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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy Katz and his great Aunt, Betty Diaz, sat at the small conference table in her home office in the largest house in Twinkle, Texas. They examined photos they found in a box from Jimmy's storage unit. There were hundreds of loose pictures dating back to before Jimmy was born that he could not identify.

      Twinkle, Texas, in Starlight County, was 385 miles from the nearest mall. Betty Diaz, the oil baroness and philanthropist, found her great nephew through an article he wrote for the Twinkle Independent News (TIN). Betty immediately called Sylvan Stonerich, the publisher of the TIN demanding he round up his reporter and present him to her.

      When Betty called, people jumped into action. Sylvan and Bill Trance, the managing editor, rushed Jimmy to the matriarch’s home on Diaz Circle, where Betty eyeballed Jimmy. She declared he looked just like his father, her nephew, Errol Katz.

      In marched the DDS attorneys, Pete Daigle, Judson Diaz, and Godfrey (Stoney) Stonerich. The DDS were the attorneys for the Katz-Diaz multi-billion-dollar empire. Out popped a DNA swab test kit, a fingerprint kit, and documents equaling half a ream of paper.

      Jimmy received an envelope of pocket money that surpassed what he made in six months as a reporter. Then Pete Daigle marched him over to the Twinkle Bank and Trust where Jimmy met the bank president, FeBe Morales, who would personally handle his account.

      Mrs. Bertha Potts, Jimmy’s landlady at the boarding house where he and Guppy, his Amazon parrot lived, calmed him after the mind-altering experience. Three months later, Jimmy discovered a tiny kitten on the bottom stair at the back door of the boarding house. Jimmy adopted Maddy. She and Guppy became best friends, and things got interesting.
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        * * *

      

      “Aunt Betty, who’s this?” Jimmy turned the photo so she could see the people.

      Betty took the photo and eyeballed it. “That’s your maternal grandfather, Robert Schlumbacher, and your mother when she was a young girl. Your grandmother must have taken the picture.” She handed it back to Jimmy.

      “Wow. I’ve never seen this picture before.” He stared at the picture, trying to determine what his mother’s life was like at that age. He didn’t know that much about the Schlumbachers, which was a mystery all on its own. Jimmy turned the photo over and wrote on the back to identify his grandfather and mother.

      He pulled another picture out of the box. He was at the beach. “Look how skinny I was as a kid!” Jimmy was all knobby knees with braces on his teeth. “I hated those braces, but I’m glad my teeth are nice and straight now. They were all bunched up when I was a kid. I hated to smile.”

      Aunt Betty pulled a handful of photos out of the box. She spread them before her on the table. “Oh, look, Jimmy! This shows Twinkle before we developed it. And here’s Clem’s Corner.”

      Jimmy slid the photos over so he could see them. “Wow. Twinkle was a tiny place before you and Clem made your fortunes.” He tried identifying what the picture of Twinkle showed, but couldn't figure it out. “Is this the main street?”

      Betty slid her chair closer to Jimmy. “Yes. That’s Stonerich Boulevard. They developed Diaz Circle here and built Mrs. Potts’ boarding house way over there.

      Jimmy identified the places on the reverse side of the picture. He set the photo aside to show Mrs. Potts later.

      They heard sirens in the distance, then the volunteer fire trucks hauling down the street. Jimmy stood. “I’ll let you know where the fire is!” And then he was out of the mansion and jumping into his Honda CRV. As the heir to the vast Katz-Diaz fortune, the DDS forbid him to volunteer for anything remotely dangerous, so he stayed on the sidelines.
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy sped down the street, following the sirens. He recognized his friends and fellow reporters’ cars behind the fire trucks. Danny Stonerich was in the lead, followed by Brian McKinley, who also lived at the boarding house.

      Jimmy’s fiancé, Detective Celebrity Masters, zoomed past all three cars in the facing lane with lights flashing and sirens screaming. The police chief, Kenton Price, was on her tail with Detective Benito Ramirez bringing up the rear.

      The three cops left the reporters in their dust. They all raced down Stonerich Boulevard heading toward, then passing, Mrs. Potts’ boarding house. Jimmy let out a sigh of relief when he saw his landlady standing outside at the edge of the road. The fire trucks turned down Mulberry St.

      Jimmy had a moment. He hoped it wasn’t Dorothea Ochea’s place where Vince Babelton and his Main Coon cat, Expresso, lived while Dorothea was over in Europe, interning with a famous baker.

      By the time the reporters arrived at the scene, the firefighters were hosing down a house, and Detective Ramirez was handcuffing a boy, who looked to be a pre-teen. Jimmy saw Vince standing outside of his house watching the fire come under control. They waved at each other.

      Vince headed their way, and Jimmy met him halfway. “I saw that kid poking around that house where he had no business being, then called the cops when I saw smoke. Little firebug was just getting started.”

      Chief Price joined them. “You called it in?” he asked Vince.

      “Yes. It’s a good thing I was checking the mailbox for mail! That house would have burned to the ground if no one had been around to notice the smoke.” Vince shook his head.

