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“I did not care what it was all about. All I wanted to know was how to live in it. Maybe if you found out how to live in it you learned from that what it was all about.”

Ernest Hemingway


Chapter One 

 

 

I was enjoying a nice cup of Earl Grey tea in my mother’s cozy kitchen, when she spoiled the moment by saying, “They found a body down at Murre Bay.”

I bugged my eyes and almost spit out my mouthful of tea. Once I’d swallowed, I said, “Excuse me? What did you say?”

“It’s true.” She shivered and as she set the warm beverage down, the china cup chattered against the saucer. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“You’re actually saying they found a body? You mean… like one that isn’t breathing?” A chill went down my spine at her words. I’d been down at that beach area just a few days ago, walking my client’s dogs. It was a beautiful spot, but very secluded.

“Yes. A dead body.”

“When did this happen?”

“Yesterday. I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it.”

“I crashed when I got home. I was beat,” I murmured. “Do you know who it was?”

“The police don’t think it was anyone local.”

Uneasiness rippled through me as I asked, “Was it natural causes?” It had to be, right? 

She sighed. “They don’t think so.”

“They don’t think so?” My voice went up an octave. “You’re telling me someone was murdered at Murre Bay?”

Grimacing, she said, “Well, they haven’t said it was murder. Not yet. They simply know it wasn’t a natural death. It could have been accidental.”

“God, that’s awful.”

“I know. Mrs. Munson told me when I went to pick up my dry cleaning yesterday evening.” She shook her head. “I’m still in shock. Pearl Bay isn’t the sort of town where dead bodies just turn up.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t call me and tell me.”

She sighed. “I just didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news. You’ve seemed so down lately.”

I didn’t respond to her comment about my mood. I didn’t think I’d seemed any worse than usual. “So you don’t know exactly how that person died?”

“No. Mrs. Munson didn’t know many details. She just said they’d found the body of a man, and the police didn’t think it was natural causes.”

“Maybe it was a homeless person. I noticed a few makeshift tents on the beach when I was down there the other day.”

“Maybe. There are homeless people all over the country.” I could feel my mother watching me from beneath her lashes. “Some people have no one. No family. No husband or wife.”

“That’s very true.”

“Life is so short,” she said. “Don’t you think?”

“It can be.”

“One day you’re here, and then… poof.”

“It goes fast, I guess.” I wasn’t sure where she was going with this, but suspected she had something she wanted to talk about. My mother usually had an agenda. A project. Generally, that project was me.

She cleared her throat. “I’ve been thinking.”

Here we go.

She tapped her french tip against the china cup. “We need to do something about your nonexistent social life.”

Scowling, I said, “How did we get from some poor soul’s death to my social life?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not really.”

She leaned toward me, resting her elbows on the oak table. “Honey, you could die tomorrow, without ever having really lived.”

I raised my brows. “Well, that’s grim.”

She sighed. “I know. But I’ve been worrying about it a lot lately.”

“You don’t need to.”

“What if something happens to me?” 

I frowned. “Nothing is going to happen to you. Don’t be silly.”

She studied me intently. “We need to do something.”

I laughed uneasily, holding my mother’s assessing gaze. “We don’t have to do anything about my social life.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, my dear.”

“I don’t think I am wrong. I’m pretty sure I’d know.”

Her expression was deceptively innocent. “You work, you sleep. You work, you sleep. When do you ever have any fun?” 

I said skeptically, “So you’re worried about me having fun? That’s all this is?”

“Yes.” 

“That’s it? There are no ulterior motives to this conversation?”

“Of course not.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I only ask because sometimes you poke your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

She sputtered, “I do not.”

“If you say so.”

“It’s just… I worry because you spend so much time with those smelly animals.”

“It’s my job. My business.”

“Yes, but that’s my point. All you do is work, work, work. Where’s the joy in your life? I never see you just going out and having a good time.”

“I do stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Well… I… I… uh… I’ve signed up for an oil painting class at the college.” I leaned back in my chair, holding her gaze. I’d only signed up for that class on a whim. I’d even been planning on dropping it. But now I was glad I hadn’t. “That’s neither sleeping nor working.”

“True. I guess.”

“So, problem solved, right?”

“Well…”

I patted her hand. “You don’t need to worry about me. I’m happy.”

