fish Grammy caught yesterday on my pole. Just wait until you see what’s swimming around in those ponds.”

The boys’ eyes grew big.

****

The men, boys, and Lexie had been hiking for nearly an hour when they stopped to take a few swallows of water.

“Are you sure you know where we’re going?” Simon asked. “I’m getting tired.”

“Bored, is probably more like it,” Michael said.

“Yeah, this is boring,” Adam said. “Just walk, walk, walk.”

“Aren’t you enjoying the beautiful scenery?” Peter asked. “Makes me want to sit down and paint.”

“Did you bring paints?” Simon asked. “That wouldn’t be boring.” When Peter shook his head, Simon became more sullen and complained. “I’m cold and tired.”

Michael winked at Peter. “I heard tell that once upon a time there was a very wealthy Indian maiden who lived up here.”

“Is that right?” Peter said, playing along. “Up here?”

Michael nodded.

“If she was wealthy,” Simon asked, “why did she live up here? She could afford a house in the city.”

“She liked it up here,” Michael said. “This was her…um…what do you call it…her happy place. So she lived up here…”

“In a house? Or a teepee?” Adam asked.

“Um…probably a cave,” Michael said. “Yeah, I think she lived in a cave. Well, she really didn’t like all that money she had.”

“She didn’t?” Simon asked. “Why?”

“Oh, she liked the bills okay, but the coins were burdensome. They were heavy and she didn’t have pockets in her buffalo-skin dress, so she was known to just toss coins here and there any time she was hiking around on this mountain.”

“Really?” Simon said.

“Yeah. And the locals say that if you have a really keen eye, you can still see some of the money she tossed away all those years ago.”

“Where?” Simon asked. “On this trail?”

Michael gestured widely. “All over these mountains. You never know where you might find some of those coins.” He pointed at the ground in front of him. “Hey, look. Is that a dime I see there in the dirt?”

“Where?” Adam asked, running to his dad. “Let me see it.”

“It’s just an ordinary dime, Son,” he said. “See? If I were you boys, I’d be watching for more coins.”

“Wow!” Simon shouted. “Come on, Adam, let’s see if we can find some.” He took off ahead of Michael and Peter, his eyes focused on the ground in front of him.”

Peter chuckled. “Hey, boys, if I were you, I’d stay behind us.”

“You’re going too slow,” Adam complained.

“Yeah, but…um…” Peter stammered. He winked at Michael and said, “We know what to do if we run into a bear, so I think you should stay behind us just in case.”

“Oh,” Simon said, wide-eyed, “good idea.”

It wasn’t long before Adam said, “We’re here already? I only found a dollar and eight cents. Can’t we go on up the trail farther in case she threw any money up that way?”

Michael chuckled. “I think we’ll stop and do some fishing. You might find some here along the bank of the pond. Or you can wet your line and maybe catch us some dinner.”

“Okay.”

“Still bored?” Peter asked.

“No,” Simon said exuberantly. “I found eighty-five cents. Are you bored, Adam?”

“Heck no,” he said. “I just wish I knew what to do now. I want to catch a big fish, but I also like finding money.”

“Well, it’s about lunch time for the fish,” Michael said. “Let’s fish now. What do you think?”

“Okay. Thanks, Dad.”

“Thanks? For what?”

“For helping me decide.”

****

“Five nice size trout and what—two dollars and twelve cents?” Michael said. “You boys are on a roll.” He leaned his fishing pole against a tree and said, “Anyone ready for lunch?”

“Is it lunch time?” Adam asked.

“Yeah, we ate breakfast nearly six hours ago. Come on, let’s relax and eat the lunch Savannah packed for us.” When Michael saw Simon rubbing his hands together and pulling his beanie down farther over his ears, he said, “Know what would be nice about now?”

“What?” Adam asked.

“A fire. There’s a fire ring over there, and I see some pinecones scattered around. Why don’t you boys gather them and we’ll see if we can’t warm up this place.”

“Do you have matches?” Peter asked. “Or will you rub two sticks together?”

“I picked up a lighter at the store.”

“You have a lighter, Dad?” Adam asked.

“Yes, when you go camping, you never leave home without matches or a lighter.”

“I didn’t know that,” Adam said. “But a fire sure sounds nice. My fingers feel like ice.”

The anglers were almost finished with their lunch when Adam said, “Look. The fire isn’t going to last very long. We need more pinecones. Can Simon and I go find more?”

“Are you finished eating?” Michael asked.

Adam shook his head. “I still want to finish my sandwich and fruit, but I can’t eat when it’s so cold.”

“Okay then,” Michael said. “Hurry back.”

Peter nodded. “Just don’t get lost, okay? Don’t wander off too far.”

“Okay,” Simon called as the boys trotted into a stand of pine and fir trees.

****

More than an hour had passed when Michael blurted again, “Where the hell are they?” He couldn’t stop pacing. “Adam!” he shouted for the umpteenth time. “Simon!” He huffed, “Surely they can see the smoke from all that wet grass you added to the fire, Peter.”

“What if we turn Lexie loose?” Peter suggested. “Will she find them?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.” He looked at his watch. “An hour and eight minutes. God, Peter anything could have happened. They could have fallen in one of those ponds or met up with a wild animal…”

“Or that awful trapper with the bad attitude,” Peter said, heaving a large rock into the water out of frustration.

Michael looked at him and winced. “Okay,” he said, “I’m going to call Savannah. It’s time to get help up here, don’t you think so?”

Peter nodded. “Yes, something is definitely wrong.” He shouted, “Simon! Adam!” Then said, “Damn, my voice is about gone.”

“Mine too,” Michael said. “Man, this is hell. I’m so blasted scared.”

“I know,” Peter said. “It sucks big time. Yes, call the girls and have them see if we can get search and rescue out here.”

“What did Savannah say?” Peter asked when Michael ended the call.

“She and Rochelle are frantic. I hope one of them can calm down enough to actually be of some help.” He kicked a rock. “Darn, darn. Why did we let them go?”

Peter looked at Michael. “You know they’re both level-headed boys. I’m sure they’re okay. There’s probably a very good reason why they haven’t come back yet.”

Michael studied him for a minute. “Do you really believe that?”

“I’m sure trying awful hard to believe it.”

****

“Michael Ivey?” a man asked upon arriving in a small Jeep thirty minutes later.

“Yes,” Michael said, rushing to greet him and his companion. “This is Peter Whitcomb. Our boys…”

“So they wandered off on their own, did they?” The man said, “By the way, I’m Blake and this is Storm. We’re from the local ranger station.”

“Storm?” Peter questioned, shaking his hand.

“Long story,” he said. “Maybe I’ll get a chance to tell it. Meanwhile, you say the boys have been gone for over an hour?”

“Almost two hours, now,” Peter said.

“How old are they?” Blake asked. “Ten?”

“Yes.”

“Why did they leave this area? It looks like you were here to fish and…” he glanced around, “have a little picnic?”

“Yes,” Michael said. “The boys simply went to find more pinecones for the fire.”

“Got it,” Blake said. “Are they dressed for the weather? Do they have water on them?”

Michael looked at Peter. “Adam was still carrying his canteen, wasn’t he?”

Peter nodded. “I think so. Yeah, they would have had maybe half canteen full of water. I saw Simon stuff a handful of grapes in his jacket pocket.” He added, “Yes, they’re dressed for the weather.”

“And they walked off which way?”

Michael pointed.

“Okay, get in,” Blake suggested. “Let’s drive on up and see what we can see. It shouldn’t be too difficult to track a couple of kids that age.”

“That your dog?” Storm asked.

Michael nodded.

“Is he attached to the boys?”

“Yes, I’d say she is.”

“She might come in handy. Watch her,” he instructed. “Let us know if it appears she’s caught a scent, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Michael said. He added, “We actually have a cat who’s better at that.”

Both rangers stopped and looked suspiciously at Michael. Blake asked, “Did you say a cat?”

Michael nodded and took a ragged breath.

“Not with you, right?” Storm confirmed. Several minutes later, he announced, “Okay, so we’ve followed the boys’ footprints to this point where the road becomes a shale trail. You won’t be seeing any prints in that stuff.”

Peter prepared to get out of the Jeep. “So should we take the trail?” he asked.

“Well,” Blake stalled, “we don’t know if they continued along on the trail or if they headed into the brush on this side or the trees over there. Why don’t we spread out from here? What are their names?”

“Simon and Adam.”

“Okay, Mr. Ivey and Mr. Whitcomb, you take the trail. We’ll head into the stand of trees and the brush. We’ll meet back here at four o’clock.”

At a little after the hour, the four men returned to the vehicle with nothing of consequence to report.

“What would attract their attention so that they’d leave the trail and get themselves lost?” Michael asked.

“They’re boys,” Blake said, “and when boys go adventuring together, they often lose track of time and space. They don’t pay attention to their surroundings. It’s easier than you might think for kids to get lost.”

Storm looked down at Lexie. “The dog didn’t react to anything, huh?”

Michael shook his head, then said, “We had a fire going. We kept feeding it with wet grass and other things that would cause smoke. Wouldn’t they be able to see it or smell it?”

Storm nodded. “Yeah, if they were paying attention, but like Blake said, youngsters can get easily distracted.”

“We’d better head back and regroup,” Blake suggested.

“Just give up?” Michael asked, panicked. “It’ll be dark soon. They could freeze to death overnight.”

“We won’t leave them alone overnight,” Blake assured him. “We have a larger group of search and rescue folks preparing as we speak. As you can imagine, night searches require a different kind of preparation.” He smiled. “I’m confident that these professionals and their trained dogs will find the boys before morning.” He looked Michael in the eyes. “They’re very good at what they do.”



Chapter Seven


 

It was after seven that night, more than six hours since Adam and Simon had been seen. Michael held tightly to Teddy, his eyes brimming with tears as he paced in front of the Buckhorn Café. He put one arm around Savannah, and whispered, “I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

Savannah embraced Michael and their sleeping son. “I know, honey. They’re okay.” Her voice cracked. “They just have to be.”

“I hope so,” Peter said, overhearing her comment. He laughed a tad hysterically and made an attempt at humor. “Because, when I get a hold of Simon I’ll…” He couldn’t continue.

“You’ll what?” Rochelle challenged gently.

Peter ran both hands through his hair. “I don’t know. I’m just so worried and angry at the same time.”

Michael choked up. “Welcome to parenthood, guy.” He looked off into the distance. “I don’t know why the search crew wouldn’t let us go with them tonight. I feel so helpless.”

“You were out there all day,” Savannah soothed. “The guide is right. We need to rest. Remember, tomorrow we’re following Rochelle’s vision. We’ll meet at daylight with fresh supplies and Rags.”

“What if Rochelle’s wrong?” Michael hissed. “We could be wasting precious time. You heard them say that the boys could easily find themselves in trouble. They could fall off a cliff or into a swift-moving portion of the river.”

Savannah stared into his face. “What if Rochelle’s right? Besides, there are people out there with search dogs. They know what they’re doing, Michael.” She added, “And so does Rochelle. Her predictions and visions are rarely wrong. She has helped in a lot of situations like this.”

Michael shook his head. He looked down at Teddy.

“Why don’t you let me lay him down?” Gladys asked quietly. “I’ll sit with the children.”

He kissed his nineteen-month-old son and handed the sleeping toddler to his mother-in-law. “Are you going back to the cabin?”