      “Come down to the station sometime today to give your statement,” Chief Price stated.

      “Will do,” Vince agreed.

      Celebrity and Ramirez joined them after Ramirez secured the kid in the back of his police car.

      “That’s Pete Bolenz’ kid,” Ramirez stated. “He’s been in trouble at school, and in his neighborhood. This is going to be tough on Pete and his wife.”

      Celebrity squinted. “Theo. I remember him from when he got in trouble for throwing rocks at his neighbor’s dog. Broke the dog’s leg and Pete had to pay for the surgery.”

      The reporters were scribbling notes as fast as they could.

      Meaty, the security guy at the Dime Water Food Store, called the Foo by the locals because of the burned out “d” at the end of “food” was a crack computer hacker who sometimes worked with the police and the Feds, sauntered over to the group. His bright yellow volunteer fire department jacket hung open while he tried to cool down from the heat. The temperature of the day had amped up from ninety-eight degrees, according to the Weather Channel’s forecast, to the high heat from the flames the fire volunteers doused out.

      “Saved that one,” Meaty stated. “Only minor damage. If we had received the call ten minutes later, that house would have burnt to the ground from this dry spell.” He turned to look at all the dried vegetation surrounding the place. “They really should water their shrubs or remove them.”

      “I’ll bet they take that into consideration from now on... if they’re smart, that is,” Brian commented.

      Jimmy smooched Celebrity, then said goodbye to his pals. He drove back to let Mrs. Potts know the scoop. Brian pulled up behind him as he parked in front of the boarding house.

      Mrs. Potts was on the porch waiting at the front door. “Want some tea and cake?”

      “You bet!” Brian called out as he walked up the walkway.

      Jimmy and Brian took turns telling the story about the firebug and everything they heard the others saying about the kid.

      “Poor Pete! Theo was such a good little boy. I wonder what happened?” Mrs. Potts busied herself with plates for the cake.

      “Probably hanging around with the wrong crowd,” Brian stated.

      Jimmy got glasses down from the cabinet while Brian grabbed the tea pitcher from the refrigerator. Mrs. Potts brought plates of her checkerboard cake to the table.

      “Oh, I love this cake, Mrs. Potts,” Brian exclaimed. “I don’t know how you do this, though.”

      Their landlady stood, walked over to the dish drainer and pulled the special cake pans out of the drainer where they were air drying. “Whoever invented these pans was a genius.” She returned to the table and dug into her chocolate and vanilla cake slice.

      Jimmy had a thoughtful look on his face. “What if that were our house? Guppy and Maddy would either burn to death or die of smoke inhalation!”

      Everyone stopped eating and stared at Jimmy. The thought never occurred to them, and that was frightening.

      “I’m going to have to talk to them and explain the circumstances and what they should do.” Horrible scenarios raced through Jimmy's head as he was lost in thought.

      After their snack, Brian headed back to the TIN. Mrs. Potts retired to her favorite chair in the living room and continued reading her spicy book. And Jimmy went upstairs to talk to his pets.

      

      When Jimmy entered his apartment, he saw Maddy watching a children's program on TV, and Guppy was looking out for squirrels that threatened to attack the house. He didn't believe it for a second. His two pets were little detectives who figured things out, sometimes quicker than the police.

      Jimmy's hidden cameras caught unbelievable footage of his animals’ activity. If he hadn’t watched the videos with his own two eyes, he never would have believed what he saw these two animals were doing.

      Mrs. Potts, Brian, Chief Price, and he swore a pact to keep the deep secrets they discovered these two critters were capable of. The fear of the government discovering Maddy and Guppy and dissecting their brains drove the secrecy.

      All the children’s programs on TV that Maddy began watching at six weeks old had taught her not only how to spell, but how to read and use the computer. If anyone else had watched the videos, they would have accused Jimmy of doctoring them.

      Jimmy kept a supply of yellow number two pencils in his desk drawer. Maddy most likely had the strongest jaws of all house cats from gripping the pencil between her teeth and whacking the keys on the keyboard. Jimmy always kept the laptop open. He didn’t have to worry if it was on or off, because that smart little cat knew how to push the on/off button. Guppy was her partner in crime and supplied beak power when Maddy had to cut and paste, or copy something. It took both critters working together to accomplish what fingers on one hand of a human did.

      He sat on the sofa and cleared his throat to get their attention, then Jimmy carefully thought about how he would approach the subject of safety. Guppy and Maddy already knew how to work together. When there had been break-ins at his apartment last year, they had worked as a team. Guppy alerted Jimmy and Mrs. Potts to the danger, and Maddy turned into the attack cat with claws and teeth.

      When Jimmy had their attention, he delved into the problem and some solutions.

      “Maddy, Guppy, there was a house fire over on Mulberry Street where Vince and Expresso live. You most likely heard the sirens of the fire trucks and the police cars. It wasn’t their house. Vince witnessed this kid poking around someone’s house, then he saw smoke and called 9-1-1.” Jimmy checked out his two pets. They had their eyes on him, so he assumed they were listening, but he didn’t know if they understood what he was telling them.