“I don’t believe you. I think you’re simply making do because you don’t want me to worry.”

“Not true. I know that you’ll worry regardless of what I say.”

Her lips curved in a grudging smile. “It’s my job to worry about you.”

“That’s why I don’t bother to discourage you. But you should focus on your own life, not mine. I’m doing just fine.”

She studied me, a line between her smooth dark brows. My mother was in her mid-sixties and still very attractive. Her black hair was cropped short and her porcelain skin unlined. I hoped I’d age half as well. “Have you gone on any dates lately?” she asked softly.

I groaned. “I knew it.”

“What?” She gave a sheepish smile.

“You’re butting into my love life again. This has nothing to do with me having fun.”

She sighed. “Nonsense. Love is fun.”

“I really can handle this part of my life just fine on my own, Mother. I’m twenty-nine. It’s weird that you’re so concerned with my dating life.”

“It’s not weird. You could be a hundred and I’d still care.”

I took a deep breath and reminded myself that she wasn’t doing this out of spite. I was her youngest son, and she was just worried about me. “I promise you, I’m doing okay. Life isn’t perfect, but when is life ever perfect?”

“It’s just that since you broke up with that Carson fella, you’ve been so introspective. Almost brooding even.”

I winced, wishing she hadn’t brought up my ex. I still felt guilt over how that had ended. “I don’t think I’ve been brooding. But once Carson… moved on… it seemed like perhaps some self-examination was in order before jumping into another relationship. I want to figure out why I keep choosing the wrong guys.”

“I understand that. But it’s been three months and you haven’t gone on any dates that I’m aware of. Are you being too picky?”

I lifted one shoulder. “It’s not like there are men banging on my door to date me.” Not exactly a surprise, considering where I lived. The population of Pearl Cove barely bumped the four-thousand souls mark. Available men my age were scarce and available gay men my age were even scarcer.

“You know, June says Merrick isn’t seeing anyone at the moment.”

It took a lot of self-control not to recoil. June was my mom’s best friend, and also the mother of my archenemy, Merrick Dawson. I’d known Merrick since my teens, and to say we hadn’t gotten along would be an understatement of epic proportions.

I took a calming breath. “You can’t seriously be suggesting Merrick and I should go on a date?”

She shrugged. “You’re both single.”

“Yes.”

But not desperate.

It wasn’t that Merrick wasn’t attractive. He actually was extremely good-looking, and he even had a good-paying job, by Pearl Cove standards. He was the police chief of this little town. No, the issue wasn’t money or looks. The problem was I disliked Merrick with the power of a thousand suns, and the feeling seemed to be mutual.

“Merrick is Thomas’s friend, not mine,” I said patiently. Thomas was my older brother. It was his fault Merrick was even in my life. If they hadn’t become besties in high school, I’d never have had to put up with Merrick Dawson at all.

She sighed. “Yes, I know technically he’s Thomas’s friend, but there’s no reason you two couldn’t date each other.”

My laugh was borderline hysterical. “There’s actually a huge reason; I dislike the guy intensely.”

She waved her hand at me dismissively. “Oh, poo.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Are you going to hold a grudge forever? Yes, he played some pranks on you when you were kids. You need to let that go.”

“Do I?” I laughed gruffly. “Says who?”

“If you want to be happy, holding on to such nonsense is not the way to do it.” She crossed her hands on top of the table. “Now, June and I have discussed this at length.”

“I’m sure you have,” I murmured.

“She’s just as frustrated as I am. You’re both single, attractive young men, looking for love. It just makes sense you’d date each other.”

I laughed and pushed back my chair. “You’re single, Mother. You’re attractive. Why aren’t you going out on dates?”

Her cheeks tinted pink and she sputtered, “Oh, well, that’s different.”

I stood and took my cup to the sink. “I don’t see how.”

“I’ve been married. When your father died, I never planned on loving anyone else ever again. You, however, have never had a serious relationship. It’s high time you did.”

“I’ve had serious relationships.”

“You’ve had long-term relationships. Frankly, I don’t think any of them were very serious.”