“Yes. I think we all are.” Gladys sensed Michael’s resistance. “They know where you are. They’ll call. Come on you two, let’s get some rest,” she urged. “You may have a long day ahead.”

Michael glanced at Peter and Rochelle, who stood on the edge of the porch gazing down the road where the search team had driven from view. He took a deep breath, raised his eyes to the heavens, and muttered, “If there’s such a thing as a Christmas miracle, we could sure use one now.” He took a ragged breath and called out, “Hey guys, let’s go try to get some sleep.”

When Peter hesitated, Rochelle said, “There’s nothing we can do here. They know how to get in touch with us.” She squeezed his arm. “Peter, I just know they’re okay. There’s a reason for this and it’s going to stun us all when we learn the truth.”

“If you believe they’re okay, why are you so dang nervous,” Peter challenged. He put his arm around her and pulled her close. “You’re worried too. I know you are.”

She nodded. “I’m terrified. But that’s the human part of me. I’m trying real hard to accept what the universe is telling me—that the boys are safe.”

Savannah smiled weakly at Rochelle, and followed the others to the cars.

“Wait,” Michael said. He faced Savannah. “Did you say Rags is going with us in the morning?”

She nodded. “Rochelle suggested it. She said he’s more intuitive than any of us and he loves both Simon and Adam. She believes he can lead us to the boys. In fact, I guess a cat was part of her vision.”

“Lordy, lordy,” he muttered as the two of them climbed into their car.

****

Michael awoke at daylight to the sound of a helicopter overhead. He sat straight up, then leaped out of bed, knocking on the wall as he headed for the bathroom. “Peter, let’s get going.”

“Been waiting for you, pal,” Peter called back. “I think the gals are almost ready.”

Michael dressed quickly. He looked down at Rags, who had sauntered into the room, and muttered, “I’m counting on you today, boy.”

“There you are,” Savannah said, snapping Rags’s leash onto his harness. She stopped and looked at Michael for a few moments. “We will
 find them. It’s going to be okay.”

He pulled her to him and buried his face in her neck, mumbling, “I hope to God you’re right.”

“I’ll be praying every minute,” Gladys said as the two couples walked out the front door of Cabin Cricket a short time later.

When they arrived at the Buckhorn Café, the two men quickly approached members of the search team who seemed to be just returning.

“Nothing,” Storm said. “Not a sign beyond where that shale trail starts. We spent most of the night on the mountain side because that’s where we’d expect a lost child to go.”

“Then let’s try something different this morning,” Michael suggested.

“With a cat?” a member of the team asked, staring at Rags, who was winding his leash around Michael’s ankles.

“Yes, I don’t have time to explain, but he’s experienced in these things.” Michael glanced at Peter. “More so than we are, actually.”

Blake, the ranger who had initiated the search the day before, approached the group with two more men. “Al, Bill, this is Mr. Ivey and…” he stalled.

“Peter Whitcomb,” Peter said.

Al asked, “It’s your boys we’re looking for?”

Peter and Michael nodded.

“Well, grab your coffee or whatever and we’ll meet you at the Jeep caravan,” Bill said. “There’s room for four more in the lead vehicle. I understand your wives are going with us.”

Michael nodded.

Just then Savannah and Rochelle walked out of the café, each were carrying two large coffees and a bag filled with fruit and breakfast bars. That’s when they heard a gruff voice. “Scat!”

Michael looked up and saw Rags at the end of his long leash with his paws on the side of a truck sniffing the air. It was the fur trapper. It seemed they could not avoid him.

“Git,” the man said, rushing toward the cat. It appeared that he was about to give Rags a swift kick when Michael intervened.

“Hey!” Michael shouted, quickly picking up Rags. “He’s not doing anything. He just smells…um whatever it is in your truck there.”

“Yeah, well, he’s nosy and he’s a cat. I hate cats.”

As annoyed as Michael was, he saw this interaction as an opportunity and decided to take advantage. He asked casually, “So where have you been these last few days? Have you taken any interesting roads?”

The trapper scowled and opened his truck door.

“Please, Mister,” Michael said, “our boys are missing. They were curious about your truck and I’m wondering if they might have tried to follow you. If you tell me where you were yesterday…”

“None of your damn business,” the trapper spat, starting his truck.

“Please, Mister,” Michael pleaded.

But the driver gunned the truck forcing Michael to step back with Rags.

“What was that about?” Peter asked.

“I thought the boys might have run into him up there and tried to see what he was doing. You know how curious they were about that guy.”

“Did he say he saw them?” Peter asked eagerly

Michael gritted his teeth and watched the truck disappear from sight. “No, dammit. He wouldn’t even talk to me.”

Just then they heard another voice. “Hey, I can tell you exactly what that guy’s up to.”

Michael and Peter turned quickly to face a man of about fifty dressed in camouflage. Michael responded, “Yeah?”

“Yeah, but I doubt the trapper had anything to do with your missing boys.”

“Why’s that?” Peter asked.

“He’s too focused on what he does.” He lowered his head. “But there’s always the chance that the boys happened along where he sets his traps.” He grimaced. “That’s why I think I should tell you what I know.”

“Which is?” Michael coaxed.

“Where he’s setting traps.”

Peter and Michael looked at each other, and Peter asked rather impatiently, “And where would that be?”

“Yeah,” Michael said, “and how do you know about this? He seems so secretive. He sure won’t talk to us.”

The man looked down and said, “I thought I’d like to do some trapping, so I paid the guy to teach me his profession. I mean, he sure seems to be making money, but what I learned from him is so reckless that I’ve just about decided to give up the idea.” He looked off into space, then said, “Those boys could have wandered into one of the areas where he sets those traps. He’s reckless, I tell you.”

“God,” Michael muttered, terrified at the thought. “So can you tell us where the traps are?”

“Yes. Me and my buddy—we were sworn to secrecy, but saving those boys is way more important. Besides,” he said, “I don’t think I could stomach trapping innocent animals. Yeah, I’ll show you where he sets his traps.” He opened up a forest service map. “Here, I have them marked.”

“Let’s go!” a ranger bellowed from the Jeep caravan.

Michael looked back at the convoy, then asked the man in camouflage, “Can I take this map with me?”

The man hesitated, then nodded. “Sure. Like I said, I won’t be using it and maybe it will help you to find your boys. So, yeah. Go ahead.”

“Thank you so much,” Michael said. He and Peter shook the man’s hand before trotting back to the caravan.

“Good luck,” the man called after them.

“Sir,” Michael said, approaching the lead ranger, “I want to show you something.” He glanced at Peter. “We’re concerned that the boys might have seen the trapper up there and tried to follow him.”

“The trapper?” Bill repeated.

“Yes, the bearded guy in the classic pickup. He wouldn’t talk to us, but another man came forward and gave us this map. Evidently it shows where he sets his traps.” He tapped the map. “I think we should check out this area.”

“Who gave you this?” Bill asked.

“Does that matter?” Peter asked.

Michael spoke quickly. “We’re worried that the boys might have stumbled across one of these blasted traps. I want to check out those closest to where we were fishing yesterday.”

“Well, that wasn’t where we had in mind,” Bill said, “but, yeah, you might be on to something. You say the boys know this guy?”

“Not really,” Michael said, “but we’ve seen him around, and they were interested in him and whatever he carries in that truck.”

“And concerned about the trapping he was doing,” Peter added.

Michael nodded. “Like I said, we’re afraid they may have tried to follow him.”

“Okay, let me show this to the others. Climb in and we’ll be off in just a minute.” When he looked down and saw Rags, he said, “Um…you’re leaving the cat here, right?”

“No,” Michael said, firmly. “He’s going with us. If anyone can find those boys this cat can.”

Bill let out a frustrated breath and walked away.

“You laid it on a little thick there, didn’t you?” Peter asked. “I mean about Rags.”

Michael shrugged. “Maybe, but I needed to get my point across fast. No time to explain things.” He turned and looked for the man who had given him the map, but he was nowhere to be seen. He handed Rags’s leash to Savannah who was sitting in the back of a Jeep, then slid in next to her on seats facing Peter and Rochelle.

Al slipped into the front passenger seat. He turned toward the others and introduced himself to the women. “Hi, I’m Al. You must be the wives.”

Michael nodded. “Yes. This is Rochelle and Savannah.” He glanced around and asked, “Do we have a paramedic? We might need a paramedic.”

Al pointed to the second Jeep. “Yes, Eleanor’s a paramedic. Actually we all have some EMT training.” He stared at Rags. “So why did you bring a cat? I don’t even know if that’s allowed. It’s certainly out of the ordinary.”

“Never mind,” Bill said, quickly stepping into the driver’s seat and closing the door. “They say he’s experienced and he knows the boys. So…”

“Hmmm,” Al muttered. “This should be interesting.”

Ignoring him, Bill said, “We’ll drive up near the first area you’ve marked here, Michael—closest to where the boys were when they disappeared. We’ll walk in from the road.”

Al looked back at Savannah. “How will we handle the cat? Will you carry him? That’s going to bog us down, isn’t it?”

“We have a pack for him and he walks on the leash. He’ll be okay,” Michael assured him.

Once the caravan was on the road, Savannah whispered, “Did I hear you ask for a paramedic?”

Michael nodded. “Yes. I just want to be prepared,” he said, turning away in order to hide a rush of emotion.

Bill glanced sympathetically at Michael a couple of times in the rearview mirror. When he thought Michael would be able to speak, he asked, “So how did you come upon this information about the traps? We’ve found a few traps lately and we’ve been trying to zero in on who’s setting them. He’s slippery, that one.” He glanced again in the mirror. “You say that guy in that restored truck is trapping?”

“Yes, and now I’m terrified that the boys might have—you know, found their way into one of those areas and...”

Savannah took a ragged breath. “Good God.”

****

Once the searchers had pulled off the road, strapped on their packs, and started walking along the trail, Bill caught up with Savannah and asked, “So why did you bring the cat?”

“He has a knack or a sixth sense when it comes to locating missing persons—even more so when it’s someone he knows and cares about.”

Bill stared at Rags, who was riding atop his pack on Michael’s back. “No kidding.”

“He works with the local sheriff’s department in Hammond,” Michael explained, “on all sorts of cases. We only brought him up here with us this week because he was recently injured and we wanted to keep an eye on him.”

Savannah nodded. “Yes, someone shot at him and he fell down into a well.”

“He fell down a well?” Al asked having overheard only the last part of the conversation. “Someone shot at him? The cat?”

“Yeah,” Michael said, “and we found what the police were looking for that night in the well.”

“Crazy,” Al said. “I’ve worked with a lot of dogs in the field—in fact they took dogs out last night, but a cat…”

“Yeah,” Savannah said, “he’s a good tracker and sort of intuitive. The local sheriff’s department even uses him in line-ups sometimes.”

Al laughed. “Now you’re joshing us, right?”

“No,” she insisted.

“There’s a documentary about Rags,” Rochelle said from behind them. “Savannah, is it still airing?”

She nodded. “As far as I know. Yes, I’m still getting royalties.”

“A documentary?” Al questioned.

Before she could respond, a woman who was walking ahead of them stopped. “Wait,” she said. “Did you say his name’s Rags?” She pointed at the cat. “I think I saw that documentary.” She grinned. “I love cats and a friend told me about it. I watched it a year or so ago. He is one cool cat.” She held out her hand to Savannah, then Michael, “By the way, I’m Eleanor.”

“The paramedic?” Michael asked.

