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CHAPTER 1

“What’s it tonight, Simon Magee, hunting or the girl down the alley?” Tom Shackle asked as he opened the door and watched the Siamese cat step into the moonlight. “Where that cat goes, we’ll never know.”

“That’s not ours to know,” Sally, his wife, answered. “Cats do cat things.” She tossed her curly blond head at him. “Are you jealous?”

“Just wondering. He goes out about the same time every night.” He sighed deeply and slid back into his favorite chair.

“Tired?” she asked.

“Bored,” he answered. “I’ve been doing paperwork the last week.” He pounded his hand on the arm of the chair. “I need a case to work on.” He leaned his head on the back of the chair. “I’d like to throw all the paperwork out the window.”

Tom worked at the government building as an investigator. Between cases he tried to catch up on the reports necessary in government jobs.

Sally sat on the arm of his chair. “Maybe we need a vacation.” Her eyes brightened. “We could go east to Colorado and see the mountains.”

“We see mountains here. We don’t need to go to Colorado for that.” He picked up the newspaper and thumbed through it.

“Just a suggestion.” Sally left his side and went to the kitchen. “I hope the next case starts tomorrow,” she whispered to herself. “I’ve had enough paperwork myself.”

Tom thumbed through the paper to the sports section and grunted disgustedly at the scores. Leaning back in the chair, he let the newspaper drop to the floor. He stretched his arms above his head and yawned. “Maybe you’re right,” he finally said. “A vacation before the next case sounds good.”

Sally rushed to him from the kitchen. “Do you really mean it?”

“Sure,” he answered. “As long as we don’t have to visit relatives.” He leaned over, picked up the paper and tossed it in the chair. “I’ll clear it at work tomorrow.”

“I hope nothing comes up.” Sally went back to the kitchen, brought two cups of coffee and sat them on the coffee table.

Tom stirred sugar into his coffee and nodded. “It’s been pretty quiet.” He sipped the hot brew. “Where would you like to go?”

Sally’s blue eyes shone with excitement. “Anywhere I’d like to go?”

“Sure. Have you thought about it?”

“Some dreams, of course, but not logical places.” She squeezed her hands together. “I suppose Paris or London are a bit far.”

Tom chuckled. He gazed at his wife and shook his head. “That is a dream, Sally. You’re supposed to stay close until the baby is born.”

Sally patted her stomach. “Yes, I suppose, but it’s fun to dream.”

Tom took another gulp of coffee and stepped from the chair. “I think I’ll take a shower and go to bed. You be thinking where you’d like to spend some time away.” He smiled and kissed her lips. “Maybe you could dream up some place where I could get some fishing in.”

He left her smiling, turned the shower on and let the water wash away the thoughts of more paperwork tomorrow. A vacation was probably what he needed. He shampooed his dark hair and shook his head sending the excess water flying.

As he wrapped the towel around his waist and strolled to the bedroom, he hummed a tune. Yes, he thought, tomorrow he would put in for vacation time and they would take off right away before the baby came. Her doctor said that could happen any time now. Maybe they had better wait. He shook his head. No, afterwards there would be no time. Now was the only opportunity.

He sank into the crisp sheets. Sally was already in bed and Tom scooted up against her.

“I’ve thought about the vacation,” she began. “But what if another case comes up right away?”

He slipped his hand from her breasts to the protruding stomach. “Maybe someone else can take it.”

“You know better,” she said. “We’ll have to wait until you’ve closed the case.”

He smiled in the darkness. “Yes, I know. But maybe there won’t be one. It’s been quite for some time.”

Sally held him as close as the stomach would permit. “Okay, but I’ll not hold my breath.”

He cuddled in her arms. No, he thought. I wouldn’t hold my breath.

~*~
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Simon Magee, the long sleek Siamese cat, sneaked under the broken picket in the fence surrounding his master’s house. He slipped among the violet shadows left by the moonlight. Over wooden fences he leaped and squeezed through wire borders. He quickly padded among the azaleas and left his mark on the trunk of the Douglas Fir. A tom cat hissed at him and Simon quickened his pace. He left the residential district and raced through the alleys of the city’s downtown. Finally he stopped before the high wire fence that enclosed the government building. His attention was drawn to movement alongside the fence. On silent pads the cat slipped through a broken link in the chain link fence and crept toward the four men snipping at the wires.
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The four men stepped through the opening.