      “The reason I’m telling you is that if there was ever an emergency, and Daddy, Brian, and Mrs. Potts were not home, you would have to take action to save yourselves. Do you understand?” It was frustrating not getting any sign that his pets understood.

      “The two of you work together all the time, and you’re both strong. Here’s what you will have to do. Guppy, get the basket from the pantry. Maddy, jump into the basket. Guppy, grab the basket in your beak or your claws, and go through a window. If there’s smoke coming from downstairs, do not fly down there. You could die.”

      “Gotcha!” Guppy squawked out.

      Jimmy eyeballed Guppy. “You understand what to do?”

      “Gotcha!” Guppy repeated.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything in this apartment. It’s more important that you save each other.” Jimmy eyeballed them, then gave up. He did all he could think of to keep them safe. If ever there was an emergency and no one was home to rescue them, they were on their own.

      The heir let out a frustrated sigh. He settled back on the sofa and picked up a notebook he found in a box in the storage unit. It thrilled Jimmy to discover one of his mother’s diaries. He opened the diary to the page he had bookmarked with an index card and read silently.

      A text message alert dinged on Jimmy’s phone. He pulled it out of his pocket and swiped the screen open. “Oops! Forgot about the meeting at the DDS. I’ll see you two later.”

      Maddy and Guppy listened to their human clomp down the stairs and open the front door. Guppy flew to another window and looked out. He watched as Jimmy got into his Honda CRV and slammed the door closed, and took off.

      “Daddy’s gone.”

      Maddy jumped onto the sofa and rested her body on the armrest while she pawed the diary open. “I think we left off on page twenty.” She read out loud what she called their grandma’s exploits. Sometimes she had to look things up on the computer, such as the playpen. She and Guppy couldn't believe someone kept their Daddy in a cage when he was a tiny human.

      After seeing the picture and reading the description and explanations from other places on Google, they understood the function of the playpen, and they didn’t think someone was tormenting children.

      “When Daddy and Celebrity get married and have children, they’ll buy a cage,” Guppy stated.

      “Playpen, not cage.” Maddy scowled at her friend. She closed the diary and snuggled down for a nap on the sofa.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy rushed into the DDS office and headed directly to the conference room where they met for the mind-numbing meetings. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “You’re here now, and that’s all that matters,” Stoney said, by way of a greeting. He knew Jimmy was struggling with all the information he needed to know about the Katz-Diaz empire he would inherit one day.

      “Today, we’re going over the tax structures so you can understand how the IRS determines these various taxable and nontaxable projects and organizations. We’ll also examine the philanthropic projects Betty established and how they're managed quarterly. Pete was sure Jimmy’s eyes were already drooping, and he was barely in his chair.

      Another fun session with the DDS. I wish I were getting a root canal, Jimmy thought. He knew everything the DDS tried to teach him was important because he was Aunt Betty’s heir. He needed to understand how Betty had set things up and guided the DDS to oversee the vast organization.

      “Give me a minute,” Jimmy begged as he opened the multiple paged document on the table in front of him. He used his finger to scroll slowly down each page to get the gist of what was there. The subject seemed deeply structured, and he would do his best to follow along with Pete, Stoney, and Judson. Junior was not in the room this morning.

      “These things and others will be our focus this week, Jimmy. Don’t think we’re going through all of this today. You’d be totally fried,” Judson sympathetically stated.

      “Hopefully, I’ll have a decade to learn everything Aunt Betty set up and how it works,” Jimmy said optimistically.

      After two and a half hours, Jimmy stumbled through the front doors of the law firm and collapsed into the front seat of his trusty Honda. He rested his head against the headrest and closed his eyes. You can do this, he thought, as facts and figures and tax code ran through his brain.

      A tap on the driver’s window made him jump. Celebrity stood beside the car, looking through the window with a concerned expression. Jimmy turned the key and lowered the window.

      “Hey,” he barely got out.

      “You okay? Must have been another exciting session with DDS,” Celebrity smirked. She knew Jimmy struggled in trying to learn about his aunt’s business.

      He sat up straighter. “There’s just too much for one brain to hold.”

      Celebrity snorted out a huff. “Think about what’s in Betty’s head. She knows this stuff by heart.”

      Jimmy wore a deer-in-the-headlights expression again. “In all fairness, she’s the one who built this empire and knows it backwards and forwards. I’m always amazed when someone calls from somewhere in the world and she doesn’t even have to open a file or folder. The information is just there in her head, and she talks to the person about details and figures. I don’t know how she does it.”

      Celebrity patted his arm. “Let’s go to lunch. You need sustenance to recover.”

      “K. I’ll meet you there.”

      Celebrity walked back to her police car, and Jimmy drove behind her. They arrived at the Biggem Diner and parked. Jimmy spotted his friend’s vehicles. As he emerged from his CRV, Ramirez pulled up beside his car and parked.