“Yes. I…”

Bill interrupted. “Okay, I want everyone to be careful now. It appears from the map that guy’s dropping traps wherever it suits him. I want you to watch very carefully where you step. There should be one in this area, if the fellow who marked this map is correct.”

“Adam!” Michael bellowed. “Simon!”

“Simon!” Peter called. “Adam!”

“What do you think would happen if you let the cat loose?” Bill asked. “I mean put him on the ground keeping him on a tight leash, of course.”

Michael looked at Savannah, and she asked, “Want me to lift him down?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Go ahead, but keep a really close eye on what’s in front of him. Don’t let him get too far ahead of you.”

The search and rescue team had been scouring the area for several minutes, calling out to the boys at regular intervals, and watching for traps, when Savannah shouted, “Over here!”

“What,” Peter and Michael asked, both rushing to where she stood with Rags.

“Looks like there’s been some activity right here,” she said. “Rags led me to it.”

“Of course, he did,” Michael muttered, petting the cat affectionately.

When some of the others joined them, Bill said, “Yup. Sure looks like there was a trap set here and fairly recently. I don’t imagine he leaves traps in the same spot for very long.” He pulled out the map and tapped it with his finger. “Yup, it indicates a trap right here.”

Michael slumped. “So what does this tell us besides there was a trap here?” He groaned. “And it sure looks like he caught something in it. Damnit!”

Peter gazed around the area and said quietly, “I’d be interested in knowing what—you know, what he caught.”

“You aren’t insinuating…” Savannah started.

No one responded.

“Where’s the next one?” Al asked. “What does that map show? We need to keep moving. Those boys have been gone for too long without provisions.”

“Okay, that direction,” Bill pointed.

Again, they found a site with recent activity, but no trap.

They found the same thing at the third site.

“Rags doesn’t seem very interested in these spots,” Michael noticed. “Do you think the boys were even in this area?”

“He’s mildly interested,” Savannah said, “but I think that’s because of the wildlife scent.”

Michael looked down at the cat. “Rags, find the boys. We’re looking for Adam. Please, Rags, find Adam and Simon.”

“When they reached the fifth trap location on the map, they were surprised to find the trap still there.

“That guy knows this area, doesn’t he?” Al said. “He didn’t miss a beat with his directions.”

“But where are the boys?” Rochelle asked, exasperated. She shouted out into the distance, “Simon! Adam!”

“Wait,” Savannah hissed. “Look at Rags.”

Peter gasped. “What does he see or sense?”

“He probably smells a rabbit or a mole,” Bill said.

Suddenly Rochelle perked up. She squinted and gazed around the area as if in deep thought. Finally, she spoke in a near whisper. “I don’t think so. Something or someone is here. I know it and apparently Rags knows it. Call them!” she insisted.

“Adam! Simon!” Michael shouted.

“Simon!” Peter called even louder.

They listened, but heard nothing.

“Darn. On to the next trap, I guess,” Peter said. “How many more do we have in this area?”

“Three,” Michael said. “Let’s move on.” He looked at the women. “Are you two doing okay?”

Both of them nodded.

“Wait,” Eleanor said. “What’s the cat got?”

“Probably a lizard,” Michael complained, walking on ahead.

The paramedic slowed her pace, then asked, “Hey, what were the boys wearing?”

Savannah started to respond, then glanced down at Rags and gasped. “Michael!” she shouted. “That’s a piece of Adam’s shirt. He was wearing that orange t-shirt with the bear on the front. Oh, my gosh. Look! See what Rags has? It’s a piece of Adam’s shirt.” She slapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide.

Unable to speak, Michael took the swatch from Rags and examined it, then called again as loudly as he could, “Adam! Simon!”

“It looks like they’ve been here all right,” Al said, studying the ground around where Rags had discovered the fabric. He pointed. “They walked in that direction.”

“We’re close,” Rochelle said. When Savannah looked at her, she explained, “That vision came in really clear. They’re in this area someplace. I know it.” She took a sharp breath. “And Rags seems to know it. Simon!” she screamed. “Adam!”

At the same time Savannah shrieked, “Rags, wait for me. Come on, I can’t run through the brush like you can.”

“Let me have him,” Michael said. Once he took the leash, he commanded, “Go Rags. Where are they, buddy?”

But Rags didn’t lead the eager group to the boys. He stopped next to a boulder and began frantically turning in circles. He attempted to climb the boulder, then tried to dig under it. He ran to one side of it, then the other.

“Adam!” Michael shouted.

“Simon!” Rochelle screamed.

“Nothing,” Peter said, fear in his eyes.

“They’re here,” Michael said. “Rags says so.”

“Or maybe they were
 here,” Bill suggested.

Ignoring him, Michael said, “Find the boys, Rags. Quickly now. Find the boys.” He watched as the cat darted back and forth around the boulder, then he had an idea. “Could the boulder have rolled over the entrance to a cave in the night?”

Peter looked the area over as did Bill and a couple of other men. “I doubt it,” Al said. “From the looks of it, this rock has been here for eons. No, I think what the cat’s telling us is that the boys are in the vicinity or they’ve been here. Let’s move away from this spot and look around. I think the cat’s confused. It is a cat, after all.”

“Yes,” Rochelle said. “I believe we need to expand our horizons. I agree that the boys are here—we just aren’t looking in the right place.”

“But why don’t they respond?” Savannah asked, anxiously.

No one spoke. No one wanted to admit to their deepest fears. However, as they moved away from the boulder, Rags pulled in a different direction.

“He’s on a new trail,” Michael said. “Let’s follow him.”

Al hesitated, saying, “If I remember correctly, that leads to a dense brush area. It hasn’t burned up here in decades. Some hunters have wanted this burned so new grass can grow and feed the deer. All that can live here is…wait…” He spoke more slowly, “…fur-bearing wildlife, which is what that alleged trapper’s after. Let’s go. Watch where you step; he could have set more traps out here.”

Bill looked at Michael. “I’d carry that cat if I were you. He’s probably big enough to set off one of those traps.”

After several minutes, Michael said, “I can’t hold him at this pace. We’re coming to a clearing; I’m going to put him down.”

“Well, watch him,” Bill said, “I’d watch him if I were you. In fact…”

“In fact, what?” Peter asked.

“If those boys are up here, at least one of them could be in serious distress. If he was caught in one of those damn traps, heaven help him,” Bill lamented.

The two couples looked at one another; no one able to speak.

“What was that?” Savannah asked moments later. She stopped. “I heard something. Was that someone shouting?”

“Where? I didn’t hear anything,” Eleanor said.

“She has super hearing,” Michael explained with renewed energy. “What do you think you heard, hon?”

“Listen,” she said.

“I heard it!” Peter said excitedly. “Could that the boys?”

“Simon! Adam!” Michael and Rochelle screeched.

“Dad!” came a scream from the distance.

“There,” Peter said, pointing in the direction of the voice. “I see somebody waving something.” When Rags continued to pull in the same direction, he said nervously, “Looks like Rags is taking us right to them.”

“Remember to go easy, guys,” Bill warned. “From the blood we saw on the ground before, it looks like we could have an injury. We don’t need any more of them.”

“You try to go easy when your son might be in danger,” Michael growled.

“Yeah,” Peter said, rushing to keep up with Michael and Rags.

“I see only Adam,” Peter said. “Where’s Simon? Dear God, where’s Simon?”

“Hold on, man, we’re almost there,” Michael soothed. Sounding out of breath, he said, “Let’s pray they’re both okay.”

“There he is!” Rochelle shouted. “Peter, it’s Simon.”

“Thank God,” he whispered, when he caught sight of the boy standing at the opening of a cave.

Moments later, Peter and Rochelle held Simon in their arms while Michael embraced Adam. Michael pulled back and looked his son over. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I think so,” the boy said. He wrapped his arms around his dad again. “I sure was scared sometimes, though.” He looked at Simon. “Both of us were.”

When Savannah approached, Adam ran to her and hugged her tightly. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said, her voice thick with emotion.

“I never thought I’d see you guys again,” Adam said, tears streaming down his face.

Peter and Rochelle both held Simon as he buried his face in Peter’s chest. He looked up at the two of them. “It’s kinda scary out here at night.”

“What happened?” Bill asked gently. “How’d you get out here like this?”

“Yeah,” Al said, “so far away from where your family was fishing.”

The boys looked at each other and Simon said, “We followed a little fox because she was hurt really bad.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “she was bleeding. We think she got caught in one of that fur-man’s traps and somehow got out.” Adam looked up at Michael. “Dad, could you fix her leg? We wrapped it with my shirt to keep it clean and…”

“She let you do that?” Eleanor asked.

“Well, she wasn’t feeling very good by the time we got here,” Adam explained. “She even let us give her water.”

Michael ran his hand through his hair. “You mean you’ve been out here all night alone taking care of an injured fox?”

The boys nodded.

“Here,” Eleanor said, handing the boys each a large water bottle she had retrieved from her pack. “Drink up, but drink slowly, okay? I want to check you over. Now who’s who?” She looked at Adam. “You’re Adam, right? And you must be Simon.”

The boys nodded.

Michael looked around. “Adam, where’d you get water to give her? From the looks of it, you walked away from the river.”

Peter asked, “And how did you know to do that?”

Simon smiled weakly. “Savannah showed us that sometimes you have to try different things when you don’t have what you need—you know, like when we found the baby kittens. I had a plastic bag ’cause I took the last cookie at lunch. Adam had a little water left in his canteen, so we used the bag as a sort of bowl to give the fox some water.”

Adam grabbed Michael’s arm. “Dad, would you look at the fox. I think she needs treatment.”

Rochelle shook her head and hugged Simon to her. “I can’t believe you boys are so calm and relaxed after what you went through—being alone out here overnight and all.”

Simon looked up at her. “Yeah, but we weren’t really alone. We stayed together. Adam told me about the buddy system in the Boy Scouts. Plus the fox was with us and we also saw deer and raccoons and chipmunks. I’m pretty sure a bear was outside the den last night. That
 was sorta scary.”

“Here,” Savannah said, handing each of the boys something. “I’ll bet you’re hungry.”

“Starving,” Simon said. “Wow, a protein bar and a banana. Thanks.”

Before taking a bite, however, both boys looked back at the fox den, and Adam asked, “Do you think it would be okay to give some of this to the fox? She hasn’t eaten either.”

“Yeah,” Simon said, “animals first, right?”

“Dad,” Adam said, “we couldn’t figure out what to feed her. Do you know what foxes eat?”

“Rodents, lizards, fruit.” Michael faced Savannah. “Hon, you brought a couple of apples, didn’t you?” She handed him an apple and he reached into his pocket and frowned. “Where’s my knife?” he muttered.

“Oh,” Adam yelped. “I have it. Sorry, Dad. I guess I put it in my pocket after you let me use it to cut my line yesterday.”

“Yeah, it’s a good thing because we needed it to make that bandage for the fox,” Simon said.

Adam nodded and handed the knife to Michael, who shook his head slowly in disbelief. He cut a few pieces off the apple and said, “Here, see if she’ll eat some of this.” Michael pointed. “Hey, there’s a bug—catch that for her. She might want that, too.”

Simon grabbed the beetle and Adam said, “Come on, Dad. I want you to look at her leg.”

Michael hesitated. “Buddy, why don’t you boys try to get her to eat something and maybe take a good drink of water? Then I’ll go in with you and see if she’ll let me examine her.” He pulled something from Savannah’s pack and handed it to the boys. “Here’s Rags’s collapsible water bowl. See if she’ll drink from it.”