“Okay,” the older man whispered. “Louie, you stay here and be the lookout. If you see anything show this flashlight into that window up there.” He pointed to a second story window in the government building. “Okay?”

Louie Barden nodded. “Okay.”

“We won’t be long. It will be where the guy said it would be.” He looked at the younger man. “Are you ready?”

Sam Shepard, the younger man was inexperienced in robbery. He shook his head. “I don’t know about this.”

“It won’t take long,” the first man repeated. “And, Louie, here, will let us know if anyone is coming.” He looked at Louie. “Right?” he asked the lookout man.

“Right,” Louie confirmed.

The older man pulled a stocking cap mask over his face. “Let’s do it.”

“Are you sure that guy who called you will buy this thing once we get it?” Louie asked nervously. “It won’t do any good to get it if no one wants it.”

“Don’t worry.” The older man said. “We just call that number he gave us, leave the microfilm and pick up the money. Nothing to it.”

Louie nodded. “Okay.” He watched the three men run to the back door of the government building. He squinted in the darkness, watching the door, stuffed his big hands into the pockets of his ill-fitting trench coat and paced back and forth on the sidewalk lined with low boxwood hedges. His eyes scanned the large well kept yard dotted with large Douglas Fir and beyond the high chain link fence to the noisy city. The night breeze, warmed by summer’s touch, tugged at Louie’s coat and he flipped it open to feel the coolness. He drew his attention back to the building and rubbed his chin, his gaze on the door. He checked the grounds once more then looked more closely. Up the walk, trotting toward him, was a large, sleek Siamese cat. Louie smiled and crouched down as the cat padded up to him. He picked up the animal and patted him, uttering clucking sounds as if he were talking to an infant. “This building is in your territory, huh, kitty?” he stroked the cat’s neck, noticing the cat’s blue collar had a tiny pouch sewn on the inside. He pulled the Velcro loose to check what was inside the tiny hidden pocket. “Probably your address in here, huh?” Pulling out the folded paper, he squinted and held the message closer to his eyes. “Let’s see,” he told the cat. “This says you are Simon Magee.” He chuckled. “What a common name for such a high classed animal.” He was about to read the address when an alarm went off in the building.

Before he could dig out the small piece of paper in the pocket, an alarm went off inside the building. Louie gasped, his eyes wide as he jumped to his feet fearfully watching the door of the government building. His heart pounded inside the trench coat and he hugged the squirming cat closer as if the animal would protect him. Unable to move, he waited as his cohorts raced from the building toward him.

“Sam accidentally set off the alarm,” one screamed at Louie. “Here. Take this. Hide it somewhere. We don’t want to be caught with it on us.” He handed Louie a tiny piece of microfilm.

“But what? Where?” Before Louie could finish, the three men were running toward the hole in the fence they had cut to enter the yard.

Louie looked at the film then at the building, screaming its alarm, then at the cat in his arms. Quickly with shaking hands he opened the address pouch on the cat’s collar and jammed the tiny film into the pocket. Dropping the cat as he ran, Louie headed for the hole in the fence.

Louie slipped through the hole and raced down the street bumping into people as he went. He ducked into the alley that separated the grounds of the government building from the dingy bar beside it. The man slumped down behind a garbage can, his heart pounding and his breath coming in gasps. He could hear the sirens of the police cars racing to the scene of the crime and huddled closer to the wall of the bar. The trash can close by might hide him more securely, he thought. He slipped behind it as he saw the policemen rushing onto the grounds of the government building. He looked closer. They were wrestling with someone then shoved the man toward the police car.

Louie watched the policemen enlarging their search, moving toward his location. He anxiously looked from one end of the alley to the other. They could see him if he ran. He thought a moment then searched the garbage can. No, he could not fit inside, but he drew out a liquor bottle. He held it up and, seeing some of the liquid remained in the bottle, he drank it and tried to lay loosely against the building, holding the bottle lovingly against his chest.

The policemen spotted him and rushed down the alley. Louie lay against the building as if drunk. One patrolman shook him and Louie groaned sleepily. The policeman pulled him up by his coat, but Louie gave no indication that he noticed them. Finally they let him loose and Louie slipped to the alley’s floor, laying totally relaxed among the garbage cans. He opened his eyes just a little and watched the policemen hurry back to the government building. Louie chuckled, but lay still in the alley. He did not move until he felt a furry body rubbing next to him. His eyes popped open and he lay ridged. His mind thought only about rats that inhabited the city’s alleys. He relaxed when he heard a purr and chucked at his fear. Beside him rubbed the Siamese cat with the blue collar. He was about to grab the cat to retrieve the microfilm when a man staggered toward him and sat heavily beside him talking in slurred tones. The cat jumped away as the visitor grabbed a garbage can to steady himself, dumping its contents on himself and Louie.