      “I’m so hungry I could eat a whole pig and a cow,” Ramirez stated as they walked to the door of the establishment.

      “Do you want fries or a salad with that?” Celebrity smirked at her partner.

      They went inside and found Brian and Danny seated at a table for six, slurping iced tea. Danny kicked a chair out for Jimmy.

      “You look like you’re going to fall over, dude,” Danny said as he looked Jimmy over. “Must have just come from the DDS office.”

      Ramirez smirked. “Must be tough being the richest man walking the planet.”

      Jimmy kicked Ramirez’ chair. “I’m not, really. I’m the heir who will one day inherit the title, but right now, I’m just me.”

      Duanna Oatmeal, aka Oatie, and Danny’s girlfriend, who was a server at the dinner, hurried over with her order pad and pen ready. “What’s this wild bunch having today?”

      Ramirez started. “Double burger with the works, an order of fries and onion rings, and a coffee milkshake.”

      Celebrity ordered the Caesar salad with shrimp. She knew it was enough for two meals.

      Danny, Brian, and Jimmy ordered the double burger with fries.

      Oatie gave her boyfriend the evil eye. She mentally sent him a thought to change his fries to a salad, to no avail. “Coming right up.”
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        * * *

      

      Martin Maldonado, fondly known as Marty the Mortician at the Twinkle Funeral Parlor, which was established in the 1950s, prepared a file for Gene Jingle. The eighty-four-year-old apparently passed away in his sleep. Mrs. Jingle tried to revive her husband, and after a tearful goodbye on the day after their sixtieth wedding anniversary, she called 9-1-1, and they took him away.

      Marty filled in all the details for the death certificate before disrobing and embalming Mr. Jingle, who rested on a table in the mortuary. Marty approached the table to prepare the deceased.

      Suddenly, Mr. Jingle sprung upright and gasped. “Wha... Where am I?”

      Marty recovered from his surprise and gripped Gene’s shoulder so he wouldn’t spring off the table. “Welcome back, Mr. Jingle. You almost got yourself embalmed.”

      “Wha... what happened?” He poked his chest with a finger. “I’m positive I’m not dead yet,” Gene stammered as he swayed on the table.

      “Evidently, neither your wife nor the EMT could revive you, so they brought you here to the Twinkle Funeral Parlor. I was just typing up your death certificate,” Marty explained to the confused man.

      Marty helped Gene to swing his legs to the side of the table to get down. “We’d better get you to a chair. Did you use a walker to get around? Don’t try to walk just yet.”

      “Yeah. Do ya think my wife tossed the walker?” Gene asked, not really with it yet.

      “I doubt if she’d be quick to do anything that harsh, unless you had a contentious relationship, then all bets are off.” Marty was a straight forward man.

      Marty helped Gene over to his desk chair. “You sit here while I call your wife and break the news to her. We don’t want her to have a heart attack if you were to make the call.”

      He pulled up the phone number and placed the call. The phone rang four times before a weeping woman answered it. “Mrs. Jingle? It’s Marty Maldonado with the Twinkle Funeral Parlor.” He listened to the distraught woman. “Mrs. Jingle, you can postpone the funeral arrangements. Your husband is alive and well.”

      Gene heard the shriek from the chair. He held his hand out for the phone. “Mildred, why’d you think I was dead?” They had a back-and-forth conversation for a few minutes. “Better call the TIN and cancel the obit before they go to print. Can you pick me up?” After the conversation ended, Gene handed the phone receiver back to Marty. “She’ll be here after she calls the TIN. When we get home, she’ll have to call everyone to cancel their plans to attend the funeral. Our kids and grandkids are probably distraught over this false death.”

      The next day, the headline of the TIN was a shocker. MAN COMES BACK FROM THE DEAD, with a follow-up story with all the details provided by Marty the Mortician. Gene and Mildred Jingle eventually took their landline phone off the hook to stop the calls from ringing one after the other. Brian knocked on their door, but they wouldn’t answer it, so he shouted through the door.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Jingle, it’s Brian McKinley from the TIN. I’m sorry for what you’re going through, but we didn’t receive your call to cancel the obit in time.” Brian didn’t even want to go near how the headline affected them. Oh well, he thought. They’re not likely to run out of conversation material anytime soon.

      

      Vince Babelton was just leaving the police department building as Jimmy was arriving.

      “Hey, did you give your testimony about that kid starting the fire?” Jimmy asked.

      “Sure did. I hope they get him into some kind of therapy. Not sure if there’s a cure for a firebug, though.” Vince was thoughtful for a moment.

      “I’ll have to look up pyromania and see what they suggest.” Jimmy had never come across anyone with that affliction. He wasn’t sure if pyromania was an affliction or what.

      “See ya.” Vince continued on to his car, and Jimmy grabbed hold of the front doorknob for the police station.

      “Hey, Butch,” Jimmy greeted.