When the boys emerged from the den minutes later, Simon reported, “She liked the apple and the water.”

“Can we take her back with us, Dad?” Adam asked.

“I don’t know. Let me take a look at her before we decide. Savannah, will you come up with me and hold this light?”

Meanwhile, Simon shivered.

“Cold, huh?” Eleanor reached into her pack and pulled out a blanket. “Here, wrap up.”

“Would you like one, Adam?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” he said

“It’s pretty warm, actually,” Peter said.

“Yeah, but you’ve been hiking all morning, and the boys haven’t had anything to eat for over twenty-four hours. It’s natural for the boys to be cold and lethargic and maybe even dizzy after going this long without eating.”

“Where’s Rags?” Adam asked while waiting outside with the others for Michael to finish examining the fox.

“He’s right here,” Savannah said quietly, still holding the light for Michael. “He’s standing guard over the fox.”

“So how is she, Dad?” Adam asked from the doorway to the cave.

“She’s not feeling very well,” he said.

“Oh no. Dad, don’t let her die. I mean, well, she’s just an awesome little fox.”

Michael grinned. “But you didn’t let me finish. I think she’s going to be all right, and that’s probably because of you boys.”

“Really?” Simon asked, joining Adam, his eyes filling with tears.

“Awesome. Thanks, Dad,” Adam said, raising his hand for a high five with Simon.

“What about her leg?” Simon asked, as they climbed down from the cave.

“Well, that’s the sad thing, she probably can’t stay out here in the only home she’s ever known. She’ll be too much of a victim.”

“Darn trapper,” Simon said. “Adam and I are going to make the government outlaw those awful traps.”

“I’m not sure you can outlaw trapping,” Michael said, “but maybe trapping in certain areas and in certain seasons, like when the animals are breeding and when they have young.”

“Well, Adam and I, we’ve made a pact to do what we can to help this little fox and other foxes and animals just like her. There’s just something wrong with people who would want to cause this little fox pain.” Simon winced before adding, “And I’ve been thinking. I’m ready to give up fishing.”

“Give up fishing?” Peter asked.

“Yes, fish are animals too. I just don’t think I can ever catch a fish on a hook again and cut it open like that. If I’m hungry, I’ll just go to the store and buy something to eat.”

“You have some great kids there,” Eleanor said, “and I think they’re in pretty good shape, too. When we get them down out of here and put a good meal into them, they’ll be good as new.”

“Thank you so much for coming out here with us,” Peter said.

Michael nodded. “Yeah, we didn’t know what we’d find.”

“I know. I’m glad I did. I don’t get to experience such heartwarming moments in my job very often. This was a special day. I’ll consider it my Christmas blessing.”

“Well, come on, gang,” Bill said, “let’s get back to civilization and find this little girl some help.” He asked Eleanor, “Do you think the boys are able to walk back to the vehicles?”

“Well, you know, we have a helicopter ready and waiting,” Eleanor said. “Let’s get it out here to transport the boys and their very special patient.” She glanced to the north. “Besides, there’s a storm brewing, and we don’t want to be caught out here in it.”

“Helicopter transport sounds like a good idea,” Michael said. “Time could be of the essence where the fox is concerned.”

Simon looked wide-eyed at Adam. “A helicopter?”

“Yeah,” Adam lifted his hand for a high five.

“Let’s walk slowly down to that flat spot. The copter will land there. Ready?” Bill asked.

“Ready,” Michael said.

When Bill saw the makeshift stretcher Michael had made from Adam’s t-shirt and various pieces of wood, he smiled. “Ingenious.”

“Wait,” Simon called. “I left something in the cave. I have to go get it.”

“Is it that important?” Peter asked. “Can’t you just leave it?”

He shook his head. “No. No. I can’t. I’ll be right back.”

“Want me to help you?” Peter asked.

He stopped and shook his head. “No, I have to do it by myself.”

“Well, where is it?” Rochelle asked, when Simon returned.

“In my pocket.” He looked up at the others. “Can we go home now?”



Chapter Eight


 

The following morning, Rochelle and Gladys were in the kitchen fixing breakfast, while Savannah helped Lily and Teddy wake up with a storybook. Rags seemed to be interested in the story too, or he just felt the need to be near his favorite people.

“It’s sure quiet in here,” Michael said, walking into the living room. He looked around and asked, “Where’s Mommy?”

“Right here,” Lily said, pointing at Savannah.

“Oh, I didn’t see her there behind all you kids and the cat.”

“She’s reading us about the naughty bear in the forest, right, Mommy?”

“Yup,” Savannah said, yawning.

Michael picked up Rags and sat down with him next to Savannah and the children. He moved Rags to one side and continued petting him when Teddy rolled over onto his lap. “No sign of the boys, yet?” he asked.

“I was wondering the same thing,” Peter said, entering the room.

“They’re fine,” Rochelle said from the kitchen. “I closed their door so they can sleep in if they want to.”

Peter embraced his wife and chuckled. “That would be a first. Those boys have been up at the crack of dawn every day since we’ve been here.”

“Let them rest,” Gladys said. “They’ve been through a lot. She looked at Peter, then Michael. “How’s the little fox?”

“She’s with a veterinarian in the next town,” Michael said. “Ranger Bill took her down there last night. I spoke with Dr. Buchanan just now. He said the little thing has a hard row to hoe, but he believes she’ll adapt just fine to being on three legs. He doubts she would have made it through the night if it weren’t for the boys.”

“So what will happen to her?” Savannah asked.

Michael shrugged. “They hope to turn her over to a gal who runs a preserve for injured and imprinted animals—you know those that can’t be returned to the wild. Dr. Buchanan said they lost their last fox a couple of years ago and visitors have missed seeing the fox exhibit.”

“So we can’t take her home?” Simon asked, having slipped into the room unnoticed.

Rochelle ran her hand over his hair. “I don’t think so, Simon. It wouldn’t be the right environment for her. The people at the animal preserve know what she needs to be happy and healthy and safe. We probably can’t offer her that, do you think?”

“Yeah, probably not. I’m glad she has a home, though.” Simon looked at Rochelle, then Peter. “Every orphan should have a home.” When Simon saw Rags walking toward him, he leaned over and picked him up. “Hi, Rags,” he murmured, holding the cat.” He smiled. “He’s purring. Does that mean he likes me?”

“It sure does,” Savannah said. “Rags doesn’t purr very often, at least so you can hear him.”

“It’s loud,” Rochelle said, petting Rags’s head. “I can hear it from here.”

Michael smiled. “He must be extra happy today.”

Simon agreed. “Yeah, he’s happy the little fox is safe too, aren’t you, Rags?”

Just then, Adam walked into the room and asked, “What’s for breakfast? It sure smells good.”

“Oh, I’ll bet you kids are starving,” Gladys said, embracing Adam briefly. “It’s bacon you smell. I’m also making waffles. You boys can get started if you want.”

“After you wash up,” Peter said.

Gladys smiled, then pointed out the condiments on the table. “You can use syrup or honey or this lovely fruit compote Rochelle made to top the waffles.”

“How about all three?” Simon suggested.

“How about you settle on one,” Peter said.

“After you wash up,” Michael reminded.

“Then what are we going to do?” Simon asked.

Michael grinned. “Want to go on a long hike in the mountains?”

Simon took a deep breath. He glanced at Adam, who stared back through wide eyes. “Um…”

“Nobody’s going hiking today,” Savannah said.

“That’s right,” Rochelle added. “We’re going to just chill together in our cozy cabin and enjoy our beautiful Christmas tree…”

The boys both laughed, and Adam said, “That’s about the ugliest tree I’ve ever seen.”

“No it’s not,” Lily challenged. She ran to the tree and pointed. “See the pretty lights and the pretty colors? Grammy and I put on this decoration.”

“What is that?” Adam asked, moving closer.

“A bird,” she said. “We made it with sticks and string.”

“Yes,” Gladys said, “and it’s pretty, isn’t it, boys?”

Giggling, Simon said, “Yeah, if you say so.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty,” Adam said, but he couldn’t keep from laughing, too.

Soon everyone was laughing and Savannah pulled out her phone and took a few pictures of the children in front of the tree. Then she said, “Okay, let’s eat. Is everyone washed up?”

“I’m washed up after that ordeal the last few days,” Michael joked.

Savannah smirked at her husband’s attempt at humor. “I mean with soap and water. Adam? Simon?”

“Okay, I’m going,” Adam said.

“Me, too,” Simon added.

“The waffles are delicious,” Peter said once they were all seated together around the table. When Simon reached for another waffle, Peter asked, “How many have you had?”

“He’s a growing boy,” Gladys said. “Let him eat.”

“I don’t want him to get sick on the trail today.”

The boys looked at Peter, and Adam said, “You’re kidding right? We aren’t really going hiking today. I mean, I like hiking a lot, but…”

“We know, buddy,” Michael said. “No, we’re not going hiking.” He looked at Simon. “…Or fishing. You boys need some down time. Frankly, so do the rest of us. Nope, we’re staying right here today. We won’t go any farther than maybe a picnic on the river bank.”

“That’s only about three feet away,” Simon said.

“Maybe six feet,” Adam corrected.

“Fifty feet,” Peter said.

“So it’s fifty steps to the river?” Simon asked. “Adam, I think we could make that.”

“I’m sure you can,” Rochelle said, laughing.

“So what will we do all day if we stay here?” Adam asked. “I mean, after we eat lunch?”

“Uh-oh,” Michael said, “I think the boy’s getting his mo-jo back. We haven’t even finished breakfast and he’s already talking about lunch.”

“What’s mo-jo?” Adam asked.

Michael play-punched him, “Your energy, your get up and go…”

“Oh.”

“Seriously, Son,” Michael said, “are you okay? How’s that bruise?

Before Adam could respond, Simon said, “Oh, is that what happened when you fell yesterday morning when we were trying to find something for the fox to eat?”

Adam winced and pulled up his pajama top. “It doesn’t hurt much.”

“Wow,” Michael said, “that is turning some pretty colors. How far did you fall, anyway?”

Peter laughed. “You think you’ll get an accurate answer from boys who don’t know the difference between three feet and fifty feet?”

“Good point,” Michael said. He suggested, “Well, you take it easy today and we’ll put cold compresses on it.”

“Ice?” Adam asked.

“Or snow,” Peter said, grinning.

“Huh?” Simon asked. “Where would we get snow?”

Peter pointed at the window. “Right outside.”

“It’s snowing?” Simon shouted. He ran to the door and swung it open. “Hey, it’s snowing. Look everyone. It’s snowing.”

“Don’t let Rags out!” Savannah called, lunging for the cat. She missed, however, and Rags darted out the door before Simon could stop him.

“I forgot,” the boy said. “I was so excited.”

Savannah squeezed Simon’s shoulder. “It’s okay. This isn’t the first time this has happened.”

“Or the one hundredth,” Michael sighed.

“Want me to go get him?” Simon asked. He opened the door wider. “I’ll go get him. I see him out there.”

“Wait,” Savannah said, smiling. “Look at him. I don’t think he’s ever seen snow.”

“Yeah, he has,” Michael reminded her.

“But not while it’s snowing.” She laughed. “Poor boy; he’s confused. Come on Rags. You’re going to get all wet and catch a cold. Come on, boy.”

Everyone laughed when the cat laid down in the snow and rolled around.

“Rags!” Savannah called.

“I’ll get him,” Michael said, slipping into his jacket and stepping outside.