Louie pushed the man aside and stood up, brushing his soiled coat and trousers. He watched the cat run down the alley and around the corner leading to the street. Louie huffed with disgust and was about to follow the cat when a uniformed policeman passed by and stopped, watching him. Louie sat back down. The man beside him put his arm around Louie’s shoulder, smiling with a toothless grin. Louie looked at the policeman and turned to the grinning man. He reluctantly put his arm on the man’s shoulder and joined him in some tune the man was singing. They swayed back and forth with the melody until Louie chanced another look up the alley. The policeman was gone.

Louie unwrapped the man’s arm from his shoulder and stood up. He gave his coat another brush, kicked a piece of lettuce dangling from his shoe and slipped down the alley, his back toward the busy street and the man still singing among the garbage cans.
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Chapter  2
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The ringing of the telephone brought Tom Shackle from sleep. He fumbled for the phone beside the bed. “Someone what?” he asked. “Okay, I’m on my way.”

“What is it?” Sally asked sleepily from the bed.

Tom replaced the telephone receiver and pulled a shirt from the closet. “Someone broke into the government building.” He fought the necktie. “I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

Sally sat up in bed. “I know. Please be careful, Tom.”

He kissed her then grabbed his suit jacket. “I’ll be careful.”

She watched him leave realizing another long night lay before them. Inhaling, she filled her lungs and let her breath out in a huge sigh. She let her head plop back on the pillow. “And I had to marry a detective,” she muttered to the pillow.

Tom stopped his old Ford in front of the government building. He walked quickly toward the structure. As he approached the door, he straightened his tie and bushed his thick dark hair with his hand. 

Tom’s partner, David Johnson, rushed to him. He was well dressed with the same sleepy look Tom had. “Tom. It’s the microfilm. It’s gone.” David looked worried. “How could anyone know it was here?”

“Inside job?” Tom asked as he headed for the room where the microfilm was kept.

David followed, his short legs working to keep up with the taller man. “Not by the looks of the one we caught.”

Tom nodded. “Could have been hired by someone inside.” He stepped into the office, its contents in disarray. Picking up some papers form the floor, he noticed the cabinets, their draws yawning open and their contents strewn on the floor. “How could he get by the security? Was everyone asleep?”

David shook his head. “Don’t know.”

Tom slammed the papers onto the desk top. “How could anyone get past them?”

“They knew just what they wanted and where to find it.” David shook his head again.

“Inside job,” Tom repeated. “Where’s the guy they caught?”

“Downtown.” David studied Tom. “Are you all right, Tom? You’re a bit on edge.”

“Yeah. Not getting enough sleep. Why in the world did they take them downtown? This is government business. Not just a simple burglary.” He uprighted a chair and sat on it.

David shook his head once more. “We couldn’t tell the officers what was stolen. That’s top secret. We’re on our own with this one, Tom.”

Tom slowly rose from the chair. “Okay. Well, let’s go down and see that guy. Maybe he’s just scared enough to talk to us.”

~*~
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Sam Shepard squirmed in the chair at the police interview room. He folded his arms and disgustedly shook his head. The thought of being caught leaving the government building left him weak. He wondered if Louie had escaped with the microfilm. The man who hired them was only a voice on the phone. The voice that would be calling tomorrow at the pay phone in the mall. Sam wondered if Louie would be there to answer it. He ran his fingers through his thinning hair and pressed the wrinkles in his pants.

Surveying the empty room, he wondered how long he would have to wait for the officers to return with their questions. Maybe they caught Louie and found the microfilm on him. Sam sucked in a long breath and nervously blew it out. He would deny everything anyway. Yawning and stretching his arms above his head, he waited. Finally he folded his arms on the table and laid his head on them.

Sam awoke when Tom Shackle and David Johnson stepped into the room. He eyed them sleepily as they sat down across from him. “I don’t know nothing,” he said.

“I don’t buy that,” Tom shouted. He pointed his finger at Sam. “You took that film and you’re going to tell us where it is.”

“Take it easy, Tom.” David rose from the chair and sat on the edge of the table, his eyes on Sam. “Maybe, Sam, here, will make a deal.”