She had a point. I was never eager to take that next step with anyone. That was one reason Carson and I had imploded. He’d wanted me to go with him to LA and I’d wanted to stay here in Pearl Cove. Moving to another city with your lover was a huge commitment. I’d been unable to make that jump with Carson. “Maybe I’d rather be alone, than with the wrong person. Did you ever think of that?”

“That’s depressing.”

“I don’t agree. I’d rather not date someone simply because they’re around me. I want passion and true friendship with whoever I end up with. I refuse to settle.”

“But you have so much in common with Merrick.”

I shook my head. “What do Merrick and I have in common, other than you and his mother are best friends?”

“Well…”

I lifted my brows. “Our gayness?”

She laughed sheepishly. “That is a factor.”

“I need more than that to make a love connection with someone.”

“I think you and Merrick would be wonderful together… if you two could just stop trying to one-up each other.”

“I don’t try to one-up him. He’s the one who’s always picking at me. I just wish he’d leave me alone. I’d be happy if I never saw Merrick ever again.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say.”

I shrugged. “But it’s the truth.”

“You’re such a stubborn boy.”

“I’m not a boy, I’m a man. I know what I want and don’t want in a partner.” I returned to her and leaned over to kiss her cheek. Straightening, I smiled down at her. It was impossible to be angry with her, but I definitely needed to be firm. “I know you mean well, but pigs will fly before I’d go on a date with Merrick Dawson.”

Frowning, she watched me move to the door. “Where are you going? I thought we were having tea?”

“I have a new client stopping by the shop.” I tugged on my jacket and opened the door.

“Are you running away?”

“Nope. As I said, I have work.”

“We’ll continue this conversation later,” she called out.

Gritting my teeth, I mumbled, “Of that, I have little doubt.” I left her small yellow house and hopped down the brick steps that led to the sidewalk. I pushed away my conversation with my mother. Otherwise, I’d get agitated and possibly even depressed. Little did she know it also bothered me that I seemed unable to find my person.

It will happen when it happens.

Instead of fixating on what my mother had said, I focused on what a beautiful day it was. It was fall and the leaves of the oak trees that lined the street were gold and burnt orange. Many of the houses in the area were white cottage-style homes, with sky blue shutters and flower boxes filled with cobalt tinted lobelia and pink mums. The breeze was tinged with a faint fishy scent, but I was used to that. Living next to the ocean had its perks and its disadvantages. Pearl Cove was always beautifully picturesque, even if it didn’t always smell so great.

I needed to remember, whether I was in a relationship or not, life was still good. I climbed into my Toyota pickup and headed in the direction of my business. I was the proud owner of The Red Leash Dog Walking Service. I’d started it on a whim five years ago, and it was now thriving. While Pearl Cove was small, almost everyone had a dog. Even in little towns, people were often too busy to walk their pets. I’d accidentally stumbled onto a lucrative business, simply because I loved dogs.

I parked in front of the long gray building that housed my business. I got out of the truck and made my way toward the front door. A small red car parked beside my truck, and a petite college-aged girl got out of the vehicle. When she saw me she waved and smiled cheerily.

“Hey, boss,” she said as she neared.

“You’re early today, Charlene. You have a whole three minutes to go. Don’t you usually drag in two seconds before your shift?”

She grinned. “I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“Riiight.” I smiled and held open the heavy mahogany door to let her pass. I followed her into the building to the sound of dogs barking excitedly from the back room. We didn’t just walk dogs, The Red Leash also boarded dogs and cats short-term. That made for a very noisy environment.

There was a small white desk against one blue wall, where posters of dogs and cats were hung. A stout, middle-aged woman with short sandy hair sat at the desk, typing furiously on a laptop. Without looking up, she said, “Mrs. Ribald had to cancel for the third time this week, and Fred Wimbley called to say Sparky has fleas. He’s gonna get that taken care of and reschedule.”

“Thanks, Helen. Do you know why Mrs. Ribald had to cancel?”

Helen shook her head and her dangling red earrings jangled. “Nope. She didn’t say and I didn’t ask.”

“I think I know why,” Charlene said with a sly smile. “Rumor has it she’s got a new boyfriend.”

I frowned. “Why would that make her cancel dog walking appointments?”

“Because apparently her new man enjoys walking the dog with her.” Charlene smirked and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “You might lose a customer there, boss. Love-interruptus.” 