“Wait,” she said, picking up her phone to take a photo, “that’s just too funny to miss.”

“I want a picture of that, too,” Simon said, racing to get his camera.

“Rags with snow all over his head,” Adam said. “That’s crazy-funny.”

“Is everyone finished humiliating him?” Michael asked before scooping up the cat. He brushed the snow off of Rags and carried him inside.

“Can we go play out there?” Simon asked.

“Let’s put Rags in his pen,” Michael suggested, “then you kids get dressed, put on your mittens and beanies, and yes, you can go out for a while.”

“Me, too, Daddy?” Lily asked.

“Sure, punkin.”

“Can’t we wait until…” Savannah started.

Peter interrupted. “From what I see on my phone weather app, this is just a squall coming through. It will clear out in an hour or so. Let them enjoy it while they can.”

“Okay,” Savannah agreed. “An hour or so of snow play, then we need to work on our Christmas gifts. Tonight’s our Christmas party, remember?”

****

“Why is everyone so quiet?” Michael asked later that day after he and Peter had finished bringing in firewood.

Not wanting to break the mood, Savannah whispered, “I think everyone’s working on their Christmas gifts. Do you have yours ready?”

“Almost,” Michael said. “Do you?”

“Yes, and Teddy’s. Mom helped Lily with hers. Adam has made something, hasn’t he?”

Michael nodded. “We’re working on it. Although he’s not too thrilled about it. He doesn’t see any point in making something dumb—and he’s pretty sure he can’t make anything that anyone would want. And he’s not happy about the name he drew. But, as I say, we’re working on it. What time’s the unveiling?”

“After supper. We’ll eat early so the little ones will be awake.”

“Okay. I’d better go find my son and help him get a move on.” When the boys walked into the room, Michael asked, “How are you doing with your Christmas gifts, guys?”

“I’m finished,” Simon said. He smiled. “It was an easy one.”

“Adam? Do you need help with yours?”

“Yeah, Peter’s going to help me with something. I’m almost finished.”

“Well, you only have a couple of hours, buddy.”

“When are we going to open our gifts?” Adam asked.

“In a couple of hours,” Savannah said. “Is everyone getting hungry?”

“Yeah, we didn’t have our picnic,” Adam complained.

“The ground was too wet,” Simon reminded him. “Besides, we weren’t hungry, remember? It must have been all those waffles we ate.”

“So are you ready for supper?” Gladys asked.

“Yeah,” Simon said. “What are we having?”

“Does anyone like mac and cheese?” she asked.

“Yeah!” Adam cheered.

“Love it!” Simon said. “Is it from KFC?”

Gladys chuckled. “No. It’s homemade.”

“Oh,” he said sounding disappointed.

“Grammy’s mac and cheese is way better than KFC,” Adam said.

Gladys smiled. “Thank you, Adam.”

When Simon saw Rochelle sitting on the sofa watching Teddy work a magnetic puzzle, he plopped down next to her. “This was a cool day.”

She asked, “What was so cool about it?”

“We got to hang out and play some board games. That was fun.” He pointed at Adam, who now sat across the room with Peter using a chair to shield them as they worked on his Christmas gift. “Especially when I crushed you at the end of Uno.”

“Yeah, if I’d had one more turn I would have…” Adam interrupted himself to say, “No, Rags!”

“What’s he doing?” Savannah called from the kitchen.

“He’s going to mess up my gift. Darn, he got hair all over it.”

“I’ll get him,” Michael said, hurrying to Adam’s rescue.

Rochelle laughed when Rags darted away before Michael could get close to him. Then she said, “Want to know what I liked about today?”

“What?” Simon asked.

“I liked that we got to talk to each other.”

“Yes, we had some interesting conversations,” Gladys agreed. When the others looked at her she explained, “I learned some new words—not that I’ll ever have an opportunity to use them with my circle of friends.”

“I liked playing in the snow,” Adam said.

“Yeah, that was rad,” Simon agreed.

Savannah smiled. “I enjoyed spending time being creative.”

“Creative?” Simon repeated.

“Making my Christmas gift,” she explained.

“That was being creative?” he asked. “I thought being creative was when you paint a picture or make something out of beads and other things you can buy.”

“Oh no,” Savannah said, “when you use things you find—you know, things that are at hand—things you wouldn’t ordinarily use in art—that’s really being creative.”

Simon frowned. “I don’t feel very creative.”

“Didn’t you enjoy making a Christmas gift for someone?” Peter asked when he and Adam joined the others. “I kind of liked having to think outside the box.”

“You had a box?” Simon asked. “Is that fair?” He glanced at the others. “Can he use a box?”

Peter chuckled. “No. ‘Thinking outside the box’ means being creative—coming up with new ideas that others may not have thought of—using unusual techniques and supplies to make something with your hands.”

Both boys sat silent for a moment, absorbing what Peter had said. Simon spoke first. “Yeah, I guess I did feel sorta good about my idea for my gift. I just hope it’s good enough.”

“Good enough for what?” Savannah asked.

“To give to…” He flashed a look at Rochelle, then stammered, “um…to someone.”

“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you,” Rochelle said, “but even though my gift isn’t all that unique and pretty, it is something that comes from my heart. When you create from the heart and give from the heart, it makes your heart happy.”

Simon laughed. “You like hearts, don’t you?”

Rochelle grinned. “How’d you know?”

“You have them all over the house and on your key ring, and…”

“And on those earrings you’re wearing,” Adam said.

“Your ring is a heart,” Lily said, reaching for Rochelle’s hand.

“Well, it sure is, isn’t it?” Rochelle said, smiling at the child.

“Rochelle’s right,” Savannah said. “Creativity doesn’t necessarily mean making something beautiful—it means making something unique, different, and meaningful to the other person.”

“See,” Simon said, nudging Adam, who had joined them on the sofa.

“Yeah, see,” Adam said in return.

Both boys giggled.

“Got a feather in your shorts?” Peter asked.

“What?” Adam responded.

“A feather in our shorts,” Simon repeated, giggling harder.

“Nooo,” Adam said, laughing heartily, “want one for Christmas?” he asked, continuing to laugh.

“Good one,” Simon said.

“What’s in that water you boys are drinking?” Michael asked. “Laughing powder?”

“Laughing powder,” Simon said, busting up laughing again.

Adam joined him.

****

“Is everyone finished eating?” Gladys asked, standing up from the dinner table a little while later. “I can see that Teddy’s starting to get sleepy. Why don’t you boys entertain him while we tidy up the kitchen and prepare for our Christmas party?”

“Yay!” Simon cheered.

“Yay!” Adam said, reaching for the baby. Gladys removed the high chair tray and Adam picked up the toddler. “Come on, Teddy, let’s go play—just us guys.”

When Lily began to protest, Savannah asked, “Hey, want to help Mommy in the kitchen, punkin? You can wash dishes.”

“Okay,” she said, perking up. She slid off her chair and began pushing it across the floor toward the sink.

“Watch out there,” Michael called. “Chair coming through.” He picked up Lily and the chair and got the child settled at the sink with enough water and bubbles to keep her entertained for a while—and to maybe get a few dishes washed in the process.

“While we’re doing this, how about if everyone sneaks their gifts in under the tree?” Savannah suggested. “Don’t let anyone see you, now. This is another opportunity to be creative.”

Several minutes later, Rochelle peered under the makeshift tree and asked, “Are all the gifts under here?”

“Nope,” Adam said. “There are five missing. I counted them and there are only four.”

“Yeah,” Simon agreed. “Five people didn’t put their gift under the tree yet.”

“Okay, how about this?” Michael said. “Everyone close your eyes while the five miscreants go get their gifts and sneak them underneath the tree.”

“Mis…what?” Simon asked.

Peter laughed. “Scoundrels: people who didn’t follow the rules. Do you boys have your eyes closed?” he asked. Once he was assured that they did, he tiptoed out of the room.

“Now how many are there?” Michael asked a few minutes later. “Open your eyes. Are we missing any gifts now?”

The boys rushed to the tree and counted. “Nine!” Adam said. “Which one’s mine? Can we open them now?”

“Wait just a minute,” Savannah said. “I think we should take our time. How about we take turns? Shall we start with the youngest?” When the boys moaned, Savannah suggested, “Or the oldest?”

Simon looked around. “How about the middle? Adam and I are in the middle of the old people and little people, right?”

“How about we draw numbers?” Rochelle suggested.

“Not again,” Simon complained. “What’s with us always having to draw names or numbers?”

“It makes things more fair when there are a lot of people,” Peter explained.

“Yeah, like getting in line at the carnival or a ball game,” Adam said.

“I just sneak into the carnival,” Simon admitted.

“Not any more you don’t, young man,” Peter scolded.

“Yeah, you gotta stop being a mis-cre-ant
,” Adam said, laughing.

Simon laughed too and asked, “Can I pick a number first or do we have to pick a number to see who picks a number first?”

“That’s dumb,” Adam said.

“I thought it was pretty smart, actually,” Simon joked.

“Okay,” Savannah said holding a bowl with nine small pieces of paper. “Pick your number, Simon.”

“Nine,” he complained. He looked frantically at Savannah. “Can I pick again. I can’t wait that long. Please?”

Peter put a hand on Simon’s shoulder. “Nine’s a good number. Come on, of course you can wait. Just sit back, relax, and enjoy watching everyone open their gifts.”

“Yeah,” Rochelle said, “and don’t forget, you have a gift to give. It’s just as fun to give as to get.”

“I don’t think so,” Simon grumbled.

“Maybe I’ll get number one,” Adam said, choosing his piece of paper. “Six,” he groaned.

Once everyone had picked a number, Michael asked, “Okay, who’s number one?”

“Teddy,” Savannah said. She glanced around the room. “Who made Teddy a gift?” When no one spoke, she prompted, “Lily, didn’t you wrap a gift for Teddy?”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to go get it and give it to him?”

Lily ran to the tree and grabbed a gift wrapped in a section of brown paper bag with a piece of dried reed grass tied around it.

“What did Lily make you, buddy?” Michael asked the baby, who sat on his lap.

Lily put a finger up to her lips. “Shhh, Daddy. We can’t tell.”

“Well, let’s open it and see what your sister made for you.” Michael helped the toddler open the crudely wrapped package and said, “Wow. Will you look at that, Teddy!”

“What is it?” Adam asked.

“Can’t you see that it’s a…Lily, why don’t you tell everyone about this beautiful… um…”

“It’s a ladybug,” she said, proudly. “A toy ladybug, but he can’t chew on it, ’cause there’s marker. See, black marker for the spots. It’s…what is it, Mommy?”

“A decoration.”

“Yeah, for his room.” Lily asked, “You like ladybugs, huh, Teddy? This is your ladybug. It’s made out of a rock that looks like a ladybug. At home I can use real paint to make it red, right, Mommy?”

“Yes, honey.”

The toddler held his gift up to show Michael. “Bug.”

“Yup, Lily, he likes it,” Michael said. “Good job, punkin.”

Lily smiled widely.

“I’m number two,” Peter said.

“Who made Peter’s Christmas gift?” Savannah asked. When no one spoke up, she said, “Oh, wait, that was me.” She picked up something wrapped loosely in tissue paper and handed it to Peter.

“What did Savannah make for me?” Peter asked.

Simon moved closer. “What is it, Mr. Peter? It looks kinda lumpy.”

“Yes, I think it was the biggest gift under the tree this evening,” Peter said.

“And Teddy’s was the tiniest,” Adam said.