Tom shook his head. “A deal? The only deal he’ll get has bars.”

David ignored Tom, his attention on Sam. “This couldn’t have been a one man job, Sam. Telling us who you worked for will make it easier on you.”

“I was just out walking,” Sam insisted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He glanced at them to see if he was convincing them.

Tom rose from his chair and looked at David. “That’s not what the other guy said.”

David’s face filled with question. Then he nodded. “Yeah. The other guy said you knew everything.”

Sam shivered, wondering who else they had arrested. “There’s no other guy. I was just out walking. Is it against the law to be out walking?” He felt sweat trickling down the back of his neck. “I don’t know nothing.”

Tom eased closer to Sam. “Perhaps we should bring him in here and together we can discuss this. Would you like that, Sam?”

Sam shivered again and wiped his clammy hands on his pants. Who had they caught? Who was telling everything? It must be Louie. They did not know him very well. He just liked cats. That’s all he knew about Louie. They should not have trusted him.

Tom studied the nervous man. “Come on, Sam. Tell us who you’re working for?”

Sam shook his head and bit at the knuckles on his hand. “It was just a voice on the phone,” he finally said.

David smiled and Tom nodded,  surprised at the information coming from the man.

“Would you know this voice if you heard it again?” Tom asked as he sat across from Sam.

Sam shook his head. “It was muffled.”

Tom nodded, dejected. “Who else was in on this with you?”

Sam looked at Tom, then David and shook his head.

Tom raised his arms above his head in exasperation. “Obviously you couldn’t have done it alone.” Then he closed in on Sam. “Listen. Those guys, who helped you, are running out there free. Are you going to take the rap for them?”

Sam chewed on his knuckles, contemplating Tom’s words. “There was three others,” he finally said. “One guy I didn’t know. Just called him Louie. Kind of weird. Always had a cat. Knew all about the things. That’s about all he knew about was them cats. Real weird.”

David nodded and smiled at Tom with satisfaction. “That’s good, Sam. Now where might these fellows be?”

Sam twisted in his chair realizing they had caught only him. He sighed deeply and nodded. “Okay, okay. There was four of us. The others are probably waiting on the edge of town in an old shack.”

Tom looked at David. “Do you know where that might be?”

David shook his head. “There are a lot of shacks on the edge of town.”

“What shack?” Tom asked.

Sam waved his arm. “Out there on the interstate going north.”

“I think I know,” David nodded.

“And one of those guys has the microfilm?” Tom asked Sam.

“Yeah.” Sam glanced at him then at the floor. “The guy named Louie. We gave it to him.”

“Louie who” What’s his last name?” David was getting impatient.

“Don’t know. Just Louie. He liked cats. Knows all about cats. That’s all I know.” Sam turned his back to them.

Tom shook his head disgustedly. “Knows about cats. How will that help us find him?”

“He’s probably at the shack with the others,” David suggested.

“Yeah, he’s probably there,” Sam confirmed. “Or trying to get there.”

“Okay.” Tom looked at David. “Shall we investigate some shacks?”

David nodded. “Let’s,” he said and followed Tom from the room.

Tom slid behind the steering wheel as David climbed into the passenger side of Tom’s old Ford. He called for backup and they headed for the run down residences where Sam said they would find the accomplices. They sped down the interstate and turned onto the exit leading to the rundown buildings.

“There,” David pointed. “Looks like shacks over there.”

“Hope he didn’t send us on a wild goose chase.” Tom headed down the off ramp.

David chuckled. “As far as I’m concerned, these gooses are cooked.
“Gooses?” Tom asked. “You mean geese.”
“Gooses, geese, who cares?” David chuckled. “They’re cooked and ready for the table.”

Tom laughed. “We have to catch them first.”

“True,” David agreed. “Then let’s catch them.”

They stopped at the first shack and beamed their flashlights into the dark building.

“Nothing,” Tom said. “Do you suppose he was pulling our leg?”

“He looked pretty scared,” David said. “Maybe he thought he’d say anything to get us off his back.”

“There’s another building on down,” Tom pointed. “Let’s take a look.”

The second building was more dilapidated than the first. Tom shown his light inside. “There’s no one here. Any suggestions?”

David scanned the road heading north. “Look, way up the road. Is that a light?”

Tom’s gaze followed David’s pointing finger. “I think so. I’ll get the car.” He picked up David and drove down the dark road with his lights off. They stopped a short way from the lighted shack and walked the rest of the way.