“I think it’s nice that she’s found someone.” Helen sighed. “Love just makes everything better.”

“Does it though?” Charlene said. “Sometimes it’s a headache.”

Helen frowned. “But when you have someone in your life, even mundane chores can be fun.”

“I guess.” Charlene looked unconvinced.

Since I had little to add to the conversation, I headed into the backroom. The dogs in their wire pens began barking even louder when they spotted me. “I know. I know. I’ll let you out in just a second.”

“I’ll take them outside.” Charlene followed me into the backroom. She moved to the nearest dog cage and unhooked the door. “You’ve got a meeting soon, right?”

“Yeah.” I glanced at my watch. “Mr. Wilcox should be arriving any second.”

Helen glanced up from her laptop and peered at us through the doorway. “Apparently, the scuttlebutt is that Mr. Wilcox just moved to town. I heard he barely had any furniture or personal things. Supposedly he’s a teacher and he’s single.”

I raised my brows. “How do you find out so much about someone so quickly?”

Grinning, Helen said, “I have my ways.”

“You certainly do.” I shook my head and began to help Charlene open the cages. Gossip spread quickly in Pearl Cove and Helen always knew things way before me. It sometimes came in handy.

“Did you guys hear about the body?” Helen called out.

I winced. “Yes, my mom told me. Dreadful news.” I led a hyperactive Irish setter to the back door and released him into the yard. “I’d rather not think about that at work.”

“Oh, sorry. I just wanted to make sure you knew about it,” Helen said.

“Unfortunately, I do,” I murmured.

“My friend Lucy said the body was mutilated.” Charlene shuddered. “She said it might be the work of Satanists.”

Helen scowled. “That’s not true. My friend works at the police department and she’d have mentioned that, if that information was legit.”

“Well, I don’t know why Lucy would lie,” groused Charlene. “Lucy said her friend Carlos heard from his brother’s girlfriend that the body was disfigured.”

“See, this is how rumors get started.” Helen sighed and went back to typing on her laptop. “You should keep that to yourself, Charlene. Don’t spread that around until you’re sure it’s the truth.”

“Helen is right,” I said. “We shouldn’t fan the flames of gossip. I’m sure the newspaper will have actual details soon.”

“I hope so.” Charlene grimaced.

I lifted one shoulder. “There’s no point in freaking out until we know the facts.”

“Okay,” Charlene said agreeably. “You’re right.”

Relieved she’d acquiesced so easily I went back to helping with the dogs. One by one, we took the dogs outside where there was a wide-open area with grass and trees. It was fenced in for safety, but the space was so huge the dogs barely noticed they were corralled. Once all the dogs were loose, I leaned against the wall near the back door and watched Charlene toss tennis balls to the excited animals.

The sun was warm on my face, and in the distance the sound of seagulls and boats in the harbor came to me. I had to pinch myself sometimes that this was my job. Working in a stuffy office had never been a good fit for me. Straight out of college, I’d worked for Mr. Herzberger at his accounting business. That job had been my mother’s idea, but for me it had been a soul-sucking experience. The buzzing fluorescent lights and the constant phone calls had given me headaches. Thank goodness I’d found a better way to make a living. So long as the people of Pearl Cove had pets, I’d be okay financially.

From inside the building I heard the jingle of the bell over the door, then Helen’s voice, followed by an unfamiliar male voice. It seemed Mr. Wilcox had arrived. I reentered the building and went into the reception area. There I found a tall, bookish-looking guy about my age, with auburn hair. He held a young Dalmatian, who was wiggling in his arms.

“Calm down, dog. Geez.” The guy met my gaze and gave a frazzled smile. “Sorry, Spot slipped out of his leash when we got out of the car.”

“No problem.” I walked toward him. “Go ahead and set him on the floor.”

The guy did as requested and the Dalmatian ran around the room, sniffing everything he could get his nose on. I smiled down at the dog when it sat at my feet, and patted its soft head. “You’re a good boy, Spot.” I glanced up at Paul and held out my hand. “I’m Kip O’Connor, by the way. I assume you’re Mr. Wilcox?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He took my hand in a brief clasp. “I guess I should’ve introduced myself.”

“No worries.” Spot got up and once more resumed his sniffing duties.