“Well, Peter,” Savannah said, before you open it, I’d like to say that you were probably one of the hardest to create a gift for.”

“I was? I don’t know why. I like a lot of things.”

Savannah smiled. “But you’re so talented. I felt such pressure. Then I just started thinking about what you love most and realized it’s your family and your art. So that’s what inspired your gift.”

“How touching,” Rochelle said. “What is it?”

“Well, after that delightful introduction,” Peter said, “I can’t wait to see what Savannah came up with.”

As he removed the paper, Savannah explained, “It’s a picture frame to use for one of your paintings or maybe a crazy shot we’ve taken of each other up here.”

“Made of pinecones,” Peter said. “How thoughtful. It will definitely go in my office. And yes, a picture of us together this week would be most appropriate.” He examined it more closely and smiled at Savannah. “Nice job. Thank you.” He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“That’s pretty cool,” Simon said. “You made that, Savannah?”

“Yes, using some of that glue we bought and baby pinecones. There are a few random pods in there, and they’re glued to pieces of kindling I found in the woodpile.”

“Very good job,” Rochelle said. “I’m impressed.”

Gladys smiled. “My daughter is creative.”

“Who’s next?” Adam asked. “I’m next after next after next…”

“And next after that,” Simon said. “You’re number six.”

“I know,” Adam said.

“Who’s number three?” Michael asked. When no one spoke, he said, “Lily, what number’s written on your paper?”

She opened it, turned it, scrutinized it, and shouted, “Three!”

“Okay, it’s your turn to open a gift,” he said.

Gladys jumped to her feet, picked up a gift, and handed it to Lily. “This is for you, sweet girl. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” Lily repeated, looking down at the small gift wrapped in tree bark and tied with a piece of string.

Lily pulled the string on the bow. It came untied and the bark fell away. She looked down at what was left and exclaimed, “It’s a dolly!”

“That’s right, Lily,” Gladys said. She laughed. “I wasn’t sure she’d know what it was. It’s very similar to a doll my grandfather made for me once.” She put her hands to her cheeks. “Making that was a trip down memory lane.”

“It’s adorable,” Rochelle said. “What did you use to make it?”

Gladys admitted, “Well, I cheated a little and used string and also cloth from an old flour-sack towel I found in the ragbag here.”

“You did some sewing on it. Where did you get a needle and thread?” Rochelle asked.

Gladys grinned. “I always carry a sewing kit in my luggage.”

Michael frowned. “Now is that even legal?”

“Just look at your daughter,” Gladys said quietly. “She loves it.”

Michael smiled when he saw Lily cradling the doll. “So what else did you use in making it?” he asked.

“The body’s stuffed with some of the cloth. I embroidered flowers on it to make the skirt and sewed on the eyes and mouth. I was going to use moss for the hair, but I knew it would be too fragile so I cut a few pieces of fringe from the old throw I carry with me in the car and sewed it on for hair.”

“Green hair,” Lily said.

“It’s probably fragile,” Michael said. “You’ll want to put that dolly on a shelf and look at her. She probably isn’t to play with.”

“I want to hold her,” Lily insisted.

Gladys nodded. “That’s okay. Just remember to be gentle.”

“Okay,” Lily said, smiling down at her doll.

“Good job, Mom,” Savannah said.

“Yes, so far I think you have the prize for most creative,” Rochelle added.

“But you didn’t use all things from nature,” Michael complained.

“How can you say that?” Gladys balked

“Material isn’t from nature,” Adam said.

“Sure it is. It’s cotton,” Gladys argued. “It grew in the fields—probably in Bakersfield— and was picked…”

Michael interrupted. “Yeah, and hauled off and sent to a processing plant where it became fabric.” He smiled. “Good job, Gladys.”

“Who’s number four?” Adam asked.

“Me!” Savannah said gleefully.

“Oh,” Adam said, smiling hesitantly at Savannah. “I drew your name.” He reached under the tree and picked up a small box.

“Where’d you get the box,” Gladys teased, “from the country store? That’s not from nature is it?”

“I found it under the porch, so I made my gift so it would fit in there.”

“It’s an old match box. Clever,” Michael said, reaching for a high five with his son.

“It was Peter’s idea,” he admitted. He handed the box to Savannah. “I hope you like it.”

“I’m sure I will,” she said. “I always like the gifts you give me, and this one will be extra special because you made it.” She shimmied. “Can’t wait to open it.” But before she could remove the blades of grass Adam had tied around the box, Rags bumped her arm with his nose. “Rags,” she scolded. She moved over a little and invited, “Come on, Rags, come sit with me.” Once Rags was settled, she said, “Help me open my gift. It’s from Adam. Let’s see what we got from Adam.” She told the cat, “He made this, you know.” She lifted the lid and looked down into the box where a piece of rock art lay in a bed of leaves.”

“It’s Rags!” Adam blurted. “I found some rocks to glue together to make Rags.”

Savannah was stunned. “Oh, Adam,” she gushed. “What a thoughtful gift.” She removed the small cat replica from the box and looked it over from all angles. “I love this. What a great job!”

Adam looked at Peter. “He helped me with it. He let me use some of his paint for the eyes and nose and the white where Rags has white fur. Since the rocks were gray we didn’t need to paint the rest of him.” He looked scornfully at Rags. “There might be some of his actual fur on it because he got in the way while we were painting it.”

Savannah leaned toward Adam and hugged him. “All the better. Thank you so much. I will treasure this always.”

Adam smiled widely, then said, “Okay, who’s number five. I’m next after five.”

“That’s me,” Rochelle said.

“Oh…” Simon yelped, standing. He picked up a package wrapped in a spray of pine needles and tied with string. He’d glued a small pinecone on the bow.”

“What a pretty package,” Rochelle said. “Clever, Simon. So what’s in it?” she asked, not expecting an answer. Once she had removed the wrapping, she stared down at the gift, then smiled affectionately at Simon.

“I know you like hearts,” he said, “so I made you a heart gift. Well, I found the heart rock when we were taking care of the fox, and Mr. Peter helped me make some paint.” He became more animated. “That was fun, making paint.” He moved closer to her and pointed. “See, I painted the whole rock sort of pink and drew hearts on it with other colors. I hope you like it,” he said. “I’ve never made anything for someone else before. That was kind of weird. I just kept thinking, ‘I hope she likes it.’”

“Simon,” Rochelle said, taking his hand, “this is probably one of the most important and meaningful gifts I’ve ever received. Except for maybe one other one.”

“What’s that?” he asked, “A diamond ring? A new car?”

She shook her head and looked into his eyes. “No, you.”

Not knowing how to react, Simon lowered his eyes, shuffled his feet and shouted, “Who’s number six?” He then said, “Wait, that’s you, Adam.”

“Yes, my turn,” Adam shouted. “Which one’s my present?”

Peter pointed. “That one in the red bark.”

“I figured that one was from you,” Michael said. “You and your superior creative skill—colored gift wrap, no less,” he teased.

“I think everyone has shown superior creativity,” Savannah said. “I’m blown away.”

“Here, buddy,” Peter said, picking up the package and handing it to Adam.

The boy carefully pulled away the wrapping and revealed a wooden fish. He stared at it for a moment, then said, “Mr. Peter, did you buy this? It looks like something from a store.”

Peter shook his head. “Nope. I carved it. It’s supposed to be a replica of the fish you caught the other day. I thought you’d like this to remember the great day we had fishing together—all of us.”

“Gosh,” Adam said, “thanks a lot. This is really rad. I didn’t know you could carve things. That’s something I’d like to learn.”

“Cool,” Peter said. “Maybe before we go home we can do a little whittling together. You and me and whoever else wants to join in.”

“Sure,” Adam said. He ran to his father with the carving. “Look at this, Dad. Isn’t it cool?”

Before Michael could comment, Simon called out, “Who’s number seven?”

“Hold on there,” Peter said. “Let Adam show his gift to everyone.”

Minutes later, Michael said, “Okay, I’m number seven. Which of those interesting presents under there is mine?”

“Oh,” Savannah yelped. She reached for something under the tree and handed it to Teddy. “Give this to Daddy,” she instructed.

By the time Teddy relinquished the gift, he had stripped most of the wrapping off, but he finally allowed Michael to take it from him.

“What is this, buddy?” Michael asked.

The baby pointed at it and babbled.

“It’s a blubbernoodle ga-ga,” Michael announced.

The older boys laughed so hard they both rolled over onto the floor.

Trying to squelch her
 laughter, Savannah moved closer to Michael and said, “It’s a weather rock.”

“A weather rock?” he questioned. “What does it do? Forecast the weather?” He said to the rock, “So what’s the weather going to be tomorrow?” He then held the rock to his ear and listened.

The boys were giggling by now. “No, Dad,” Adam said between chortles.

“Oh, do I have to program it first? Where’s the on and off switch? Do you have the charger for this thing?”

“No,” Savannah said, laughing almost too hard to speak. “See the rope around the rock?”

“Yeah,” he said, “so I whirl it over my head? Better stand back,” he warned. “Dad,” Adam said, “you hang it up and if it’s moving, that means it’s windy. If it’s wet, it’s raining, and if it’s not wet, it’s not raining.”

“Oh, what a great idea,” Michael said. “Thank you, Teddy. Good gift. Fist bump?”

Everyone laughed when Teddy fist-bumped his dad.

“One more, then me,” Simon announced.

“Oh, I’m number eight,” Gladys said. She looked at the two gifts left under the tree and asked, “Which one’s for me?”

“This one,” Michael said, picking it up and handing it to her. Now keep in mind that’s a one-of-a-kind, unique gift just for you, Gladys. No one in your circle of friends or acquaintances has one just like it. I can guarantee that.”

“Oh,” she said, smiling broadly, “sounds special already.” She took the crudely wrapped gift in her hands. “What is it, what is it? I can’t imagine.”

“Open it, Grammy,” Adam said, sitting down next to her. “I know what it is, I helped my dad with it.”

“What?” she asked.

“You’ll know in a minute. Just open it.”

“Oh, Michael. How special,” Gladys gushed.

“It’s a…what do you call it, Dad?”

“Easel for a photograph,” he explained. “I thought maybe you’d like to display a favorite photo—perhaps one from this wonderful weekend.”

“What a great idea,” she said. “This is really attractive.”

“I put the glue dots on there,” Adam admitted. “Dad and I didn’t have paint and we decided to make it fancier with glue dots.”

“Polka dot tripod frame. Very clever,” Gladys said. “I really like it. Thank you for your part in it, Adam. Michael, very nice. Good job.”

“You’re welcome.” He glanced around the room. “Well, this has been fun. Time for bed. Thanks everyone for coming…”

“Wait, Mr. Michael,” Simon wailed. “I didn’t get my turn. See, there’s one more present under the tree. I’m number nine. That’s my present, isn’t it?”

“He’s just kidding,” Savannah said, patting the boy’s knee. “Of course he knows it’s your turn. Now who made Simon’s gift?” she asked.

“Me,” Rochelle said quietly, raising one hand. She approached the tree and picked up the lone package, handing it to Simon. “This is actually from Mr. Peter and me.”

The boy looked at her, then Peter. He carefully removed a strand of long grass that had been tied around a spray of pine needles. “It’s a pine cone,” he said, looking it over.

“Yes, to remember our trip by,” Peter said.

When Rochelle saw the disappointment in Simon’s eyes, she said, “Look at the bottom.”