      Sgt. Butch Gonzales was furiously typing as Jimmy walked inside. “Hey, Jimmy.” He never looked up from the monitor. A new visitor would have thought nothing of Butch being so busy. For the rest of the people who stopped by the police station, it was a sight to see. The sergeant, facing a choice of computer training or resignation, became surprisingly productive.

      Jimmy walked back to the chief’s office and tapped on the open doorframe. “Hey, chief.”

      “Jimmy. What are you up to today?” Chief Kenton Price’s chair creaked as he turned from the computer to greet the heir.

      “What’s going to happen to the kid you arrested yesterday?” Jimmy wasn’t sure if they would hold him at the jail or if there was a special facility for kids.

      “He’s over at the Youth Detention Center in Derrick,” Chief Price said. "The judge will hold a hearing to decide whether to release him or keep him in custody until they set a court date.”

      “That’s all we need, a kid running around unsupervised, setting fires while his parents are at work.” Jimmy shook his head, disturbed at the thoughts running through his head. He lowered his voice. “I had a talk with the kids about what they should do in case of an emergency if no one was home.”

      Chief Price drilled his eyes into Jimmy’s. “Are you going to let Celebrity in on this secret? I don’t see how you could keep something like this from your fiancé.”

      Jimmy squirmed in his chair. “I’m going to tell her this week, for sure.”

      “You’d better.”

      Jimmy left the chief to his paperwork and headed over to the Wham-A-Rama discount store, then caught himself before he entered the parking lot. He made a U-turn and headed downtown to Hector’s Men’s Store. Hector and Jorge banned him from ever setting foot in the Wham-A-Rama for any clothing. A gentleman of his ilk did not wear undergarments, or body coverings of any type from the scourge of lowly department stores. Other products were acceptable to purchase at discounts, just not clothing.

      When Jimmy first met the clothiers, he was shocked at the prices of everything that he purchased. He recalled how he reeled when presented with the bill for shirts, slacks, a belt, and dress socks.

      $15 for a pair of socks?

      Really?

      His hand trembled as he slid the credit card across the counter to pay for the items. Since then, he had depended on Hector and Jorge to dress him properly for the events his Aunt Betty attended, both in person and on Zoom.

      As he entered the establishment, he fully expected them to tut-tut his request. Jorge rushed over to his favorite client.

      “Jimmy! What can we help you with today? Do you require a new suit?”

      “Hey, Jorge. Do you have any purple ties?”

      Jorge stared at Jimmy, wondering if he was joking.

      Hector finished with a customer and joined his employee and their client. “What can we help you with, Jimmy?”

      Jorge’s wide eyes worried Hector. Jorge spit it out. “He wants a purple tie!”

      Hector practically gave himself whiplash, turning to Jimmy so quickly. “A purple tie? Are you going to a carnival?”

      Jimmy huffed out his exasperation at the two snobs. “One of Aunt Betty’s clients loves the color purple. He wears something purple every time I see him online. I’d like a purple tie to show my support when we Zoom next. What’s the big deal?”

      “Is this man...” Hector looked to Jorge for help with the correct description, but saw nothing forthcoming from his employee. “Does he have some type of affliction?”

      Jimmy balked. “He likes the color purple. How do I know what drove him to that color? Should I just go over to the Wham-A-Rama and see if they have one?”

      That’s all it took. Jorge took off to the tie section of the store as if there were a theft taking place. He sifted through dozens of ties and held one up for critical inspection. He shoved it back onto the rack and continued his search. Jorge finally found a tie that was the correct color of purple. He approached Jimmy and Hector, and held the tie up for inspection.

      “Yeah, that’s perfect!” Jimmy retrieved the tie from Jorge and felt the delicious silk. They all moved over to the cash register where Jorge rang up the sale. Jimmy presented his black American Express Centurion credit card with the hundred-thousand-dollar credit limit, which he had only ever used at Hector’s Men Store.

      Jorge wrapped the silk tie in delicate paper, then placed it in a small custom paper sack with the store logo and handed it to Jimmy.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Potts shelled peas at her kitchen table. Guppy sat perched on his favorite chair-back, and Maddy batted a plastic bottle cap on the floor. The landlady rolled a pea across the table, and Guppy snatched it up.

      The front door opened, and Brian entered. He took a deep breath. “Pot roast, Mrs. Potts?”

      “You have an excellent sniffer, Brian. Pot roast, mashed potatoes, and peas—if Guppy will share with us.”

      Brian approached the table and eyeballed the colander. There was enough for one serving. He pulled out a chair and grabbed a handful of pea pods. “Looks like help is required.”

      They shelled peas in companionable silence for a few minutes, then Mrs. Potts delved into a delicate subject. “Brian, have the Jingles recovered from that headline in the TIN?”

      Brian lowered his head and shook it gently. “I don’t know why Bill or Sylvan didn’t change that headline. I feel so bad for Mr. and Mrs. Jingle.”

      Mrs. Potts patted his hand. “People will move on to the next headline. Hopefully, the Jingles can plug their phone back in.”