“We don’t need to be formal. You can call me Paul.”

“Okay, sure. Feel free to call me Kip.”

“Thanks.” He smiled tentatively. “I recognized you from your picture on your website. You look younger in person.”

“Do I?” I laughed.

“Yep.” There was a spark of something in his brown eyes. Wariness? Attraction? I wasn’t sure.

I cleared my throat. “So, I understand you need someone to walk Spot?”

“Yes. I won’t have time and as you can see he’s a high-energy dog.” Spot stopped sniffing things for a moment and pricked his ears, as if he knew we were talking about him.

“Have you ever hired anyone to walk Spot before?”

“No.” He rubbed the back of his neck, looking uncertain. “Is that a problem?”

“Not at all. I just like to know what I’m dealing with. He seems friendly.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “Oh he’s friendly all right. He needs to say hello to just about everybody he meets.”

“Better too friendly than unfriendly.”

“Good point.” He nodded. “Although… I was kind of hoping he’d be more of a watchdog.”

“Is that right?” 

“Yeah.” He dropped his gaze to the dog, frowning. “But he likes people too much. I really wished he didn’t.”

“He’s still young. He might become more protective or territorial as he gets older,” I said.

Paul nodded. “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know much about dogs.”

I wasn’t exactly surprised by his admission. Although, I did wonder why he had a dog since he didn’t strike me as a dog person. “Is he a rescue?”

“Kind of.” He gestured to the curious dog who was once again busy sniffing every inch of the room. “Spot belonged to a friend. My friend… uh… died.”

“Oh, God.” I grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

“Shit happens, right?”

“Uh, right.”

That seems a bit callous.

Paul twisted his lips. “The dog is way more work than I realized. Sometimes I regret taking him in.”

“Lucky for him, you did. He might have ended up in the pound.”

“Yeah.”

“Where are you from?” When Spot came over to me, I knelt down and rubbed his head.

“Florida.”

“Whoa. That’s a long trip to California.”

“Tell me about it.” Paul laughed.

I smiled down at Spot. “It probably felt twice as long with this bundle of energy in the car.”

He glanced at the dog. “Oh, uh… definitely.”

“Do you have family in town?”

“No.”

“Friends?”

He shook his head and avoided my gaze. “Nope. It’s just me and my faithful dog Spot.”

“Oh, well, I’m sure you’ll make friends in no time. The citizens of Pearl Cove are a welcoming lot.” That wasn’t exactly true and I only said it to put him at ease. The reality was many of the townsfolk were standoffish and didn’t warm up easily to outsiders. But I certainly couldn’t tell him that, seeing as he already seemed on edge.

“It’s fine if they don’t like me. I uh… like to keep to myself.”

Unsure of how to respond, I gave an awkward laugh.

He grimaced. “Anyway… your website says you do pet sitting as well as walking the dogs?”

“That’s right.” I nodded. “We’re a full-service operation here.”

“Thank goodness. I’ll probably be pretty busy in the beginning.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a teacher.”

“Are you?” So Helen’s sources had been correct. I should have known never to doubt her. She’d have made an excellent spy. “What do you teach?”

“Art. I just got hired at the community college.”

I raised my brows. “Is that right?”

“Yep.”

“I signed up for an oil painting class this semester.”

He laughed. “Did you? Then you’re probably in my class. Unless there’s more than one oil painting class.”

“I doubt it. We’re lucky any art classes were offered. I know the college was struggling to replace Mrs. Crag after she retired. She was the art teacher there for over forty years.”

“So then, I guess you’ll be my student.”

“I guess so.”

“It’ll be nice to have a familiar face in class.” That spark was back in his eyes.

“I agree.” I smiled, but then realized I was getting sidetracked by his pretty, brown eyes. “Uh, how many days a week did you need Spot walked?”

 Paul rubbed his chin. “I’ll be teaching four days a week. Two of those days I’m gone from morning until late afternoon. Is four days too much?”

“For what?” I gave a confused laugh.

Paul grimaced. “To saddle you with my dog.”

“If you think I’m gonna complain about you giving me too much of your money, you’re sadly mistaken.”

Paul winced. “Yeah. I guess that was a stupid question.”

“And if you also need pet sitting, we’re happy to do that too.” I made a cha-ching sound.