“Oh,” he chanted. “There’s a hole in it. He shook the pinecone, then tried to pry the thing from inside the hole. “Can I use your knife, Mr. Michael?”

“Hand it here,” Michael said, reaching for the pinecone. He pried the edge of something from the hole and handed the cone back to Simon.

Simon pulled carefully until the item slipped out into his hands. “Another wrapped package,” he announced. He carefully tore the tissue wrapping from the second part of the gift and revealed a key on a leather fob with a colorful parrot painted on it.

“A key?” he questioned. He tilted his head. “Did you paint this picture of Thor on this leather? Or is this Miss Picket?”

Peter nodded, then invited the boy to sit down between him and Rochelle. She said, “Since you’re now part of our family, you should have your own key to our house and our hearts.”

“Oh, rad,” Simon said. He held it up for the others to see. “Look, my own key to our house.”

Peter smiled. “Now, buddy, that doesn’t mean we plan to leave you home alone or that you’ll come home from school to an empty house or anything. Not yet, but there will come a time when you’ll be old enough to come and go. Then you might add a car key to the fob and eventually your college dorm key.”

Simon stared down at the gift, then looked up at Peter, then Rochelle. “Does this mean I’m staying with you? I have a real home?”

“Yes, Simon,” Peter said.

The boy looked at Rochelle, who nodded. She said, “As far as we’re concerned, yes. We’ll finish the paperwork when we get back to the city…that is, if this is what you want.”

Simon stared down at the key for another few moments, then he threw himself into Peter’s arms. He pulled back and hugged Rochelle. Wiping at his eyes, he glanced around at the others, saying, “This is my best Christmas ever. In fact, this is my best day ever.”

The room went silent. Michael was first to speak. “So glad for you, buddy.” He squeezed the boy’s shoulders. “You couldn’t have landed in a better family.”

Savannah stood up and hugged Simon. She wiped at her eyes and asked, “Anyone ready for hot apple cider?”

“Got any rum?” Michael asked. “This celebration calls for spiked cider.”

“Hear! Hear!” Peter said.

Simon cleared his throat, then called out, “Hey, Adam, ask your dad if we can take his weather rock outside and see if it works.”

Everyone chuckled.

Adam picked up the rock, but before he could open the door, they heard a knock. They stopped and looked at each other.

“I’ll get it,” Michael said, moving past the boys. “Oh, hello, Ranger,” he greeted. “What can we do for you this evening?”

“I’m Ranger Kent Robles,” he said, trying to see beyond Michael into the room. “I want to talk to the boys who spent the night with the fox.”

Adam and Simon looked at each other with fear in their eyes.

“Won’t you come in?” Michael invited. He put a hand on each boy’s shoulder. “Here they are.”

Peter stood up and moved forward with his hand out. “I’m Peter Whitcomb. This is Michael Ivey.”

The ranger shook hands with both men and turned toward the boys. “I’m Ranger Kent Robles, and you are?” he asked, shaking hands with Simon.

“Um…Simon.”

Hi, Simon and you?” he asked.

“Adam,” the boy said, shaking hands stiffly.

“Relax,” Ranger Robles said. “No one’s in any trouble. I just have a few questions about what happened out there the night you boys got lost.” He glanced around. “Say, it looks like Santa Claus came tonight. Did you’all celebrate Christmas this evening?”

Savannah spoke up. “Yes, we had a little pre-Christmas celebration.”

“We made our gifts,” Lily blurted. She held up her doll. “I got a dolly.”

“Well, that’s pretty special, I’d say.” The ranger looked around at the others. “You all made gifts for each other?” He looked at what Adam held in his hand. “What’s that?”

“A weather rock. We were just going out to see if it works.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen one of those,” the ranger said, smiling. “They actually work better than most weather forecasting methods.” He grinned. “Only thing is…” When he saw the others waiting to hear more, he continued, “Sometimes here in California, it swings even when there isn’t any wind.”

“How’s that?” Simon asked curiously.

“When there’s an earthquake,” the ranger explained.

“Ohhh,” Adam said. “I never thought about that.”

The chatter and laughter continued for a few minutes, then Michael said, “Well, come sit down, and we’ll try to answer your questions. Would you like a hot apple cider?”

“That would be mighty hospitable of you folks. Sure. Thank you.”

“So, what I need to ask,” the ranger said, “is what do you know about those traps like the one that caught the fox?”

Adam took a breath. “We think that man with the big blue truck sets them. We saw a fur that fell out of his truck one day.”

Yeah,” Simon said, “and he’s kind of hateful—you know, mean.”

Ranger Robles nodded. He said, “So how did you find the fox. Was she in a trap?”

Simon explained, “We found a trap hidden in the brush with blood all around it. We got worried, so we followed the blood trail.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “we saw blood all over the ground and bushes. We knew some animal or maybe a person had been hurt really bad, so we followed the blood and found the poor fox. Her leg was…” Adam couldn’t continue.

“It looked like it was actually cut off,” Simon said quietly.

The ranger winced and nodded.

“When we found her she was lying down and she didn’t even care that we were there.” Adam said.

“Like maybe she was almost unconscious or something,” Simon added.

“I had a little water left in my canteen and we poured some for her to drink into a plastic bag,” Adam said. “She was able to drink and she still didn’t seem afraid of us. Maybe she knew we wanted to help her.”

“After she drank, she was able to get up and go again,” Simon explained. We followed her for kind of a long way until we came to a cave. It was a pretty big cave for a little fox, but it seemed like that’s where she lived, because she went inside and she let us come inside with her.”

“You bandaged her up?” Ranger Robles asked.

“Yeah, she was bleeding pretty bad,” Adam said. “We were afraid if we didn’t stop the bleeding, she would die.”

When the ranger looked surprised, Savannah said, “His dad’s a veterinarian and Adam has watched him work sometimes.”

“She’s a veterinarian, too,” Adam said, pointing at Savannah.

When Ranger Robles looked at her, she said, “Only not currently practicing.”

“Ohhh,” the ranger said. “So she let you bandage her leg? What did you use?”

“Part of my shirt,” Adam said.

“And we tied it on with strings from my sweatshirt,” Simon explained. He glanced at Adam. “He still had his dad’s knife in his pocket so we were able to cut the shirt up…otherwise…”

Adam nodded. “And we got her to drink more water and she seemed to be a little better, but she was still real sleepy.”

When we saw that it was getting dark,” Simon said, “we decided to stay there with her in case she needed more water or anything. We were pretty sure we were lost, anyway.”

“Yeah,” Adam added, “my Scout leader told us once that when you’re lost sometimes it’s best to stay where you are and let the trained searchers find you.”

The ranger shook his head. “Amazing.” He pulled out his phone. “I have a picture someone sent me of a cat with the fox.”

“Yeah, our cat Rags helped find us.” Adam pointed. “That’s him over there.”

Lily heard this and she rushed to Rags and tried to pick him up. She awkwardly lugged him to the ranger, his feet dragging on the floor. “This is Rags.”

“Hi, Rags,” he said, petting the cat.

“How is the fox?” Simon asked.

“Good,” the ranger said enthusiastically. “Thanks to you two.”

“Where is she?” Adam asked.

“Still in the hospital, but they plan to move her tomorrow to the preserve. I wanted to invite your group to come out and see her new home. She may want to thank you now that she’s more awake and all.”

“Can we, Dad?” Adam asked excitedly.

“Sure,” he said. “Sounds like fun, and I think it would do both of you boys good to see her now that she’s feeling better.”

“It sure would,” Simon said. He addressed the ranger, “Can you stop that man from trapping and hurting the animals that live in the forest?”

Ranger Robles looked squarely at Simon then at Adam and said, “I think you’ve already accomplished that. Where you found that trap is definitely off limits to trappers.” He turned to Michael and Peter. “The map you gave Ranger Bill was vital in our attempt to stop the illegal trapping in this area. We believe we’ve already located and removed all the traps that were left, and we’re looking for that dude as we speak.” He asked, “Mr. Ivey, how did you come by that map, anyway?”

“Evidently the trapper has been selling his secrets to wannabe trappers,” Michael said. One of them gave us the map yesterday, hoping it would help us locate the boys.”

“So you think the map originally came from the bearded man in the classic truck?”

Peter nodded.

“I know the one you mean. I suspected he was trapping irresponsibly.”

“Can you make him stop hurting the animals?” Simon asked.

“Yes,” the ranger said. “That’s exactly what we aim to do. And thanks to you folks we should be able to do it sooner rather than later.” He stood and shook hands with the boys and then with Michael and Peter. “Thank you so much for being good citizens.” He nodded to the women and headed to the door. “By the way, how long are you staying?”

“We’re leaving Sunday.”

“Well, we’ll send a shuttle around to pick you’all up tomorrow afternoon once the fox is settled, then we’ll take you out to the preserve for a private tour.”

“Cool!” Adam said,

“How many of you are there?”

“Nine.” Simon said. He looked around. “Eleven if you count Rags and Lexie.”

“Okay, see you all about two tomorrow afternoon.”



Chapter Nine


 

Sunday morning came too soon for Simon and Adam. They were not ready to leave vacation mode.

“But think of all the things you’re taking home with you,” Rochelle soothed.

“What?” Simon asked from the backseat of their car.

Peter quickly recited, “Poison oak, bug bites, fleas, blisters, snow burn…”

“Mr. Peter,” Simon scolded, “we didn’t get any of that stuff.”

“I got a blister,” Adam announced, “that day we hiked so far with the fox.” He rubbed his shoulder. “And sore muscles from lifting all that stuff into the trailer.”

“Oh, yeah, sore muscles,” Simon said. “I have sore muscles from all that packing!”

“Nooo,” Rochelle protested. “I was talking about the wonderful memories you’re taking home with you and that you’ll have forever.”

“And pictures,” Simon said. “We have pictures of some of the things we did and saw. When can I get the pictures out of my camera?”

“We’ll take your camera to the drugstore as soon as we get home,” Rochelle promised. “Yes, it’ll be fun to see what you got.”

“Rochelle, you took pictures on your phone, didn’t you?” Simon asked. When she nodded, he said, “Can we look at your pictures?”

“Sure,” she said, handing him her phone.

The boys chortled and commented about the pictures for several minutes before returning the phone to Rochelle.

“Do you think we can ride the horses again before we go home?” Simon asked.

“I doubt it, buddy,” Peter said. “By the time we get to the Iveys’ house, unpack the trailer, and sort out all that stuff, it’ll be dark. We’re going to spend the night there, then leave for home early tomorrow morning.”

“Are we taking Adam back to where we got him?”

“No,” Peter said.

Adam explained, “I’m staying with Dad and Savannah for Christmas, then they’re taking me to my mom’s and other dad’s house for another Christmas.”

“Wow!” Simon said. “So where do you actually live?”

“At my mom’s, because that’s where I go to school. But Dad says I can change schools and live with them if I want to—then I would visit my mom and other dad.”

“Are you going to do that?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know. I like my school and my teachers and my soccer coach. I sure miss my dad when I’m at home, but if I lived with my dad, I would miss my mom. Do you visit your real mom and dad sometimes, Simon?”

When Simon seemed to be brooding, Peter said, “Simon will be starting a new school in a week or so.”

“Really?” Adam said. “Are you scared?”

“Heck no. I’m excited. They have computers for every student. I’ve always wanted to learn more about computers.”

“See, you do have something to look forward to when we get home,” Rochelle said, “Christmas and a new school.”

“And a whole new life,” Simon muttered.