      “They have one of those old landlines?” Brian asked. “I thought those were long gone since practically everyone has a cellphone.”

      “The thing about landlines is that if a cell tower has a problem and you don’t have a signal, the landline will still work. You’ll discover that most people of a certain age prefer a landline.” Mrs. Potts nodded knowingly.

      “Do they also have a cellphone?” Brian seemed stuck on the issue.

      “I don’t know. Maybe you should conduct a survey for the paper. That would make an interesting article.”

      “MORE!” Guppy squawked, wanting the humans to get on board with the peas.

      “Guppy, you’ve had more than enough peas,” Mrs. Potts declared as she grabbed the colander and headed to the sink. She rinsed off the peas and dumped them into a pot of water on the stove. “I’ve got to run to the Foo. I’ll start the peas just before dinnertime. They only take five minutes.”

      “Want me to drive?” Brian asked.

      “I’ll take you up on that!” Mrs. Potts grabbed her purse. She addressed the animals. “We’ll be back in a jiffy. Go upstairs and take a nap.”

      Guppy let out an indignant squawk as the landlady and her boarder left the house.

      I’m going upstairs to take a nap, Maddy announced.

      Guppy focused on the pot of peas on the stove. The burner wasn’t lit, so he knew he wouldn’t get hurt. The Amazon parrot flew over to the stove. His claws gripped the knob as he landed. He steadied himself on the knob as he scooped peas out of the pot of cold water. When he had his fill, he lifted off the knob and flew upstairs to his tree perch. The gas flame lit under the pot of peas.
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      Mrs. Potts and Brian roamed the aisles of the Foo. They couldn’t find everything on the landlady’s list, so they went over to the Wham-A-Rama.
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        * * *

      

      The water boiled out of the pan, scorching the bottom. The peas burned to a crisp, and the overheated Teflon pot became so hot that it burst into flames. After several more minutes, the pan disintegrated, parts falling onto the floor spreading the fire.
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        * * *

      

      Maddy lay on the sofa, fast asleep. Guppy snoozed on his fake tree. Smoke drifted up the stairs. Maddy’s whiskers twitched in her sleep, alerting her to danger. She blinked, sat, and sniffed. She ran to the top of the stairs and saw flames. Maddy rushed over to her friend’s fake tree and jumped against the trunk.

      “FIRE! GUPPY WAKE UP!”

      Guppy squawked as he became alert. He saw the smoke billowing into the apartment.

      “BASKET!”

      The parrot flew into the kitchen and through the open door of the pantry. He landed on an open shelf on the left side and searched for the gazebo basket. Guppy found the basket, grabbed it with his strong beak, and flew to the kitchen table.

      Maddy was frantic as she looked at all of Jimmy’s possessions. She spotted grandma’s journal on the end table where their daddy read. The smart cat raced over to the end table and snatched up the journal in her mouth, then sprinted over to the table. She leapt up and dropped the journal into the basket.

      “GET IN THE BASKET!” Guppy hollered.

      The flames reached the upstairs. The fire blocked their escape. Maddy jumped into the basket and hunkered down. Guppy grabbed the basket with his beak and pumped his wings. The big, strong Imperial Amazon parrot, also known as the Sisserou, was the largest of the species and the national bird of Dominica. Their life span in captivity was seventy years.

      The grungy sea captain who taught Guppy vulgar language used to taunt him he was a sissy. Guppy flew toward his tree and favorite window. He landed on the windowsill, claws grasping the wooden edge, and tilted his head down. He bashed the screen with all his might, sending it flying.  Guppy leapt out of the open window, spread his enormous wings that spanned thirty inches, and flew them to safety.

      Guppy flew over to the gazebo and set the basket down on the grass. He and Maddy took turns trying to open the heavy door. The fire engulfed the house in flames.

      “Find Daddy!” Maddy yelled. She hopped back into the basket.

      Guppy grabbed the basket in his powerful beak and lifted off the ground. He flew over the trees, away from the fire. Maddy sneezed from the smoke. Guppy flew down Stonerich Boulevard to the downtown area screeching at the top of his parrot lungs.

      “FIRE! FIRE!”

      People pulled out their phones and took pictures of the parrot hauling the basket.

      Maddy read store names as Guppy flew them to safety. “Look, Gup, there’s the police station! Go there! The chief will find Daddy!”

      Guppy flapped his wings for all they were worth, while screaming out, FIRE. He flew into the door, his claws scratching the glass, his loud voice trying to get attention. Maddy meowed loudly as she pawed the glass trying to get attention.

      Butch looked up from his monitor. “What the heck? There’s a crazy bird with a basket and a cat...”

      The chief recognized Guppy’s voice and ran out of his office. He turned to Stephanie, the dispatcher. “Alert the fire department! Mrs. Potts’ house is on fire!”

      Chief Price opened the door, grabbed the basket, and held his arm out for the frantic bird. “Guppy, land here on my arm. Everything’s okay. Good job rescuing Maddy and yourself.”