Paul chuckled. “Hopefully I can get a discount because I’m such a good customer.”

“Probably. Let’s go to my office and discuss the details. We’ll get you and Spot on the schedule for next week.” I gave what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

“Thanks, Kip.” Some tension seemed to leave his face. “You’ve been so easy to talk to. I think maybe I’m going to like it here in Pearl Cove after all.”

That time I was positive I saw some interest in his eyes. My stomach fluttered a tiny bit because he was attractive. Intelligent. Was it possible my romantic prospects were looking up?

As I led the way to my office, I had to smile to myself. Mom and June could go jump in a lake if they thought I was going to get stuck dating Merrick. I’d just as soon go out on a date with Spot than spend an evening with Merrick Dawson.


Chapter Two

 

 

Besides Helen, I had three people who worked for me; Charlene, Scott, and Andrew. They were freshmen in college but they weren’t taking very many classes. That was bad news for how quickly they’d earn their degrees, but good news for me because they had many hours available to work.

I didn’t tend to have to walk the dogs personally these days, but when Charlene called in sick Thursday morning, I decided I’d cover her shift myself. It was Paul Wilcox’s account and Charlene’s first shift with him. I wanted to keep him happy and bailing on him the first day didn’t seem conducive to that. Plus, it was easier for me to just work the shift than try to rearrange everyone’s schedules.

I headed over to Paul’s house and parked in front of his bungalow. Because he’d just moved to town he’d decided to rent until he was sure Pearl Cove was a good fit. That seemed logical to me. Who wanted to buy a house in a city they hated?

I rang the doorbell of his rental home and could hear Spot barking excitedly from inside the house. When Paul opened the door, he was dressed in a suit and tie. The suit was a bit baggy and, for an art teacher, it seemed like overkill. But who was I to judge? It was his first official day of class and he was probably nervous. I would, however, steer him toward the town tailor if I remembered. If you were going to wear a suit, it needed to fit.

Paul frowned when he saw me. “Kip? I was expecting Charlene.”

“She’s sick.” I grimaced, petting Spot when he jumped up on me. “I’m afraid Spot is stuck with me for the day.”

“Spot, get down.” He eyed the dog with a disgruntled expression. “Judging from the greeting he’s giving you, he won’t mind. I’m sorry Charlene isn’t feeling well.”

“I don’t think it’s anything serious.”

“Hopefully she’ll feel better soon.” He stepped aside. “Uh… would you like to come in?” 

“Sure.” I entered his home and immediately noticed how barren it was. There was one couch, gray in color, and a side table with a lamp missing its shade. There were no paintings on the walls or photos of family on the mantle. One wall at the far end had a stack of boxes, but it didn’t appear as if Paul had bothered unpacking much of anything.

Paul gave an uneasy laugh. “I haven’t done anything with the place yet.”

“Is that because you haven’t decided whether or not you’re staying in Pearl Cove?”

“Kind of.” He bit his lower lip. “I guess I’ll know more once I get the first week of work under my belt.”

I hadn’t seen Paul since the day he’d come to my business to hire me a week ago. He still had that same nervous energy buzzing beneath the surface. Of course, he was about to go to his first day of a new job. I’d have been nervous too.

“I’m sure you’ll do fine today.” I smiled. “I have my class with you tomorrow night. I’m excited to see you in your element.”

He dropped his gaze. “Now I’ll feel nervous.”

“I’m sure you’re a pro.”

He shrugged, still avoiding my gaze. “I guess.”

The sound of a horn honking near the street caught my attention. The front door was still open, and I was able to see out to the street. I noticed a dark sedan parked next to my truck. With a feeling of irritation, I recognized the car as that of Merrick Dawson’s.

“What the heck does he want?” I grumbled.

“Do you know that person?” Paul stood on tiptoe peering out the door.

“Unfortunately.”

“Who is he?”

I sighed. “That’s Pearl Cove’s illustrious police chief.”

Paul gave a sharp intake of breath, and when I glanced at him he seemed pale. “What’s the police chief doing in front of my house?” His voice wobbled.

I wasn’t sure why Paul looked so rattled, but I was distracted by Spot circling my legs. I untangled myself from the energetic pup and stepped out onto the porch. “I’ll go see what he wants.”