Meanwhile in the second car, Michael reached for Savannah’s hand. “That was really fun—well, except for…but even that turned out well.” He shook his head. “To think that those boys…”

She squeezed his hand when she heard him choke up. “I know. Parenting’s not for the faint of heart, is it?”

He laughed. “No, it’s not.”

“Is Marci still okay with Adam spending Christmas with us after the…um…mishap? Or does she need to hug her son as soon as possible?”

“I imagine she wants to. But she still trusts us to keep him safe and isn’t objecting to us keeping him for a few more days.”

“Good. So what do you have planned while he’s with us?”

He glanced at her and repeated, “What do I have planned? Savannah, have you forgotten that tomorrow’s Christmas Eve? We still don’t have a tree. We haven’t gone shopping for the kids, yet. I think our fate is sealed—there will be no planning because we’ll simply be swept up in the hustle bustle.” He glanced sideways at her briefly while driving. “I know that Adam wants to go shopping.”

“Really?” Savannah asked, surprised.

“Yes, he said he liked giving—he liked the way it made him feel.”

She put her hands to her chest. “Awww, that touches my heart. That’s such an important lesson for children, but not all of them take to it. I guess they don’t all have that giving heart. But Adam does. That’s so neat.”

“Yeah, he wants to get something from him for you, Grammy, and the kids. I imagine we’ll be shopping for his mom, Rose, and Eric, too.”

“Super. And I’ll take him shopping for you.”

“Okay, if he wants to.” Just then Michael said, “Oh, that’s my phone.” He handed it to Savannah. “Want to answer it?”

“It’s from a wildlife preserve,” she said, puzzled. “Hello?”

“Hello, Mrs. Ivey?” a woman’s voice said.

“Yes.”

“This is Claudia. We met at the wildlife preserve yesterday.”

“Oh yes, Claudia. How’s Ms. Fox doing? Still okay, I hope.”

“Yes, she’s wonderful and doing beautifully, but there’s just one thing missing.”

“Oh?” Savannah questioned.

“Yes, we don’t know what to call her. Did the boys name her? If not, would you ask them if they’d come up with a name for her? If they want to, that is. We’d love to give your boys the honor.”

“Oh, of course. Yes, I’m sure they’ll enjoy doing that. I’ll call you back as soon as they have one.”

“Have what?” Michael asked, when Savannah ended the call.

“Claudia at the wildlife animal preserve has invited the boys to name the little fox.”

“Wow!” Gladys said from the backseat. “Isn’t that an honor?”

“Yes it is,” Michael said. “Call Rochelle and have them get right on it.”

“That’s what I’m doing,” Savannah said. “Hi, Rochelle.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yes. Hey, let me talk to Adam, would you?”

“Sure. Adam, it’s Savannah.”

“Hi,” he said hesitantly.

“Hi. I have a job for you boys.”

“Already? We haven’t even gotten home.”

“What?” Simon asked.

“She has a job for us,” Adam complained.

Savannah laughed and said in a singsong manner, “I think you’re going to like this job.”

“What?” Adam asked suspiciously.

“Well, the director for the wildlife preserve just called and said the little fox is missing something.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Adam asked.

“Nothing. She’s doing just fine, but she doesn’t have a name. Claudia asked if you boys would like to come up with a name for her.”

Adam’s eyes lit up. “Oh, okay.”

“What?” Simon asked.

“They want us to name the fox—to give the fox a name,” Adam said excitedly.

“Us?” Simon asked. “Wow! Did you hear that Mr. Peter?”

“Yes. Man, that’s special, guys.”

“Okay,” Adam said into the phone. “We’re on it.”

“Call me when you have one and I’ll let Claudia know.”

The boys rode oblivious to the scenic views outside their windows as they worked together to come up with the perfect name for the little fox. They proposed and rejected names for miles and miles. Finally, Rochelle smiled back at them and said, “How about sharing your
 names with her.”

“Huh?” Simon said. “Name her Simon-Adam? That’s dumb and it’s a guy’s name, anyway.

“Excuse me, Son,” Peter said, “let’s not call someone else’s idea dumb. That’s rude, don’t you think so? Rochelle was just trying to help—every idea should be considered.”

Simon swallowed hard and said to Rochelle, “Sorry. I didn’t mean…”

“I know, buddy, but what I’m suggesting is maybe using part of your name and part of Adam’s name or just letters from your names to devise a special name for the fox.”

Before long everyone in the car was belly laughing as they tried out different combinations of Adam and Simon. Mona, Dian, Dona, and Sammi wound up as the most promising contenders, with Mona-Fox coming out on top.

“I like it,” Rochelle said. “Good job boys. Shall we look it up and see what it means?”

“Sure,” Simon said. “Are you saying Mona means something? It’s more than just a name?”

“Most names have a root in some language or culture,” Rochelle explained, “and a meaning. My name, for example, means little rock.”

“Rock?” Simon guffawed. “Your parents named you after a rock?”

“I guess so,” Rochelle said. After scrolling on her phone for a bit, she said, “The name Mona comes from several different countries and it has different meanings. They include solitary…”

“Yup,” Peter interjected, “you guys found her alone, didn’t you and foxes are rather solitary animals.”

“Mona also means wishes or desires and noble good,” Rochelle continued.

“So it’s a nice strong name,” Peter said.

“What does my name mean?” Simon asked.

“Oh, let’s see,” Rochelle said, scrolling on her phone. “It means to hear and listen,” she announced. It also denotes pure and simple and…hey, get this guys, Simon from the Bible, was also known as Simon Peter. Wow, isn’t that a coincidence?”

“It sure is,” Peter said.

“Who was this Simon Peter in the Bible?” Simon asked.

“One of Jesus’s disciples,” Rochelle explained.

Adam leaned forward in his seat a little, “What about my name. I was in the Bible, too.”

“Oh yes,” Peter said. “Your name was given to the first man in human form.”

“That’s all?” Adam asked.

“Isn’t that enough?” Rochelle asked, laughing.

****

“This is a kinda sad day,” Adam said quietly the following morning.

“Why?” Michael asked. “We still have two more days together, and we’re going to have Christmas together.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “but Simon has to go home today and I’m really going to miss him.”

Michael took his son on his lap and said gently, “You have enjoyed Simon’s friendship haven’t you? You two boys really seemed to hit it off.”

“I had so much fun. I just don’t want it to end, and we live so far away from each other. I’m afraid, Dad.”

“Afraid of what, Son?”

“That I won’t ever see Simon again.”

“Do you want to continue your friendship?”

“Yes. Simon is just about my best friend ever.” The boy choked up. “I wish we could see each other every day like we did this week.”

“You know what, Son? I believe that if your mom and Simon’s folks know how much it means to you boys to spend time together, they’ll make it happen for you. We can all make it happen.”

“Really, Dad?”

“Well, there they are,” Michael said as Peter and Rochelle entered the room. “Where’s your boy?”

“He’s having a rough morning,” Peter said, wincing.

Rochelle smiled down at Adam. “It looks like you are too, huh?”

“I think they’re just tired,” Peter said. “They’ve been through a lot.”

Rochelle shook her head. “No, I think it’s more than that, Peter. I think Simon’s mourning a loss.”

“A loss?” Peter repeated.

She nodded. “These boys have developed a very close friendship over the last week. They’re going to miss each other something terrible.” She approached Adam. “Listen, we’ll do everything we can to make sure you boys can spend time together. You’ve been such a good friend to Simon, and we really appreciate that. We want to foster that friendship if that’s what you boys want.”

Adam nodded.

Rochelle rubbed Adam’s back and whispered, “Simon’s in our room feeling, I imagine, about like you do right now. Why don’t you go see if you can get him moving?”

“Okay,” Adam said, running toward the staircase. When he saw Rags walk into the room, he said, “Hey, come on Rags, Let’s us guys go hang out together, want to?”

Everyone laughed when Rags trotted up the stairs in front of Adam.

“Oh, Auntie’s here,” Savannah said. She called out, “Wait, Adam.”

“What?” he asked.

“Auntie, did you bring…?” Savannah stopped when she saw the small carrier in Margaret’s hands. “Oh, you did.” She peered into the carrier. “Look at you sweet kittens. Auntie, they look great. Have they been eating okay and everything?”

Margaret nodded enthusiastically. “Like little garbage disposals. We wormed them and had Bud give them their initial vaccinations. He agreed they seem healthy, especially for kittens born this time of year.” She looked around. “So is Simon taking one or both of them?”

Peter rolled his eyes.

“Here,” Savannah said, handing the carrier to Adam. “Take them up to Simon.”

“Okay,” Adam said excitedly. He looked into the pen. “Hi, Minnie. Hi, Blossom.” He looked up at Margaret. “I think they grew!”

“They do grow fast at this stage,” Margaret said. “It was wonderful getting to take care of them.” She chuckled and said to Savannah. “I got dinged a couple of times for spending too much time with them and not enough with some of our adult rescues.” She swooned. “I had so much fun.”

“Well, then,” Peter said, “Maggie, you really should keep them.”

She gestured up the stairs after Adam and said, “Let’s see what your boy wants to do.”

It wasn’t long before Simon joined the others, cradling one of the little fur balls in his arms. Adam followed with the other one, and Rags darted past them, landing on the ground floor ahead of the boys.

“I almost forgot about Minnie and Blossom,” Simon said, approaching the others. “Look how much they’ve grown, Mr. Peter.” He turned to Rochelle. “Aren’t they cute? They’re the coolest cats ever. Minnie was walking all over me in the bed trying to dig under the covers. Blossom laid on my chest and wouldn’t let me get up. I think they like me. Can we take them home?”

“Gosh, buddy,” Peter started, “I don’t think…”

Rochelle put a hand on her husband’s chest and said quietly, “I think it would be good for Simon. He has such a heart for animals.” When Peter winced she said, “Be grateful he isn’t infatuated with a great Dane or hyperactive boxer.”

Peter winked. “You’ve got a point there.” He smiled down at the boys as they played with the kittens and Rags. “This might help him to adjust back to his more solitary life with us and help him not miss Adam so much.”

“Maybe.” She asked, “Do you want to tell him or can I?”

“I’d love to do it,” he said. “Simon!” he called. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“About what?” he asked suspiciously.

“About the kittens.”

Simon’s shoulders drooped. “So we can’t take them home?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I have a few questions first.”

“What, Mr. Peter?” Simon asked.

“Well, I’m wondering who’s going to take care of them—you know, feed them and clean their litter boxes and play with them so they have enough exercise and…”

“Train them to a harness and leash, take them for walks…?” Simon said. “That’s me. I will.”

“Well, I think that’s all well and good,” Rochelle said, “but these kittens will be our family pets, right?”

“Well, yeah,” Peter said.

“Then we’ll all pitch in and help with them. There will be times when Simon’s visiting Adam or playing baseball or something and he can’t be expected to stop what he’s doing every time to come home and feed the cats. This should be a family effort.”

“I can go visit Adam?” Simon asked excitedly.

“Sure,” Peter said, “and Adam can come stay with us sometimes if he wants to.”

The boys looked at each other and grinned. Everyone laughed when they fist-bumped each other, then each of the kittens

Simon sidled up to Peter and Rochelle. “Thanks for letting me have the kittens. I won’t let you or the kittens down because now I know that animals come first.”

Peter gave Simon an affectionate head noogie and said, “Yeah, for you, but do you know who comes first for us?”

Simon smoothed his hair down with one hand, and asked, “Who?”

“You do, that’s who.”
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