      The fire truck with siren screaming and horn blowing raced down the street.
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        * * *

      

      Meaty slurped a milkshake and crunched down on a taco which exploded over his keyboard when he heard the fire alarm sounding outside from the huge speakers.

      He shot off his chair, thundered down the stairs

      “FIRE! Be back later,” he hollered out to his uncle,  then he was out the door.

      Meaty jumped into his souped-up Camaro while manning his phone to get details. He arrived at the fire station in time to jump on the second firetruck. They screeched down the street, horn blowing and siren screaming to get people out of the way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You’re going to have to come with me,” Chief Price told the animals. He raced outside to his police vehicle and set the basket in the back seat and encouraged Guppy to get into the car. The chief ran to the driver’s door and jumped in. Luckily, the animals were in the back and could go nowhere else because of the wire caging that separated the front and back seats. The new separation configuration hadn't been installed in the chief's car yet.

      “Hold on, I’m going to be driving fast!”

      Ask him about Daddy! Where’s Daddy? Maddy urged Guppy.

      “DADDY!” Guppy let out.

      Chief Price called Jimmy’s cellphone. He knew the heir was with his aunt, the DDS, or he was out interviewing someone for the TIN. After three rings, Jimmy finally answered the call. The chief didn’t give him the chance to speak. “MRS. POTTS’ HOUSE IS ON FIRE!”

      “WHAT? GUPPY! MADDY!” Jimmy was frantic.

      “They’re here with me. Guppy rescued them with the basket!” the chief reported.
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        * * *

      

      Brian and Mrs. Potts were placing plastic shopping sacks in the trunk of his car at the Wham-A-Rama when Brian pointed to the blackened sky. “Oh, no. Another fire. I hope that kid isn’t starting more fires!”

      Mrs. Potts stopped and shielded her eyes with her hand as she looked in the direction Brian had pointed. “That’s a big one!”

      Brian closed the trunk of his vehicle and grabbed the shopping cart. He returned the cart to the parking lot cart storage rack while Mrs. Potts got into the front passenger seat.

      “Want to go see where the fire is?” Brian asked.

      “We need to get the freezer items into the fridge first,” Mrs. Potts suggested. “Then we can go ride around.”

      They were in no hurry, so Brian stuck to the speed limit of 35 MPH. As they turned onto Pine Street and rode down to Stonerich Blvd, the smoke was heavy.

      “That fire looks like it’s in our neighborhood. I hope Vince’s house is not going up in smoke!” Mrs. Potts exclaimed.

      When they turned onto Stonerich, Brian and Mrs. Potts witnessed the worst. The fire trucks were along Burbridge Street at the boarding house.

      “MY HOUSE!” Mrs. Potts screamed while totally freaked out.

      Brian parked as close as he could get to where the emergency response team member waved at them. They scrambled out of the car and stared at their house just as the roof caved in.

      “MADDY! GUPPY! OH MY GOD! THE ANIMALS!” Mrs. Potts screeched.

      Chief Price spotted Mrs. Potts and Brian and rushed over to them. “Guppy and Maddy are in my car. That parrot flew Maddy in the basket down Stonerich, screeching out Fire. Butch liked to have thought he was hallucinating when Guppy clawed at the front door window.”

      Mrs. Potts broke down. “It’s all gone. Every memory I’ve carefully stored—all gone.”

      Jimmy braked to a hard stop, tearing up grass and dirt across the street from his former home. He was out of the car and running over to his landlady and his friend. He hugged Mrs. Potts. “It will be okay.”

      Mrs. Potts’ phone rang. She noticed it was Betty and answered with tears and hiccupping. “Betty, it’s burnt to the ground.”

      Bertha, all of you are to come over to the mansion as soon as you leave there. I'll take care of everything. Elnora and Toombs are shopping for all of you, including the animals.

      Mrs. Potts controlled her crying to squeak out a thank you, then disconnected the call.

      Danny jogged over to where they were. “What happened?”

      “We have no idea.” Brian shook his head.

      “I had a roast in the oven at a low temperature. No burners on the stovetop were on. I don’t have any idea how this could have happened!” Mrs. Potts wailed.

      “There’s no point in watching the fire until the last embers are extinguished,” Jimmy stated. “Let’s head over to Aunt Betty’s.” He took one last glance. The gazebo was not in any danger. He wondered if they would all congregate there again one day.

      Jimmy’s car led the way, followed by Brian and Chief Price.

      Jenkins and Betty stood on the edge of the driveway, waiting for everyone to disembark from the vehicles. Betty drew Bertha Potts into an embrace, feeling she needed comfort more than her nephew or Brian.

      “Oh, Betty,” Mrs. Potts sobbed. “It’s burnt to the ground. All gone. Everything lost.”

      “It will be okay, Bertha. Insurance will cover your personal items, and we’ll get your place rebuilt better than what you enjoyed for so many years.” Betty patted Mrs. Potts on the back and drew her into the house.