“Should I go with you?” Paul didn’t look thrilled about the idea.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

Looking relieved, Paul said, “Okay. I need to get going in a second anyway. Maybe I’ll just leave. Do you think he’ll think that’s suspicious?”

“Suspicious?” I frowned. “Why would he be suspicious of you?”

“I don’t know. I’m a stranger.”

“Just ignore him. I’ll handle him. If you need to split, go ahead. Just be sure to leave me a note with any special instructions.”

Giving Merrick an uneasy glance, Paul asked, “Will you be working the exact schedule Charlene would? She wasn’t just walking Spot, she was also pet sitting.”

“Absolutely. Don’t worry. We have you covered.”

Paul slumped with relief. “Oh, great. I wasn’t sure if because you’re the boss you were too busy to sit here all day with the dog.”

“It’s my responsibility and pleasure to cover Charlene’s shift. No matter what that is.” I glanced toward the street as Merrick gave another honk on the horn. Gritting my teeth, I said, “God that man is a pain.”

Paul gave another uneasy laugh.

“Remember, leave me a note if you need to take off.” I moved down the steps, anger prickling the back of my neck. As I neared the dark sedan parked near my truck, Merrick unfolded from the driver’s side. He was tall, lean, and he looked irritatingly pleased with himself. His light green eyes were lit with amusement and his full lips curved in a smirk.

“What do you want, Merrick?” I stopped in front of him.

“Hello to you too, Kip.”

I crossed my arms. “I’m working. I don’t bother you when you’re working.”

“Well… of course not.” His laugh was derisive. “I have a real job.”

I knew it was a comment designed to annoy me, so I didn’t want to show him he’d succeeded. I was sick and tired of Merrick pretending that my job was a joke, but knew that if I engaged with him it would only bring him pleasure. “You’re such a funny guy.”

His smile widened. “I agree.”

“Again, what do you want?” I asked through clenched teeth.

He stepped around me and walked to the sidewalk. “I just happened to be driving by, and I couldn’t help but notice that you’re parked in front of a fire hydrant.”

“No, I’m not.” Frowning, I joined him.

“Then what do you call that?” He wiggled his fingers toward the bushes near my truck.

“What are you talking about? You’re pointing at plants.”

He sighed. “Look closer, Kip.”

“You’re just trying to hassle me. There’s no hydrant here.” As I spoke, I pushed aside the shrubbery. My stomach sank at the sight of a yellow hydrant buried among the foliage. “Well, I… I… Nobody would have seen that.”

“I saw it.”

Heat rushed into my face. “How could you have possibly seen that?”

He shrugged. “It must have been the angle.”

“It’s invisible to the naked eye. You already knew it was there, didn’t you?”

“How I knew about the hydrant isn’t important. The point is you can’t park there.”

I scowled. “The city should trim back that plant.” I waved toward the overgrown star jasmine. “The hydrant is completely grown over.”

He clucked his tongue. “Whether that’s true or not, I should write you a ticket.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“You broke the law, Kip.”

I squinted at him, anger nipping at me. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Nah. I’m just trying to protect our fine city.”

“From me?”

“Well, you did park in front of a fire hydrant.” He pushed his hands into his pockets, studying me. “What if there was a fire? You’d interfere with the fire department’s ability to do their job.”

“There is no fire. I’ll just move my truck.”

“But see, no one else would have that leeway. If I hadn’t honked my horn and alerted you to your blunder, you’d have gotten a ticket.”

“Okay, but you did alert me. Why bother if you’re just going to give me a ticket anyway?”

“Why should I let you skate?” He gave a long-suffering sigh. “You haven’t exactly been nice to me.”

“I haven’t been nice to you?” I sputtered.

“That’s right. Your tone is always very snippy when you address me.” He leaned against my truck, smirking. “You know, just because I’m the chief of police, that doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings too.”

“You’re unbelievable. Do you follow me around or something? How could you possibly just happen to be driving by?”

“I was visiting a friend.” He looked like he was trying not to laugh.

“Yeah right.”

“You don’t believe me?”

This was going nowhere. I still had things I’d have liked to discuss with Paul, but instead I was standing on the sidewalk bickering with Merrick. “Look, I’m with a client right now.”
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