The building had broken windows and hinges hanging from the door. Tom and David drew their guns and cautiously approached the house. Tom motioned for David to cover the back.

Tom peered in the broken window and saw the light from a small bare light bulb. Two men were sitting at a table arguing about something. Tom stepped past the sagging door, lifted his gun and identified himself. The two men, taken by surprise, froze in their chairs. David came in a back door and the men gave up peacefully.

“Which of you is the man who likes cats?” David asked as he disarmed them.

“Cats?” the men asked in unison. 

One shook his head as he watched David waving the gun. “We don’t like cats.” He looked at his partner. “Do we, Nick?”

Nick emphatically shook his head, looked at his partner then at David’s gun and shook his head again. “No. We don’t like cats.”

“Your partner, Sam,” David explained. “He told us one of you gave the microfilm to the man who likes cats. A guy named Louie.”

The lawbreakers relaxed, relieved they were not to be shot for liking cats.

“No,” Nick said “That ain’t us.” He shook his head.

Tom handcuffed them to each other. “Then who?” he asked them.

“We never knew him by anything but Louie,” Nick said. “He has the microfilm.”

Tom let his breath out slowly. “Then where is Louie?”

They shook their heads. “We don’t know. He never came here.” Nick finally said.

Tom and David escorted them out as their back up car arrived. Tom called the office from  his car radio requesting a stake out on the shack in hopes Louie would return to the hide out. 

As the sun rose over the city, Tom drove home, hoping for a little sleep before he resumed the search for a big man in a trench coat. A man who liked cats.

He reached the house, a cozy residence, he had always thought, with a clean yard and white picket fence holding the lawn from seeping out into the quiet street. He entered the one story ranch type house and headed for the bedroom. He tiptoed in and saw Sally snuggled between the bedclothes, her blond hair sticking out above the blanket. She hummed softly as he crawled in beside her, but did not waken. She had experienced many nights with Tom coming home at dawn.

It seemed Tom had only closed his eyes when the aroma of coffee filled his nostrils, but it was the awareness that someone was looking at him that brought him to full wakefulness. He opened his eyes to the big Siamese cat staring at him, his almond shaped blue eyes smiling. Tom reached out and patted the cat and the animal began kneading the blanket.

“Good morning, Simon Magee, old boy. Suppose you want me out so you can get your days sleep, huh?”

The Siamese only purred loudly and pawed at the blankets until Tom crawled out. Then the feline crawled into the warmth of the bed.

Tom shook his head. “Cat lovers. Hump. Hey, Simon. You wouldn’t know where we’d find a cat lover thief, would you?”

Simon Magee poked his head out of the blankets at the sound of Tom’s voice, his eyes narrowing as he purred and he winked at Tom.

Tom slipped his suit jacket on and grinned. “Just as I thought,” he said and left the bedroom to the cat. He chuckled as he watched the cat curl up under the edge of the blanket until all one could see was the two long dark ears and the blue collar.

~*~
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Sally, still in her robe and slippers, poured a cup of coffee for Tom and sat down at the kitchen table. She gave him a kiss and started cooking the eggs. “Short night,” she said.

“They’ll all be,” he said as he sipped the coffee.

“I heard about the robbery on the TV,” she said as she pocked bread into the toaster.

“Yeah.”

She turned to him. “They didn’t say what was stolen.” She pushed a lock of hair off her high forehead.

He gave her a sideways look and pointed a finger at her. “Top secret,” he grinned.

She turned back to the stove. “Oh, one of those.” She turned the eggs and buttered the toast. “Well, you got all the thieves, but one.” She placed the eggs and toast before him and sat at the table.

“Yes. The one with the merchandise got away.” Tom picked at the eggs then looked at her pretty face, her blue eyes glued on him. “Sally, where would you find a cat lover?”

“A cat lover? Well, I’m a cat lover and you can find me right here.” She smiled.

He nodded and grinned at her.

She sobered. “Oh, you’re looking for a different cat lover.”

He nodded.

“Well.” She studied him a moment. “For one thing he’d have a cat.” She thought again, toying with the handle of the coffee cup. “And he, or she, would notice any cat in the vicinity.” She leaned over the table toward Tom. “You know like Mrs. Jackson down the street. Whenever she sees a cat she talks to it.”

“Okay, okay. I get the point.” Tom said. He took another gulp of coffee. “Well, I’m off. I have a meeting with
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