      Jimmy went over to Chief Price’s car. He opened the door behind the caging. “Remember how much fun you had at Aunt Betty’s? We’re going to be living here for a while. Maddy, hop into the basket. Guppy, get on my shoulder because I don’t have your towel.”

      Maddy hopped into the basket. Guppy waited until Jimmy was standing up outside the car. He waddled to the edge of the seat, then fluttered up to Jimmy’s shoulder.

      “Hang on. We’ll go upstairs to our old room.” He went inside the mansion and up the stairs to his suite. “Toombs is getting your supplies. I hope no one has to go potty. Let me get a bowl of water for you two. You’ll have to share for now.”

      Maddy hopped out of the basket. Jimmy glanced at the conveyance that carried his cat out to the gazebo. He reached inside, grabbed up his mother’s diary and clutched it to his chest, his eyes watering. “Oh, Maddy. You rescued grandma’s journal!” He placed the journal on the table and picked up Maddy. “Thank you for thinking of this.”

      When he set Maddy down on the floor, he turned to Guppy, perched on top of a chair-back. He gently hugged his parrot. “Guppy, you rescued Maddy in the basket. What a smart bird!”

      Jimmy had a moment. He looked all about, panic sizzling near the surface. He wondered if anyone realized that Maddy was the one who placed the diary in the basket. Their little secret would be in danger of being discovered.

      “I’ll be back in a little while. Toombs should be here soon with supplies. I want to go downstairs and talk to the chief and Aunt Betty.”
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        * * *

      

      Brian remembered the groceries. “Jenkins, Mrs. Potts and I have groceries in the trunk of my car.” Brian felt dismayed about what to do with the groceries now.

      Jenkins took charge. “Everyone, grab a bag of groceries and follow me to the kitchen.”

      Duncan Carver, Betty’s fabulous cook, carried a tray of teacups, a box of tea bags, sugar and cream while Annie Mays, a kitchen helper, followed with a tray with plates of finger foods, spoons, and napkins.

      “Someone will show you where to put the groceries.” Duncan waved Jenkins, Chief Price, and Brian to the kitchen while he placed the large tray on the coffee table in the reading room.

      After placing the groceries in the kitchen, Brian joined everyone in the reading room and collapsed into a chair. They were all shell-shocked at the complete loss of the house and all of their possessions.

      The chief followed Jenkins and stood where everyone could see him. He announced what would happen. “There will be an investigation to rule out arson. There could have been a faulty appliance, water heater, toaster – anything could be the cause of this catastrophic fire. I’m sure you all had fingers pointing to Theo, but he is still in the Derrick facility.”

      “What happens next?” Mrs. Potts asked.

      “Once the rubble has cooled sufficiently, the Texas Fire Marshal's Office will send a fire investigation officer to determine the cause and origin of the fire. They often work with forensic engineers to examine electrical appliances and wiring.” The chief figured all he could do was explain the process to give them information. No one liked to be left in the dark of any investigation.

      Toombs and Elnora returned loaded down with shopping bags. Toombs called out to the room.

      “Jimmy, Brian, Jenkins, Duncan, Chief—lend a hand with bringing in replacement items. Jimmy, I found Guppy a tree and I have Maddy’s litter box and supplies. I've marked the bags with a B for Brian, P for Mrs. Potts, and J for Jimmy, so you can make sure they get to the right rooms.

      All the men sprang out of chairs, followed by the others who had been standing.

      Betty patted Bertha’s hand. “These are preliminary items to get you through two days. Then we can go shopping for a couple of weeks’ worth of items. Don’t forget, we have two and a half seasons to think about. Cool weather, roasting, and mild.”

      Bertha dabbed at her watery eyes with a rumpled tissue. “Oh, Betty. You’re an angel. Thank you so much for doing this for all of us.”

      Toombs and Jimmy carried the huge box with Guppy’s fake tree. Brian followed with the critical cat supplies.

      Celebrity and Ramirez showed up and joined the troops hauling shopping bags and packages. Jenkins took his place by the front door and guided people where to go until they knew the locations where people would be living.

      Toombs hurried down the stairs to gather tools for the tree.

      The chief had a thought and pulled Jimmy aside. “What about the cameras? You should get some installed for our special project.”

      Jimmy’s mouth opened in an O. “I’ll have to buy a laptop and download everything from the cloud.”

      “I wonder if Mrs. Potts used the cloud for backup? She had a laptop and an iPad, and Brian had a laptop.” Jimmy thought about their electronics. Everyone had their phones, so those didn’t need to be replaced, but the chargers were required. Maybe he and Brian could go out first thing in the morning and replace those items.

      “Chief, you don’t think anyone realizes Maddy is the one who put my mother’s journal in the basket, do you?” Jimmy was close to hyperventilating.

      Chief Price thought it through. He was the first to the basket, which went into the back of his police car along with Guppy and Maddy. “No one saw anything other than Guppy holding the basket with Maddy hunkered down at the door of the police station. Don’t spaz out for no reason. Only you and I know what was in the basket.”

      Jimmy felt relieved. He sprinted up the stairs to get his animals situated.
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